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  For Wally Lama and Peter Clayton

  In memory of Samir Lama and Pam Clayton

  And in memory of Josie who found the white lion


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  “Images and sensations derived from the artists’ vision and those provided by “daily life” merge and become inseparable.”


  —Victor Brombert, Trains of Thought: Memories of a Stateless Youth


  “Is this when history turned to fiction?”


  —Don DeLillo, Underworld
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  Preface

  

  

  

  



  This book had its beginning some years ago in a low-slung bungalow on the crest of a dune south of the village of Watamu, like the dukas of Kenya’s interior built by an Indian trader long before independence. Its thick, coral-block walls flaked lime, snakes slithered through broken shutters, and the leaking tin roof sagged under a feathery crown of casurina trees. During the long rains the kusi blew monsoon storms like Hindu offerings across the Indian Ocean from the Malabar Coast. Cool and content, I sat on the veranda reading Africana, classic books on this still mysterious continent. Below, across a beach of pale sand, spread a peacock blue bay where at dawn dhows set sail for fishing grounds beyond the reef.


  When December came the kusi dropped and a fiery kas kazi gusted out of the northeast off the Horn of Africa and the deserts of the Hadramaut and Oman. Sweat cascaded from my fingertips onto soggy pages as a flaming sun stabbed my eyes. The books of Sir Richard Burton, Mungo Park, Frederick Selous, and the Duke of Pirajno lost their appeal, and one blazing morning I found myself hungry for the coolness of an English novel. At noon I boarded a matatu, a jaded, jam-packed mini-van bound for Malindi where I knew a Gujaratti duka wallah who dealt in secondhand books. On a rack outside his shop, I found a weathered paperback, a Booker Prize winner with “English” in the title.


  On the first page of my purchase, I discovered myself in a Tuscan villa. This was not what I needed. I had lived in Tuscany throughout the 1970s, three of those years in a villa overlooking Florence. Next, I was in the Great Sand Sea, a sprawling wasteland I’d once seen at sunset from the Temple of Amun Ra in the Siwa Oasis. I longed for cool, green England, rain slashing across moorland, Prufrock’s London steeped in fog. Instead, I was still in the choking laterite dust of sweltering Africa.


  When I finished reading The English Patient, I immediately read it again. Like the book’s haunting characters confined within the shattered walls of the Villa San Girolamo, I found myself captured by the compressed, poetic prose of Michael Ondaatje’s novel. As Cressida Connolly noted in her review of the book: “I felt as dazed as if I’d just awoken from a powerful dream.”1


  Within the next few years, I completed a collection of essays on a dozen twentieth-century literary classics, narratives of my journeys into the exotic landscapes portrayed in the works of such writers as Graham Green, T.E. Lawrence, and Marguerite Duras, authors especially attuned to a sense of place. With Ondaatje’s novel still firmly in mind, a new project took shape. Utilizing the methods developed in my earlier work, I would undertake a personal odyssey endeavoring to unravel the novel’s background by following in the path of The English Patient.


  I knew Italy well, and speak Italian. As for Egypt, though my Arabic is limited to a few polite phrases, I’ve always found English sufficient in this country once under British rule. Over the years I’d spent months in Cairo, had been to Siwa and crossed Sinai, had traveled the Nile as far south as Abu Simbel. But the Western Desert? How arrange an expedition to the Gilf Kebir and the Great Sand Sea? How begin my quest for the Cave of Swimmers and the lost oasis of Zerzura?


  The biographer Errol Trzebinski suggested she take a copy of my plan to London to show her friend Jean Howard, an expert on the life of the desert explorer Count Ladislaus Ede de Almásy, the historical figure on whom Ondaatje bases the English patient. Ten days later, a letter arrived from Mrs. Howard asserting that my project was a “non starter,” noting “inaccuracies” in Ondaatje’s novel. “The RGS [Royal Geographical Society] sent Ondaati [sic] to me too late to do much to help him, except to get him to alter names in his text in order to avoid libel actions. His whole story is a complete fabrication.”2


  Is fabrication a fault in a work of fiction? I thought not, and responded:


  
    Even before The English Patient, Michael Ondaatje explored historical figures through his fiction. I am certain that some jazz historians found fault with Coming Through Slaughter, his novella about the early jazz trumpeter Buddy Bolden, as historians of Western lore may have deplored The Collected Works of Billy the Kid. To me, this is unimportant. That The English Patient is a “total fabrication” does nothing to invalidate the book’s artistic accomplishment. It is this accomplishment that interests me. If I pursue the project, I would, of course, deal with the delicate balance between fiction and reality.3

  


  Ondaatje often chooses characters existing between legend and history, myth and reality, figures with undocumented lives, existences cloaked in ambiguity: Buddy Bolden, Billy the Kid, Ambrose Small, Lucian Segura and László Almásy among them. Perhaps his answer to Jean Howard is to be found in his memoir Running in the Family: “In Sri Lanka a well-told lie is worth a thousand facts.”4



  I closed my letter to Mrs. Howard with a quote from Charles Anderson’s introduction to The Bostonians by Henry James: “The relation of factual models to fictional characters is a complex one that requires further discussion.”5


  Though she believed I was wasting my time, Jean Howard kindly passed my proposal to Peter Clayton who wrote that he had recently published Desert Explorer, a biography of his father Colonel P.A. Clayton. A topographer for the Desert Survey’s Department of the Survey of Egypt in the 1920s and ‘30s, Patrick Clayton mapped much of Egypt and, in the company of László Almásy, led expeditions in search of the lost oasis of Zerzura. Patrick Clayton did not figure in Ondaatje’s novel, though others who were part of the Zerzura legend did, people Peter Clayton knew as a boy growing up in Cairo.


  Peter’s letter described the Cave of Swimmers, mentioned the English aristocrats who were Ondaatje’s models for Katharine and Geoffrey Clifton, and noted that he had “no record of Almasy having attended any of the ‘Zerzura Club’ dinners at the Cafe Royal in London from 1931 to about 1937.”6


  During the winter and spring, Peter and I corresponded frequently. He warned me at the outset: “The Western Desert is not a place to go without an experienced and well-equipped party.”7 He suggested we plan a joint expedition, and put me in touch with the veteran Egyptian explorer Samir Lama who agreed to lead our trek. Lama insisted we wait through the burning Saharan summer and begin during the “expedition season,” the cool days and cold nights between October and May. We determined to meet in Cairo in November. Half-dozen European desert enthusiasts would join us. We would share expenses, and provide our own financing. In expectation and with some trepidation, I crossed off the days until our autumn departure.


  My anticipation quickened when Peter wrote that the previous year on a journey to the Gilf Kebir, he found “Almasy’s empty jerrycan dump left behind on ‘Operation Salam’ in May 1942.” Peter discovered a dented British Army helmet at the site: “My guess is that they [Almasy and his companions] buried the jerrycans as a mock grave and put the tin-hat on a stick at one end. The tin-hat would probably have been hung on their captured Ford vehicles to add authenticity, which would have appealed to Almasy’s sense of humour.”8


  Somewhere in the emptiness of the Western Desert, I heard László Almásy laugh. Possibly not a nice laugh. He was, after all, a major in the Abwehr, German Military Intelligence, and on General Rommel’s staff. Nevertheless, this difficult aristocratic Hungarian maverick had intrigued Ondaatje sufficiently to become the protagonist of The English Patient, and was rapidly absorbing me.


  From the beginning, I let The English Patient lead where it would. Not only in the geographical sense, but also in terms of people and history. Varieties of Darkness is one reader’s attempt to unearth the matrix from which Michael Ondaatje creates the gemstone of his novel.


  It was sometimes necessary to adjust my perception of time and geography to fit the work, for I discovered that Ondaatje pushed events in Egypt ahead four years to fit his fictive purposes. Settings, too, I found skewed, peopled by historical figures bent-to-shape. In the Acknowledgments to his novel, Ondaatje wrote that he based some characters in The English Patient on historical figures. However, he stressed that the story is fiction, the characters fictional. Some, like Jean Howard, are not satisfied with the author’s disclaimer, those who knew the models for his characters, and others in Hollywood angered by the film The English Patient, believing it transformed a Nazi intelligence officer into a romantic hero, his wartime role improbably explained away.


  Ondaatje writes of Kirpal Singh’s mentor Lord Suffolk that his passion was the study of Lorna Doone, attempting to uncover the historical and geographical accuracy of Richard Blackmore’s 19th-century romantic novel. Lord Suffolk’s passion became the touchstone of my investigation into Ondaatje’s book. What follows is a narrative of my journey into “varieties of darkness,” the landscapes of The English Patient, a one-of-a-kind universe that Michael Ondaatje and the English patient made their own.
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  THE LAST MEDIEVAL WAR

  

  

  

  



  
    ”The last mediaeval war was fought in Italy in 1943 and 1944.”


    —The English Patient
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  Italy and adjoining countries (map by Bryan Hemming)


  

  



  Chapter 1

  

  The Painter and the Thief

  

  

  

  



  The murder occurred on Sunday evening May 28, 1606 in the Via della Pallacorda, the Street of the Tennis Courts, a narrow lane near the Campo Marzio in the heart of Rome. It was the first anniversary of the pro-Spanish bureaucrat Cardinal Camillo Borghese’s ascension to the papacy as Pope Paul V. A day of holy processions, fireworks over Castel Sant’ Angelo, and the pope’s solemn cavalcade played out against a backdrop of public disorder, hurled insults, and brawls as tempers flared between the Spanish and French factions in this city caught in the unforgiving embrace of the Catholic Counter-Reformation. Ostensibly, the fight between the painter Michelangelo Merisi, known as Caravaggio after the Lombardy town where he grew up, and Runuccio Tomassoni was over a fault at tennis, or perhaps a ten scudi bet the artist owed the wannabe soldier with the haughty Hidalgo strut. More likely, it was the result of a long-running quarrel. Swords drawn, the men lunged. Following a flurry of thrusts and counter-thrusts, Merisi, badly wounded, made a run for it, while Tomassoni lay bleeding on the pavement.


  Merisi’s final hit went terribly amiss. It wasn’t a thrust in the fight, but a parting stroke with the tip of his sword at the fallen Tomassoni’s penis, an insult to the would-be man-at-arms’ cherished virility. Merisi’s stroke severed an artery and Tomassoni quickly bled to death.


  On a soft morning in early September, I explore Michelangelo Merisi’s quarter, a compact neighborhood bound by the Piazza Navona and the Pantheon to the south and the Piazza del Popolo on the north, its narrow streets lined by three and four story buildings colored in shades of plum, persimmon, melon, tangerine, while forest green shutters stand latched against the sun. The tennis court is gone, but little else has changed in this ancient quarter since the night the painter killed the youngest brother of the political boss of the Campo Marzio and fled south with a price on his head.


  In 1610, after four frenzied years on the run, Michelangelo Merisi died mysteriously somewhere along the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea. The official version maintains he died of fever at Porto Ercole on the Tuscan shore. However some speculate that assassins killed Merisi aboard ship on his return from Malta to Rome.


  Art historian Souren Melikian accepts the assassination theory. In his essay “Titian’s meditations on the human condition,” [International Herald Tribune October 31-November 1, 2009] Melikian stated: “Realism beckoned as rationalism rose overtly or secretly. It would soon sweep across Italy, when a man called Caravaggio, later tried for murder and eventually himself the victim of hired assassins, revolutionized European painting.”


  Though dead nearly four hundred years, his body forever unfound, he was resurrected by Michael Ondaatje as the fictional Canadian thief David Caravaggio who first appeared in Ondaatje’s 1990 novel In the Skin of a Lion and resurfaces in The English Patient. “A man with a carpet draped over his shoulder accompanied by a red dog . . . the neighborhood thief, Caravaggio, returning from work.”1


  At first reading, similarities appear little more than coincidental. What could a two-bit Canadian burglar have in common with the rebellious seventeenth-century genius? A revolutionary painter who broke with the Renaissance tradition of drawing to paint from life, forging a link through Gustave Courbet to what we call Modern Art? Ondaatje’s feel for the historical is too sure, his instinct for taking characters and events from life and using them to his own purposes, for accident to play a role. He did not bring David Caravaggio into being haphazardly, but by drawing upon history to deepen his text and illuminate his approach to fiction.


  The Campo Marzio is not much bigger than a tennis court, and it’s hard to imagine, navigating this tight space, the eldest Tomassoni, its swaggering captain, as a political force. After cutting along dim alleyways, I cross the Via della Scrofa to the French national church of San Luigi dei Francesci. Next-door is Palazzo Madama where for five years Merisi lived under the protection of his early patron, the urbane Cardinal Francesco Del Monte; across the way stands the Palazzo Giustiniani. Here the banker Vincenzo Giustiniani commissioned and collected a number of Merisi’s works. From 1591 to 1606 this small piazza was the hub of the painter’s life—nothing happened more than five minutes walk away. This morning only a few people are about; traffic is light. On the cobblestones outside the church an ecclesiastic with floppy blond hair walks a Pomeranian on a retractable lead, the pompous little beast yapping insistently as a Vespa buzzes past.


  Instantly, I recall the dogs: Merisi’s black poodle Crow who accompanied him everywhere, prancing on hind legs through this neighborhood like one of the painter’s armed and dangerous sidekicks; August, the thief’s stolen fox terrier who, when Caravaggio burgled a house, stood patiently on the lawn, giving one clear bark if the owners came home early. “Moments later a figure would leap from a window with a carpet or suitcase in his arms.”2 And the “old mongrel, older than the war”3 that wandered out of the Tuscan hills into the Villa San Girolamo to terrify the burned man, the English patient, bed-ridden at the top of the house. Hana, the Canadian nurse, ran to the patient’s rescue, then hugged the animal, smelled his grass-scented coat before passing him on to Caravaggio who carried him away and fed him in the villa’s kitchen.


  There are other dogs, a veritable canine menagerie. In the Skin of a Lion, Clara Dickens’s father’s redbone hounds, Dickens 1, 2, 3, and 4. In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, it’s a pack of crazed, inbred, man-eating Spaniels. A passage in Running in the Family describes Ondaatje’s father in the jungle, “ . . . huge and naked. In one hand he holds five ropes, and dangling on the end of each of them is a black dog.”4 In Divisadero, it’s a rabid dog that crashes through a window, the shards of glass blinding the writer Lucian Segura’s left eye. There are the hounds the author himself raises, and dogs with intelligence and senses of humor like Buddy Bolden’s dog in Coming Through Slaughter who pisses where the cornet player pisses and vice versa, delighting the dog: “He must have felt there had been a major breakthrough in hound civilization.”5 On the Via della Scrofa, the clergy-man’s Pomeranian swans up the church steps and genuflects at the door. Ondaatje would like that.


  Dark as a shoplifter’s pocket, the church’s interior is early Baroque, a space the size of a high-school gymnasium done up with excrescences of plaster folderol. Through the gloom I see the priest and his dog vanish into the vestry, only to reappear a moment later to join me at the Contarelli Chapel. As the priest smoothes his hair, the Pomeranian sniffs my trouser legs on which I’m afraid he’ll emulate Buddy Bolden’s stray. In Italian heavily accented with French, the priest begins: “Here, between 1599 and 1602, Caravaggio painted the altarpiece and two side panels portraying the legends of Saint Matthew.”


  For the moment, I’m afraid the dog will piss on me while the priest proves an unshakable guide insistent on explaining what I don’t want explained. Works of art, I’m convinced, must be experienced independently, and a guide’s commentary is like static drowning a Haydn sonata. The priest witnesses the look in my eyes and senses my reluctance for him to continue. He backs away, smiling.


  “Vieni, Pompey!” he croons to his Pomeranian, urging the dog to follow. “Vieni fuori, tesoro! Let the Signore enjoy his pictures.” Together they pass into sunlight, and I’m left alone with Merisi’s paintings.


  Among the hundreds of chapels in Rome’s churches, each with its carved figures and obligatory holy pictures, there can be few with paintings as startling, vigorous and inventive as Merisi’s Saint Matthew cycle, especially the painting on the left, Matthew Called.


  
    He saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax office. And He said to him, “Follow me.”— Matthew, Chapter 9, Verse 9

  


  Five men at a table, counting money. The central figure is Matthew, the tax collector, who is surrounded by his companions tallying the day’s take. A pair of young bloods, turned out in the bravo style of Merisi’s day—slashed satin sleeves, pale tights, plumed hats—are on Matthew’s left. The youth with his back to the viewer, probably Mario Minniti, one of Merisi’s boy lovers, reaches for his sword. A third blood sits further from the door, fingering coins, while an old man peers through spectacles at the swag. These two remain in darkness while Matthew and the two youths nearest the door are caught in clear light cast by two figures entering on the right: Peter, draped in a drab blanket, partially obscuring Christ who points to Matthew, his gesture akin to that of God the Father animating Adam in Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling. Merisi’s Christ, though partially blocked by Peter, is the principal figure, strong, clean featured, assured. The dramatic moment is ripe. Matthew, suddenly fixed in the light of salvation, is hesitant, pointing at himself as if to say: “Who? Me?”


  Matthew’s dilemma is human, the setting and figures down-to-earth. Nothing supernatural occurs, nothing pious or otherworldly. Merisi found his models among working people and the urban poor just beyond the church door, painted them as they were, impoverished, ragged, dirty. This often got him into trouble. The Saint Matthew cycle was Merisi’s first public commission, and he reworked the paintings considerably before his patrons found them acceptable. Not for lack of skill—Merisi’s ability was evident from the start—but because of an absence of decorum. Decorum, the watchword of the Counter-Reformation, meant a slavish adherence to the cautious iconography dictated by the Church as decreed by the Council of Trent to eliminate imagery perceived as profane, pagan or heretical. Mannerists were in fashion, churning out stylishly simpering Madonnas and insipid saints in orangeade hues and tortured poses, filling “a growing clerical demand for a specifically ‘Catholic’ art—an art of genuflections and bead-telling and family unity.”6


  Artists deviated at their peril. Merisi’s penchant for depicting workmen’s dirty feet and veined legs, the backsides of horses [Conversion of Saint Paul], naked adolescent males [Love Victorious; Young Saint John], and using well-known whores as models for his Virgins, Magdalens and heroic tyrannicides [Judith Beheading Holofernes], as well as allowing Christ to enter the low-life den of a shady tax collector did not recommend him to the Vatican hierarchy. As art historian Kenneth Clark put it: “The convention by which the great events in biblical or secular history could be enacted only by magnificent physical specimens, handsome and well-groomed, went on for a long time—till the middle of the nineteenth century. Only a very few artists—perhaps only Rembrandt and Caravaggio in the first rank—were independent enough to stand against it.”7


  The down-to-earth world of laborers and whores evident in the seventeenth century artist’s work very possibly drew Michael Ondaatje to the rebellious Merisi when creating David Caravaggio for In the Skin of a Lion. A novel about the building of Toronto, the Sri Lankan author’s adopted city, where laborers erect viaducts, lay roads, dig tunnels, a book about sweat and work and, inevitably, politics and the sustaining dynamics of camaraderie and love.


  In the novel’s early pages, David Caravaggio appears briefly as one of twenty men laying tar on the great span of the Bloor Street Viaduct, “their bodies almost horizontal over the viscous black river, their heads drunk within the fumes.” The boss shouts: “Hey, Caravaggio!” 8 The young tarrer makes his slow, truculent way to engage the enemy: another fight with the foreman. With a few deft strokes, Ondaatje creates his rebel.


  Not many modern novels tackle work, the ordinary jobs that sustain us, that build our environment, that feed and clothe us. Not like Kipling for whom a man on the job was the very stuff of fiction, or the novels and chronicles of the 1930s, such as Vincent Sheehan’s Personal History describing the writer’s working life as a foreign correspondent, or George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London in which the English author portrays the slave-like existence of a Parisian plongeur. If less detailed, Ondaatje’s concise novels illustrate the working life. Gem pit diggers, cinnamon peelers, barbers, union organizers, a French peasant woman manuring her fields. Whether it’s the tunneler Patrick Lewis slogging knee-deep through liquid mud beneath the bed of Lake Ontario, Anil Tissera, the Sri Lankan forensic anthropologist of Anil’s Ghost, examining the corpse of a man recently thrown from a helicopter, the undetectable cheating of the poker playing “card mechanic” Coop in Divisadero, or the English patient and his explorer companions breaking camp on the Gilf Kebir, Ondaatje’s terse prose captures the smells, colors and sensations of work.


  In In the Skin of a Lion, Caravaggio lasted another year as a tarrer before entering a more satisfying field: thievery. Training mind and body in the art of breaking and entering, he schooled himself in dark rooms dismantling furniture, taking appliances to pieces, fitting them back together, emptying cupboards and replacing the objects just as they were. He exchanged bedroom and living room furniture, pictures, doilies, chairs, sofas, everything while his wife slept, then put them all back without waking her. For Ondaatje thievery is a fine art, and he describes it with vibrant and concise exactitude.


  Eventually August, the red terrier, let Caravaggio down, and the reader discovers the thief painting the blue roof of the Kingston Penitentiary with fellow inmate Patrick Lewis. The two recognized in the azure sea a hundred and fifty feet above ground that it was impossible to separate roof and sky. Caravaggio stretched on the corrugated tin while Patrick and their companion Buck painted him. “They daubed his clothes and then, laying a strip of hand-kerchief over his eyes, painted his face blue, so he was gone—to the guards who looked up and saw nothing there.”9


  Caravaggio made his escape, stealing clothes from a village haberdashery, hopping a freight to Trenton, a few hours from Toronto. He slept awhile, then walked in the woods outside town. When he stepped from the trees, he found a boy sitting on a stack of lumber outside a sash and door factory. Caravaggio asked him to get turpentine to remove the paint. As the boy pitched in with a piece of the fugitive’s shirttail dipped in turpentine, he asked him if he was from the movie company. “Caravaggio told him to forget the movie, he was not an actor, he was from prison. ‘I’m Caravaggio—the painter.”10


  The door shuts on coincidence. The thief’s remark neatly links David Caravaggio and Michelangelo Merisi. If there is any doubt, a few pages later a single sentence clears it away: “He [David Caravaggio] was a man who thrived and worked in available light.”11 Available light, often cast through a window high on the right wall of his studio, was Merisi’s medium, the fabric of his art, contrasts of light and shadow, chiaroscuro, his way of articulating it: “Light became Caravaggio’s stylistic manifesto, which revolutionized the painting of the time . . . his light has a plastic quality which makes the figures rounder . . . and gives the colour a clear and fluid intensity.”12


  Kenneth Clark makes the case more directly: “Caravaggio, the earliest and, on the whole, the greatest Italian painter of the [Baroque] period, experimented with the kind of light fashionable in highbrow films of the 1920s, and gained thereby a new dramatic impact.”13


  As he matured, his work deepened, the inventive composition of his figures contrasting ever more sharply against varieties of darkness, ever larger areas of shadowed canvas as in his masterpiece Death of the Virgin, as well as Resurrection of Lazarus, Burial of Saint Lucy, and the enormous canvas, nearly twelve feet in width, the Beheading of Saint John painted for the Oratory in the Church of the Knights of Saint John during Merisi’s 1608 sojourn in Malta.


  The juxtaposition of light and dark in the painter’s later works, the figures caught at the instant of greatest tension, treated with compassion but without an ounce of melodrama or sentimentality, provide, I believe, a glimpse into Ondaatje’s approach to fiction. Whitney Balliett wrote of Ondaatje in his New Yorker review of The English Patient, “[He] is not in all specifics, really a novelist. His narratives flow only when it pleases him; he is offhand about ‘character’; he is not [beyond a Dickensian coincidence or two] a plotter; and his dialogue is formal and enamelled and unchanging.”14 Yet, in his compressed phrasing, Ondaatje creates, against deep pools of historic event, personal actions so luminous they leap, like Merisi’s pictures, into the reader’s mind as if reader and author share common memories, abundant, incandescent dreams.


  Michelangelo Merisi lived an extravagant and violent life. Much that we know of him, aside from the paintings themselves, comes from police records and court transcripts. Between November of 1600 and October 1605, he was repeatedly in trouble, arrested for assault, libel, using foul language to the police, stoning his ex-landlady’s house, and throwing a plate of artichokes into a waiters face.


  May 28, 1606 was the point-of-no-return—the night Merisi murdered Ranuccio Tomassoni. Seriously wounded, Merisi ran for it, fleeing Rome for the safety of the Latium estates of his patrons the Colonna family in the countryside south of Rome. Held responsible for Tomassoni’s murder, Merisi was condemned to death, and a price put on his head. In the next few months, while in hiding, he painted the second of his three Davids.


  In the frescoed garden at the top of the Villa San Girolamo, the English patient spoke to David Caravaggio about Merisi’s David II. “There’s a painting by Caravaggio, done late in his life. David with the Head of Goliath.”15 The English patient described the young warrior holding Goliath’s head at the end of his outstretched arm. David, he said, was a portrait of Merisi when young; the head of Goliath when older, at the time he made the painting. That was the sadness, the patient said, the idea of youth judging age, judging one’s own mortality.


  Merisi was thirty-five when he killed Ranuccio Tomassoni and went on the lam. The model for the severed head of Goliath was Merisi himself, while his young model Francesco “Cecco” Boneri posed for David. “Cecco” may have joined Merisi when he fled, though possibly the painter worked from memory.


  Merisi began the most personal and desolate painting of his life, quickly and sparely laying down pigment so intimate in its intensity people want to see it as his last work. However, he was only establishing his approach to the paintings to come. In creating David II, Merisi painted his own wanted poster, a notice that anyone might slay him and carry his head to Rome for cash.


  Down the Via della Scrofa from the Church of San Luigi dei Francesci, in a café crowded with locals bolting standup coffees, the floppy-haired ecclesiastic drops broken bits of brioche into the Pomeranian’s maw and discourses on the latest football scandal as if fine-tuning the Nicene Creed. Sipping a cappuccino, I take pleasure in the spectacle: the greedy little dog, the blond flop, the rapt crowd hanging onto the priest’s every word. If Merisi and Crow were here we might see the dogs at each other’s throats, the painter, taking exception to some imagined snub, drawing his sword. Alas, no dogfight or flashing weapons. Slowly, the locals drift away, and the priest and the Pomeranian join me at the bar, the dog still fascinated by my trouser leg.


  “My apologies for Pompey’s rudeness. He is an awful snoop. You have dogs of your own?”


  “Cats . . . I prefer their independence.”


  “Pompey finds cats even more fascinating than dogs.”


  “Caravaggio had a dog.”


  “I know . . . that dreadful poodle who walked on his back legs like a man. I would never teach Pompey such stunts.”


  I eye the beast sniffing my feet. “He genuflects.”


  The priest looks at his dog, then at me. I notice for the first time that he bleaches his unpriest-like hair. “You find Caravaggio’s paintings of interest, Monsieur,” he says. “You must see his revealing picture of the Virgin and Child in the Church of Sant’Agostino. It’s quite near. We would join you but, like your cats, I know you to be independent. Besides, Pompey becomes dreadfully winded climbing those steps to the church.


  Around the corner from the café, halfway along an empty street, stands the Church of Sant’Agostino, its unadorned Renaissance facade like a stage set at the top of steep steps. In the first chapel on the left, I find Michelangelo Merisi’s Madonna of Loreto. Legend has it that the house in which Jesus was born flew miraculously from Nazareth to Loreto, a village near Rome. Merisi’s 1604 commission called for the customary depiction of Madonna and house airborne for Italy. He followed convention only insofar as the Madonna is nearly levitating on tiptoe before the lowly dwelling. The model was Lena Antognetti, a well-known courtesan, the Christ child in her arms probably her illegitimate son. Her beauty contrasts sharply with the two impoverished pilgrims kneeling in reverence before Madonna and Child, the man’s dirty feet dominating the lower right foreground. The critics deplored what they called a lack of propriety in Merisi’s beautiful Madonna, the worshippers’ poverty, the pilgrim’s grubby feet.


  Two years later Lena and her son posed for Merisi’s Grooms’ Madonna, commissioned for the Chapel of the Horse Grooms in Saint Peter’s. Again, there was trouble. The beautiful Madonna was décolleté, the Christ child, quite a big boy now, quite obviously naked, and Saint Anne far too withered and careworn for decorum’s sake. This was Merisi’s only commission for Saint Peter’s and it wasn’t up long. The committee that decided the fate of works in Saint Peter’s, controlled by the Papal nephew Cardinal Scipione Borghese, quickly bundled it out of the church. The shrewd Borghese, however, with a sharp eye for art and a crafty instinct for the main chance, bought the painting for half-price from the horse grooms, and it soon took pride of place in the cardinal’s growing collection, which eventually included seven paintings by Merisi, among them David II, the springboard to Michael Ondaatje’s David Caravaggio.


  World War II turned Italy into a gloomy place, as postwar films like Open City, The Bicycle Thief, and Bitter Rice testify. Italians suffered from an intense dislocation of loyalties. Since the Risorgimento, they’d gone from a hodgepodge of city-states dominated by foreign despots to a unified nation, a nation traveling in just sixty-four years from monarchy to cockamamie fascist empire. Benito Mussolini declared himself dictator in 1925, and on June 10, 1940 announced to rapt crowds: “An hour marked by destiny is striking in the sky of our country. We are entering the lists against the plutocratic and reactionary democracies of the West . . . People of Italy, to arms!” From the beginning, the war went badly. In the winter of 1942, tens of thousands of Italian troops died on the Russian front, and in July the following year Allied forces landed in Sicily, gaining a foothold in Europe. After a meeting on July 25, 1943, the Fascist Grand Council arrested Mussolini, sending the Duce into exile in the isolated mountain resort of Gran Sasso.


  In early September 1943, King Victor Emmanuel III declared an armistice. Suddenly, halfway through the war, Italians found themselves reversing course and entering the lists of the Western democracies against Nazi Germany.


  Field-Marshall Albert Kesselring’s Wehrmacht had other ideas. Moving south to confront the Allies, German troops quickly took control of much of the country, arresting Italian soldiers, commandeering their barracks, shipping thousands to work camps in Germany. Kesselring’s forces entered Florence September 11, 1943, establishing headquarters in Piazza San Marco, though nominally allowing Italian Fascists to run their own and the city’s affairs. Sometime between then and August 4, 1944 when the Germans evacuated the city, David Caravaggio traveled to Florence to spy behind enemy lines. Turned out in a tuxedo, he attended a party for German staff officers at the Villa Cosima. In an escapade approaching opéra bouffe gone tragically wrong, fascists arrested and tortured him, cleaved his thumbs from his hands. Found by Allied troops, they sent him south to Rome to recuperate in a military hospital.


  But for a few brief paragraphs depicting his four months of convalescence, and four cryptic sentences concerning his departure from Rome, Michael Ondaatje tells us nothing of Caravaggio’s existence in the Eternal City. The reader assumes they sent the spy from Rome on his mission north. As he spoke of himself as the painter Caravaggio in In the Skin of a Lion, though pure supposition on my part, I think of him hunting down the churches in Merisi’s old neighborhood to see his namesake’s paintings, possibly even finding the Campo Marzio and the Via della Pallacorda where Ranuccio Tomassoni died. For it was a Florentine Fascist, Ranuccio Tommasoni, who interrogated him, tortured him, and ordered his thumbs severed. Slightly altering the spelling of his name, Ondaatje brings Ranuccio Tomassoni back from that spring night of 1606 to avenge himself on David Caravaggio in the summer of 1944. If doubt still lingers as to Ondaatje’s use of the historical Michelangelo Merisi in creating the fictive David Caravaggio, that doubt vanishes with the conjunction of the two Ranuccios playing their violent and decisive roles in the lives of the protagonists.


  Above the sunlit Piazza del Popolo where, in the Church of Santa Maria, Michelangelo Merisi’s Conversion of Saint Paul and Crucifixion of Saint Peter adorn the Cerasi chapel, the Pincio Hill marks the border between Rome’s heart and the beginning of the public parks of the Villa Borghese, a vast area of woods and meadows crisscrossed by paths and roads.


  The climb is steep, and along the winding road morning traffic flows swiftly downhill to the city’s center. After a quarter-hour, I turn onto a quiet path shaded by umbrella pines and continue climbing past a lake and an ersatz trout stream. Not a sign anywhere of the Galleria Borghese. My inadequate map suggests a general southeasterly direction, but aside from occasional plasterwork Dianas and Ganymedes, often headless, I might be in the Swiss Alps.


  I stumble upon a trio of gardeners working in a remote clearing. “Per favore, dov’e il Galleria Borghese? ” A chorus of shouts and much arm waving greet my query as the three squabble over the quickest route. I leave them shouting contradictory advice and hurry along a shady alley of immense plane trees. Ten minutes later, I’m beguiled before another of those vast seventeenth century palaces of pale stone, lovely in their grandiose way, that only European monarchs, cutthroat entrepreneurs and Papal nephews could afford.


  Marble carvings by the dazzlingly precocious Gianlorenzo Bernini fill several ornate, high-ceilinged rooms: stunning tour de force pieces like Apollo and Daphne and the Rape of Proserpine. But it’s Bernini’s bust of Scipione Borghese in his cardinal’s rig that intrigues me, for the sculptor has captured the essence of the corpulent sybarite with his prissy glutton’s mouth and little pubic beard, the intense, protuberant, intelligent eyes that never missed a trick. It’s easy to imagine, facing the marble image of this plump bully, his monumental self-interest in keeping the Grooms’ Madonna out of Saint Peter’s.


  However, the Cardinal’s collection is impressive. In the soaring marbled chamber to the left of the great entrance hall, the Galleria displays the seven works by Merisi. I’ve arrived early and have the place nearly to myself. Slowly, I begin a perusal from left to right.


  On my first afternoon in Rome, a rainy Sunday at the Palazzo Barberini, I was struck by Merisi’s powerful Judith Beheading Holofernes, the stunning prostitute Fillde Melandroni portraying Judith who vigorously decapitates the recumbent tyrant. The Saint Matthew cycle, the Madonna of Loreto, the side paintings in Santa Maria del Popolo further fired my enthusiasm. Now, in the Galleria Borghese, I find two early works , Sick Self-Portrait from 1593, painted after a period of illness when Merisi, too poor to hire a model, painted his mirror image as Bacchus, and the seminal Boy with Fruit, a suave, almost musical portrait of Mario Minniti clasping a great basket of figs, peaches, apples, grapes. The first in a series of still lifes of vivid, imperfect fruit filled with naturalistic detail and teeming with light and color that Merisi worked into paintings such as Supper in Emmaus, Bacchus, and the oft-reproduced Basket of Fruit. Then come the second of his paintings of the scholarly Saint Jerome, and a stiff portrait of the grim Pope Paul V Borghese from 1605, followed by his seventh Saint John in the Wild done in 1610, portraying a languid, barely clad John reposing on a red cloak, a wooly ram leaning against the youth’s thigh. Then the Horse Grooms’ Madonna and, elevated on the northwest wall, David II.


  For an album of artists working in Rome during the years Merisi spent there, Ottavio Leoni drew an undated portrait of the painter, the most faithful likeness we have of the round-faced young man with dark brows arching above intense, far-seeing eyes, a snubbed nose, an unhappy mouth framed by a sparse mustache and beard. Though just twenty-two when he painted Sick Self-Portrait, the figure is quite similar to Leoni’s drawing. Eight years later Merisi painted his self-portrait in Martyrdom of Saint Matthew, his aggrieved face, ailing and deeply troubled, peers from the dim background as Matthew’s killer strikes.


  This prescient self-study, done half a dozen years before Ranuccio Tomassoni’s murder, foresees what’s to come, the terrifying head of Goliath swinging from frail David’s arm, bleeding mouth agape, a spark of life in his awful left eye. Almost lost in shadow, the boy and the head appear as a victory of virtue over muscle and pride. Yet, it materializes from the dark night of Merisi’s soul as an event of deep suffering. David isn’t holding a trophy, a symbol of triumph. Goliath’s head is too appallingly real, the terrible eyes just guttering out, the blood oozing from the wounded forehead too fresh for David to take satisfaction in his dead victim. Instead, he stares down at the ghastly head with tragic regret, seeming the victim and not the source of human horror. The assassin as victim was Merisi’s role, for in providing his own portrait in the severed head, he entered the skin of the regretful boy.


  Other decapitations followed. The Burial of Saint Lucy, painted in 1608 for the Church of Santa Lucia in Syracuse, and the masterful Beheading of Saint John in Malta among them. Merisi’s existential involvement in these grim events grew over the years after 1606, clearly linked to the nightmare of his possible execution.


  David Caravaggio too feared execution at the hands of Ranuccio Tommasoni in the torture rooms of Florence’s 92nd Legion of the Fascist Militia. His hands manacled to the legs of a table, the nurse severed his thumbs, not his head. Yet this ordeal of dismemberment, echoing Merisi’s terrible dread, scarred not just the Canadian’s hands, but his consciousness, his inner being. War had done its appalling work. He had lost his nerve. He could no longer steal.


  After overhearing doctors in the Roman hospital mention Hana, surrogate daughter of his friend Patrick Lewis, Caravaggio spoke for the first time. They told him that Hana was in an ancient nunnery in the hills above Florence caring for the burned man, the English patient. Caravaggio walked from the hospital, searching for shoes with rubber soles, searching for ice cream. Then, carrying a satchel, he boarded a train north.
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    I never had to do with a more ungrateful and arrogant people than the Florentines.


    —Michelangelo Buonarroti

  


  They didn’t touch his head. David Caravaggio’s dread was that Ranuccio Tommasoni would go for his head. He had reason to fear. In In the Skin of a Lion, before his escape from the Kingston Penitentiary, assailants attacked Caravaggio in his cell, beat him, razored his throat. “Three men who have evolved smug and without race slash out. ‘Hello wop.’”1 They nearly decapitated him; left him hideously gashed and scared.


  Ondaatje is absorbed with wounds, scars, dismemberment. “Pat Garrett / sliced off my head. / Blood a necklace on me all my life,”2 he wrote of Billy the Kid. For Buddy Bolden in Coming Through Slaughter “there was a strange lack of care regarding his fingers, even in spite of his ultimate nightmare of having hands cut off at the wrists.”3 Anil’s Ghost is a catalogue of killings and mutilations. Hands are the focus in a macabre crucifixion: “The man by the truck was alive but couldn’t move . . . . Someone had hammered a bridge nail into his left palm and another into his right, crucifying him to the tarmac.”4 From wounds on bone, Anil Tissera determined the last actions of her ghost: “He puts his arms up over his face to protect himself from the blow. He is shot with a rifle, the bullet going through his arm and into his neck.”5 In Divisadero it’s the lacerated eye of Lucian Segura that’s removed, disfiguring him. Again, it’s the head in Coming through Slaughter when Buddy Bolden razors Tom Pickett: “He did this. Pickett clapped his hands near his face . . . . Five or six scars cut into his cheeks. Pickett had been one of the great hustlers, one of the most beautiful men in the District.”6 It’s the healing of these wounds, both inner and outer, the tending of them with great care that occupies Ondaatje, and give his novels their dramatic impact and their theme.


  Michelangelo Merisi’s terrors of dismemberment became reality for David Caravaggio, and he carried those terrors with him as he carried his satchel and bandaged hands onto the train to Florence. The carriage rocked but he couldn’t sleep. Passengers in dark clothing filled the compartment with cigarette smoke. Considering Italy’s damaged, down-at-heels state near war’s end, the train was slow, jammed, erratic, the smoke from the men’s cheap black tobacco acrid and dense. As late as 1960, places in Europe showed the wreckage of war: bombed-out buildings, broken infrastructure, limping, overcrowded transport. One steamy summer’s day at the Arezzo station I boarded the torpid Milan—Palermo “Express” and rode six long hours to Rome standing in the only available space, a reeking lavatory shared with three Dominican nuns, suitcases weighing their wimpled heads. During what seemed a never-ending journey, the war might still have been on. The only blessing: the nuns didn’t smoke.


  It’s a limpid September morning, autumn’s opening chill riding waves of crystalline air. The swift Eurostar rolls smoothly toward Florence, the plush car smoke-free, armchair seats reserved. Beyond spotless windows the landscapes of Umbria and Tuscany are as majestic and silent as I remember, the walled medieval towns as vertiginous. Despite tank tracks and bomb craters, even the passage of war did not wholly destroy the countryside; though one doubts Caravaggio much enjoyed the beauties of nature on his journey that December of 1944.


  To Tuscans, land is all-important : Il terreno amico, “earth, the friend,” Piero Vettori said of it in 1569.7 Generations of farmers, born husbandrymen and instinctive architects have shaped the slopes, valleys and terraced rises into a landscape of practical geometry neither formal nor rigid, but as lovely and flowing as water. Woods of oaks, chestnuts, parasol pines surmount hilltops, coil into upland vales, while rows of stately black cypresses line roads, set off ancient country churches. Innumerable terraced hillsides buoyed by walls of unmortared stone, acre upon acre of olive trees silvery in the wind, grape-heavy vineyards readying for the vendemmia, ripening grain golden in the lowlands. The hilltowns slip by: Orvieto, Città della Pieve, Cortona, Monte San Savino, Arezzo.


  On arriving in Florence, David Caravaggio stepped from the train at Il Stazione Centrale Santa Maria Novella. A Mussolinian edifice of the Fascist era, it still reminds one of the Duce. Here Mussolini said farewell to a teary-eyed Hitler at the end of the Führer’s 1938 visit: “From now on, no force on earth can separate us.” Today, the station’s grandiose marbled arrival and departure hall and high-ceilinged cafés swarm with polyglot tourist armies: Japanese in duck-shooters’ hats, Americans hefting whale-sized backpacks and spraying laughter, booted Germans scrutinizing guidebooks, French attired in the haughty aura of Florentine habitués.


  Across from the station the twelfth-century bell tower of Santa Maria Novella dominates the city’s northwestern quarter. Rising against the noon sky, this slender brick belfry looms above my shoulder as I cross Piazza della Unita Italiana and slip into Via San Antonio, a shady side street leading to the Mercato Centrale. In a stone-fronted building on nearby Via Faenza, I climb to a family-run pensione on the third floor where Papa comes from the lunch table, a napkin tucked under his chin, to check me into one of a pair of rooms. As he goes back to his meal, I toss my bag onto the bed and head out for something to eat.


  Beneath the soaring roof of the nineteenth-century Mercato Centrale, among the meat and poultry stalls, “Nerbone’s” marble-topped counter is packed with patrons waiting for bowls of pasta, platters of trippa alla Fiorentina, baskets of bread, flagons of wine. Founded in 1821, one suspects “Nerbone’s” service was always hurried, slap-dash, the waiters preoccupied with knottier problems than dishing up meals. A tray bearing a plate of boiled beef, chunks of crusty bread, a salad of bitter greens, a half-liter of vino rosso finally appears and I search for a table. At last, an empty stool turns up between two hefty butchers in bloody aprons. I wish them “buon appetito,” though from their size and they way they’re spooning in the pasta they hardly need encouragement.


  Dante said Florentines were: Gent’ è avara, invidiosa, e superba’,8 stingy, envious, and proud, traits resulting in centuries of civic turmoil, internecine warfare, violent clashes between Guelphs and Ghibellines, Blacks and Whites. Life was never easy in this city on the Arno. “’ Pazienza!’ is their perpetual, shrugging counsel, and if you ask them how they are, the answer is ‘ Non c’è male’ Not so bad. The answer to a favorable piece of tidings is ‘ Meno male’, literally, ‘less bad’. These people are used to hardship, which begins with a severe climate and overcrowding.”9 History, too, has done its work. Dante’s scolding “avara” still shows, for the Florentine’s simple country cooking gets the most from the least and nothing is ever wasted. Stale bread and the cheapest greens appear in panzanella, minestra, and bruschetta. The wonder of these straightforward dishes is how delicious and nourishing they are.


  But now I’m content with boiled beef in the hubbub of the Central Market, among the butchers and handcart men, the market women closing deals on mobile phones. Still, in the back of my mind, I picture Caravaggio returning to this troubled city, and the dead cattle, dead horses half eaten, bodies hung beneath Fiesole’s bridges.


  On his assignment in Florence, the tuxedoed Caravaggio attended a Nazi function at the Villa Cosima in order to steal papers. Allied Intelligence couldn’t believe their luck. In him, they found the perfect spy—an Italian and a thief. Then his luck ran out. The mistress of a German officer photographed him and, aware the Gestapo processed film in official labs, he returned to the villa after the party. Despite his well-honed skills at thievery, he was nabbed trying to snatch the woman’s camera.


  Late in the afternoon, I walk out the Via Cavour to Piazza San Marco. Here, in a building tucked between the university, and the Dominican church and priory of San Marco, the Germans set up headquarters on September 11, 1943. Caravaggio would have arrived in the city sometime between then and early July 1944. Ondaatje reveals nothing of his mission, writes only of the party and the spy’s task of stealing papers, the opéra bouffe denouement, followed by the brutal coda, the removal of his thumbs.


  The Florentine Major Mario Carità, a henchman of the S.S., directed the 92nd Legion of the Fascist Militia’s Office of Political Investigation quartered in the city’s northern district. I continue out Via Cavour to Piazza della Liberta, navigate its expanse through streams of rush-hour traffic, then cross a bridge over the Mugnone canal into an upper middle-class neighborhood. Carita’s center of operations, Number 67 Via Bolognese, is a large, utterly bourgeois nineteenth-century house known in the years before war’s end as the “Villa Triste.” After his capture, they would doubtless have interrogated Caravaggio here. “You’re David Caravaggio, aren’t you?” The same question repeatedly. He kept silent. They handcuffed him to the legs of a heavy oak table. Ranuccio Tommasoni ordered the prisoner’s thumbs severed, calling in a nurse to do the job. Then Tommasoni approached Caravaggio with a razor, asked again if he was David Caravaggio. Would the man go for his head? The phone suddenly rang. Tommasoni excused himself before taking the receiver. Everyone listened: the two guards and the nurse. Tommasoni heard a voice barking orders. When he cradled the phone, Caravaggio seemed forgotten. Without further questioning, they turned him loose.


  I wind along narrow streets lined with palazzi whose stone façades bristle like fortresses, circling north and west of the center to avoid the pompous grandeur of the bustling Piazza della Republica. If we judge by the timing of what soon occurred, they set the spy free sometime between midnight and two a.m. He walked with hands in pockets, his trousers wet with blood. Tanks clattered by in the streets; staff cars sped past. In the pre-dawn hours, the Wehrmacht retreated north to a line along the Mugnone canal. Caravaggio walked on, one address only in his memory, one possibility of shelter. With his talent for thievery, his penchant for working best in available light, he kept to the shadows, crept silently from street to street.


  Sticking to alleyways, I approach the river, transiting Via delle Belle Donne, the Piazza San Pancrazio where weathered stone lions crouch before the deconsecrated church, then Via del Purgatorio and at last Piazza Santa Trìnita. Cars and popping Vespas stream past; late shoppers crowd smart boutiques along Via Tornabuoni. To my right, the sixteenth-century front of the Church of Santa Trìnita lifts into the soft evening sky. Caravaggio didn’t linger but hurried past the Column of Justice, the granite monolith Pope Pius IV looted from Rome’s Baths of Caracalla, then approached the river, passing the statues of Spring and Summer as he moved onto the Ponte Santa Trìnita.


  I follow his steps across the bridge. When completed in 1569, pessimists thought the span would collapse under heavy traffic. However, in the nineteenth century, when the French army sent its artillery across, it showed no signs of strain. Then Kesselring’s Wehrmacht did the same that July of 1944 when German troops retreated from the Oltrarno into the city center.


  Once safely across, Caravaggio, Ondaatje writes, walked up Via Santa Spirito to Brunelleschi’s Renaissance church. The via actually runs behind the church, and I turn from it into Borgo Tegoliao to reach the façade and the piazza it overshadows. Here, where linden trees and olives surround a slowly dripping fountain, vendors set up stalls each morning, offering fresh lettuce, herbs, fennel, cut flowers, fruit in season. This evening, couples stroll under the trees while children splash in the fountain’s stone basin. When Caravaggio reached Santa Spirito he turned back, suddenly afraid Tommasoni had set him free in order to follow him to his refuge, the German Institute on the far side of the piazza, where the director hid anti-Nazis in the library among the books on Florentine art.


  Tommasoni had other concerns. The Allies had reached the city’s southern suburbs and the German’s were withdrawing. Major Carità had long since fled north to the Apennines and the temporary safety of the Gothic Line. Caravaggio backtracked as far as the bridge and lay on its broad, low baluster, stunned by the silence, the absence of people. Despite the war, Florentine Fascists had kept up an illusion of normality: theaters open, a score of movie houses showing Italian films, lectures on Dante, The Barber of Seville playing at the Teatro Verdi. Now, suddenly, the riverside was empty, citizens behind closed doors, shutters latched.


  
    On July 29 the German high command ordered ‘the inhabitants of the area along the Arno within the confines of the streets listed below . . . to evacuate their dwellings . . . It is not necessary to move furniture.’ The hundred and fifty thousand residents affected, including patients in the hospital of San Giovanni di Dio, ignored the German assurance about not moving furniture, piling their belongings on handcarts and wheelbarrows, leaving piles of possessions in places supposed to be safe, then going back for more. The procession continued, even after darkness had fallen in a city whose electricity was cut.10

  


  “The Allied forces are advancing on Florence,” announced thousands of leaflets dropped by American planes. “The city’s liberation is at hand. Citizens of Florence . . . prevent the enemy from detonating mines which they have placed under bridges.”11 The Committee of National Liberation made similar appeals, but the Florentines could do nothing. Barriers ringed the area; German paratroopers commanded by Colonel Fuchs manned guard posts. Fuchs ordered his troops to shoot anyone seen on the streets or at windows. Karl Steinhauslin, the Swiss Consul, asked the Germans to spare the statues on the Ponte Santa Trìnita. Too heavy to move, he was told. The Consul could at least console himself that Florence’s art treasures, taken for safe keeping to Sir Osbert Sitwell’s Castello Montegufoni and nearby villas at Montagnana and Poppiano, were safe.


  At four a.m. on August fourth, a few hours after the demolition of the Ponte alle Grazie, the Ponte Santa Trìnita blew up with a tremendous roar. Stones flew; the statues of the four seasons hurtled into the air and crashed into the river. Caravaggio found himself underwater where he saw a giant head in the river near him. When he finally broke the surface, the Arno was on fire.


  The Ponte Vecchio, for which Hitler held a sentimental affection, was the only bridge spared by the retreating Germans, though the neighborhoods at either end were blown up to block the path of the advancing Allies. However, the water was so low that August, Allied troops had no trouble crossing. Somewhere on the banks of the Arno, they came upon David Caravaggio.


  Ondaatje describes the demolition of the Ponte Santa Trìnita as “part of the end of the world.”12 That Caravaggio survived an explosion that destroyed the sixteenth-century bridge was implausible. Tons of debris should have buried him in the shallow water. Was it luck, fate, or a novelist’s slight-of-hand that saved him? As in any work of literary art, The English Patient requires of the reader the suspension of disbelief. “Reality,” Carl Proffer observed, “lies just under the surface of fiction.”13


  Four months after his arrival in Rome, Caravaggio was back in Florence. One imagines he immediately headed north into the hills to search out Hana and the English patient in the Villa San Girolamo.
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