
Casanova’s first love

Arthur Japin found his inspiration
26for In Lucia’s Eyes in an episode in

the life of Giacomo Casanova, philanderer
and bon vivant. In his memoirs Casanova
tells of being invited to the country estate
of Pasiano as a sixteen-year-old and falling
hopelessly in love with the breathtaking
Lucia, two years his junior. She has only one
splendid flaw: ‘She is too young.’ Because of

Lucia’s genuine innocence he does not bed her, promising instead to
return in six months to ask for her hand in marriage.

When Casanova returns to the Italian manor, Lucia has disappeared,
supposedly because she has become pregnant by a messenger and has run
away with him. Casanova is consumed by regret at not acting when he had
the chance. Years later, on a visit to Amsterdam, in 1758, traveling under
his nom de plume Chevalier de Seingalt, he sees her again, in a brothel. She
has changed so much that he barely recognizes her: ‘Lucia was not so
much ugly,’ writes Casanova, ‘as something much worse: repugnant.’ In
this historical novel Arthur Japin speculates on what could have happened
to Lucia. He proposes in In Lucia’s Eyes that she hadn’t got pregnant, but
had suffered a worse fate in a world where a woman was judged solely on
the basis of her appearance: she caught smallpox which left her face so dis-
figured that she was afraid to look Casanova in the eye again. Lucia had
been unwilling to provoke his pity or compromise his reputation and
position by holding him to his promise.

She felt she had had no choice but to flee and earn her living as a prosti-
tute, hidden behind a veil that she never removes and an alias Galathea de
Pompignac. When Casanova turns up in Amsterdam, his desire for her is
reawakened. They try to outdo each other in razor-sharp dialogues which
are reminiscent of the verbal sparring matches between Mme. de Main-
tenon and Comte du Valmont in Laclos’ famous Les liaisons dangereuses;
Arthur Japin plays with bourgeois, eighteenth-century conventions to the
hilt. The tragic love of Giacomo and Lucia is continually strained by
worldly, emotional and philosophical differences, between men and
women, outer and inner beauty, reason and intuition, and imagination
and reality, all typical of the Enlightenment, as well as of the ambiguity
that love still possesses, even now.

Arthur Japin (b. 1956) has written for the stage
as well as for radio and television and
published his first book, the collection of
short fiction Magonische verhalen (Magonian
Stories), in 1996. He made his breakthrough in
1997 with his first novel De zwarte met het witte
hart (The Two Hearts of Kwasi Boachi), which
was awarded the Van der Hoogt Prize in 1998
and was short-listed for both the eci Prize and
the Generale Bank Prize.
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Sample translation from

In Lucia’s Eyes by Arthur Japin 

(Amsterdam: De Arbeiderspers, 2003) 

Translated by David Colmer 

pp.77-105

Not far from Pasiano, on the bank of the Livenza, an ancient hermit lived in a 

wine butt. Sometimes my mother sent me there to take him a jug of water or some 

leftover bread. The old man had spent his whole life fasting and praying, 

mercilessly flagellating himself and denying himself all worldly pleasures. All in 

the hope that, just once before he died, he might be able to imitate Christ and 

perform a miracle by walking on the water. This was his only goal. He practised 

every day from early in the morning until late at night, and there were always a 

few habits hung out to dry in front of his hovel. 

One day, however, I arrived to find his clothesline empty. The old man was 

sitting on the ground in front of his barrel, tucking into roast lamb and a bottle of 

lambrusco. 

‘I’ve done it!’ he told me. ‘Last night the Saviour appeared to me. He stood 

right there on the opposite bank and waved for me to come on over. He wanted to 

see what I had dedicated my whole life to. The moment of truth had arrived and I 

was nervous. Then I stepped, very carefully, out onto the water, and it worked! It 

was like walking on dry ground. It was a true miracle. I could hardly believe it: 

one step at a time I reached the middle of the river. Jesus was so happy He 
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clapped His hands! That made me feel braver and with a few big steps I reached 

Him on the opposite bank. I fell into His arms. ‘This is what I’ve given my whole 

life for,’ I sobbed, ‘renouncing all worldly pleasures so that one day I would be 

able to walk from one side of the river to the other.’ 

Christ’s face clouded over with pity. 

‘Oh,’ said the Saviour, ‘what a waste! There’s a ferry just downstream.’ 

The world is full of people who spend their whole life searching for the miracle 

of love without ever seeing it. It is very simple and self-evident, but lost forever 

to those who search for it. 

All it takes is a different way of seeing things. 

That’s not something you can teach people. All you can do is tell your story. 

I

I didn’t cry. Sometimes I’ve regretted that. After seeing Giacomo disappear into 

the hills of Pasiano, I didn’t shed a tear. It would have been such a sweet sorrow, 

with such girlish intensity: a deeply felt desire to lie down and die, an anguish 

that banishes everything else, as absolute as the euphoria about our future reunion 

that would have come over me a moment later. I could have sobbed all the air out 

of my lungs, directing my fury at fate instead of at myself. I would have woken 

the next morning invigorated, maybe even forearmed. Later, of course! Later, 

even the thought of the palm of my beloved’s hand, pressed against the rear 

window of the coach as a sign of farewell, was enough to break me, but by then 

death had already passed me by without offering me a way out. 

Giacomo’s departure was immediately followed by a period of such intense 

activity that I simply had no time for sorrow. That same afternoon Adriana’s 

former tutor came into the room on the garden while I was stripping my darling’s 

bed. Although clearly taken aback by my greasy hair and hitched up skirt, 
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Monsieur de Pompignac composed himself and informed me that he expected to 

see me in the library at ten o’clock the following morning. He then asked me to 

put one of my feet up on the bed. Scarcely able to believe his eyes, he inspected 

my calluses and left with sagging shoulders. 

I wore shoes to that first lesson. They were my mother’s and too big for me, but 

Monsieur de Pompignac appreciated the gesture. He was despairing rather than 

unfriendly. He paced around me like Madame de Maintenon’s hairdresser circling 

a stray dog. He asked me questions, which I answered to the best of my ability. 

Now and then he smiled at one of my replies, although none of them seemed to 

make him any more cheerful. Between questions, he told me things that, in their 

turn, meant nothing to me. Not wanting to disappoint him, I kept a friendly smile 

on my face the whole time. Eventually he fell silent. He led me over to the 

window, took my face in his hands and turned it so that it caught the light at 

several different angles. He sighed that at least my cheekbones were acceptable. 

Then he tried to send me off with the adventures of Gil Blas in four leather-bound 

volumes, announcing that we would discuss them the next morning. I leafed 

through them quickly, but gave them back. I could read – that wasn’t the problem 

– but I wasn’t very fast and I told him there was no point in my trying to read 

something with so many difficult words. De Pompignac stared at me open-

mouthed. He browsed through one of the books as if to reassure himself that it 

really was printed in my own language and not in Aramaic. Then he relaxed. 

Slowly, as the full extent of my ignorance dawned on him, a smile appeared on 

his face. I was embarrassed and offered apologies he refused to accept. 

‘My whole life,’ he said, ‘I have struggled to make something of the debris 

that others have left behind. Filling gaps, plugging holes, repairing cracks, 

smoothing off the rough edges… And now, just when I thought it was all over, 

for the first time, I have been given a chance to show what I can create from a 

block of unhewn marble. Mine, all mine, from the first blow of the chisel. It will 
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be hard. It will hurt, of course it will, but what did you expect? Did Pygmalion let 

that stop him? We will shed tears of blood, but it is now or never!’ 

I wanted to leave, but he asked me to sit down and began opening books on 

the table in front of me. I read them the way I thought they should sound. He 

corrected me and explained exactly what they meant, over and over, until I 

started to recognise certain phrases and dared to guess at their meaning. We kept 

at it for hours. I grew hungry and thirsty. He called for water and a piece of 

almond cake, but wouldn’t let me stop long enough to eat it, so I had to gulp it 

down chunk by chunk while reciting the conjugations he was drilling into me. 

When the sun set at the end of that first day we were both exhausted. 

That night I didn’t sleep. 

I read. 

Carefully I studied line after line. Then I tried to say them out loud. I 

remember the surprise I felt when a word that looked like so much mumbo jumbo 

on the page took on a familiar sound after I had stuttered it out a few times. 

Suddenly I realised – and I hesitate to admit it because soon after I could no 

longer imagine ever having been so foolish – that all those symbols, even the 

many I could not yet decipher, simply stood for things I had known for years. 

This realisation put an end to the fear that books had always inspired in me. And 

with my fear, I also shrugged off the mocking attitude I had always adopted 

regarding the written word and the kind of people who always have their heads in 

books. The insecurity that had given birth to that mocking was still there, but I 

had now found a new way of dealing with it. 

‘You can eat cake all your life without ever knowing what’s in it,’ I thought, 

‘except then you’ll always need someone else to make it for you. But once you 

take the trouble of finding out the ingredients, you’ll be able to feed yourself for 

the rest of your life.’

The next morning I read the first page of Gil Blas to Monsieur de Pompignac. 

A smile started to spread over his face. 
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‘Ma Galathée!’ he whispered. 

He hauled himself up out of his chair, took my hand and kissed it, something 

no one had ever done before. 

No one could have anticipated the success that followed. Studying seemed to suit 

me. Keen to please my teacher, I exploited this talent to the full and hardly 

showed my face out of doors – much to the regret of the stableboys and L’Aigle, 

the courier. (Around this time L’Aigle was thrashed and sent off for molesting a 

kitchenmaid, something he’d done because he was upset about my lack of interest 

in him.) At night I kept myself awake over my books by thinking about the 

delight I would see in the eyes of my elderly tutor in the morning. My hunger for 

learning had been aroused, and I was insatiable. After Count Antonio relieved me 

of my domestic duties – in exchange for a kiss – I was able to dedicate myself to 

my lessons all day. At night I couldn’t stop. It was as if I felt that I had to use the 

bare months of this year to harden myself, arming myself with knowledge against 

all that would follow when the buds re-appeared on the trees. My eyes were fixed 

on the prize that awaited me at the end of my studies. The diploma held out to the 

students of Bologna could not possibly motivate them as much as I was motivated 

by the thought of Giacomo’s astonishment at recognising me as an intellectual 

equal when we met again. 

From Le Sage, my teacher led me to the adventures of Manon Lescaut and 

through the minds of many of the greatest thinkers of our age. They tried to 

liberate themselves from the slavery of emotion, just as I was trying to rise above 

my state of nature. Their rule of reason appealed to me; the more I learnt about 

them, the more I discovered how powerful it was. 

Each time he saw his efforts rewarded, Monsieur de Pompignac set his goals 

higher. In just a few days he began giving his lessons partly in French. My grasp 

of that language was rudimentary, to say the least, but he claimed that it was the 

voice of science and the future of Europe and that I would prove intelligent 
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enough to master it. Sure enough, within two weeks I was able to reply to him in 

more or less his own words, after which we began to read through French works 

line by line. He brought more and more books for me: Nani’s Histoire de Venise,

Fontanelle’s Mondes and his Dialogues des Mortes, Bossuet’s treatises on world 

history and Le Sueur’s Histoire de l’Eglise de l’Empire.

Soon his lessons extended to physical exercises designed to improve my 

posture. He wanted me to sit like a marionette that is being held up by a single 

string attached to its chest and he insisted that I always walk perfectly upright 

with short bouncy steps. I humoured him and tried not to laugh, but after a while I 

noticed an improvement that made me feel more at ease in company. He made up 

a list of indelicate words and insisted that I stop using them. To improve my 

pronunciation he made me recite tongue twisters with my mouth filled with 

pebbles from the river. For a long time I was scared I was going to swallow them 

and choke. I cursed my tormentor and wept to arouse his pity. I hurled the 

pebbles at his head, but in the end my lips and throat were so strengthened that I 

was able to make myself understood without raising my voice, even when 

Monsieur de Pompignac was standing on the opposite bank with the gurgling 

stream between us. 

We also practised less tangible skills, such as enlarging the radius of 

projection of the personality and commanding attention in the middle of a busy 

market square by doing nothing more than controlling my breathing and adopting 

a tranquil, regal pose. Don’t ask me how it’s possible, but I acquired this ability 

and have used it to my advantage throughout my life. Between all this, De 

Pompignac still found time to teach me simple dances like the bourrée and the 

farandole. We ate together so that I could get used to eating from a plate of my 

own instead of sharing the serving dish. He also insisted that I stop eating with 

my hands. I told him about my grandfather, who would scoop up some polenta 

with just three fingers, shape it into a little bowl on the palm of his hand, then fill 

it with meat and gravy and fold it in on itself. He ate like this at the most 

distinguished tables without spilling as much as a drop of sauce. He had practised 
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all his life to achieve that level of dexterity. In our region this was the kind of 

thing that earned people’s respect, and I had always been determined to strive for 

the same perfection and dignity. Monsieur de Pompignac, however, insisted that 

eating with a spoon and a fork was rated much more highly, even though anyone 

can master that in the course of a single meal. To raise my enthusiasm he made 

me a gift of a travelling set of silver cutlery, taking the opportunity to voice the 

hope that soon I might also learn to control my belching. 

Every day new, infinite fields of knowledge opened up before me – page after 

page, book after book. It was dizzying. I was blind to everything else and leapt 

around in this freedom like a foal that has been put out in the meadow for the first 

time. I was too slow to notice my parents’ growing concern and the way they 

were observing me from behind the fence of their simplicity. Coming home at the 

end of the day, I still told them everything I had seen and experienced. It was just 

that – instead of talking about familiar things from their own world, leaves that 

had started smouldering in the tobacco shed or an adder on the path – I now told 

stories about a nymph who changes into a laurel to save herself from being 

ravaged or a Corinthian queen who takes revenge on her husband by slaughtering 

their children. My parents took it all in and at first they even commented and 

gave advice (‘Maybe that’s better for the queen. Now she might find a gentle 

husband who can give her new children.’) but after a while they just smiled and 

nodded without knowing what to say. My enthusiasm hurt them; I could see that, 

but I couldn’t understand why. To spare my parents, I stopped talking about my 

new discoveries. This only depressed them more, convincing them that I thought 

them too stupid to understand – which had never occurred to me. My inability to 

see what was happening was actually proof of my ignorance. When a more 

educated person interacts with someone less educated, it is the duty, and the 

privilege, of the former to adapt to the latter. The educated cannot fall back on the 

excuse that the others have by their very nature. 
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In late November I noticed their spirits picking up. They were gloating about 

something, that was obvious, but when I asked them about it they wouldn’t say a 

word. On the first Sunday of Advent I awoke to find my parents beaming next to 

my bed. My father was holding something concealed behind his back, which he 

handed to me after a brief, rehearsed speech. What it came down to was that they 

were proud of me and wanted to support me as much as their limited capacities 

allowed, and that was why they were now giving me the first book that would be 

my own possession. I removed the tissue paper and recognised it immediately. It 

was a copy of Birth, Light and Promise of Christ the Saviour, Explained for the 

Holy Advent, an essay by Fra Onofrio, our village priest. He had taken his simple 

thoughts on the subject – enough for a few rustic sermons – inflated them with 

borrowed terminology, random scientific terms and meaningless frills, and bound 

the result in calfskin so that he could flog it off to the parish dignitaries, who 

were too worried about the salvation of their souls to refuse. Less than a week 

before, he had palmed a copy off on Monsieur de Pompignac. Together we had 

laughed heartily about so much bombast and stupidity in one volume. Now I 

leafed through it again, under my parents’ hopeful eyes. I was overcome by 

repugnance for the priest, who knew exactly how hard my father worked and how 

much he had denied himself and his family to save the price of this gilt-edged 

botch job. The fact that Fra Onofrio had not dissuaded my father from the 

purchase proved that Voltaire, who we had just begun reading, was right about 

the innate wickedness of the clergy. I turned the book over and over in my hands. 

I saw two equally painful options: telling the truth, taking the monstrosity back to 

his Holy Father, cancelling the purchase and demanding the return of the money; 

or feigning gratitude and pretending to be so overcome that I didn’t know how to 

respond. I chose the latter, resolving to pay back the money my parents had 

invested in me, with interest, once I was married to Giacomo and his career had 

begun. I hugged my mother and father. Afraid that I wouldn’t be able to sustain 

the charade, I ran off, shouting that I had to show it to Monsieur de Pompignac 
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immediately. In reality I was very careful to keep the book out of his sight and 

did not dare to mention the incident to him. 

For the first time I realised how far I had come in how short a period. Too far 

to ever find my way back home again. 

Monsieur de Pompignac must have noticed something in my mood because he 

was unusually lenient that day. At dinner he chose the Fall as the subject of our 

daily discussion. 

‘Adam and Eve know it will cost them their innocence, and still they want to 

eat from the Tree of Knowledge. How foolish would one need to be, Lucia, to 

renounce Paradise?’ 

‘Our ancestors had no conception of Paradise until the moment it was denied 

them. In that sense it was wise to ignore God’s prohibition. It taught them to 

value the beauty of the place they came from.’ 

‘Do you think that this knowledge made them happier?’ 

‘Surely you don’t mean that it would be better to remain ignorant of the good, 

than to know that the good exists somewhere and…’ 

‘…and realise you’ve squandered it. What do you think?’ 

‘Absolutely not,’ I exclaimed indignantly, as this was something he had just 

taught me, ‘consciousness is our greatest good!’ 

‘So a difficult life with knowledge would be preferable to a carefree existence 

that is not lived consciously.’ 

‘Knowledge consoles,’ I said. ‘By analysing our grief about that lost paradise, 

our mind reduces it.’ 

‘But wouldn’t it be easier to simply not have any worries?’ 

‘You make knowledge sound like an imperfection instead of an achievement.’ 

‘Knowledge makes us aware of what we lack. It is an achievement but, like 

every form of wealth, it robs us of our carefreeness and innocence, just as it did 

Adam and Eve.’ He paused here for a moment and then continued more gently, ‘I 

have reason to believe that you too have now felt this sorrow.’ 
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In a flash I saw my parents’ hopeful faces as I leafed through the gift they had 

scrimped and saved to buy. 

‘I’ve had an inkling of the tears you warned me about when you started 

teaching me.’ 

‘Gathering knowledge and acquiring skills are only the first steps. Anyone can 

do that. What follows is the real test, a test that defeats almost everyone: finding 

the courage to pick up one’s baggage and walk away from the world, leaving 

other people further and further behind.’ 

I nodded. 

‘This realisation,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘is the diploma for my lessons.’ 

That evening we did not continue our discussion as pupil and teacher, but 

spoke openly as friends, with the exception that De Pompignac did not once 

allow me to deviate from French. 

In a very short period my life at Pasiano had changed radically. I no longer 

visited the forests or fields that had once meant so much to me, instead I found 

my freedom in the manor house, which I was allowed to roam with so few 

restrictions that I almost forgot that I didn’t belong there. 

One day Count Antonio joined me in the library. He demonstrated his interest 

in my studies by pulling out a volume from his secret collection. It was the 

lavishly illustrated Histoire de Dom Bougre, portier des Chartreux. The old man 

came up behind me and put the book down on the table in front of me. Every time 

he turned a page he pressed his body up against mine. I told him in French that I 

didn’t appreciate his attentions. 

‘Not yet, perhaps!’ was his amused reply. He opened the book at a page that 

showed a courtesan obliging an officer with her tongue. ‘You can learn to talk 

like a lady, but how do you think women like that afford the high life?’ He laid 

his hand on the engraving and tickled the paper with his fat fingers, as if joining 

in the illustrated characters’ play. 
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‘Look, a trick like this brings in an easy three sequins,’ he said seriously, 

‘remember that. Maybe even five, if it’s done well.’ 

I stood up and hurried off to my lesson. Glancing back from the door, I saw 

the nobleman bent over his art collection. He seemed to have forgotten me 

already.

At the start of February, De Pompignac went off without telling me. For the first 

time our lessons had been interrupted. I spent the free time poring over the 

Lettres persanes, enjoying the experience of seeing all the things we take for 

granted through the eyes of an outsider. I could not possibly suspect that I would 

soon become one myself. Four days later Monsieur drove up to the house in a gig 

filled with festive packages, looking run-down but with a self-satisfied smile on 

his face. He kept his surprise to himself for three or four days, but after that he 

could no longer contain himself and told me the story. 

He had travelled to Venice and back, not directly, but via Modena in order to 

waste as little of our instruction period as possible. This route allowed him to 

circumvent the nine-day quarantine that the Serenissima had imposed, officially 

for sanitary reasons but in reality to force the recalcitrant council of Friuli into 

submission. 

‘Be that as it may,’ he laughed, ‘the whole venture was for you. Voilà!’ He 

handed me a pasteboard box with an enormous rosette, and beamed at me while I 

opened it. It contained a ball gown of dark-blue velvet. ‘Beauty like yours needs 

no embellishment, but when people reach into a fruit bowl they can’t help 

choosing a pear with a beautiful leaf.’ It was the most gorgeous garment I had 

ever seen. I don’t remember what exactly I thought – that I was supposed to 

adjust the dress, keep it for someone or starch and iron it – but although De 

Pompignac repeated that it was a gift for me, it was almost incomprehensible that 

he really wanted me to wear something this precious. Once it had sunk in, I 

pushed the dress away in fright, almost as if he had made a dishonourable 

proposition.
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‘I am nowhere near what you are trying to make of me,’ I said, ‘and I balk at 

the idea of presenting myself as such.’ 

He asked me to trust his judgement. 

‘If it’s premature, we’ll know soon enough,’ he reassured me. ‘Count Antonio 

is giving a party for carnival. You will be the guest of honour. It’s all been 

arranged. Unbeknownst to you, the old gentleman admires you and has shown a 

great interest in the progress you have been making. Don’t say a word, all the 

dignitaries of the department have been invited, it would be out of the question to 

insult them by cancelling it at such short notice.’ Then he pulled out the rest of 

my new wardrobe, piece by piece, as elated as if the gifts had been for him. Each 

new item delighted him as much as if he were seeing it for the first time, ‘Shoes, 

ankle boots, aren’t they gorgeous! Gloves, silk chemises – feel it, just feel it – a 

petticoat and a corset – all brand new!’ 

When he saw that the prospect of a public examination depressed me, he lay it 

all aside to come and sit down next to me. 

‘There’s nothing to worry about, ma Galathée! No one will know it’s you.’ As 

the last item, he pulled out one of the leather masks that people wore at that time. 

‘I shall introduce you as my niece…’ He glowed with anticipation. ‘…Je vous 

présente ma nièce, Galathée de Pompignac!’

‘You overestimate me.’ 

‘We shall see,’ he laughed and kissed me on both cheeks as if he really were 

my uncle. 

We didn’t see anything. 

The next morning he didn’t appear for my lesson at the usual time. In the night 

his throat had begun to swell. By the end of the day the dreaded fever had come, 

and the next morning, as expected, his mouth and tongue were covered with 

blisters. These were the signs of an aggressive smallpox pustule in his airways. 

The apothecary attributed the infection to Monsieur de Pompignac’s foolish 
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flouting of the Venetian quarantine and informed us that, given his age, he would 

only last two or three weeks at the most. 

I wanted to keep my good friend company, but my parents forbade it. The next 

day De Pompignac was transferred to an outhouse on the edge of the estate. My 

father took his possessions from his room, piled them up in a field and set fire to 

them. He wanted to throw his books onto the pile as well, but I stopped him. I 

told my father that the superstition that the disease attached itself to paper was 

backward and had been disproved by science. My parents looked at me with hurt 

expressions, but I had no choice. This was the first time I deployed my new-

found authority, and I did it without thinking. It was only after I had gathered up 

the unburnt books and was walking away with them in my arms that I felt a quiet 

sorrow that these people who loved me deeply had deferred to my judgement so 

meekly. 

After this they did not dare deny me access to my teacher a second time. I was 

the only one who entered his room without fear. The servants left his food and 

water on the threshold; I carried them in to him, sat down on his bed and read to 

him from the works that were so dear to him. I took it upon myself to nurse him. 

While doing so, I adhered meticulously to all the precautions, disinfecting both 

him and myself after each procedure. I wore a mask that had been drenched in 

alcohol and I burnt all the leftover food and anything else he had touched, 

confident that, as a consequence, there was nothing to fear. I tried to convince the 

others that, according to the latest insights, the patient could not be contagious in 

these circumstances, but it was no use. When his condition began deteriorating 

rapidly just a few days later, Fra Onofrio was only willing to administer the last 

rites through the window. 

‘What do you think, Lucia,’ De Pompignac asked towards the end, in a tone 

that suggested that he was still strong enough to argue the case, ‘who is better off, 

someone who dies unexpectedly or a condemned man who can count the days he 

has left?’ 

‘They both lose the same,’ I said cleverly, ‘nothing more than today.’ 
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My remark seemed to plunge him into such deep thought that I blurted out a 

platitude to cheer him up, ‘After all, if I went walking in the mountains today, I 

could be crushed by a falling boulder.’ 

‘There is a very significant difference,’ he said calmly, as if giving a lecture, 

‘and I am surprised that you don’t see it. Imagine that you and I are standing 

under that boulder. You see it slipping and run away, then skip off home 

afterwards. I see it too. It is hanging over my head. It wobbles. I see it tilting. I 

call out to you. ‘It’s going to fall!’ It slides free. I see it coming towards me. And 

all this time I am there under it, waiting for the blow with my foot caught in a 

wolf trap.’ 

I was ashamed of myself. In my haste to comfort the dying man, I had resorted 

to the kind of cliché people always use when trying to disguise their impotence. 

‘It’s nothing to brood about,’ De Pompignac assured me. ‘Your emotions were 

too strong for your intellect. That proves that all the knowledge I have inundated 

you with has not stifled your heart. Heart and mind, the combination at the apex 

of human achievement. I couldn’t have asked for a more beautiful parting gift.’ 

I then tried to feed him the honeyed pap that was the last thing he could 

swallow. Using my silver spoon, I ate a bowlful as well, and we acted as if this 

were just one of the many dinners we had eaten together. 

Finally he had to lie back. 

His last words were, ‘Mes félicitations, Lucia… at last you’ve eaten a whole 

meal without a single belch!’ 

The Countess of Montereale showed her gratitude for Monsieur de Pompignac’s 

contribution to her daughter’s happiness by returning to Pasiano for his funeral. 

As she was held up en route, my teacher’s burial was delayed beyond the legal 

limit. Finally, in the dead of night, my patroness arrived. The next morning, to 

surprise her while also honouring him, I put on for the first time the dress he had 

given me. I combed my hair and put it up according to the latest fashion. Despite 
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the sadness of the occasion, I swirled around a few times as if at a ball and 

practised the curtsey I would use to greet the countess. 

When I went into her room, the old lady was still in bed. At first she didn’t 

understand who I was. Even after I had told her my name, she was still confused. 

It wasn’t until I said something in my old dialect and leapt onto her bed like 

before, that she was prepared to believe that I really was her Lucia. I opened the 

shutters so that she could see me properly and cuddled up next to her. For a few 

moments she was overcome with joy as she struggled to take in the full extent of 

my metamorphosis. 

Then her gaze went to my face. 

In an instant all the happiness drained from her expression. She recoiled in 

shock and started screaming. To calm her, I took her hand, but that only made 

things worse. Like a cornered animal, she crept backward out of the bed and 

pressed herself up against the wall in an attempt to get as far away from me as 

possible. She grabbed a handkerchief, poured eau de cologne over it, and held it 

up to her mouth, gesturing furiously for me to keep my distance. I still had no 

idea why the surprise I had looked forward to so much had misfired so badly. 

The disappointment was unbearable. 

I doubled over and fell to the floor, racked by a sorrow that was beyond my 

comprehension. Before fleeing the room, the countess looked at me one last time. 

Tears were running down her face; she was as tormented by the shock as I was. 

‘Dear child, poor child,’ she sobbed, trembling, ‘my darling girl, who will ever 

want to love you now?’ 

2

Too much of our knowledge of ourselves is derived from the gaze of others. We 

are more willing to rely on how we are seen than on how we see ourselves. 
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My mother rushed into the room. I was still sobbing on the floor. She had been 

alerted by the countess and squatted before me. She took my head in her hands 

and studied a lump on my cheek. Her eyes were wild. In them I saw pity and fear 

in equal measure. Only then did I realise which calamity had come upon me. 

She let go of me, got up off the floor and stood there like a statue, towering 

above me with her arms stretched out as if they were suddenly filthy. 

This time none of my cries could mollify my parents. Volume by volume, I saw 

the library Monsieur de Pompignac had left me consumed by fire. Then my father 

fed the flames with the ball gown. Scraps of blue fabric spiralled up on the 

smoke. Finally, when almost everything had been reduced to ash, they found the 

mask Monsieur had bought for me in Venice and threw it on the coals. The 

smouldering leather gave off a nauseating stench. Dirty yellow smoke rose up 

through the eyes while the cheeks and nose blistered and shrivelled. All of 

Monsieur’s gifts went up in flames, together with his plans for my future. I was 

glad he hadn’t lived to see it. Then I thought of my father and mother, who would 

have to watch my downfall from close-by. Given the circumstances, they were 

coping well. I was moved to that same building on the edge of the estate – once 

the body of Monsieur de Pompignac had been carried out and the room had been 

smoked with juniper. I lay down on the bed I had spent the last few days sitting 

beside. Here I finally calmed down. I closed my eyes and saw Giacomo. 

In my thoughts, he was sitting beside me, pressing his hands against my 

cheeks and hushing me, constantly whispering that I had nothing to be afraid of 

because love would conquer all. I knew perfectly well that this was a fantasy, but 

it still made me feel a little less miserable. I calculated how much time would 

have to pass before my fiancé really could hold me tight. My beloved had 

promised to return to Pasiano at Easter for our engagement. The disease had 

felled me several days before carnival. My fate, according to my calculations, 

would be decided in less than seven weeks. 
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At that stage I took two possibilities into account: dying or recovering. I could 

imagine them both. Easily. My imagination is very vivid. Every horror or 

reprieve, possible or impossible, appears to me in such detail that when it finally 

comes about I feel as though I recognise it. This weakness, which so often afflicts 

sensitive natures, is also a strength. Although it can redouble the mind’s suffering 

or cause unnecessary anguish, it is also a way of hardening oneself and preparing 

for the worst. 

For two days there was no change. In the night that followed the pain struck. I 

winced as if being stabbed with daggers. New lesions appeared on my upper 

arms. The disease was taking its external form. According to the apothecary, this, 

combined with my youth, increased my chance of survival. A third possibility – 

besides dying or simply recovering – now occurred to me. 

The thought terrified me. 

I asked to be tied up. My parents didn’t have the heart to do it. I begged them, 

pleading and in tears, but when they still hesitated, I cursed and raged as if they 

were obstinate servants, and ordered them to do it for love’s sake. I lay on my 

back with my legs spread. My father lashed my feet to the bars at the foot of the 

bed. My mother tied my wrists with a silk cord, which they passed under the bed 

and tightened with a cleat. I told them not to release me under any circumstances, 

no matter how much I begged, until I was fully recovered or – if God ordained it 

so – had died. 

In this position I waited. 

Every hour brought new abscesses, while the old ones only seemed to swell. 

After three days the pain suddenly subsided. For the first time I slept all night, 

despite the discomfort and the stiffness of my muscles. 

An itch woke me. It tickled up the inside of my thighs. It wasn’t even 

unpleasant, and in my dreamy, drowsy state, I experienced it as a most 

pleasurable sensation. Then the itch spread outwards: first down my legs to the 

soles of my feet and in between my toes. I bent them. I spread them. I tugged at 

the ropes. They chafed but gave no relief. Then that same prickling began 
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between my shoulder blades. I rubbed myself on the sheet as best I could, to no 

effect. The fire was now smouldering at the base of my throat and flickering 

between my breasts. From there it crept up to my nipples, where my skin was 

already stretched to the limit by the accumulated fluids; there wasn’t an inch of 

undamaged skin visible anywhere on my whole trunk. I arched my back and 

jerked my shoulders, but gained no respite. Now the prickling flared up and 

began licking at my arms, my hands and my fingers. I was scared that if I 

couldn’t find some way of scratching myself I would surely lose my mind. 

Then I felt the tingling behind my eyelids. It surprised me. By this time so 

much of the rest of my body was ablaze that I was convinced that my torment 

could not possibly grow worse. Anyone who hasn’t been through something 

similar might find it hard to believe, but at that moment I really seemed to have 

forgotten that my face, the very reason I had ordered my parents to bind me, had 

until then been spared. Slowly the itch spread up over it as well. 

I realised that the moment had arrived, my worst fears were about to come 

true.

I panicked, making the fire flare up even higher and sweep over my body in 

new bursts. Forehead, lips, ears, chin and cheeks, the worms of torment seemed 

to be squirming everywhere, even to the ends of my hair. They crept down my 

neck and wriggled out over all four of my limbs. 

I screamed. My mother came running. I now used the same tone in which I had 

implored her to tie me up and remain deaf to my entreaties to beg her to release 

me. The poor woman covered her ears with her hands and refused to obey my 

requests. I responded by forcing myself to calm down and take a cleverer 

approach. I talked about something else for a moment, then slipped in a casual 

remark that I had been mistaken at the outset of my disease, that it wasn’t 

necessary for me to be tied up, and that at this stage it only worsened my 

condition. If she loved me and cared about me, I said, she really should release 

me now. This set her to doubting. I could see that. In my imagination I was 

already pulling myself free and sighing with relief as I scratched my wounds open 
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with all ten fingernails. But I controlled myself and remained silent to increase 

the effect. I smiled reassuringly to encourage my mother and speed her decision. 

She remained silent. She paced through the room a number of times, hesitated 

and then refused. I turned into a demon. I vomited such a torrent of cruel filth out 

over her that she fled the room in tears without acceding to any of my demands. 

I was on fire without any hope of ever being extinguished. 

Delivered up to this torture and beset by fevers, I took the only escape I could 

see. The impulse was natural and beyond all doubt, like the urge to run out of a 

burning house. I detached myself from my body and abandoned it. It was as if I 

was fleeing to take shelter in my soul, where I now hid, trembling in a corner. 

At first I only saw delirious fantasies. They raged like a storm, but I still 

preferred them to reality. Slowly I felt as though I could pick out patterns in the 

midst of the whirlwind. Ideas detached themselves, and I tried to seize onto them 

and organise them. After a while I was able to separate them out, one from the 

other. I recognised childhood memories, my old expectations of my future, the 

fear of having to surrender them, my desire for Giacomo, my grandfather’s hands 

and smile, the overseer’s dogs, and the good lessons Monsieur de Pompignac had 

taught me. I was able to classify them more and more clearly, ordering them 

according to the philosophers he and I had considered together, who now came to 

my aid for the first time. 

By analysing each new nightmare in this way – dissecting them to isolate and 

identify their constituent elements – I learnt to control them. This did not come 

without a struggle, and there were regular outbursts of thoughts that threatened to 

overwhelm me, but each time my mind succeeded where my emotions had failed, 

and I forced them back into place. 

I created order from chaos and, almost without noticing, gradually compiled 

the encyclopaedia of my own life. On a much smaller scale but essentially the 

same as Chambers’ Cyclopaedia or the project that Diderot has begun, my 

encyclopaedia allowed me first to understand and ultimately to control myself 
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and the situation in which I found myself. It worked. The storm subsided. I had 

snared it with my reason, just as – so they say – sailors catch the winds in a 

sailor’s knot. 

This was the turning point. If it could help me through a trial like this, I told 

myself, the power of reason could save me in any situation. This seemed to give 

meaning to my illness, as if everything was subordinate to this realisation. I 

resolved that, if I survived, I would be guided by reason for the rest of my life. 

After reaching this decision, I dared to abandon my fortress in the clouds and 

return to the ruins of my body. 

The fever subsided. 

The itch died down. 

I regained consciousness and saw my parents at my bedside with Fra Onofrio’s 

frightened face in the window behind them. From this safe distance, the priest 

was busily administering the last rites. I thanked him and told him that I would 

not be needing his services. 

My words had an astonishing effect. My father began to cry, something I had 

never seen before, my mother fell to her knees before me and Onofrio turned as 

white as a ghost and ducked down under the windowsill. Apparently I had been 

dead to the world for three weeks, after which they had surrendered all hope and 

released me from my restraints. Just when they were expecting me to breathe my 

last, I had spoken in a loud, clear voice. 

From the garden Onofrio called out that my recovery was an act of God, a 

special divine intervention in honour of Palm Sunday, and an indisputable 

miracle the like of which he had not seen before in all his years as a priest. I 

answered that he was a fool and his God nothing more than an invention to 

explain the incomprehensible to ninnies, whereupon he fled and my mother 

crossed herself three times. 

Either way, I was cured and it was Palm Sunday! That gave me a full week to 

build up my strength before Giacomo arrived. I immediately asked for broth and 

fruit and red meat. My appetite was back and I feasted on all the things the others 
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were denying themselves because of Lent. I drank as much as I could and gargled 

with malmsey to banish the evil taste from my mouth. This initial period of 

convalescence was so exhausting that I immediately fell into a deep sleep after 

every meal, but awoke every time feeling invigorated and stronger. 

On the morning of the third day I was ready. I wanted to try to walk around a 

little and wash myself. My parents brought me facecloths and a jug of water, 

clean underwear and a starched blouse, a hairbrush, soap and lavender water. 

Finally, I asked for a mirror. 

My father and mother exchanged a glance. 

I saw the look in their eyes and knew everything. 

My precautions had saved my body from the worst. Tied up throughout my 

frenzy, I had been unable to scratch and wound myself with my nails. Of the 

hundreds of pocks that had covered me from my throat to my toes, only a few had 

ulcerated. Here and there, I still had the scabs. In those places my body would be 

left with small permanent marks, but it was nothing disfiguring. 

That couldn’t be said of my face. 

My parents were reluctant to bring me a mirror so soon. To spare them 

unnecessary sorrow, I pretended that I was happy to wait. The moment they left, I 

pulled out my grandfather’s pendant. It was small, but big enough. I saw myself 

through the eyes of Santa Lucia.

The ropes that held me down on the bed had been unable to prevent me from 

thrashing around with my head. Furiously I had beaten my cheeks against the 

mattress, trying to somehow tear open my eyelids, which were clagged up with 

pus. Later my mother told me that they had tried to hold my head, which had 

swelled up by a third, and reduce the burning with wet rags. For a long time she 

sat behind me, trying to protect my face by keeping my head clamped between 

her knees and hands. To no avail. The itch was too intense, the torment too great. 

Nothing could restrain me. I gave in to the dictates of the nature of my disease 
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and rubbed myself wherever I could – cheeks, forehead, ears, mouth and nose – 

turning even the softest pillow and the finest sheet into instruments of mutilation. 

After all these years, I still find it difficult to describe the ruin I saw in that 

mirror. Suffice to say that I didn’t recognise myself. Taut red skin was growing 

over what must have been one big open wound. In time this new skin would heal, 

albeit unevenly, with deep craters and thick lumps. The left side of my face, 

however, was devastated forever by distorted, contracting scars. 

I sat and stared into the pendant. Hypnotised by my own reflection, I was no 

longer able to look through the glass and see that behind it, as always, my 

grandfather’s decorative artistry was glittering and shining in the sunlight, even 

through this apparition. 

Giacomo arrived earlier than expected, on Good Friday. In the intervening days I 

had considered all the steps I could possibly take, but had been unable to reach a 

decision. I realised what I needed to do, I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. 

I saw my love through the chinks of my closed shutters. He strode across the 

courtyard in his best clothes, hurrying, elated, excited to be back and anxious to 

see me again. 

I was fifteen. Eighty years would not have been long enough to amass enough 

experience for the decision I had to make. I had never left my place of birth. The 

rest of the world was something I knew only from books. Beyond Pasiano, the 

only life I could imagine was the life people led in Venice, but that I could 

picture vividly and all too clearly. Thanks to the countess, I was thoroughly 

convinced of the mercilessness of the better circles in Venice, where looks were 

everything. My ‘aunt’ had hoped to strengthen me for the struggle that would 

await someone of my humble origins there, but now that my illness had changed 

everything, it was her words, more than anything, that cut off the path to my 

future happiness. 

After all, I could never be accepted in that city now that I was disfigured. I 

would be a pariah. And if Giacomo married me, he would share my fate. 



NLPVF • For information purposes only • All rights reserved 

24

As this realisation sunk in, I drifted into a peculiar calm. Just days before, 

during my fever, I had clung to reason when all else failed me. Now I decided to 

rely on my intellect once again. I was aware of my emotions, dear God, how I 

was aware of them! My heart pounded, my soul was screaming. And all the while 

I followed his steps across the courtyard from my gloomy vantage point behind 

the shutters. 

Giacomo had changed from a boy to a man and was much more handsome 

than I remembered him. If I hadn’t fought against the urge with all my might, I 

would have run to him and thrown myself at his feet. I would have told him the 

whole story and begged him to take me as I was. 

I suppressed it all. In my pillow I smothered several loud screams that seemed 

to come straight from my soul. Everything was raw inside. My emotions were on 

their knees and ready to surrender to my reason. After this first shock, the cool 

deliberation came as a comfort, just as the shock of the cold bath that was 

prepared for me after my illness made all the scars on my body contract and 

helped my skin to relax afterwards. 

This was my dilemma: Giacomo was the personification of my happiness. If 

he chose to accept me despite my disfigurement, we could marry. I would have 

my love by my side for the rest of my life. This, however, would require him to 

surrender his ambitions. Our marriage would preclude any chance of a career. 

This would make him unhappy, and it would be a torment for me to see him 

suffer. His unhappiness would become mine as well. Following my heart now 

would be the ruin of both of us.

But if I acted counter to my emotions by leaving him free, I would allow him 

to pursue and realise his dreams. Although I would be unhappy, I could console 

myself by knowing that he would find happiness. He might be sad about me for a 

while, but if I played it so that he believed that I had betrayed him, his sadness 

would be brief. Then he would grow angry, curse me and, in the end, forget me. 

That was my reasoning. 

The first scenario produced two unhappy people; the second, only one. 
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The choice seemed simple. 

I acted like a machine, ignoring my emotions and disowning them loudly three 

times. 

I took the steps I had to take with the determination I had once seen as a child 

in Zoldo, a peasant in Portobuffolè, who had been bitten by an adder before my 

eyes. Shocked, I tried to reassure him by talking in a soothing voice, but he 

neither saw nor heard me. His veins swelled and turned black. Calm as a walking 

corpse, he did what he had to do. He took a saw, cut off his leg below the knee 

and cauterised the stump to stop the bleeding – all without a moment’s hesitation. 

With that same assuredness and those same paralysed emotions, I gave my 

mother the task of telling Giacomo that I had left Pasiano. Unwilling to lie to the 

man whose love for me equalled her own, she refused to tell him that I was no 

longer there. 

Then I told her that today’s lie would be true enough tomorrow. Giacomo 

would be sure to come back. It was impossible for me to stay. 

She was so shattered that she offered no further resistance. I told her that if my 

fiancé asked about my feelings for him, she should tell him that that was all in the 

past; I had run off with the courier L’Aigle without so much as a message as to 

where we were going. There was absolutely no sense in his keeping up any hopes 

or waiting for me. 

By the time she entered the room by the garden, which had once again been 

made ready for Giacomo, my mother’s face was so tear-stained that he had no 

choice but to believe her. It took him a full hour to recover after hearing the news. 

Then he was given a pastry to regain his strength, and some fruit and bread for 

the journey home. 

In the meantime I summoned reason to my aid, requested an audience with Count 

Antonio and told him that I had come to earn the five sequins, if his offer still 

stood. His astonishment was short-lived. The old man studied the damage to my 

appearance through his lashes. For a moment he considered bargaining me down 
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because of it, but decided not to, opened a drawer and lay the money on the table. 

He leant back on his chair, unbuttoned his trousers and told me to undress slowly 

before him. 

Don’t think I found it so terribly disgusting. It was something that had to 

happen, that’s all. I am not one of those women who have an innate abhorrence of 

physicality and can only bring themselves to it when moved by a deep sense of 

love. On the contrary. I am carnal by nature. I knew at an early age that it would 

suit me. 

At some stage in the proceedings I realised that the pragmatism of this 

transaction was also consistent with the new image I needed to form of myself. 

There were clear borders. That made me feel better. Within these limits I felt sure 

of myself. More than that, at that moment, it was important for me to see that 

someone could still desire me, despite my ugliness; I had not been completely 

ruined as a woman. 

I would have given anything to discover this pleasure for the first time with 

Giacomo, but I resigned myself to the reality. The old man mounted me and had 

his way. He was overjoyed to discover that I was still a virgin and spent an 

eternity studying this phenomenon at close-hand, using his fat fingers to spread 

me as wide as possible. When he finally entered me, he clapped his hands like a 

child.

Even the coarsest of men are no longer terrifying once they are in bed. They 

can be hard and thoughtless, but their elation leaves no room for calculation. 

When they have full command of their faculties they can inflict pain deliberately, 

but if they hurt you in bed, it is only out of awkwardness. They become as easy to 

please as children, and once pleased they are just as grateful. 

I pleasured the Count of Montereale and derived a certain satisfaction in doing 

so. I am not proud of it, but it is a fact. Later, too, I sometimes let men who 

disgusted me have their way with me. I pleasured these fellows – moronic, 

misshapen or decrepit – with no other object than the hope that one day someone 
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might do the same for me when I needed it: once again giving me the feeling that 

I was beautiful and desirable. 

As far as Count Antonio’s sweating body was concerned, my mind came to 

my aid again. I discovered that I could look at that quivering flesh and flushed 

face, and even smile at it, without actually seeing it. It didn’t come back to me in 

my nightmares either. 

Imagination is the best sanctuary. 

There, and only there, I was together with Giacomo, that night and many 

others.


