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            Foreword

         

         This is the third revised edition of a book which I originally wrote in  the persona of James Morris.

         It is not a history book, but it necessarily contains many passages of  history. These I have used magpie-style, embedding them in the text  where they seem to me to glitter most effectively; but for those who  prefer their history in chronological order, at the back of the book  there is a historical index, with dates and page numbers.

         It is not a guide book, either; but in Chapter 21 I have listed the  Venetian sights that seem to me most worth seeing, arranged for the  most part topographically, and only occasionally confused by brief  purple passages. The index contains map references as well as page  numbers, and any building mentioned in the book can thus be at least  roughly located on the map of the city.

         
             

         

         Nor is it exactly a report. When I wrote it, in 1960, I thought it was. I  was a foreign correspondent then, and I planned this book as a  dispatch about contemporary Venice. When I began to prepare its  first new edition, some ten years later, I thought I could simply bring  the whole thing up to date, as a newspaper editor reshuffles a page.  However as I wandered the canals and alleys with my own book in  my hand, I was quickly disillusioned. I soon came to realize that it  was not that kind of book at all, and could not be modernized, as I  had supposed, with a few deft strokes of the felt-tipped pen. In the  edition of 1974, and in its successor of 1983, I changed the details of  the book, but hardly touched its generalities.

         For it turns out to be nothing like the objective report that I had  originally conceived. It is a highly subjective, romantic, impressionist  picture less of a city than of an experience. It is Venice seen through a  particular pair of eyes at a particular moment – young eyes at that,  responsive above all to the stimuli of youth. It possesses the  particular sense of well-being that comes, if I may be immodest,  when author and subject are perfectly matched: on the one side, in this case, the loveliest city in the world, only asking to be admired; on  the other a writer in the full powers of young maturity, strong in  physique, eager in passion, with scarcely a care or a worry in the  world. Whatever the faults of the book (and I do acknowledge two or  three), nobody could deny its happiness. It breathes the spirit of  delight.

         
             

         

         So I had mixed feelings in preparing those successive revisions.  When I first knew this city, at the very end of the Second World War,  it still perceptibly retained that sense of strange isolation, of separateness, which had made it for so many centuries unique in Europe. It  was a half joyous, half melancholy city, but not melancholy because  of present anxieties, only because of old regrets. I loved this mixture  of the sad and the flamboyant. I loved the lingering defiance of the  place, bred of empire long before, the smell of rot and age which was  so essential to its character, the queerness, the privacy. The neglect of  Venice was part of its charm for me, as it had been for so many  aficionados before. The very echo of a footfall in a shabby lane, the soft  plash of an oar beneath a shadowy bridge, could tug my heart and  shape my susceptible cadences.

         By the 1970s all was different. Because of a great sea-flood in 1966,  Venice had captured the concern of the world. The possibility of her  extinction beneath the waters, remote though it really was, was seen  as an international catastrophe, and from many nations skills and  monies poured in not only to save her from drowning, but to restore  all her fabrics and preserve her works of art. By the 1980s a new  Venice was coming into being, protected, cherished, no longer  sufficient to itself, but adopted by the world at large as a universal  heritage. While I acknowledged the excitement of this new fulfilment, I could not altogether share it. For one thing, I believed the  idea of Venice – my idea of Venice, anyway – to be unreconcilable  with the contemporary world. For another, selfishly perhaps, foolishly even, I missed the tristesse. The sad magic had gone for me.  Incomparable though Venice remained, I missed the pathos of her  decline. I was out of love with her, I thought.

         
            *

         

         Another decade has passed, and here I am revising the book yet again. Am I in love once more? Perhaps, in a resigned, come-to-terms way. The Venice of the 1990s is yet another city, and has moved, I think, beyond nostalgia. Almost overwhelmed though it is by the pressures of mass tourism (sometimes more than 100,000 visitors in a single day), frequently addled by bureaucracy, chafing against the political control of Rome, it has found its new place in the world. All but gone is the curious, quirky Venice of long ago, the Venice of aristocrats and sea-peasants rooted so irrevocably in their own past. Today, I am told, less than 20,000 of the city’s inhabitants can claim parents and grandparents born in Venice. Physically it has not greatly changed, but it is a less insular, more prosaic city, and a far more modern one – not a consummation to be sneered at, after all, for in its republican heyday Venice was an epitome of the very latest thing. Safer than any other Italian city, it has become a resort of rich Romans and Milanese, a place of second homes, not so much gentrified as plutocrified. At the same time it has discovered other functions for itself: as the most splendid of conference sites, as a centre of art studies and the techniques of conservation, as a real-estate investment, as a stage for spectacles ranging from regattas to rock concerts.

         In short it has, for better or for worse, got over some kind of  historical hump. It no longer even aspires to the worldly consequence it once possessed, and with the aspiration has gone the  regret. Contemporary Venice is what it is: a grand (and heavily overbooked) exhibition, which can also play useful, honourable, but  hardly monumental roles in the life of the new Europe. Can one be in  love with such a place? Sometimes I do feel a rush of the old emotion,  but it is no longer when some dappled glimpse of a backwater stirs  my memories, or I smell the intoxicating fragrance of crumbling  antiquity, or feel a pang of poignancy. It is rather when I see the old  prodigy once more in full flush, as it were, jam-packed with its  admirers, jangling its profits, flaunting its theatrical splendours,  enlivened once more by that old Venetian aphrodisiac – success.

         
             

         

         Love of another kind, then. I cannot pretend that I feel about Venice  as I felt when I originally wrote this book, and so once again I find that I cannot really revise it. To refurbish my Venice would be false; to  rejuvenate myself would be preposterous. The inessentials of this  third new edition – the facts and figures that is – have once again been  amended. The essentials – the spirit, the feel, the dream of it – I have  left unchanged. Though Venice no longer compels me back quite so  bemused year after year to her presence, I hope this record of old  ecstasies will still find its responses among my readers, and  especially among those who, coming to the Serenessima fresh,  young and exuberant as I did, will recognize their own pleasures in  these pages, and see a little of themselves in me.

         TREFAN MORYS, 1993

      

   


   
      

         
            Thanks

         

         Peter Lauritzen, whose own books include Venice: A Thousand Years of   Culture and Civilization, Palaces of Venice and Venice Preserved, has done  me the honour of casting an eye through the previous edition of this  book, and helping me to decide what really had to be changed, and  what was best left alone.
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         At 45°14’N, 12°18’E, the navigator, sailing up the Adriatic coast of  Italy, discovers an opening in the long low line of the shore: and  turning westward, with the race of the tide, he enters a lagoon.  Instantly the boisterous sting of the sea is lost. The water around him  is shallow but opaque, the atmosphere curiously translucent, the  colours pallid, and over the whole wide bowl of mudbank and water  there hangs a suggestion of melancholy. It is like an albino lagoon.

         It is encircled with illusory reflections, like mirages in the desert –  wavering trees and blurred hillocks, ships without hulls, imaginary  marshes: and among these hallucinations the water reclines in a kind  of trance. Along the eastern reef, strings of straggling fishing villages  lie empty and unkempt. The shallows are littered with intricate  shambling palisades of sticks and basket-work, and among them  solitary men, knee-deep in sludge and water, prod in the mud for  shellfish. A motor boat chugs by with a stench of fish or oil. A woman  on the shore shouts to a friend, and her voice eddies away strangely,  muffled and distorted across the flats.

         Silent islands lie all about, lapped in marsh and mud-bank. Here is  a glowering octagonal fort, here a gaunt abandoned lighthouse. A  mesh of nets patterns the walls of a fishermen’s islet, and a restless  covey of boats nuzzles its water-gate. From the ramparts of an island  barracks a listless soldier with his cap over his eyes waves half-heartedly out of his sentry-box. Two savage dogs bark and rage from  a broken villa. There is a flicker of lizards on a wall. Sometimes a  country smell steals across the water, of cows or hay or fertilizer: and  sometimes there flutters in the wake of the boat, not an albatross, but  a butterfly.

         Presently this desolate place quickens, and smart white villas  appear upon the reef. The hump of a great hotel protrudes above the  trees, gay parasols ornament a café. A trim passenger steamer  flurries southwards, loaded deep. A fishing flotilla streams workmanlike towards the open sea. To the west, beneath a smudge of  mountains, there is a thin silver gleam of oil drums, and a suggestion of smoke. A yellow barge, piled high with pop bottles, springs from a  landing-stage like a cheerful dove from an ark. A white yacht sidles  indolently by. Three small boys have grounded their boat on a sand-bank, and are throwing slobbery mud at each other. There is a flash  of oxy-acetylene from a dark shed, and a barge stands on stilts  outside a boat yard. A hooter sounds; a bell booms nobly; a big white  sea-bird settles heavily upon a post; and thus the navigator, rounding a promontory, sees before him a city.

         It is very old, and very grand, and bent-backed. Its towers survey  the lagoon in crotchety splendour, some leaning one way, some  another. Its skyline is elaborate with campaniles, domes, pinnacles,  cranes, riggings, television aerials, crenellations, eccentric chimneys  and a big red grain elevator. There are glimpses of flags and fretted  rooftops, marble pillars, cavernous canals. An incessant bustle of  boats passes before the quays of the place; a great white liner slips  towards its port; a multitude of tottering palaces, brooding and  monstrous, presses towards its water-front like so many invalid  aristocrats jostling for fresh air. It is a gnarled but gorgeous city: and  as the boat approaches through the last church-crowned islands, and  a jet fighter screams splendidly out of the sun, so the whole scene  seems to shimmer – with pinkness, with age, with self-satisfaction,  with sadness, with delight.

         The navigator stows away his charts and puts on a gay straw hat:  for he has reached that paragon among landfalls, Venice.

         The estuaries of three virile rivers first formed the Venetian lagoon,  rushing down from the Alps with their sediments of sand, shale and  mud, and falling into the north-western corner of the Adriatic. For  many centuries, sheltered from the open sea by a bulwark of sandy  reefs, it remained obscure and anonymous, on the edge of the Pax  Romana. Scattered communities of fishermen and salt-gatherers  lived among its marshes. Traders sometimes wandered through it. A  few of the Roman sporting rich built villas, picnicked, idled or hunted  duck on its islands. Some historians say the people of Padua  maintained a port upon its outer reefs; others believe it was much less  watery then, and that half of it was under the plough. Around its perimeter, on the mainland of Roman Veneto, celebrated cities  flourished – Aquileia, Concordia, Padua, Altinum, all rich in the  imperial civilization: but the lagoon itself stood aside from history,  and remained shrouded in myth and malaria.

         Then in the fifth and sixth centuries there fell out of the north, in  successive waves, the Goths, Huns, Avars, Herulians and Lombards  who were the scavengers of empire. The hinterland was lost in fire  and vengeance. Driven by barbarism, brutality and even the threat of  Christian heresy, the peoples of the Veneto cities abandoned their  comforts and fled into their obvious refuge – the lagoon. Sometimes,  when a phase of barbaric invasion had passed, they went home  again: but gradually, over the years, their exodus became an emigration. They became Venetians in fits and starts. Some were ordered  into the lagoon by direct divine command, and were led by their  formidable bishops, clutching vestments and chalices. Some saw  guiding omens, of birds, stars and saints. Some took the tools of their  trades with them, even the stones of their churches. Some were  destitute – ‘but they would receive no man of servile condition’, so  the traditions assure us, ‘or a murderer, or of wicked life’.

         Many of these people went to the northern islands of the lagoon,  fringed in reeds and soggy grass (where St Peter himself, for  example, assigned one fertile estate to the citizens of Altinum).  Others went to the outer perimeter, as far as possible from the fires of  Attila. Gradually, in a movement sanctified by innumerable miracles  and saintly interventions, the original humble islanders were overwhelmed, rights of property were established, the first council  chambers were built, the first austere churches. Venice was founded  in misfortune, by refugees driven from their old ways and forced to  learn new ones. Scattered colonies of city people, nurtured in all the  ease of Rome, now struggled among the dank miasmas of the  fenlands (their ‘malarious exhalations’, as Baedeker was to call them,  fussily adjusting his mosquito-net 1,400 years later). They learnt to  build and sail small boats, to master the treacherous tides and  shallows of the lagoon, to live on fish and rain-water. They built  houses of wattles and osiers, thatched and mounted on piles.

         Guided by priests and patricians of the old order, they devised new institutions based upon Roman precedents: there were governing  tribunes in each settlement, slowly uniting, with bickering and  bloodshed, into a single administration under the presidency of a  non-hereditary Doge, elected for life – ‘rich and poor under equal  laws’, said the first of Venice’s innumerable sycophants, ‘and envy,  that curse of all the world, hath no place there’. The lagoon people  were pioneers, like settlers in the early West, or colonials on the Veld.  Crèvecoeur once wrote of ‘this new man, the American’: but Goethe  used precisely the same phrase to describe the first of the Venetians,  whose old world had died around them.

         Their beginnings are distinctly blurred, and were certainly not so  uniformly edifying as their early apologists would have us believe. It  took many years for the lagoon to spring into life and vigour; and  several centuries for these new men to stop quarrelling with each  other, develop into nationhood, and build the great city of Venice  proper, until they could say of themselves (as they said haughtily to  the Byzantine kings): ‘This Venice, which we have raised in the  lagoons, is our mighty habitation, and no power of Emperor or Prince  can touch us!’ The early chronology of Venice is hazy and debatable,  and nobody really knows what happened when, if at all.

         Legend, though, is always precise, and if we are to believe the old  chronicles, the foundation of Venice occurred on 25 March 421, at  midday exactly. It was, according to my perpetual calendar, a Friday.
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            Islanders

         

         So the Venetians became islanders, and islanders they remain, still a  people apart, still tinged with the sadness of refugees. The squelchy  islands of their lagoon, welded over the centuries into a glittering  Republic, became the greatest of trading States, mistress of the  eastern commerce and the supreme naval power of the day. For more  than a thousand years Venice was something unique among the  nations, half eastern, half western, half land, half sea, poised  between Rome and Byzantium, between Christianity and Islam, one  foot in Europe, the other paddling in the pearls of Asia. She called  herself the Serenissima, she decked herself in cloth of gold, and she  even had her own calendar, in which the years began on 1 March,  and the days began in the evening. This lonely hauteur, exerted from  the fastnesses of the lagoon, gave to the old Venetians a queer sense  of isolation. As their Republic grew in grandeur and prosperity, and  their political arteries hardened, and a flow of dazzling booty  enriched their palaces and churches, so Venice became entrammelled  in mystery and wonder. She stood, in the imagination of the world,  somewhere between a freak and a fairy tale.

         She remained, first of all, uncompromisingly a city of the waters. In  the early days the Venetians made rough roads in their islands, and  rode about on mules and horses: but presently they evolved the  system of canals, based on existing water-channels and rivulets, that  is to this day one of the piquant wonders of the world. Their capital,  the city of Venice proper, was built upon an archipelago in the heart  of the lagoon. Their esplanade was the Grand Canal, the central  highway of this city, which swung in a regal curve through a parade  of palaces. Their Cheapside or Wall Street was the Rialto, first an  island, then a district, then the most famous bridge in Europe. Their  Doges rode in fantastic golden barges, and outside each patrician’s  house the gondolas lay gracefully at their moorings. Venice evolved  an amphibious society peculiar to herself, and the ornate front doors  of her mansions opened directly upon the water.

         Against this extraordinary physical background, the Venetians erected a no less remarkable kind of State. At first a kind of  patriarchal democracy, it became an aristocratic oligarchy of the  tightest kind, in which (after 1297) power was strictly reserved to a  group of patrician families. Executive authority passed first to this  aristocracy; then to the inner Council of Ten; and later, more and  more, to the still more reclusive and reticent Council of Three, which  was elected in rotation, a month at a time. To maintain this  supremacy, and to prevent both popular risings and personal  dictatorships, the structure of the State was buttressed with tyranny,  ruthless, impersonal, bland and carefully mysterious. Sometimes the  stranger, passing by the Doge’s Palace, would find a pair of  anonymous conspirators hanging mangled from a gibbet, or hear a  whisper of appalling torture in the dungeons of the Ten. Once the  Venetians awoke to discover three convicted traitors buried alive,  head downwards, among the flagstones of the Piazzetta, their feet  protruding between the pillars. Time and again they learnt that some  celebrated national leader, admiral or condottiere, had grown too big  for his buskins, and had been strangled or thrown into gaol. Venice  was a sort of police State, except that instead of worshipping power,  she was terrified of it, and refused it to any single one of her citizens:  and by these means, at once fair and ferocious, she outlived all her  rivals, and preserved her republican independence until the very end  of the eighteenth century.

         All this was wonderful, but no less marvellous was the wealth and  strength of Venice – which was, so the Venetians assiduously let it be  known, divinely granted. First St Theodore, then St Mark the  Evangelist supervised the destinies of the Republic, and all kinds of  sacred relics and allusions gave power to the Venetian elbow. ‘Pax   tibi, Marce, Evangelista Meus.’ So said a heavenly messenger to St  Mark, when the Evangelist was once stranded on an apocryphal  sand-bank in this very lagoon: and the words became the national  slogan of the Venetian Republic, a divine writ of recommendation.

         She was the greatest sea-power of her day, unrivalled in tonnage,  fire-power and efficiency. Her great Arsenal was the supreme  shipyard of the world, its secrets as jealously guarded as any nuclear  armoury; its walls were two miles round, its pay-roll numbered 16,000, and in the sixteenth-century wars against the Turks a new  galley left its yards every morning for 100 days. The Venetian Navy,  manned by free men until the slavers’ seventeenth-century heyday,  was a most formidable instrument of war, and long after the rise of  Genoa and Spain as naval powers, Venetian gunnery remained  incomparable.

         Venice stood at the mouth of the great Po valley, facing eastwards,  protected in the north by the Alps. She was a natural funnel of  intercourse between east and west, and her greatness was built upon  her geography. She was hazily subject first to Ravenna and then to  Byzantium, but she established herself as independent both of east  and of west. She became mistress of the Adriatic, of the eastern  Mediterranean, and finally of the trade routes to the Orient – Persia,  India and the rich mysteries of China. She lived by the eastern  commerce. She had her own caravanserai in the cities of the Levant:  and ‘all the gold in Christendom’, as one medieval chronicler  querulously observed, ‘passes through the hands of the Venetians’.

         In Venice the Orient began. Marco Polo was a Venetian, and  Venetian merchants, searching for new and profitable lines of  commerce, travelled widely throughout central Asia. Decked in  Oriental fineries, Venice became the most flamboyant of all cities –  ‘the most triumphant Citie I ever set eyes on’, wrote Philippe de  Commynes in 1495. She was a place of silks, emeralds, marbles,  brocades, velvets, cloth of gold, porphyry, ivory, spices, scents,  apes, ebony, indigo, slaves, great galleons, Jews, mosaics, shining  domes, rubies, and all the gorgeous commodities of Arabia, China  and the Indies. She was a treasure-box. Venice was ruined, in the  long run, by the Muslim capture of Constantinople in 1453, which  ended her supremacy in the Levant; and by da Gama’s voyage to  India in 1498, which broke her monopoly of the Oriental trade: but for  another three centuries she retained her panache and her pageantry,  and she keeps her gilded reputation still.

         She was never loved. She was always the outsider, always envied,  always suspected, always feared. She fitted into no convenient  category of nations. She was the lion who walked by herself. She  traded indiscriminately with Christian and Muslim, in defiance of ghastly Papal penalties (she is the only Christian city marked on Ibn  Khaldun’s celebrated fourteenth-century map, together with such  places as Gog, Oman, Stinking Land, Waste Country, Soghd,  Tughuzghuz and Empty In The North Because Of The Cold). She  was the most expert and unscrupulous of money-makers, frankly  dedicated to profit, even treating the Holy Wars as promising  investments, and cheerfully accommodating the Emperor Baldwin of  Jerusalem, when he wished to pawn his Crown of Thorns.

         Venice’s prices were high, her terms were unyielding, and her  political motives were so distrusted that in the League of Cambrai  most of the sixteenth-century Great Powers united to suppress ‘the  insatiable cupidity of the Venetians and their thirst for domination’  (and so perversely efficient was she that the news of their resolution  was brought by her couriers from Blois to Venice in eight days flat).  Even when, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, she stood  almost alone for Christendom against the triumphant Turks, Venice  was never embraced by the nations. She was like a griffin or a  phoenix, on the outside of a rookery.

         And as the centuries passed, and she lost her supremacies, and the  strain of the merchant princes was weakened, and she sapped her  energies in endless Italian squabbles and embroilments, and became  a mainland Power – as she sank into her eighteenth-century degeneracy, she became another kind of prodigy. During her last century of  independence she was the gayest and worldliest of all cities, a  perpetual masque and revelry, where nothing was too daring, too  shameful or too licentious. Her carnivals were protracted and  uninhibited. Her courtesans were honoured. The domino and the  Ace of Spades were her reigning symbols. The dissolute of the  western world, the salacious and the mere fun-loving flocked to her  theatres and gaming-tables, and respectable people all over Europe  looked towards her as they might, from a safe distance, deplore the  goings-on of a Sodom or a Gomorrah. No other nation ever died in  such feverish hedonism. Venice whirled towards her fall, in the reign  of the 120th Doge, in a fandango of high living and enjoyment, until  at last Napoleon, brusquely deposing her ineffective Government,  ended the Republic and handed the Serenissima contemptuously to the Austrians. ‘Dust and ashes, dead and done with, Venice spent what   Venice earned.’

         This peculiar national history lasted a millennium, and the constitution of Venice was unchanged between 1310 and 1796. Nothing  in the story of Venice is ordinary. She was born dangerously, lived  grandly, and never abandoned her brazen individualism. ‘Those  pantaloons!’ is how a gentleman of the sixteenth-century French  Court referred to the Venetians in an unguarded moment, and he  was promptly slapped hard in the face by His Excellency the  Venetian Ambassador. His contempt, anyway, was forced. You  could not feel disdainful towards the Venetians, only resentful. Their  system of government, for all its cruelties, was a brilliant success, and  fostered in citizens of all classes an unparalleled love of country.  Their navies were incomparable. The noblest artists of the day  embellished Venice with their genius; the highest paid mercenaries  competed for her commissions; the greatest Powers borrowed her  money and rented her ships; and for two centuries the Venetians, at  least in a commercial sense, ‘held the gorgeous east in fee’. ‘Venice  has preserved her independence during eleven centuries’, wrote  Voltaire just thirty years before the fall of the Republic, ‘and I flatter  myself will preserve it for ever’: so special was the Venetian position  in the world, so strange but familiar, like Simeon Stylites on top of his  pillar, in the days when Popes and Emperors sent their envoys to  Syria to consult him.

         Venice is still odd. Since Napoleon’s arrival, despite moments of  heroism and sacrifice, she has been chiefly a museum, through  whose clicking turnstiles the armies of tourism endlessly pass. When  the Risorgimento triumphed in Italy, she joined the new Kingdom,  and since 1866 has been just another Italian provincial capital: but she  remains, as always, a phenomenon. She remains a city without  wheels, a metropolis of waterways. She is still gilded and agate-eyed.  Travellers still find her astonishing, exasperating, overwhelming,  ruinously expensive, gaudy, and what one sixteenth-century Englishman called ‘decantated in majestie’. The Venetians have long  since become Italian citizens, but are still a race sui generis, comparable only, as Goethe said, to themselves. In essence. Venice was always a city-State, for all her periods of colonial expansion. There  have perhaps been no more than three million true Venetians in all  the history of the place: and this grand insularity, this isolation, this  sense of queerness and crookedness has preserved the Venetian  character uncannily, as though it were pickled like a rare intestine, or  mummified in lotions.
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            The Venetian Way

         

         You can tell a Venetian by his face. Thousands of other Italians now  live in Venice, but the true-born Venetian is often instantly recognizable. He probably has Slav blood in him, perhaps Austrian, possibly  oriental tinctures from the distant past, and he is very far indeed from  the stock music-hall Latin. Morose but calculating is the look in his  limpid eye, and his mouth is enigmatical. His nose is very prominent,  like the nose of a Renaissance grandee, and there is to his manner an  air of home-spun guile and complacency, as of a man who has made a  large fortune out of slightly shady dealings in artichokes. He is often  bow-legged (but not from too much riding) and often pale (but not  from lack of sunshine). Occasionally his glance contains a glint of sly  contempt, and his smile is distant: usually he is a man of gentle  reserve, courteous, ceremonious, his jacket neatly buttoned and his  itchy palm discreetly gloved. The Venetians often remind me of  Welshmen, and often of Jews, and sometimes of Icelanders, and  occasionally of Afrikaners, for they have the introspective melancholy pride of people on their own, excluded from the fold of  ordinary nations. They feel at once aloof, suspicious and kind. They  are seldom boisterous or swashbuckling, and when you hear a  Venetian say ‘Buona sera, bellissima. Signorina!’ he says it without  flourish or flattery, with a casual inclination of the head. The  Venetian in the street can be uncompromising, and cheerfully butts  you in the stomach with the tip of her loaf, or drops her laundry-basket agonizingly on your toe. The Venetian in the shop has a  special muffled politesse, a restrained but regretful decorum that is  part of the ambience of the city. 

         Observe a pair of Venetian housewives meeting, and you will see  reflected in all their gestures the pungent character of Venice. They  approach each other hard-faced and intent, for they are doing their  shopping, and carry in their baskets the morning’s modest purchases  (this evidently not being their day for the weekly supermarket  expedition): but as they catch sight of each other, a sudden soft gleam  of commiseration crosses their faces, as though they are about to  barter sympathies over some irreparable loss, or share an unusually  tender confidence. Their expressions instantly relax, and they  welcome each other with a protracted exchange of greetings, rather  like the benign grace-notes and benedictions with which old-school  Arabs encounter their friends. Their tone of voice is surprised but  intimate, falling and rising with penetration through the din of the  market: and they sound as though they are simultaneously sympathetic about something, and mournful about something, and a little  peevish, and resigned, and reluctantly amused. (‘Poor Venice!’ the  housewife sometimes sighs, leaning from her balcony window: but it  is little more than a wry slogan, like a commuter’s exorcism upon the  weather, or one of those general complaints, common to us all, about  the universal decline of everything.)

         They talk for five or ten minutes, sometimes shaking their heads  anxiously or shifting their weight from one foot to another, and when  they part they wave good-bye to each other in a manner all their own,  holding their right hands vertically beside their shoulders, and  slightly wagging the tips of all five fingers. In a flash their expressions  are earnestly mercantile again, and they are disputing the price of  beans with a spry but knowing greengrocer.

         
             

         

         The modern Venetians are not a stately people. They are homely,  provincial, fond, complacent. At heart this is a very bourgeois city.  The Venetians have lost the unassertive confidence of power, and  love to be thought well of. There was a time when kings and pontiffs  bowed before the Doge of Venice, and Titian, the most lordly of the  Venetian painters, once graciously allowed the Emperor Charles V of  Spain and Austria to pick up the paint brush he had accidentally  dropped. But by the end of the eighteenth century the Venetians were already becoming testy of criticism, like Americans before their  time of power, or Englishmen after theirs. Parochial to a Middle-Western degree was the reply sent by Giustina Renier Michiel, the  last great lady of the Republic, when Chateaubriand dared to write an  article unflattering to Venice (‘a city against nature – one cannot take  a step without being obliged to get into a boat!’). Frigid is the  disapproval of the contemporary Venetian grande dame, if you  venture to suggest that some of the city’s gardens might be the better  for a pair of shears.

         The Venetian way is the right way, and the Venetian nearly always  knows best. In the church of San Salvatore there is an Annunciation  by Titian which, being a little unconventional in style, so surprised its  monastic sponsors that they flatly declared it to be unfinished, or  perhaps not really by Titian at all; the old artist was understandably  annoyed, and wrote on the bottom of the picture, where you may see  it still, the irritated double inscription Titianus Fecit. Fecit. I have often  sympathized with him, faced with the know-all Venetians, for the  true son of Venice (and even more, the daughter) is convinced that  the skills, arts and sciences of the world ripple outwards, in ever-weakening circles, from the Piazza of St Mark. If you want to write a  book, consult a Venetian professor. If you want to tie a knot in a rope,  ask a Venetian how. If you want to know how a bridge is built, look at  the Rialto. To learn how to make a cup of coffee, frame a picture, stuff  a peacock, phrase a treaty, clean your shoes, sew a button on a  blouse, consult the appropriate Venetian authority.

         ‘The Venetian custom’ is the criterion of good sense and propriety.  Pitying, lofty but condescending is the smile on the Venetian face,  when you suggest frying the fish in breadcrumbs, instead of in flour.  Paternal is the man in the camera shop, as he demonstrates to you the  only correct way to focus your Leica. ‘It is our custom’ – by which the  Venetian means not merely that Venetian things are best, but that  they are probably unique. Often and again you will be kindly told, as  you step from-the quayside into your boat, that Venetian seaweed is  slippery: and I have even heard it said that Venetian water is inclined  to be wet.

         These are the harmless conceits of the parish pump. Foreigners who have lived in Venice for years have told me how detached they  have grown to feel from the affairs of the world at large, as though  they are mere onlookers: and this sense of separateness, which once  contributed to the invincibility of the Republic, now bolsters Venetian complacencies. Like poor relations or provincial bigwigs, the  Venetians love to ponder the glories of their pedigree, tracing their  splendours ever further back, beyond the great Doges and the  Tribunes to Rome herself (the Giustinian family claims descent from  the Emperor Justinian) and even into the mists of pre-history, when  the original Venetians are variously supposed to have come from  Paphlagonia, from the Baltic, from Babylon, from Illyria, from the  coast of Brittany, or directly, like nymphs, out of the morning dew.  Venetians love to tell you about ‘my grandfather, a man of much  cultural and intellectual distinction’; or invite you to share the  assumption that the opera at the Fenice is, on the whole, the best and  most cultural on earth; or point out the Venetian artist Vedova as the  greatest of his generation (‘But perhaps you’re not, shall we say, au   fait with the tendencies of contemporary art, such as are demonstrated here in Venice at our Biennale?’). Every Venetian is a  connoisseur, with a strong bias towards the local product. The  guides at the Doge’s Palace rarely bother to mention the startling  paintings by Hieronymus Bosch that hang near the Bridge of Sighs –  he was not, after all, a Venetian. The Venetian libraries concern  themselves assiduously with Venice. The pictures that hang in  Venetian houses are nearly always of Venetian scenes. Venice is  a shamelessly self-centred place, in a constant glow of elderly  narcissism.

         There is nothing offensive to this local pride, for the Venetians are  not exactly boastful, only convinced. Indeed, there is sometimes real  pathos to it. Modern Venice is not so pre-eminent, by a half, as they  like to suppose. Its glitter and sparkle nearly all comes with the  summer visitors, and its private intellectual life is sluggish. Its opera  audiences (except in the galleries) are coarse and inattentive, and few  indeed are the fairy motor boats that arrive, in the dismal winter  evenings, at the once brilliant water-gate of the Fenice. Concerts,  except in the tourist season, are generally second-rate and expensive. The celebrated printing houses of Venice, once the finest in Europe,  have nearly all gone. Venetian cooking is undistinguished, Venetian  workmanship is variable. The old robust seafaring habits have long  been dissipated, so that the average Venetian never goes too near the  water, and makes a terrible fuss if a storm blows up. In many ways  Venice is a backwater. Some people say she is dead on her feet.  Memphis, Leeds and Leopoldville are all bigger, and all livelier.  Genoa handles twice as much shipping. There is a better orchestra in  Liverpool, a better newspaper in Milwaukee, a better university in  Capetown; and any weekend yachtswoman, sailing her dinghy at  Chichester or Newport, will tie you as practical a knot as a gondolier.

         But there, love is blind, especially if there is sadness in the family.  The Venetians love and admire their Venice with a curious fervency.  ‘Where are you off to?’ you may ask an acquaintance. ‘To the Piazza’,  he replies: but he can give you no reason, if you ask him why. He  goes to St Mark’s for no definite purpose, to meet nobody specific, to  admire no particular spectacle. He simply likes to button his coat, and  sleek his hair a little, assume an air of rather portentous melancholy  and stroll for an hour or two among the sumptuous trophies of his  heritage. Hardly a true Venetian crosses the Grand Canal without the  hint of a pause, however vestigial, to breathe its beauties. Our  housekeeper grumbles sometimes about the narrowness of Venice,  its cramped and difficult nature; but never was a lover more subtly  devoted to her protector, or an idealist to his flaming cause. Venice is  a sensual city, and there is something physiological about the  devotion she inspires, as though the very fact of her presence can  stimulate the bloodstream.

         I was once in Venice on the day of the Festival of the Salute, in  November, when the Venetians, to celebrate the ending of a seventeenth-century plague, erect a temporary bridge across the Grand  Canal and process to the great church of Santa Maria della Salute. In  the evening I posted myself at the end of the bridge, a rickety  structure of barges and timber. (It was designed, so I was reassuringly told, ‘according to an immemorial pattern’, but one November  in the 1930s it collapsed, just as Sir Osbert Sitwell was crossing it.)  There, turning up my collar against the bitter sea wind, I watched the Venetians walking to evening Mass, in twos or threes or youth  groups, cosily wrapped. There was a curiously proprietorial feeling  to their progress: and as each little group of people turned the corner  to the bridge, and saw the lights of the quay before them, and the  huge dome of the Salute floodlit in the dusk, ‘Ah!’ they said, clicking  their tongues with affection, ‘how beautiful she looks tonight!’ – for  all the world as though some frail but favourite aunt were wearing  her best lacy bed-jacket for visitors.

         
             

         

         This self-esteem makes for narrow horizons and short focuses. In the  1960s many poor Venetians had never been to the mainland of Italy.  Even now thousands have never visited the outer islands of the  lagoon. You sometimes hear stories of people who have never  crossed the Grand Canal or set eyes on the Piazza of St Mark. Simple  Venetians are often extraordinarily ignorant about geography and  world affairs, and even educated citizens (like most islanders) are  frequently poor linguists.

         The Venetians indeed have a language of their own, a rich and  original dialect, only now beginning to lose its vigour under the  impact of cinema and television. It is a slurred but breezy affair, lively  enough for Goldoni to write some of his best plays in it, formal  enough to be the official language of the Venetian Republic. Byron  called it ‘a sweet bastard Latin’. Dazed are the faces of visiting  linguists, confronted by this hairy hybrid, for its derivation is partly  French, and partly Greek, and partly Arabic, and partly German, and  probably partly Paphlagonian too – the whole given a fine extra blur  by a queer helter-skelter, sing-song manner of delivery. Often the  Venetian seems to be mouthing no particular words, only a buttery  succession of half-enunciated consonants. The Venetian language is  very fond of Xs and Zs, and as far as possible ignores the letter L  altogether, so that the Italian bello, for example, comes out beo. There  are at least four Italian-Venetian dictionaries, and from these you can  see that sometimes the Venetian word bears no resemblance to the  Italian. A fork is forchetta in Italian, but piron in Venetian. The  Venetian baker is pistor, not fornaio. A watch is relozo, not orologio. The  Venetian pronouns are mi, ti, lu, nu, vu, lori. When we say ‘thou art’, and the Italians ‘tu sei’, the Venetians say ‘ti ti xe’. The Venetian word  lovo means first a wolf, and secondly a stock-fish.

         This distinctive and attractive language also specializes in queer  contractions and distortions, and the street signs of the city, still often  expressed in the vernacular, can be very confusing. You may look,  consulting your guide book, for the church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo;  but the street sign will call it San Zanipolo. The church of Sant’ Alvise  was originally dedicated to St Louis. What the Venetians call San Stae  is really Sant’ Eustacchio. San Stin is Santo Stefano. Sant’ Aponal is  Sant’ Apollinare. The convent of Santa Maria di Nazareth, used as a  leper colony, was so long ago blurred into San Lazzaretto that it has  given its corruption to almost all the languages of the earth. What  holy man is commemorated by the Fondamenta Sangiantoffetti I  have never been able to discover, and it took me some time to realize  that the titular saint of San Zan Degola was San Giovanni Decollato,  St John the Beheaded. Most inexplicable of all, the church of the  Saints Ermagora and Fortunato is known to the Venetians as San  Marcuola, a usage which they toss at you with every appearance of  casual logic, but never a word of explanation. It is, as they would say,  their custom.

         Venice itself, compact though the city is, remains criss-crossed  with local flavours and loyalties. Each district, each clamorous  market square has it own recognizable atmosphere – here harsh, here  kindly, here simple, here sophisticated. Even more than London,  Venice remains a collection of villages. In one you may be sure of  kindly treatment, courteous shopmen and friendly women: in  another, experience will teach you to be hard-skinned, for its  manners may be gruff and its prices unyielding. Even the dialect  varies from quarter to quarter, though only half a mile may separate  them, and there are words in use at one end of Venice that are quite  unfamiliar at the other. Street names appear over and over again, so  independent is each section of the city: there are a dozen lanes called  Forno in Venice, and thirteen named for the Madonna.

         Until modern times the city was divided into two implacably rival  factions, the Nicolotti and the Castellani, based upon long-forgotten  animosities in the early days of settlement; and so riotous were the brawls between the two parties that the old Rialto bridge had a  drawbridge in the middle, enabling the authorities to separate the  mobs, by a swift tug of a rope, leaving them glaring at each other  impotently across the void. This deep-rooted hostility gradually lost  its venom, and degenerated into mock combats, regattas and athletic  competitions, until in 1848 the old rivals were reconciled in a secret  dawn ceremony at the Salute, as a gesture of unity against Austrian  rule. Today the factions are dead and almost forgotten (though you  might not think so from the more imaginative guide books); but there  remains an element of prickly parochial pride, based upon a parish or  a square, and sometimes boisterously expressed.

         None of this is surprising. Venice is a maze of waterways and  alleys, crooked and unpredictable, following the courses of antique  channels in the mud, and unimproved by town planners. Until the  last century only one bridge, the Rialto, spanned the Grand Canal. In  the days before motor boats and tarred pavements it must have been  a fearfully tiresome process to move about Venice, let alone take ship  to the mainland: and who can wonder if the people of Santa  Margherita, satisfied with their own shops and taverns, rarely  bothered to trudge all the way to Santa Maria Formosa? Sometimes a  Venetian housewife announces conclusively that there are no cabbages in the city today: but what she means is that the greengrocer at  the corner of Campo San Barnaba, with whom her family custom has  been traditionally associated since the days of the early Crusades, has  sold out of the vegetable this morning.
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            Strong Men

         

         From this small city, though, from this very people sprang the glories  of the Serenissima. It is said that at the time of the Fourth Crusade, in  which Venice played a prominent and quite unprincipled part, the  population of the city was only 40,000. In all the thirteen centuries of  the Republic it was probably never more than 170,000. Venice was  therefore a State of severely specialized talents. She produced fine  administrators, seamen, merchants, bankers, artists, architects, musicians, printers, diplomatists. She produced virtually no poets,  only one great dramatist, hardly a novelist, scarcely a philosopher.  Her only eminent thinker was Paolo Sarpi, the monk who conducted  the Venetian case in the worst of the Republic’s quarrels with the  Papacy, and who discovered the contraction of the iris. Her boldest  generals were condottieri. She was pre-eminently an adapter rather  than an innovator. Her vocation was commerce; her countryside was  the sea; her tastes were voluptuous; her function was that of a bridge  between east and west; her obsession was political stability; her  consolation, when she needed it, was self-indulgence; and it is  remarkable how closely her talents fitted her needs. For many  centuries Venice was never short of the leaders, craftsmen, entertainers and business men she required, from astute ambassadors to  diligent shipwrights, from financiers to architects, from Marco Polo  to Titian to Goldoni, the merriest of minor geniuses.

         
             

         

         The Venetians always had an eager eye for a monopoly or a quick  return, and enjoyed the reputation of being willing to sell anything  they possessed, if offered enough for it (though in the sixteenth  century a Duke of Mantua, coveting Rizzo’s famous statue of Eve in  the Doge’s Palace, unsuccessfully offered its own weight in gold for  it). They first ventured out of the lagoon as carriers, conveying other  people’s produce from source to consumer, and throughout the  period of the Crusades they shamelessly mulched both sides. When  the Fourth Crusade was launched in 1202, the Venetians were asked  to ship the Frankish armies to Palestine. ‘We come in the name of the  noblest barons of France,’ said the emissaries to the Doge Enrico  Dandolo. ‘No other power on earth can aid us as you can; therefore  they implore you, in God’s name, to have compassion on the Holy  Land, and to join them in avenging the contempt of Jesus Christ by  furnishing them with the ships and other necessaries, so that they  may pass the seas.’ The Doge returned a classic Venetian reply. ‘On  what terms?’ he asked.

         Nor did he allow any soft Christian scruples to affect the conduct of  the campaign. The agreed fee for the job was 85,000 silver marks,  payable in four instalments, plus a half of all booty: and for this the Venetians were to ship 33,500 men to the Holy Land, with their  horses, keep them in provisions for nine months, and contribute  their own quota of soldiers and warships to the war. The Frankish  army duly arrived in Venice, and was encamped upon the island of  the Lido. The ships and supplies were ready as promised. The  Venetians, who had some doubts about actually taking part in the  holy enterprise, were encouraged in their enthusiasms by a round of  liturgy and pageantry. The imperturbable old Dandolo, practically  blind and almost ninety, declared his intention of leading the fleet in  person. But when it came to the crucial point, the Crusaders had not  the money to pay.

         Old hands at unfulfilled contracts, the Venetians were undismayed. They first set a watch upon all the approaches to the Lido, to  ensure that the knights-at-arms did not slip away, and they then  made a proposition of their own. The Crusaders could still be  shipped to the Holy Land, they said, if they would agree to stop on  the way and subdue one or two rebellious Venetian colonies on the  Dalmatian coast, thus securing the Republic’s trade routes through  the Adriatic. The Franks accepted these unorthodox terms, the great  fleet sailed at last, and the Dalmatian ports were subdued one by one:  but the Venetians still had further profits to exact. Dandolo next  agreed with the adaptable Crusaders to make another diversion,  postpone the humiliation of the infidel, and capture the Greek  Christian bastion of Constantinople, with whose Emperor the Venetians were, for one reason and another, angrily at odds. Led by the  old blind Doge himself, they stormed the 400 towers of the city,  deposed the Emperor, loaded their ships with booty, and divided the  Empire among themselves. The Crusade never did reach the Holy  Land, and the temporary fall of Byzantium only strengthened the  cause of Islam. But from a simple breach of contract, brilliantly  exploited, the Venetians became ‘Lords and Masters of a Quarter and  a Half-quarter of the Roman Empire’; they acquired sovereignty over  Lacedaemon, Durazzo, the Cyclades, the Sporades and Crete; they  sailed home with cargoes of treasure, gold, precious gems, sacred  relics, that were to make their city an enduring marvel; and they  consolidated the commercial supremacy in the Levant that was to keep them comfortably in their palaces for many a long century to  come.

         
             

         

         They are sharp business men still. Venetian merchants, contractors  and shippers retain a reputation for hard-headedness, if not cussed-ness. (‘A stiff-necked and rebellious people’ is how one administrator  from Rome recently described the Venetians.) The Bourse of Venice,  near the Piazza of St Mark, is conducted with grave and Doge-like  precision: not a breath of wild speculation ruffles its notice-boards,  but a strong sense of opportunism leaks from the doors of its  telephone booths. The Venetian banks, whose offices still cluster  evocatively about the Rialto, that old hub of fortune, are impeccably  organized. The holiday industry sucks its last dollar, pound, franc,  pfennig from the visiting crowds with exquisite impartiality.

         The Venetians remain hard but wise bargainers. When their  forebears undertook to transport an army or equip a fleet, their prices  were high and their terms inflexible, but they did it in style. Their  ships were the best, their trappings the most gorgeous, they fulfilled  their agreements scrupulously. ‘Noi siamo calculatori’, the Venetians  have always cheerfully admitted – ‘We are a calculating people.’ So it  is today. The Venetians will always let you pay another time, will  seldom cheat you over the odd lira, are never disgruntled if you break  off a negotiation. They are business men of finesse. Nor is the old  high-vaulted enterprise altogether dead. There is at least one hotelier  in the city who would undoubtedly storm the walls of Byzantium, or  navigate a galley around the meridian, if guaranteed a suitable  commission. The Venetians believe in self-dependence. On the  Accademia bridge one day a boy was hawking horoscopes, wrapped  up in little yellow paper packages. A passing business man of my  acquaintance paused to ask what they were, gave a toss of his head to  me, and slapped his right arm (genteelly draped, as it happened, in a  nice herring-bone tweed). ‘That’s my horoscope!’ he said grandly,  and stalked off towards the bank.

         Such Venetian men of action, martial or commercial, have always  been supported by a class of devoted administrators and functionaries, in the old days mostly patricians. The prestige of the civil servants declined with the rot of the Republic, and their morality  weakened, so that at the end the administration of Venice was rancid  with corruption: but the best of the aristocrats, adapting themselves  to changing times, maintained the old traditions of thoughtful  integrity, and became merged with the professional classes. Their  successors, the lawyers, doctors and engineers of today, are still  formidable: handsome and serious people, long-boned and soberly  dressed, with a cool look of Rome to their features, and scarcely a  trace of southern passion. The fuddy-duddy bureaucracy of Italy has  long since invaded Venice: but the true Venetian servants of the State  still serenely circumvent it, and conduct their affairs with all the logic,  lucidity and unflustered sense of the old Republic.

         To see such people at their best, you should visit the criminal law  courts of Venice, in an old palace beside the Rialto bridge, overlooking the markets. Outside the windows there is a clamour of market-men and shrill-voiced women; a housemaid singing adenoidally at  her chores; a roar of boat-engines on the Grand Canal; sometimes the  wet thud of a steam-hammer driving a pile into the mud. The  building is crumbling a little, but is still sombrely dignified, with high  shaded passages, and heavy dark doors, and a smell of wax, age and  documents. At the back of the panelled court-room a few spectators  stand respectfully, holding their hats and whispering. Beside the  door the usher, in a dark grey suit, meditatively toys with a pencil at  his desk, as the clerk to the council might have played ominously  with a quill, before the grimmer tribunals of the Republic. And high  at the dark mahogany dais, beneath a carved slogan of justice – La  Legge Ε Uguale Per Tutti – sit the Venetian magistrates. Their robes are  gloomy and the tabs of their collars very white. Their faces are clever  and cryptic. They sit there at the bench in attitudes of indolent but  potentially menacing attention, sprawling a little like parliamentarians, some young, some middle aged; and as they examine the next  witness, a cross-eyed laundry-woman who sits crookedly on the  edge of her chair, squirming mendaciously, every inch a liar, from  Paisley head-scarf to grubby high heels – as they put their points, in  turn, with a cold piercing courtesy, they seem the very essence of the  old Venice, a hard but brilliant organism, whose disciplines were known to all, and applied without favouritism. (And you can see  plausible portraits of all those jurists, painted 300 years before their  time, in the pictures of the Magistrates and Supervisors of the Mint  that hang in the Ca’ d’Oro.)

         
             

         

         The Republic was sustained, too, by a stout company of artisans,  denied all political responsibility, but never without self-respect. The  rulers of Venice, though they held the working classes well under  control, did their cunning best to keep them contented, partly by  feeding them upon a diet of ceremonial, partly by fostering their  sense of craft and guild. When the fishermen of the Nicolotti faction  elected their leader each year, the Doge himself was represented at  the ceremony – first by a mere doorkeeper of the Doge’s Palace, later  by a more senior official. So important to the State were the sixteenth-century glass-blowers, masters of one of the Venetian monopolies,  that they were given a patrician status of their own, and excused all  kinds of impositions. (As a cold corollary, it was publicly announced  that if any glass-blower emigrated with his secrets, emissaries of the  State would instantly be dispatched to murder him: legend has it that  the two men who made the famous clock in the Piazza of St Mark,  with its intricate zodiacal devices, were later officially blinded, to  prevent them making another for somebody else.) The great  Venetian artists and architects were nearly all of the craftsmen class,  rich and celebrated though they became, and the painters usually  subscribed to the Guild of House Painters. Hale old characters they  were, living robustly and dying late – Venice was a State of Grand  Old Men: Tintoretto died at 76, Guardi at 81, Longhi and Vittoria at  83, Longhena at 84, Giovanni Bellini at 86, Titian and da Ponte at 88,  Sansovino at 91. Above all, Venice depended upon her men of the  sea. The city Venetians soon gave up crewing their own ships,  relying upon Dalmatians and people of the outer lagoon: but the  Republic was always well supplied with sea captains, fishermen,  boatbuilders, and artisans at the great naval base of the Arsenal, the  first dockyard of the world.

         By and large it is still true. Modern Venice is rich in conscientious  craftsmen, people of strong and loyal simplicity, such as one imagines in the sea-ports of early Victorian England. The specialist  workmen of Venice are still impressive, from the men at the garage at  the Piazzale Roma, who skilfully steer cars by manipulating the two  front wheels, to the myriad picture-framers of the city, whose hearts  must sink at the very thought of another sunset Rialto. Splendid  horny craftsmen work in the sawdust shambles of the boat-yards – in  Venetian, squeri – where the tar cauldrons bubble and stink, and they  caulk the boats with flaming faggots. Crusty old men like London  cabbies, holding antique hooks, stand beside the canals in long  flapping greatcoats looking rheumily for gondolas to help alongside.  Even the drivers of grand motor boats sometimes hide an agreeable  heart behind a pompous exterior: and there are few kindlier policemen than those who patrol the canals in their little speedboats, or  solemnly potter about, buttoned in blue greatcoats, in flat-bottomed  skiffs (an activity dramatically described in one guide book as  ‘controlling the water-ways from swiftly moving punts’).

         And among them all, the very image of Venice, straight-descended  from Carpaccio, moves the gondolier. He is not a popular figure  among the tourists, who think his prices high and his manner  sometimes overbearing: and indeed he is frequently a Communist,  and no respecter of persons, and he often shamelessly pumps the  innocent foreigner with inaccurate information, and sometimes  unfairly induces him to disregard the tariff (‘Ah, but today is the feast  of San Marcuola, signor, and it is traditional to charge double fares on  this holy day’). I have grown to like and admire him, though, and I  can forgive a few peccadillos among men who live on a four-months’  tourist season, and scrape the winter through as part-time fishermen  and odd-job workers. The gondoliers are usually highly intelligent:  they are also tolerant, sardonic, and, with some grumpy and usually  elderly exceptions, humorous. They are often very good-looking,  too, fair and loose-limbed – many of their forebears came from the  Slav coast of Istria and Dalmatia – and they sometimes have a  cultivated, worldly look to them, like undergraduates punting on the  Cherwell, naval officers amusing themselves, or perhaps fashionable  ski instructors.

         The gondoliers still have a strong sense of guild unity. Their co-operative is a powerful force in Venice, and in the past they even  had their own communal banks, run on a system of mutual risk. Not  long ago each traghetto, or gondola ferry-station, was organized in its  own assertive guild (they still maintain the protocol, though the  officials are now municipally appointed). Nowadays, though nearly  every gondolier is soil affiliated to a traghetto, they are all members of  one co-operative. Each gondola is privately owned – your gondolier  is not necessarily the owner, possession often running in families –  and profits go to the proprietor, the co-operative being merely a  negotiating agency, a system of social security, and a common  convenience – and sometimes a political organ too. Competition  between gondoliers is, nevertheless, strictly governed, and the  celebrated gondoliers’ quarrels, dear to generations of travel writers,  often have a distinctly stagy air to them. Nor are other classes of  watermen welcomed at their stands. Only fifty sandoli, the smaller  passenger boats of Venice, are officially licensed: all the others you  see, blandly stealing custom from the gondolas, are darkly described  as being ‘outside the law’.

         Yet for all this protectionism, an old Venetian practice, the  gondoliers are generally broad-minded men, and are unexpectedly  sympathetic to amateurs and aliens. Never a testy word will you hear  from them, when your craft zigzags in a flurry of indecision across  their path: and when at last you stagger to the quayside, wet from the  lagoon, with your ropes trailing and your engine seized, a broken  gunwale and a torn trouser-leg, they will welcome you with amusement, explain to you again (for they are whole-hog Venetians) about  salt getting into the carburettor, and send their kind regards to the  children.

         Now and then they have regattas, partly impelled by the power of  tradition, partly by the Tourist Office. In many a smoky trattoria you  will see, carefully preserved behind glass, the trophies and banners  of a regatta champion, or even his portrait in oils – it is customary to  commission one: and there is still a lingering trace of popular  enthusiasm to these races, a faint anthropological echo of folk  rivalries and ancestral feuds. Fiercely and intently the competitors,  sweatbands to match their colourful oars, pound down the Grand Canal, or swing around the marker buoy beside the public Gardens.  A raggle-taggle fleet of small craft follows their progress, speedboats  and rowing-boats and tumble-down skiffs, half-naked boys in  canoes, big market barges, elegant launches, yachts, all tumbling  hilariously along beside the gondolas, with their ferry steamers  swerving precariously towards the quay, and a fine surge of foam  and clatter of engines, as in some nightmare University Boat Race,  half-way to a lunatic Putney.

         But the best moment of the regatta comes later, in the evening.  Then the new champions, pocketing their prize-money or grappling  with their sucking-pig (the traditional fourth prize) are fêted by their  fellow-gondoliers: and you will see them, gaily-hatted and singing  jovially, parading down the Grand Canal in a large grey barge, with a  row of bottles on a neatly spread table, a cheerful impresario playing  an accordion, a string of fluttering pennants, and a radiation of fun,  bonhomie and satisfaction.

         
             

         

         Under the Republic none of these working men had any share in the  running of the State. A small hereditary aristocracy, enumerated  loftily in the Golden Book, preserved all power for itself. Only  occasionally was the Book opened for the inclusion of a newly  elevated patrician, honoured for prowess in war, for particular  fidelity to the State, or for a suitable (but of course purely symbolic)  fee. Thirty families were ennobled for service in the wars against  Genoa, and sometimes rich commoners from the mainland bought  their way into the Venetian aristocracy, as you might buy yourself  membership at Lloyds. It took generations, though, for such parvenus to be accepted by the old aristocrats, who often thought so  highly of themselves, not without reason, that they shuddered at the  very thought of going abroad and being treated like ordinary folk.

         The working people, in return for their labour and loyalty, were  governed fairly and often generously, but they had not one iota of  political privilege, and could only occasionally alter the course of  events by a riot or a threatened mutiny. Generally they remained  astonishingly faithful to the system. There were only three serious  revolutions in the history of the Serenissima, all in the fourteenth century, and none of them was a proletarian eruption. The most  serious, the Tiepolo rising of 1310, was mounted by aristocrats: and it  was baulked, so tradition tells us, by ‘an old woman of the people’,  who dropped a stone mortar smack on the head of the rebellious  standard-bearer, and plunged the rest into confusion (she is still  doing it, in stone, in a plaque on the site of her house in the Mercepa,  the principal shopping street of Venice, while a tablet inserted in the  pavement below indicates the point of impact). Throughout the  protracted decline of Venice the people remained pathetically proud  of their Republic, and when at last the leveller Napoleon arrived, it  was liberal patricians, not disgruntled plebs, who were his most  vociferous supporters – the Countess Querini-Benzoni, Byron’s  celebrated ‘blonde in a gondola’, danced round a Tree of Liberty in  the Piazza of St Mark, wearing only an Athenian tunic, and hand-in-hand with a handsome revolutionary poet.

         Like England, another marine oligarchy, Venice was given stability  and cohesion by a sense of common purpose. The English felt  themselves ‘a happy breed of men’, a ‘band of brothers’, for all the  disparities between earl and labourer: and the Venetians, too, in their  great days, had this sense of shared fortune, and considered  themselves to be first of all, not rich men or poor men, privileged or  powerless, but citizens of Venice. Since Venice was never feudal, she  was never hamstrung by private armies or serfly obligations, like the  cities of the Italian mainland. Beneath the patrician crust, the  merchant classes and working men had carefully defined rights of  their own, and the Venetian aristocrats, though terribly complacent,  do not seem to have treated their social inferiors with crudity or  contempt. Venetians of all kinds revelled in the wild days of  Carnival, and the young blades of the seventeenth and eighteenth  centuries, with their riotous clubs and fanciful costumes, appear to  have been regarded with the same kind of half-envious tolerance that  readers of the London newspapers may reserve for the King’s Road  gallants.

         Some observers consider that the Venetians’ complete dependency  upon aristocratic condescensions bred a servility still apparent in the  city. I do not find this to be so. There is, it is true, a degree of social sycophancy in Venice. Venetians are considered more docile than  most Italians, and used to be more easily exploited abroad, in the  days when Italy provided cheap labour for half Europe. Sometimes a  retainer will speak to you of his employers in a hushed and respectful  whine, as though he were talking in church. Venetians now, as  always, have a healthy respect for the moneyed – more, perhaps,  than for the well-bred.

         But generally a sturdy sense of equality pervades Venetian life. It is  still, like the rest of Italy, a place of domestic servants, trim-uniformed housemaids, motherly cooks, soft-footed men-servants:  but they have a sensible hail-fellow-well-met approach to the  problems of the household, with few traces of oily subservience.  With a friendly familiarity your housekeeper sits down beside you at  the breakfast table, for a rambling discussion of the day’s prospects,  or a kind word of correction about how to bring up the children.  Many, beaming, and unidentified are the friends and relatives who  may appear on your terrace, when a regatta or a serenade goes by:  and there is no nicer welcome in the world than the one the babysitter  gives you, with her sister beside her at the wireless, when you come  home at midnight from a Venetian celebration, blurred but apologetic. A certain child-like simplicity may have been fostered by the  old system, and is still evident among the Venetians; there is a  suggestion of submissiveness to their character still; but they never  feel in the least down-trodden.

         
             

         

         At the other end of the scale there remain the aristocrats and  plutocrats of Venice. Some are the descendants of the old Venetian  patricians, a few families still inhabiting their ancestral palaces on the  Grand Canal, just as they maintain their estates on the mainland.  One dowager, I have been told, recently overheard a gondolier  pointing her out as the widow of the last Doge – a suggestion which,  though possibly flattering to her Venetian pride, assumed her to be  rather more than 180 years old. Most of the families of the Golden  Book, though, have vanished. There were 1,218 names in it at the fall  of the Republic, but many of the old houses were in mortgage to the  monasteries, and when Napoleon abolished the Orders he effectively abolished the families too. The ancient oligarchy disintegrated: a  community of feckless and indigent patricians, called the Barnabotti,  already existed in the quarter of San Barnaba, and by 1840 more than  a thousand members of the old nobility were receiving State charity.

         The modern Venetian aristocracy is thus of mixed origins. Some of  its members are rich merchants, who long ago crossed the gulf  between impotence and privilege. Most are not Venetians by blood at  all, but are Romans or Milanese who have houses in the city, and  who spend the summer commuting between Harry’s Bar and the  Lido beaches. A few are foreigners. Titles are no longer awarded by  the Italian Republic, but there are still many Counts in Venice,  permitted by custom to retain their rather forlorn distinctions; and  not a few Princesses or Baronesses, with Slavonic names, or Russian  coronets upon their visiting cards; and many whose names are  preceded by the honorific ‘Nobile Homine’ – ‘N.H.’ for short. There is  also much money in the city, supported largely by land ownership.  Its grandest apartments are still very, very grand. Its most luxurious  motor boats are palatial. Its opera audiences, though thick-set, are  sumptuously dressed. A few families still maintain their private  gondolas, and are to be seen sweeping down the Grand Canal in a  glitter of brasswork, rowed by two oarsmen in blazing livery.

         I once passed an idle breakfast looking through the Venice  telephone directory to see which of the names of the Doges were still  represented in the city. Most of the early incumbents have understandably vanished into the mists of legend. Of the first twenty-five,  according to the chroniclers, three were murdered, one was executed  for treason, three were judicially blinded, four were deposed, one  was exiled, four abdicated, one became a saint and one was killed in a  battle with pirates. (Seventy-five of the first seventy-six, all the same,  are confidently portrayed in the Great Council Chamber of the  Doge’s Palace.) The later names are still mostly on the telephone.  There were 120 Doges in all, between the years 697 and 1797. They  bore sixty-seven different names, the honour often running in  families, and thirty-nine of these appear in the book. Sometimes  there are two or three representatives of the name. Sometimes there  are ten or twelve. A surprising number seem to be either Countesses or horse-butchers. A good many are probably descended from  servants of the old families, rather than from the families themselves.  The name of the first Doge does not appear; nor does the name of the  last; but there is one impressive subscriber, Count Dottore Giovanni  Marcello Grimani Giustinian, who bears three ducal names at a go.

         Family pride was immensely strong among the old Venetian  aristocrats, as you may see from a visit to the museum in the Ca’  Rezzonico: there somebody has gone to the trouble of producing a  family tree in which every member is represented by a little wax  portrait, mounted behind glass. The Venetians were so keen on  genealogy that in the Basilica of St Mark’s there is even a family tree,  done all in mosaic, of the Virgin Mary. Whole quarters of the city  were named for the major clans, and it was considered a public  tragedy when one of the great names died out. The story is still told  with regret of the extinction of the Foscaris, the family whose ill-fated  forebear, the Doge Francesco Foscari, was the subject of Byron’s  tragedy. Their name still appears in the telephone book, but they are  supposed to have petered out at the beginning of the last century: the  last male representative died an obscure actor in London, and his two  surviving sisters both went mad, and were exhibited to tourists by  unscrupulous servants as the very last of the Foscaris.

         One of the greatest of all the Venetian houses was the family of  Giustinian; but during the twelfth-century wars every male member  of the family, bar one, was killed in battle or died of the plague. The  single exception was a Giustinian youth who had become a monk,  and lived an austere life in a convent on the Lido. All Venice was  distressed at the possible extinction of the Giustinians, and a public  petition was sent to the Pope, asking him to release the monk from  his vows. Permission was granted, the reluctant layman was hastily  married to a daughter of the day’s Doge, and they dutifully produced  nine boys and three girls. When their job was done, and the children  were grown up, the father returned to his monastery and the mother  founded a convent of her own, in a distant island of the lagoon. As  for the House of Giustinian, it flourished ever after. A Giustinian was  almost the only Venetian to maintain the dignity of the Republic in  the face of Napoleon’s bullying; and today there are still eleven Giustinian palaces in Venice, a striking memorial to monkly self-denial.

         The purposes of aristocracy were firmly defined in the iron days of  the Republic, and all these patrician families had their duties to  perform. There were no orders of nobility. You were either a  patrician, with your name in the Golden Book, or you were not  (when the Austrians took over, any patrician who wished could  become a Count). Every Venetian nobleman was in effect an unpaid  servant of the State. His life was circumscribed by strict rules – even  ordaining, for example, what he might wear, so that impoverished  aristocrats were sometimes to be seen begging for alms in tattered  crimson silk. Voltaire was shocked to discover that Venetian noblemen might not travel abroad without official permission. If a  Venetian was chosen to be an Ambassador, he must maintain his  embassy largely at his own expense, sometimes ruining himself in  the process; one old gentleman served the Serenissima in this way for  eleven years without a penny’s recompense, and asked as his sole  reward the particular privilege of keeping a gold chain presented to  him by one of the European monarchs, a gift which would in the  ordinary way have gone instantly into the coffers of the State.

         The patrician was not allowed to refuse an appointment: and at the  same time it was essential to the Venetian system that any citizen  showing signs of self-importance or dangerous popularity should at  once be humiliated, to prevent the emergence of dictators and pour   encourager les autres. If you refused a command, you were disgraced.  If you lost a battle, you were impeached for treason. If you won it,  and became a public hero, you would probably be charged, soon or  later, with some trumped-up offence against the State. The fifteenth-century general Antonio da Lezze, for example, defended Scutari for  nearly a year against Turkish assaults so ferocious that a cat, stealing  out one day across an exposed roof-top, was instantly transfixed by  eleven arrows at once, and so sustained that afterwards the  expended arrow-shafts kept the place in firewood for several months:  but when at last he surrendered the city to overwhelmingly superior  forces, and returned honourably to Venice, he was immediately  charged with treason, imprisoned for a year and banished for ten more. In Venice a great commander was always a bad risk, and he  was seldom left for long to enjoy his gouty retirement.

         Worse still, ignominy was often immortalized in stone. Above the  central arch of the Basilica there is an unhappy turbaned figure on  crutches, biting his finger-nails. He is said to be the architect of the  great church, condemned to perpetual contempt because he boasted  that his work would be absolutely perfect, when it wasn’t. He is only  the first of such victims. A tablet in the pavement of the Campo Sant’  Agostin permanently commemorates the punishment of Bajamonte  Tiepolo, the aristocratic rebel of 1310. An iron lion clamped to a house  in the Campo Santa Maria Mater Domini signifies that the place was  sequestered by the State when its owner was thrown into prison.  Beneath the arcade of the Doge’s Palace there is a plaque recording  the banishment of Girolamo Loredan and Giovanni Contarini,  members of two famous Venetian clans, for having abandoned the  fortress of Tenedos to the Turks, ‘with grievous injury to Christianity  and their country’. The one Doge whose face does not appear among  his fellows in the Great Council Chamber is Marin Faliero, who was  beheaded after a conspiracy to make him absolute ruler. His place  there is a black vacancy, and beneath it is the cold inscription: Hic est   locus Marini Falethri decapitati pro criminibus.

         Once the Venetian Government did erect a tablet of remorse,  exonerating the patrician Antonio Foscarini from the charge of  treason for which he had been executed: but it is tucked away so high  among the family monuments in the church of San Stae that hardly  anybody notices it. Generally, though shame was perpetuated,  distinction was muffled. Historians complain about the dearth of  personal information on prominent Venetians, and until 1866 and the  florid enthusiasms of the Risorgimento the only outdoor public  monument in Venice was the statue of the condottiere Colleoni at San  Zanipolo. Amends are sometimes made nowadays – there is a  steamboat named for the brave general Bragadino, and a dredger for  the dashing admiral Morosino: but ask any educated Londoner to  name a distinguished Venetian, and he may perhaps murmur Marco  Polo, Goldoni, Sarpi, or a tentative Foscari, but he will probably stick  fast at Titian and Tintoretto. 

         All these rules applied most forcibly to the Doge himself, the  unhappiest of the Venetian patricians. He was the most obvious  aspirant for dictatorial glory, so to keep him helpless his powers were  so persistently whittled away, over the centuries, that in the end he  was almost a parody of a constitutional monarch, a gilded puppet,  who was forbidden to talk to foreigners without supervision, and  could not even write an uncensored letter to his wife. The only  presents he might legally accept were rose-water, flowers, sweet-smelling herbs and balsam, than which it is difficult to conceive a  more milk-sop selection; and after 1494 the Doge of Venice might  only be represented on his own coinage kneeling humbly at the feet  of St Mark. The most elaborate methods were devised to keep him  impotent – methods, as the British Ambassador Sir Henry Wotton  once observed, that did ‘much savour of the cloister’. The Doge was  elected by his fellow-members of the Great Council, the general  assembly of aristocrats, but choosing him was a tortuous process.  First nine members of the council were picked by lot to elect forty  electors, who had to be approved by a majority of at least seven.  Twelve of the forty were then chosen by lot to elect twenty-five more,  again by a majority of seven. Nine of the twenty-five were chosen by  lot to elect forty-five by a majority of seven. Eleven of the forty-five  were chosen by lot to elect another forty-one; and these forty-one,  thus sifted in four stages from the entire Venetian aristocracy, had to  elect a doge by a majority of at least twenty-five.

         Yet despite all these disciplines, restrictions, penalties and  expenses, leaders of quality were always available to the Venetian  Republic in its great days, and the patricians were, by and large,  wonderfully conscientious in performing their duties – one man  whose life has been carefully recorded only missed a single weekly  meeting of the Grand Council in thirty years of membership. Proud,  romantic and often honourable were the names that sprang at me  across the cornflakes, as I thumbed the telephone directory that  morning – Grimani and Morosini, Pisano and Mocenigo, Bembo,  Barbarigo and Gradenigo: but I saved the best of all till last.

         The great-heart of the Doges was Enrico Dandolo, a rascally giant,  who stormed the bastions of Constantinople at the age of 88, and held those Frankish grandees in the palm of his wrinkled hand. He  was one of four Dandolo Doges, and you may see the remains of his  palace, a smallish Gothic house, standing among the coffee shops  near the Rialto bridge. ‘Oh for an hour of old blind Dandolo!’ Byron wrote  of him, ‘th’octogenarian chief, Byzantium’s conquering foe!’ His figure  stumps through the chronicles like a Venetian Churchill, and when  he died they buried him as magnificently as he lived, in the basilica  of Santa Sofia above the Golden Horn. (The Sultan Mohamet II  destroyed his tomb: but Gentile Bellini, who spent some years in  Constantinople as court painter to His Sublimity, brought home to  Venice the old warrior’s sword, helmet and breastplate.) There was  only one Dandolo left in the telephone directory, and hastily  finishing my coffee and rolls, I set off that morning to visit him.

         He was not, I should judge, a rich man, and he worked in the  municipal department called the Magistracy of the Water, which  supervises the canals and waterways of Venice. His wife and  daughter (he had no son) were fresh-faced, kindly women, like a  country vicar’s family in England. His apartment near San Zanipolo  was pleasantly unpretentious. But when Andrea Dandolo leaned  from his window to wave me good-bye, across the dark water of the  side-canal, a gleam of old battles seemed to enter his eye, his deep  voice echoed down the centuries, and all the sad pride of Venice was  in his smile.
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