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I came at 11 PM sharp. Juan and I walked through the garden. I could see his shirt was dripping with 
sweat. The heat was suffocating. I, too, was perspiring, my violin-case strap slipping down my bare 
shoulder.  
Since the evening before, the heat wave had been clobbering the city. The night had been just as 
searing as the day. We could barely breathe.  
We made our way to the security office. Our conversation was about braziers, blazes, fires. We said, 
several times, it’s a furnace. 
As we entered, the cold of the air-conditioning slammed into us. Juan’s colleague looked me over. 
I smiled. They didn’t know why exactly I was there, but I did. They’d been told that I was coming 
from Paris, that it would be an interesting experiment to lock an artist in the museum for an entire 
night. That had to have made them laugh. 
In the room they’d settled into, there was a huge table, several plastic chairs, a pack of cigarettes 
just lying there, a few bottles of water, some billy clubs, some walkie-talkies. I showed Juan my 
passport, he scribbled the number on a piece of paper and, in turn, gave me one with their phone 
number. 
If you need anything . . . just ask. He smirked. 
The conversation went on a while longer. 
On the wall, I saw a dozen screens faithfully reproducing, moment by moment, what the surveillance 
cameras hung from the ceiling in each room were filming. That was what I had feared: I was going to 
be filmed, spied on, my movements would be watched. I would be seen looking, wandering, 
lingering any old where. The images would be stored for three months, then erased. 
 
Doménikos, the chances of a night of love with you are fading away. 
 
I had been preparing for this special night, no doubt the only one, for months. Ever since I had found 
my father’s notebook, I had been preparing for the prospect of meeting you. The four centuries 
separating us were no obstacle whatsoever. You were born in 1541 in Crete, give or take one or two 
years, it’s hard to be absolutely sure. And I in 1976 in Paris. What did that matter? 
I came here fifteen years ago, but the meeting didn’t happen then. How many times will I have to 
come back? 
 
Juan and I walked out of the security office, and he took me through the garden to show me the 
path to the museum door. It was pitch-black, it was 11:15 PM. Toledo was abuzz, it was a Saturday 
night in June. I took in a gulp of hot air with each breath. My knees wobbled under the crushing 
heat. 
 
I was moved. 
 
When, a few minutes earlier, the door had slammed behind me, I had sensed that I was stepping 
into another space, a realm that was both closed and open, in this garden enclosed by the star-
riddled sky, with the museum’s dark building off in the distance.  
 
[ . . . ] 
One night, just one where I would be able to walk far from the crowds. There were rooms to hide in, 
hallways to run down, a chapel in which to pull the violin out of its case and listen to the distant 
echoes that would race across the vault and fill my ears. 
The violin to make the empty space tremble, to transfix the air’s particles, to set them dancing so 
that Doménikos would join me. And I was certain of his coming, just as he was certain of my desire. 
My mere desire. 
One night, just one, with him. 
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[ . . . ] 
 
Doménikos, I pray that your hands will be as long, as translucent, as eloquent as those you paint. 
Hands that, with their movements, point to nothing, sustain the character’s gaze, are an extension of 
its expressiveness. 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
Doménikos came from Crete, from Candia more specifically, now Heraklion, a port city in the heart 
of the Mediterranean under Venetian control from the thirteenth century on. A document prepared 
by a notary public of the island in 1566 confirmed that he had been working there as a master 
painter of icons in the Byzantine Orthodox tradition  
 
[ . . . ] 
 
When he settled in Toledo, after leaving Crete, after ten years spent in Venice and Rome, after his 
hopes of reaching the pinnacle of Italian painting had been dashed, he was past thirty-five. 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
El Greco, for that was how he was known, seized the light with broad strokes, searching for the 
invisible, sneering as he left all the gaps of language and all the taboos of color in his wake. 
 
I love you, Doménikos, 
tonight I shall follow you on a mule’s back, 
I shall revel in making my way up 
the paths of red Castilian earth, 
I shall make my way through 
the blazing air uncomplainingly, 
penitent as I must be, 
penitent as you wish me, 
on my knees, 
my eyes filled with tears. 
They shall be a brushstroke on my pupil 
in the clarity 
of your white painting. 
 
[ . . . ] 
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The child ran in the August heat down the path between the olive trees. 
He was panting, terrified of being late. He had been out too long with his friends by the seashore. 
Not far from the port, there was a perfect spot to fish, and that was where they’d gone with their 
little nets. He liked bringing back his haul and laughing at his mother’s world-weariness as she sighed 
each time: Sardines again! It’s sardines every day! 
He ran down the path, there was no question he was late. His hands were clenched tight as he 
carried his net and his wicker basket filled with a dozen sardines. This child was Doménikos 
Theotokópoulos. He was happy and he was loved. He knew nothing of traveling, or Toledo, or 
canvases, or accounts, or trials, he certainly didn’t know I was waiting for him, all he knew was that 
he was late. He was six years old. 
It was deep into a stifling afternoon and well into the sixteenth century. The century wasn’t his 
choice, he had been born in this land without anyone having asked him, but for now, the only person 
he could reproach was himself. He had stayed out too long fishing with his friends, it was terribly hot 
now, he was at risk of sunstroke. 
The entire countryside was shimmering, the hillside was trembling. His legs slipped, swift scissor-
snips, between the brambles of aromatic herbs and the wild flowers. His sandals, bound with thin 
leather straps, sidestepped the pebbles, skirted the rocks. He knew this path so well. It was the one 
leading home. Sweat was beading heavily on his brow. Doménikos was thirsty. Soon he’d be able to 
drink in the cool house. 
 
He saw a dry branch fallen across the way. As he got closer, he could clearly make out the triangular 
head and the tail tapering off sharply. The snake had crossed the path in search of a shady rock. As 
soon as it had felt the footsteps shaking the ground, it had stiffened into a stick. 
Doménikos stood, dumbstruck. He froze in fear and his fist loosened, letting fall the net and the 
basket. The fish scattered across the dirt. The child cursed in spite of his terror, he’d lost his sardines. 
One of them landed on the reptile’s tail. The snake slithered, its tongue darting, weaving toward the 
child’s toes. 
Fear had petrified him. And the snake had suddenly become Medusa. A head of frenetic snakes, 
their eyes bulging, their mouths spitting insults and saliva. 
Was there anything else he could have seen on this island where Zeus had been born? 
And so Doménikos met Medusa and, through some strength he hadn’t sensed within himself, 
managed to break their gaze, abandoning the net, the basket, and the lifeless sardines. 
He took his little legs and ran around the hillside, his calves scraping amid the brambles, letting out a 
shriek of terror and relief once he was out of danger, but refusing to slow down until he saw the 
modest silhouette of the church in the distance. 
He wasn’t going home anymore, he’d have to step over the snake, absolutely not, he’ll go into the 
house of the Lord. He couldn’t put it in such words. At that moment, he couldn’t put together 
anything at all. With a breath, he crossed the threshold.  
Now that he was in safety, he lay down and curled up on the cool ground. His head buried between 
his knees, he tried to slow his breath. His legs were trembling in exhaustion. He felt as if he’d barely 
escaped death. An unforgettable terror now permanently embedded in his skin. He couldn’t hear a 
thing, his head was abuzz. 
I’m alive, I’m alive, he kept repeating to himself. It would take him a few more minutes to come back 
to himself, come out of his fear, come to terms with what was all around him.  
He opened his eyes: he was alone in the chancel. 
He listened, it was in the adjoining solea that it was happening. Men’s voices rising in song, ablaze. A 
concert he hadn’t expected, his first concert, he’ll later come to think. 
 
[ . . . ] 
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I’d come the night before from Paris. First, a plane to Madrid, then a few hours in the capital city 
before taking the train to Toledo. 
The heat was incongruous. The number blinking on a pharmacy’s digital screen read 43 degrees 
Celsius. The violin and my bag were heavy on my shoulders. But the Spanish language was 
everywhere in the streets, just two hours from Paris. It felt as if I had left home in order to come 
home, with no contradiction in that thought. There was a preliminary shock and a slight shift in my 
mind, and then here I was, and I could slip back into this language with delight. I was on familiar 
ground here, I could understand the conversations all around me, and it was such a joy to be able to 
utter my name without any raised brows. 
Back in Paris, they’d ask: Léonord? Éléonore? Léonore? 
No, I’d say. Léonor, it’s a Spanish name. 
From the airport, I took the metro to Sol so I could have three tajadas de bacalao at the Casa Labra. 
My ghosts always scarfed down a good dozen of them, coating their fingers in oil, as they smacked 
their lips. They started hopping up and down as soon as I set foot in Madrid. Let’s go! Take us to 
Casa Labra! 
I didn’t have to be asked twice. Most of my ghosts were born in Spain and it was always very 
emotional for us to be on this stretch of land. I cleared a table outside and told them to wait for me 
there. 
At the bar, I ordered glasses of vermouth, and noticed a sign nailed to the wall with “se prohibe 
cantar” written on it: no singing. How many raucous songs had it taken for this sign to go up? 
Pleasure is so easy to show out here. And we celebrate it. I smiled: I was at home.  
 
[ . . . ] 
 
After my breather at the Puerta del Sol, I went to the Atocha Station. I was dumbfounded to discover 
that, all the trains for Toledo being full, I’d have to wait four hours. I bought a ticket anyway. The 
next train was in twenty minutes, I found the correct track number and headed over to the 
conductor. 
I told him, worriedly, I have an urgent meeting in Toledo. I’ve just come from Paris. I really need to 
meet this person, I can’t wait four hours. He’s come a long way, too, and he’s about to leave again. 
I was on the verge of tears. Making this whole trip only to end up stuck in this packed station, 
crushed by the heat, with Doménikos having made his way from Venice to Rome before ending up in 
Toledo. 
Is he a lover of yours? the conductor asked. 
More than that, you can’t even begin to imagine, it’s been fifteen years. 
I could barely get the words out. 
He looked me in the eye, repeated, The train’s full, but then he said, Wait here, I’ll see if there’s 
something I can do. 
I waited at the end of the platform for him to do something. He was kind and efficient, and he got 
me onto the train car at last. 
 
[ . . . ] 
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The earth was red. Clouds of dust rose up and swirled around shrubs. On the road that would take 
them to Toledo, on this summer day, Doménikos and Francesco were progressing slowly on the 
backs of mules. 
They would arrive soon. The outline of the butte, and the city in the distance, was already coming 
into view. The closer they got, the more the plants changed. Olive trees, almond trees, cypresses, 
fields of lavender, thyme, rosemary, and wine grapes sprouted up. The drought had been tamed and 
turned into profit for men. 
Doménikos could have found himself thinking of his native town of Candia and his island of Crete, so 
similar were some of these plants, as well as the burning air, and the crushing sun, but he didn’t 
think of it. This arid landscape was missing the blue horizon, the lapping waves, and the sea rising 
and falling like the uninterrupted beat of time. 
This place was merely fine dust, underhanded swirls of wind slipping into ears before swishing 
around his soul and driving him insane. 
 
Doménikos and Francesco made their way slowly across the land, their mules laden with heavy bags. 
They could be seen coming from far off on their saddles. Their silhouettes grew as they neared. How 
could one not think of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza? How could one not imagine that Cervantes, 
who stayed in Toledo so often during the time El Greco lived there, hadn’t met him? 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
For now, the painter settled into Toledo because he’d signed a contract after the Expolio for three 
altarpieces for the chapel of the Santo Domingo el Antiguo monastery, a wonderful request that 
filled him with hope. He was only thinking about himself. He didn’t have a wife or children. 
He didn’t suspect for even a moment that love would knock him flat there, in a town square in Santo 
Tomé, a few days after his arrival. 
Jerónima was holding her little brother’s hand, they were headed to the revelry. The morning 
procession would go by soon, they didn’t want to miss the least bit of it. The streets had been 
strewn with thyme, lavender, rosemary, and oregano. The ghetto’s often-dank smell was masked by 
the scent of the crumpled herbs crushed by leather or wood soles. The sun helped as well, the smell 
turned heady, the stalks snapped beneath their steps. 
The child ran, pulling his big sister along. Come on, come on, it’s amazing! 
She looked on, emotional. His joy was intact, untouched by disappointment, unaware of violence, 
bursting with happiness, this child’s laugh was the most precious thing she had ever known. 
She said, my darling, my darling, don’t go too far off! 
Jerónima de las Cuevas seemed to be a gypsy. She’d stuck flowers in her chignon, she was wearing 
her nicest dress, she’d rubbed shadow on her eyes, put on a necklace, earrings, and a shawl her 
father had embroidered. Everyone in her family was an artisan. 
Jerónima’s hands were nimble, spinning threads at full speed, her eyes were teasing, tinkling laughs 
were hidden in her throat and always about to burst. Her features weren’t as graceful as Ariana’s, 
her body was less alert, heavier, but her delight was disarming. 
 
The crowd following the procession was dense. Massive white linen sheets had been draped from 
one rooftop to the next across the entire route, sheltering the paraders from the sun, and florid 
bouquets of flowers had been pinned to these sheets. Earthy smells on high. The insignia sewn on 
crimson velvet, representing brotherhoods or wealthy families, hung from windows. A fragrant, 
shaded path of draped outdoor passageways. It was the bejeweled Monstrance brought out of the 
cathedral once every year and borne on the shoulders of the luckiest ones. 
Look up, she told her little brother. See how pretty those flowers are! 
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The child was so happy to share this moment with his sister that he was ready to smile at anything 
he saw, to shout at any step he takes, and he clutched her hand. He’d have liked to tell her that all 
this day’s beauty didn’t matter without her presence. 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
Jerónima saw everything. Including this man, clearly a stranger given his stance, watching her. He 
was with a friend. She noticed him, decided that he was handsome, different. He was slim, tall, 
maybe too tall, she’d have to go up to him, she thought. Some kind of sternness and extravagance 
emanated from his being. 
It certainly wasn’t Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, it was simply Doménikos and Francesco. 
What a godsend this festival is, they were thinking. 
 
But then Jerónima and her little brother were carried away in the horde, the current bearing them 
far from the procession’s well-worn path. She looked back, the handsome stranger’s silhouette 
disappeared, and because this was the way her heart was, she forgot him immediately. Why hang 
onto the memory of someone who had existed so briefly? 
Her only thought was to hold the child’s hand tight in her own. 
Don’t let go, she told him. 
How could she imagine that, at dawn, at the moment that the sun was still undecided, buried in the 
grass by the river, she would say those same words to Doménikos. In his arms, her body weak and 
her soul wavering, she would whisper, don’t ever let go. 
 
She dropped her little brother off at the family home, night had fallen, the child was sleepy. Then 
she went to the bottom of the hill by the river to see her cousin Pedro and his water-carrier friends 
who had been hauling their filled buckets to the top of the city. They all had wine together. 
And she saw him again. 
Doménikos was sitting a bit further off on the bank with his friend. He turned, smiled at her, said a 
few words to Francesco, and walked over. 
Soon enough, he was in front of her.  
Didn’t we see each other earlier today? 
She nodded. 
Pedro introduced himself, and so did Jerónima. Doménikos quickly explained why he was in Toledo. 
An empty, almost forced formality: the only question in his mind was what he would taste when he 
brought his lips to those of this woman. 
A small group gathered, they chattered, laughs broke out, as did a fight about donkeys, nothing 
terribly important in Doménikos’s eyes. 
What he cared about was hidden from everyone’s gaze, when he gently brought his lips to hers and 
before she said a word, even before they lay down on the springy moss, he whispered, your lips 
taste like honey. 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A LESSON FROM THE SHADOWS sample material translated by Jeffrey Zuckerman 
 
 
Is everything okay? 
Juan poked his head through the chapel door at 3:17 in the morning. He was smiling, his shirt 
buttoned up. 
Yes, thank you. 
See you later, check in with us before you go! 
Of course! I waved him away. 
I’d played the violin, but the goddess hadn’t come. I hadn’t lost hope just yet. I’d filled the space 
with waves, in my imagination it was a pot full of water, with rising and falling currents, with 
movements that I have to follow. I had to strip down and feel these fluctuations on my body, I 
shouldn’t resist, I should let myself float along. 
 
I’m not tired anymore, Doménikos, not at all, I’m ecstatic, on the verge of dizziness. You’re not far 
off anymore, I know you’re walking toward me, you’ve left home, you’ve shut your book . . . 
Let’s talk about poetry, Doménikos, mi amor.  
 
[ . . . ] 
 
What language will we talk in, Doménikos? 
 
Your house was on the esplanade facing the museum. A garden now, with banks and trees, the river 
visible further down, the remnants of a stone bridge, the hills all around, it’s a beautiful view. How 
often did you get lost in contemplating it?  
 
[ . . . ] 
 
Our gazes are crossed, a stone’s throw, a single fathom apart in the submerged chapel. Only an 
infinitesimal movement separates us. 
Doménikos, I love you, because your canvases struck me as truly outside time when I saw them as a 
girl at the Prado in Madrid. I couldn’t understand what era you were from. I thought you were odd, 
strange, certainly beautiful, but no adjective was enough. I checked again and again: 1600, really? I 
was convinced someone had to have made a mistake. Your style didn’t match up to those of the 
other painters on view. You ought to have been in the room with the Goyas. Your brushstrokes, your 
expressiveness seemed so close in time to mine. Your paintings should have been hung beside those 
of Egon Schiele, and those of Picasso’s blue period. That Spanish artist has never hidden the deep 
influence you had on his work. 
 
[ . . . ] 
 
That morning, I sat in the chancel of the San Idelfonso church. It was already quite hot. I was looking 
for coolness and quiet. Ever since coming to the city the night before, something within me had 
been desperately looking for beauty. I crossed the ghetto, knowing that my hours were numbered, 
and I wanted every layer of my skin to gorge on splendor. It was a way of readying myself, of 
preparing myself for my night in the museum. Of entering a state of sensitivity that would allow me 
to pick up the least movement since I sensed that, should I meet Doménikos, such an instant would 
be fleeting. I was like the film of an old camera, awaiting illumination on my photosensitive surface. I 
was reminded of my father’s Rolleiflex which he had used so often and which now lay silent in my 
bedroom. I knew that Doménikos would only reveal himself with the fleetingness of reality. 
 
The church was immense, seventeenth-century: Jesuit, baroque, white. Just a few paces away, in 
one of the aisles, two little girls were playing on the ground, they’d taken their dolls, they had teensy 
little strollers, spare clothes, plastic pieces of fruit, all spread out on the checkered marble. They’d 
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been there a while, they were more carefully set up than I’d realized. They were talking quietly to 
each other, they’d been taught not to draw attention to themselves in such a solemn place. They 
weren’t alone, their mothers were sitting a bit farther off. The women were friends, or maybe 
sisters, their bodies were so close, their shoulders were touching, their faces were tilted toward one 
another. They were waiting for the Mass, with rosaries in hand. They were younger than I was and 
yet they seemed to be from eons ago. Suspended in this church where our lives touched. 
I turned toward the entrance, the door was wide open, the light streaming in from outside was 
intense, the sun poured so much in. And now a nun walked in, haloed. A young, willowy woman in 
her gray habit, her pace both light and decisive. There was a joy in her bearing that elevated her 
above the ground. In her wake, her veil billowed. The cloth’s transparency, the gentle movements of 
her head in harmony with her body. She was treading upon particles of time. 
That’s where beauty is, in the succession of moments, in their suppleness.  
 
I came into this church for some coolness, and here I was overcome by this unexpectedness. By 
these little girls whispering a story to each other, laughing with their hands over their mouths, by 
their mothers who will be praying soon, by a nun’s headdress. That emotion was what let me believe 
that our encounter might happen in the fantasy of a second unmoored from any century, a second 
its keenness had sliced open. 
 
It was 4 in the morning, and I was still in the chapel, a few streets away from the San Idelfonso 
church. Pins and needles were running up and down my legs, it was time to move, it was time to 
dance. My body’s exhaustion had freed it of all its tension. I positioned myself right in view of all the 
screens Juan and his colleague were watching, and I went into a frenzied cha-cha-cha with San 
Bernardino. Billowy dress and bare feet for me, cassock and leather sandals for him. I wasn’t afraid 
of anything anymore, not the security guards watching who must have been wondering what I was 
doing dancing in the center of the chapel, headphones on, bed tidied, violin silent. 
Well, what’s she doing there, swaying back and forth and spinning around all alone? 
I could just as easily have collapsed on the terra cotta tiles. Tonight, I was dancing with ghosts, at risk 
of losing my life. I’d be found soon, at dawn, by the cleaning people who, in their shock, would go 
tell the security guards. 
She’s on the ground, she’s unconscious, they’d say. 
Panic at the museum. 
 
Doménikos, to come to Toledo to see you is to retrace my steps, to make up others, to see my father 
again, to remember the moment when, months after his death, I found the notebook. A notebook at 
the bottom of a drawer, a forgotten notebook that had been waiting for me. A notebook that, as a 
child, he had kept in the rundown farm in Landes, when the whole family was living there, alone, 
tilling the fields. In their exile, there had been few books, but there had been a dictionary and my 
father had reproduced its illustrations. In this notebook, there were pages upon pages filled with 
drawings of animals, objects, portraits done on the fly of his family and friends, and above all there 
was a painting that seemed like an obsession, the Holy Trinity by Doménikos from the Prado 
museum. 
Had the painting been reproduced in the book? It must have. 
I can’t be sure of it, but my father’s doggedness in copying the dove, the sagging body of the Christ, 
each angel’s face, led me to believe that a vocation, an entire life’s dedication to a discipline, might 
have been playing out on a farm table, in the chill of the 1940s winters, deep in the soul of a child 
who had never said a word of it to his family or anyone else, who as an adult had forgotten the 
notebook itself, taken other roads, discovered other painters, and whose daughter, one day, looking 
for something else, had come across the notebook, hefted it in her hands, turned the pages, and, in 
those same pages, held up this obsession to make it her own. 
To come to Toledo is to see obsession up close, to hallow it. 
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To come to Toledo is to sit at the table with my dead, to drink a fresh glass with them on a bar patio 
and, in our drunkenness, yell to the stars that nothing can ever separate us. And we’ll laugh, and 
we’ll dance, and I’ll cry as I slam my empty glass on the table. 
I’ll cry over your absence. 
 
Doménikos, 
I danced plainsong,  
and offscreen 
I raised up the city’s dust,  
I took it with me, 
beneath my feet, caking my legs. 
I laid eyes everywhere 
yours might have been lost. 
Atop the cathedral bell tower, 
I let the blazing wind 
whip my flesh. 
And I saw every face 
as a descendant of your own. 
 
Doménikos, 
I raced down this path, 
rushing to meet you. 
Now we are so close to touching, 
and you still have to die. 
It is not drawings nor stormy skies 
that await you, 
but death, Doménikos, mi amor. 
And only then 
will you abandon poetry and music 
to join me. 
 

[ . . . ] 
 

 

 


