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The Golden Lesson 

Leonardo cracks the thief's sternum with precision 
and opens the proportion, fearful symmetry 

glistening in the flat wet lungs like a bird's folded wings 

or two lozenges of yellow amber laid on a plate. 
He licks his fingertips blackened by thin strips of kohl 
as the cat suddenly and impolitely asks for its dinner. 

A body does not do as it is told. He has called Giacomo in, 

but the boy is rudely eating a wedge of pink melon 

in the kitchen. Sucking at it, in fact. So that 

his hands will stick with the fruit all night and 

the pages of his books will bear stains and his boyish odor. 

The grey shade of evening falls over corpse and artist 

as a candle flickers against the body's dark ruin, 
the neck corded with hard tendon to tether 

the shoulder's weight of brain and skull and through it all 

the windpipe ridged with cartilage climbing up 

like a soft ladder into the palate. The boy 
and his seventeen years know nothing of this, 
the life dissected and sectioned out into a dark oval, 

which is the head, which leans back as if on a string 
tied to the throat; so that the throat opens 
into a white-stringed harp centering the imaginary 
line between halves of the body, the sketch nearly ready 

but for one criminal eye looking up to the artist from the table, 

removed from the patient with such desire like a child seeking 
a stray precious marble. Leonardo calls the boy Salai, 

which means demon. He pulls back the curtain 
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to reprimand the malingering boy who 

now has anise candy on his breath and although 
he knows Salai has stolen to have it 

he does not comment because the licorice seed 

sweetens the room. The thief's hands cripple 

on the wood table, and the boy wonders 

what pleasure was held in this criminal wrist?perhaps 
a thirst made its way into the body to play these strings 

and the tongue and hand answered. Salai skims 

the corpse's dull skin with his finger, the body 

pinned down by the puckering O of the navel, 
his hand almost free of youth's dimension. 

The criminal eye does nothing 

but hold vigil in its rind of boiled egg white 
like a blue jewel encrusting a pale woman's ear. 

Perhaps the eye will study the artist 

as he draws the body. Perhaps, inside the eye, 
an inverted picture of the two scholars will glint 
as they point and argue about man's divine proportion 
and in their conversation will rise a sound from the thief 

like a harsh note forbidden in the box of a guitar: 

the imperfect soul made art from the Orphic 
instrument of muscle and calcium set ringing: yes: 
in this room with the blackening window 

and the organs' sweet odor hotly releasing, 
the criminal will speak the feckless boy and his teacher 

like a dark chorus and the indivisible golden chord 

will fly up. And who will hear this joy of the body? 
Who will play the harp in the boy? 

32 


	Article Contents
	p. 31
	p. 32

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Iowa Review, Vol. 38, No. 1 (Spring, 2008), pp. I-VI, 1-196
	Front Matter
	Human Rights Index [pp. V-VI]
	Woman with a Yellow Scarf [pp. 1-2]
	My Search among the Birds [pp. 3-7]
	All My Roe [p. 8-8]
	Stairs [pp. 9-10]
	Alter Ego [pp. 11-12]
	The First Time I Met H [pp. 13-19]
	Very Decent of You [pp. 20-28]
	Pilgrim [pp. 29-30]
	The Golden Lesson [pp. 31-32]
	Dandelion [p. 33-33]
	Ivory Tower Boy [p. 34-34]
	Pearl [p. 35-35]
	Prayer for the Underground Supplicant [p. 36-36]
	Five Villanelles [pp. 37-41]
	Selections from the Daily Palette
	[Introduction] [p. 42-42]
	Distance Learning Circuit Rider [pp. 43-44]
	The Award [p. 45-45]
	The Bedroom [pp. 46-47]
	Rain on a Dead Child [pp. 48-49]
	February 15th [p. 50-50]
	Paper Sky [p. 50-50]
	Harold Jackson Brings My Grandmother Daffodils [p. 51-51]
	Dry and Yellow [pp. 52-53]

	In the Poet's House [p. 54-54]
	Christos and the Tomato [pp. 55-56]
	Margin [p. 57-57]
	Lifeboat [p. 58-58]
	Dear City [pp. 59-60]
	Absence [p. 61-61]
	Relentless [p. 62-62]
	Eddie's Sin [p. 63-63]
	Byron in Baghdad [pp. 64-73]
	The Dark Art of Description [pp. 74-82]
	Time and Distance Overcome [pp. 83-89]
	A Feeling in Your Head [pp. 90-94]
	Riding the Cassville Ferry [pp. 95-101]
	The Literary Miracle [pp. 102-107]
	Inordinate Points [pp. 108-109]
	Elegy for the Builder's Wife [p. 110-110]
	Cantilevered Bedtime Story [p. 111-111]
	Prequel [p. 112-112]
	The Souls of Black Folk [p. 113-113]
	A Tear for Gauguin [p. 114-114]
	On the Water [p. 115-115]
	Finity [pp. 116-148]
	Prayers to Those Who Wait [pp. 149-164]
	I See Now Where Your Features Come From [p. 165-165]
	Indigo [p. 166-166]
	Elegy for a Hometown [pp. 167-168]
	Almost Impervious [p. 169-169]
	Camden Refractory [p. 170-170]
	Milton on the Plains: The Coal Furnace [p. 171-171]
	Burning [p. 172-172]
	Detroit, 1972 [p. 173-173]
	Review: Some Lovely Scrubbing [pp. 174-178]
	Review: Carolyne Wright as "Scholar Gipsy" [pp. 179-183]
	Review: Murder, My Sweet [pp. 184-187]
	Review: Light on the Body [pp. 188-191]
	Back Matter



