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	In memory of my father



	
Preface

	by Daniele Iacomoni

	As implied by the title, this new historical novel by Marco Del Pasqua is set mainly in the year 1799, when people in Tuscany and especially Arezzo rebelled against the occupying French. The Virgin Mary had been credited with saving Arezzo from an earthquake in February 1796, so the time-honored proclamation ‘Viva Maria!’ had been adopted by its army as a popular rallying cry.

	There is still no consensus among historians about this phase of heroic revolutionary resistance or of reactionary and fanatical brutality, as it has been variously assessed. What is certain is that the humus, the historical basis of events in the novel, is presented without bias by the author, to serve as the setting for the main thread of his narrative. This is about love, known as the most powerful of all noble forces shaping the world. Here it strives for an outcome in line with the ancient dictum Amor omnia vincit of Virgilian memory, though not without having to contend with trials and tribulations of every kind, including the prohibitions of religion.

	Those familiar with the settings of Del Pasqua’s story, not only Arezzo, Val di Chiana, Valdarno, and Monte San Savino, where a Jewish community had flourished for over three centuries before being swept away by the “Viva Maria” riots, but also Siena and the Maremma all the way to Piombino, may appreciate the author’s respect for historical detail in reconstructing the events of that turbulent year.

	At times, Del Pasqua's work seems to have been penned by the participants themselves, as every detail fits into place.

	The author lacks no psychological insight in presenting and shadowing the protagonists. Two of the more notable are women in the guise of Alessandra Mari, the fascinating firebrand in Valdarno and then in Florence, and the Jewess Lea di Castro, who comes to the fore and proves to be exceptionally noble. But the work is also enjoyable for other more defiladed figures, such as the priest Baldassarre Audiberti, whose origins are obscure. He distributes hundreds of crosses, embellished with symbols of the passion, throughout Tuscany, where many still linger, especially in the Val di Chiana and villages round Siena, and becomes a key figure in the course of events as a deus ex machina. Even the great playwright and poet Vittorio Alfieri appears in more than a cameo.

	As mentioned above, the year 1799 marked the tragic end of the Jewish community of Monte San Savino. Born and bred in this town, I early became familiar with its Jewish past. There are still remarkable vestiges of its Jewish community, as the author of this novel is well aware.

	When French revolutionaries took over the Grand Duchy, Ferdinand III fled to Vienna, and Jews were awarded equal rights throughout Tuscany. The Jews had been held responsible by the Church for Jesus’ crucifixion, so the pious were outraged and, in Arezzo, gave vent to their fury in the form of the ‘Viva Maria’ uprisings. These drove the French out of the town and prompted some Jews from Monte San Savino to seek refuge in Siena, where four of them were then massacred with their brethren in the Synagogue del Campo on the 28th of June.

	The situation was dire, even in Monte San Savino, where, on the 18th of July, remaining Jews were expelled, though officially they were merely asked to leave for their own safety. Among those who fled to Siena and Florence was the poet Salomone Fiorentino, to whom a street in the former ghetto is dedicated.

	In 1805 the civic authorities of Monte San Savino appealed to the Kingdom of Etruria to persuade Jews to return, as the local traders were short of liquidity. Then, as later, the pleas fell on deaf ears. An era had passed forever.

	 


CHAPTER I

	A nippy wind blew through the streets of Arezzo one morning early in February 1796. The locals were rushing to get their business done and to rest behind bolted doors in their shops or homes and to warm themselves by their fires. That day, however, all animals seemed on edge. Horses were restless, donkeys still, dogs barking for no reason, and hens skittish, as if a fox had entered the coop. Nonetheless it was carnival, so people with time to spare made merry and set about drinking, and more than a few of them ended the day by clashing with the civil and church authorities.

	They were too busy or caught up in revelry to notice the omens, and few of them noticed if someone more attentive slipped away to the local church, to pray alone without worrying anyone.

	When the first earthquake struck, the houses shook and some cracks appeared. Fragments of cornices fell, together with tiles and rubble, and some locals rushed onto the streets. This was the first of more than thirty quakes, each strong enough to be felt.

	“It’s shaking! It’s shaking!” shouted some women drawing water from the fountain in Piazza Grande. Designed by Giorgio Vasari on the model of Roman aqueducts, the fountain had served the city for centuries. The women left their jugs on the ground and ran without more ado for shelter in shops nearby.

	“Stay in the square! Don’t come in! It’s safer outside!” A shopkeeper shoved a couple of women away in his effort to leave and to lock the door behind him.

	The quakes just kept on. At two o'clock in the night of the 5th of February, Abbot Giulio Angelucci was reciting his morning prayer as customary, when his bed shook and the furnishings shook around him. He heard a bell ring from the town hall and ran to the window. His wardrobe burst open, rumblings came from the earth, and the town was lit by flashes, white and blue. He could see all the buildings clearly, then grabbed a diary and sat down. He would note down everything for those who would read it later..

	That night another quake flung the locals out of bed. Many of them fled in search of safety, while buildings collapsed around them, but the town, dating back to Etruscan times, was solidly built and many buildings stood firm. As the earth continued to quake, the faithful gathered in churches or, more often, prayed outdoors in the cold before tabernacles, reciting the rosary.

	They felt they were being punished for their sins, so the authorities put a swift end to all frivolity. They ordered Lenten processions of reparation, while displaying the relics of their patron saint, San Donato.

	While many people lived in fear, especially the poorest and those in frail buildings, others tried to ignore the quakes and carry on living normally with their minds on their occupations. Some unknown preachers suddenly appeared from nowhere, to prophesy the Apocalypse, but guards threatened them with arrest and chased them away. They were considered shady characters, only trying to extort money.

	Towards sunset, at the end of work, three shoemaker friends: Giuseppe Brandini, Antonio Scarpini and Antonio Tanti often met in a tavern on Via Vecchia, near the San Clemente gate, where Domitilla Brandini would offer them cheap wine.

	The three friends used to drink, play morra, cards and dice, but now they recited the rosary and the litanies of Loreto in front of a majolica image of the Virgin, which had long since been blackened by smoke from embers used in cooking.

	At first, Domitilla was as frightened as anyone by the quakes, but now she tried to ignore them and carry on working. The tavern’s walls were sturdy and had managed to withstand the quakes as well as had most other buildings in the ancient town. She served drinks and a little food to patrons in her usual way, more direct than polite, as her guests were mostly people of little distinction, who often became quarrelsome over wine.

	That evening the three artisans talked to Domitilla about the last strong tremor, which had woken them up at three o'clock in the morning on the 15th of February, and she invited them to pray. By now, the townspeople were resigned to seeing Arezzo razed to the ground within hours. Antonio Tanti lit an oil lamp and placed it on a shelf below the image of the Virgin. This was a poor majolica depicting the Sienese Madonna of Provenzano, but to the men she was simply the Madonna, so they pulled their rosaries out of their pockets.

	“Holy Virgin, this is going to be a bad night!” exclaimed Tanti with sadness and resignation.

	Giuseppe led the prayer and recited the first part of the Hail Mary then concluded the prayer with the others, who were the only patrons that night. Domitilla was too busy to share the full recitation, but joined in now and then with a low voice.

	While rinsing beakers in the sink, she noticed a sudden silence and saw the shoemakers had stopped praying.

	Why had they cut their recitation short? She put the beakers down and turned toward them. Speechlessly, the three shoemakers were staring at Our Lady with their faces glowing.

	Domitilla cried out in amazement, covering her face with her hands. The Madonna appeared resplendent, filling the entire room with a strong, clear light. All traces of smoke and soot had disappeared; the majolica gleamed as if newly made; and there seemed to be rubies and diamonds brightly shining on the Madonna’s breast.

	The men knelt in prayer, gazing at the image as if spellbound.

	Domitilla, however, remained pragmatic.

	“What have you done? Have you cleaned it up?” She knew that this was unlikely, as she had tried with help of a boy a few months earlier. Not even soap and hot water had softened the grime.

	Giuseppe shook his head while Antonio stammered.

	“It just happened, while we were reciting the rosary....” The Madonna was embedded in the wall, so it could not have been taken off, cleaned, and then reattached in such a short time. “Let's try moving the lamp to reduce any reflection.” Domitilla took it down from the shelf but the Madonna shone nonetheless.

	“This is a miracle! We are witnessing something extraordinary ... Our Lady is telling us that the earthquake is over!” Giuseppe crossed himself three times.

	The tavern was still open, so a few more regulars came in and were struck by the shoemakers’ odd behavior. Domitilla knew them all well so asked one of them to rush off to the nearby hospice, to alert the Camaldolese fathers. These monks were the owners of the tavern and had hired her to offer cheap wine to the poor. She then called out for her son, who was still a child, and told him to fetch his father.

	Gaetano Bottarelli, a poor merchant and Domitilla's husband, could hardly make out what his son was trying to say, but he ran to the cellar and asked:

	“What’s all the fuss about?”

	No one paid him any attention. Though the glow of the image had faded, he was struck by how the Madonna looked cleaner and shinier than it had in years.

	The pious locals knew that image and the blackened walls of the bar-room well enough. The smell, grease, and filth were pervasive, so they could only gape and fall to their knees and try to trust their eyes, while the youngest of them ran to the bishop’s palace. The news spread quickly from mouth to mouth, till the via Vecchia was packed with people eager to view the image for themselves, to touch it and ask for grace.

	Just after this prodigious event, rumors began to circulate in the town. The blind were now able to see; cripples were able to walk; and the terminally ill were up and about.

	The archdeacon of the cathedral, Sebastiano Brozzi, knocked on the door of the bishop's private apartment. Niccolò Marcacci had led the diocese of Arezzo for eighteen years through thick and thin. He had even managed to pass unscathed through the troubled period of Jansenism, professed by Bishop Scipione dé Ricci of Pistoia and supported by Grand Duke Peter Leopold of Tuscany.

	Now an old man at fifty-seven, Marcacci was a learned and prudent Pisan, a graduate of his hometown and averse to all forms of religious fanaticism. Thanks to his wisdom he had won the esteem of the grand duke while remaining loyal to the pope and the Church of Rome, till finally the grand duke had died. His son and successor, Ferdinand III, was much more conservative than his father and averse to Jansenism, though loyal to the pope, so Marcacci could lead the diocese more serenely.

	“Come in.” The bishop recognized the archdeacon’s voice but had just had dinner and finished his prayers and was about to withdraw. At that hour the archdeacon would not disturb him for no good reason.

	“Your Excellency, something astonishing took place this evening at the grange of the Camaldolese!” The archdeacon seemed to be quivering with excitement.

	“Then take a seat and tell me about it,” said Marcacci, pointing to a chair. He adjusted his cape, to withstand the chill of the rooms for a few more minutes. The archdeacon reported the events in detail, then the bishop asked him if the men had been drinking.

	“No,” the archdeacon replied. “The keeper of the tavern had prompted them to pray first.”

	“Then maybe they tend to exaggerate.”

	“They are said to be down-to-earth and honest workers esteemed by customers and relatives alike. Many of the faithful were informed of the transformation and came to see for themselves. Would Your Excellency like to join them?”

	“In the dead of night?” Marcacci brushed the invitation aside with a wave of the hand. “Many people have claimed to have seen the Madonna shed tears or whatever already. If I went to check, they would take it as an official confirmation by the church, and that could get us into hot water. Let witnesses file their reports; then these can be checked at leisure.” He was loath to be pilloried by the Jansenists. They had been sidelined after the death of Grand Duke Peter Leopold but were nevertheless a force to be reckoned with.

	Disappointed and crestfallen, the archdeacon took his leave and went to warn other canons, while the bishop went to bed then lay there tossing and turning. Hours later, he was still awake, so he finally got up at about midnight, donned his civic clothes then went out to visit the grange of the Camaldolese.

	Despite the dark and cold, a number of the faithful were still praying. Marcacci peeked through the window unnoticed, and the Virgin seemed to gaze back. He felt warmed and comforted, his heart beating faster.

	On strolling back to the palace, he wondered how best to serve her.

	People kept on flocking to the Via Vecchia, to view Our Lady, sing her praises and pray, while rumors of the incurable being cured continued to circulate. The earth was no longer felt to be quaking, but the Church had yet to reveal any deeper cause.

	In the morning, the bishop was still wondering how to proceed, so he talked the matter over with his advisers. He decided to inspect the place officially, if only because the civic authorities were calling for action. People flocking into a narrow street were a threat to public safety.

	He finally set out with a few canons and a squad of guards, who shouted to the crowd to make way for their bishop. Waiting for him in front of the shabby tavern were the Camaldolese fathers and Domitilla. Her workplace now looked more like a chapel than a wine cellar, as the faithful left flowers and candles, but she carried on serving wine to all guests for the sake of making ends meet.

	Everyone present bowed to the bishop, who acknowledged them with a nod of his head. The monks invited him in, and he could hardly believe his eyes in scanning a room smelling of flowers and mildew, candles and mold.

	On coming face to face with the Madonna, whose complexion was as smooth and pale as polished ivory, unlike the black grease and soot on the walls around, he knelt and felt the presence of something extraordinary, not on the wall in front of him but in the gloom behind him. People outside were trying to glimpse their bishop, and guards were shoving them back, but everyone was silent, waiting for the bishop’s words. He was moved by the great faith beating in so many hearts.

	Bishop Marcacci recited the Hail Mary aloud then whispered other prayers and finally rose and studied the image closely. There was not even a trace of grime, as if it were new and shining with an unearthly light. He bowed his head in homage then turned to address the faithful.

	“We shall institute a regular canonical trial of what happened, to clear up any possible doubts. The decorum of the Holy Religion allows no imposture or fraud and is in need of no new miracles, to confirm its truth and authenticity. All witnesses will be called upon to testify in the palace in our presence, under oath on the Gospel. Meanwhile, this image of the Madonna shall be detached from the wall and taken to the cathedral, at least until the conclusion of the trial. She can there be venerated without risk.”

	“Your Excellency, you cannot take her away from us. She belongs here!” The prior of the Camaldolese was upset, as the image was now a valuable source of offerings. The bishop listened in silence then replied.

	“I know very well, my children, that it belongs to you, but you see how many of the faithful flock to view it. The civic authorities are worried about public safety, and the cathedral offers more room and protection. After the trial, the decision can be reviewed.”

	The Camaldolese fathers knew they could not oppose the bishop, so reluctantly they let the image of the Madonna be detached by two trusted masons from the cathedral's workshop, under the supervision of the bishop himself. An elderly friar by the name of Amaldolo had almost lost his sight but spoke about the image to the bishop.

	“This majolica was brought by a stranger. We thought less about the questionable workmanship than about the beautiful lady, Our Lady of Provenzano. We felt that she might brighten a dull room.”

	Meanwhile, more guards arrived and cleared a path through the throng outside, then the artifact was placed on a wagon, wrapped up in a blanket and borne to the cathedral. Bystanders wept and prayed on seeing it pass them, followed by the bishop reciting Latin litanies. On the ‘Piaggia di Murello’ near the cathedral, Canon Gualtieri took the majolica, hid it under his ferraiolo and smuggled it into the cathedral through the bishop's palace.

	

	

	

	The Madonna was worthily placed in the cathedral, then the three doors to the west and the one to the south were flung open to let the crowd in. No sooner did some of the worshipers leave than others entered. The spacious cathedral suddenly seemed small and inadequate, as villagers even flocked from afar, to offer the Virgin prayers, flowers and candles. In the evening a luminaria, a festival of lights, was held in the town.

	Monsignor Marcacci was quick to send a letter to the Holy See with a detailed account of the situation then sent a shorter version to the ducal court. Grand Duke Ferdinand III of Habsburg-Lorraine was devout and well inclined towards the cult of Maria, so he read it carefully. While buildings were being shaken by earthquakes, his throne was being shaken by the French revolution and its consequences in spite of his desperate diplomacy. Napoleon Bonaparte was upsetting the balance of power, and Tuscany no longer had even an army. His father, Pietro Leopoldo, had been averse to brute force at public expense, so had replaced the army with only a civic guard.

	A reply from Rome announced that the customary steps would be taken and that due prudence was counseled by the Church. The bishop was one step ahead, in having already begun the canonical process.

	The bishop presided over the trial personally and was supported by the rector of the seminary, the exorcist father and the oldest and most learned canons of the Arezzo diocese. A younger prelate served as the secretary and drafted the minutes. The first witnesses were the three shoemakers, who were nearly too thrilled to speak. The most talkative was Antonio Tanti.

	“On the evening of February 15, the three of us met,” he said, naming his two companions, who were due to be questioned separately. “We wanted to share some wine in the Camaldolese cellar, as we often did”.

	“Had you drunk any wine before entering?” asked Don Giuseppe Gualtieri, in conducting the trial.

	“No, I had last had a glass of wine with the midday meal.” Tanti focused on work during the day then enjoyed a glass in the evening with his friends.

	“Go on!” The priest urged him.

	“We began talking about the earthquake, which had shaken so many people out of bed and bode ill for the future. As a Christian, I turned to the Madonna. ‘Most Holy Virgin,’ I sighed, ‘this is going to be a bad night!’”

	“What did you mean?” said the Dominican, looking up. “I meant that quakes had struck us, night after night, and the next could be enough to bring everything down.”

	The bishop listened attentively and with a nod let the inquisitor father understand that it was enough. Antonio Scarpini was then called to testify and confirmed the words spoken by his friend, Tanti. He himself had gone on to address the image.

	“Most Holy Virgin, I have blasphemed you many times like everyone here. We ask your forgiveness for the love of God”.

	Giuseppe Brandini then repeated the words said by his friends, then Domitilla was called to the stand. Dressed in black and wearing a veil, she took her oath on the Gospel and began her account.

	“I heard their words and I felt their sadness, so I invited them to pray before the image of the Madonna, and they accepted. Tanti wanted to honor her with a light, as he had done many times in the past, so I handed him the oil lamp. Once he had lit it and placed it on the shelf below her, we all knelt and began to recite the litanies. I soon stood up again, to carry on working, then suddenly I heard a cry.” Domitilla’s eyes shone with emotion. “Just look! The Madonna is changing hue!” She cleared her throat and went on.

	“I too could only gasp, as the Madonna had become white as snow, shining as if she had rubies and diamonds on her breast. A few months earlier, the boy and I washed it with hot water and soap, but the grime had still clung to the tiles. Now, wherever we placed the lamp, the Madonna still shone.”

	She was courteously dismissed, then Don Gualtieri called for her husband to testify.

	“Has your wife ever withheld any secrets from you?”

	“None that I know of.”

	“Has she always been faithful and dutiful?”

	“She loves our family and either works or prays. May God be our witness.”

	In the following days, the bishop called for the boy, Tommaso Giannotti, to offer his own account. He entered awkwardly and stumbled over his words but said basically the same as Domitilla. “We had tried to clean the tiles a few months earlier, but we may as well not have bothered. It had little effect.”

	Father Amaldo testified too, to offer an expert opinion:

	“The room’s tiles are discolored for two reasons. A deposit of soot from the hearth has added a black patina, and a chemical change in the tiles has turned them yellowish brown. The soot can be washed off but the chemical change is internal.”

	The prelates were also curious about the formerly blind who could now see and the crippled who could now walk, so physicians were asked for any available details. There seemed to be no natural explanation, but Gualtieri was unimpressed. Witnesses had seen the Madonna transformed with their own eyes.

	The exorcist father could find no trace of the devil’s handiwork in the accounts, and Father Gualtieri pointed out that the accounts had been offered separately but tallied with each other, as if based on the same observations. All the witnesses had seen bright points of light appear on the image, and Gualtieri had insisted on being told where the lights appeared. There were then a few discrepancies, but memories are fallible, whereas a tale cooked up by conspirators is the same from all mouths.

	Monsignor Marcacci took his time then finally spoke: "No one can reasonably doubt the miraculous transformation of this Madonna from dullness, almost black, to whiteness, shining and beautiful."

	He signed the report, which was countersigned by all the other prelates, and sent it to the Holy See. The event was accepted as miraculous by the Church, and the image was dubbed the Madonna of Compassion, as if the Madonna had come to life and comforted the people of Arezzo by freeing them from the earthquake. No one at the time imagined that the town had withstood one trial only to be shaken by another.

	 


CHAPTER II

	While people in Arezzo were praying to the miraculous Madonna in the cathedral, the Directory in Paris on that rainy afternoon of the 2nd of March, 1796, met in the Palais du Luxembourg. To hinder any return to absolute power and any yearning for the Jacobin terror, the constitution had delegated executive power to five directors: Paul Barras, Louis-Marie de La Révellière-Lépeaux, Jean-François Reubell, Louis-François Letourneur and Lazar Carnot. Carnot had the role of military director.

	As each of them stepped down from the carriage, he was saluted by the guard of honor and was wearing a white robe, a red cloak edged with gold, the official sword and a plumed hat with the colors of the revolutionary Tricolor, as befitted his role.

	From the start of the year, the Directory had been faced by a financial crisis. The Jacobins’ low prices had been abolished, the state coffers were exhausted and bread cost a fortune. The new executive was caught between the hammer and the anvil: the pro-monarchist ‘Chouans’, active in the northwest of France, and the Jacobins, who in spite of the demise of Robespierre and the end of the reign of terror were still influential.

	There was an urgent need to guarantee the well-being of the people, so as not to prove more of a blight than the fallen monarchy, and a need to protect France from rival powers. Foremost among these was Austria, ruled by Franz II of Habsburg-Lorraine, who was a nephew of Queen Marie Antoinette and had brought Prussia, Russia, Spain and the Kingdom of Sardinia together in opposition to the French revolutionaries. That day, there were important decisions to be made and the Directors were on edge.

	The military operations at the end of 1795 had ended in failure for the French republicans, who had alienated nearly all Europe. The army was in disarray: poorly armed, poorly equipped, and poorly disciplined, with many deserters.

	Paul Barras spoke first and made no secret of the serious difficulties the nation was in. He detailed all the problems, while the other members of the Directory listened in silence. Carnot was especially attentive. He and Barras had already agreed on a plan, and Barras spoke.

	“There is only one way to solve our problems, citizens of the Directory. We have to wage war and win. This will not be child’s play, but only by crushing enemies beyond our borders can we gain the respect of those within.”

	There was murmuring among them then Reubell spoke.

	“Citizen Barras, our army is hardly worth the name. We all know that. The men lack weapons and discipline. More than a million men are of age, but only four hundred thousand have been recruited, and they have little training or motivation. Besides, how could we possibly pay them? The state coffers have nothing to offer.”

	“Citizen Reubell,” said Carnot resonantly. “There may still be a possibility.”

	“And what could that be?” asked Reubell, while Barras's eyes gleamed with approval.

	“Countries do not always have to pay for their military ventures.”

	“What do you mean, Citizen Carnot? Who else could pay?” Reubell sought the gaze of the other Directors who strained their eyes and ears.

	“The occupied, not the occupiers. France would not need not pay a single franc for the war.” Carnot became matter-of-fact. “We would be freeing others from the absolute power of rulers and be granting them equality, so we would be entitled to financial compensation.”

	“Citizen Carnot is right,” Barras continued. “We would be doing them a favor, and favors are expected to be returned.”

	There was a buzz of consultation among the Directors again, but they finally nodded their heads, as steps had to be taken, and there seemed to be no better alternative.

	“However,” Reubell persisted, “our army is still a shambles, so what land could it occupy? Citizen Military Director, have you thought of that?”

	Carnot nodded and unrolled a map of Europe on the table.

	“The kingpin is Austria. We would need a large-scale offensive with two armies crossing the Rhine into Germany. Given the best troops, Generals Jourdane and Moreau could head straight for Vienna.” His forefinger flew over the Rhine and the south of Germany to the Austrian capital.

	“But, excuse me, citizen Carnot…” said Reubell. “If we send our best troops to the Rhine, the Austrians will easily attack us from the southeast. The Kingdom of Sardinia is their ally and will let imperial troops pass through for their counterattack. The king of Savoy will aid and abet them.” He pointed to the Maritime Alps. “While our army is exposed in Germany, some Austrians may choose to celebrate in Paris.”

	“True, so we can send another army to fight the remaining Austrians and the Piedmontese.” Carnot sounded sure of himself.

	“An army of ragamuffins pitted against trained troops in the southeast?” Reubell tried not to look gloomy.

	“You are right, Citizen Reubell, we lack a third army but have enough men to create one, the Armée d’Italie” Barras said, before Carnot had time to reply.

	“Well, it may not be a bad idea,” said Reubell, turning to the other Directors, “but isn’t it rather risky? What could we achieve with an army of scarecrows?”
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