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‘Guardarobieri in crisi!


Zaini dei turisiti troppo pesanti!


Mal di schiena al Palazzo Ducale.’




 





(‘Cloakroom attendants in crisis!


Tourists’ backpacks too heavy!


Back pain at the Ducal Palace.’)




 





(Headline from Il Gazzettino of Venice, June 2008)




 





‘J’avoue que dans l’Amérique j’ai vu plus que l’Amérique.’




 





(‘I admit that I saw in America more than America.’)




 





(Alexis de Tocqueville)




 





‘[Are we] reading into Greek poetry not what they have but what we lack?’


 




 





(Virginia Woolf)

























To F who wished Venice would ‘ just sink’ and ended up a Venetian himself.




 





To A and O who knitted and gossiped up and down the Grand Canal.




 





To G who was so brave.




 





To Andrea, whose patient and selfless commuting back and forth across Europe meant all of this could happen.
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A Short Venetian Glossary







Acqua alta: high water


Barene: mudflats, exposed only at low tide


Batela: flat-bottomed boat of the Venetian lagoon


Bricole: wooden posts tied together and sunk in water to mark the navigable channels in the lagoon


Calle (plural: calli): Venetian street


Campo (plural: campi): square or public space


Cantiere navale: boatyard


Caorline: flat-bottomed lagoon boats


Capanna (plural: capanne): beach huts


Carabinieri: national military police of Italy


Forcola: carved wooden structure, slotted into the side of lagoon boats, on which the oars rest whilst rowing


Fondamenta: street running along a canal


Forestieri: forest dwellers, people from terraferma


Gondolieri: the people who row gondolas


Imbarcadero: boat stop (mooring)


La Serenissima: the most Serene Venetian Republic


Marinaio: boatman (or woman) on the vaporetto


Moeche: soft-shelled crabs: a Venetian delicacy


Il nonno: grandfather


Pasticceria: a cake shop


Piano nobile: the main (noble) floor of a palazzo





Poppa: the rear of a boat


Prua: the front (prow) of a boat


Rio: a canal


Rio terà: an earthed in canal


Sandolo: a flat-bottomed boat that is lighter and smaller than a gondola


Sanpierota: a flat-bottomed boat originally used for fishing


Spiaggia libera: the free beach, where anyone can swim or sunbathe, without paying


Riva: bank (of a river or canal)


Terraferma: the mainland (dry land)


Topo: a slightly rounder lagoon boat, originally used for fishing and the transportation of fruit and vegetables


Trenitalia: Italy’s national train company


Vaporetto (plural: vaporetti): water bus


Voga: rowing






















Prologue





THE FIRST YEAR I spent in Venice with my family was a time of vivid novelty for all of us. I could have predicted very little of what happened. Before I actually lived there, my image of the place was like everyone else’s: a waterborne city of quite extraordinary beauty and strangeness. But as the months went by and I began to learn the patterns of daily life, what absorbed me was not so much the beauty as the relationship between the city and its inhabitants. I began to notice the ways in which people live there – in the present, but also in intimate relation to history.


The reality of Venice, where millions of lives have amassed over centuries, day by unexceptional day, creating living reefs of memory and experience, runs radically counter to the image of Venice as a museum-fossil. The small surviving community of residents in the city sometimes strikes me as hopelessly disparate: a raggle-taggle of ‘indigenous’ Venetians, foreigners and Italians (that is all those whose families have not been in the city for generations); but the fact remains that almost everybody here is united by the desire to give this city another chance to live. Against all the odds they continue to believe that Venice still offers a vibrant model for the good life, even for a future.


When I first began to show people the stories that fill this book they said that I was casting my net too wide; that it was neither fish (history or travelogue) nor fowl (a personal account of my year-in-an-exotic-place). But that, for me, is the point: you cannot live in a place that is three parts myth to one part daily life and not engage with it in ways that range from the banally pragmatic: how to get the shopping home through a foot of water? – to the profound: how would all the world be if it were freed from the tyranny of the car? What effect does water have on the soul? How might a child conceive of his place in the present when growing up in an environment so palpably chiselled out of centuries of history?


So this book is a maverick thing. It is the story of the year my family lived in Venice; it is about the city, its corners and backwaters, and it is about the Venetians themselves and the ways in which they navigate their extraordinary home. But, most of all, it is a plea to halt the daily violation of one of the earth’s most precious treasures by unregulated tourism; to preserve not only its stones but its living culture; to allow Venezia to become, once again, just a bit more normal.



















PART 1: Getting Away





I SPEND MY last night in England in casualty. Earlier today some friends, eager to help in the last frantic push to move our family of six to a new life on the other side of Europe, took my children off to an adventure playground, leaving Alberto and me to the packing. Lily, who was nine, lost her grip on the jungle gym, crashed awkwardly to the ground and broke her ankle. This is a small disaster: we are about to leave for the last remaining city in the world where the only way of getting from one place to another is on foot.


In casualty at the country hospital a disturbed young man is ranging around the waiting area. He is heavily built, with a ragged beard and a long, dark, shabby overcoat. He has more of the Russian novel about him than small town Midlands, and his distress and anger fills the space with an alarming stench that is perhaps the stench of his fear, though it quickly becomes ours too as he bellows for his psychiatrist, pacing the walls like a man imprisoned, then suddenly, shockingly, kicking the thin doors of the prefab building so hard that they shake. Eventually, a nurse comes in and briskly pulls a curtain around Lily and me.


‘That’s better,’ she says.


And as the man continues to crash about on the other side of the flimsy partition, I wonder if out of sight is out of mind when it comes to violent paranoid schizophrenics.


The day after tomorrow we will be in Venice, the city that has fed into generations of foreign dreams. My fantasy of escape, predictably enough, assumes a place without the mad, the sad, the inadequate, the just plain difficult. I have visited Venice often and, like so many millions of others, have wandered around open-mouthed in a state of soft-focus wonder, but I have no notion of what it will really be like to live there. I am setting out armed with little more than a handful of clichés, some fond holiday memories and a great deal of optimism. I also have four children in tow.




 





The following morning, Alberto and I close the door on our house in the small hamlet where we live and the children climb into the green VW van. Once they are seated, we stuff the last of the luggage in around them. Lily, who sits by the window, her foot in pristine plaster, is incarcerated in her own zimmer frame all the way across France. Her twin brother Roland is buried somewhere beside her under blankets and bicycle helmets and whatever else has suddenly, at the last minute, seemed indispensable to a life on water. The two other boys, twelve-year-old Michael, and Freddie, who is six, are lost under still more domestic miscellany – soft toys, frying pans, sleeping bags – in the back row.


Our friends and neighbours have come out to wave goodbye and for five minutes, as we spin off down the country lane in the sparkling September sunshine, towards a new life, it all feels a bit like the movies.




 





Late the following afternoon, the green van staggers into Mestre, the last mainland stop before Venice and part of a sprawl of industrial developments and petrol refineries strung out along the edge of the Venetian Lagoon.


We park on the roof level of a multi-storey car park next to the station. As the children uncrumple themselves from the travel mulch in the back of the van, I walk slowly across the scorching tarmac and lean on the parapet. The hot air is sickly sweet with traffic fumes; stretched out below me is a tangle of glittering railway lines and overhead cables, empty rolling stock, parking lots, warehouses, factory yards. I lift my face to the sun and breathe out: the long drive is over. Then I squint across the mess of rooftops to the bright waters of the Lagoon. On the horizon, very small, I can see the towers and domes of Venice: an ancient, improbable labyrinth of a city stuck out at the end of a 4-kilometre causeway, on the edge of the Adriatic Sea. Now it is time to make the final push and get there but we are, as usual, late, so we decide that Alberto should go ahead to meet the landlord, leaving me, with the children and the luggage, to come on behind.


Here, for the first time, we experience what I later come to recognize as the Venice Effect. This is the cruel illusion that you have arrived at the city when, in fact, there is still a very long way to go. In order to reach Venice you have to complete the Three Tasks.


The First Task is to find somewhere to leave your car. For those with cash, there are various car parks, ranging from the solid, middle-range Tronchetto to the high-budget San Marco, which takes you as close to Venice as any car gets: the bus station at Piazzale Roma. For those who are either too hard up or just cheapskates – and we fall into both these brackets, depending on the month – there are the back streets of Mestre. Parking here may involve running the gauntlet of irritable locals, sick of seeing a car left dormant for weeks at a time outside their house and knowing full well where its apparently invisible owner holes up.


The Second Task is to transfer your many, heavy belongings on to a train or a bus. Once this has been done, there is a temporary illusion of speed and ease as you travel quickly and smoothly across the causeway to the station of Santa Lucia, on the edge of the city. At this point, however, you have the Third Task and the greatest logistical challenge. Here, all wheeled transport other than the trolley disappears and you have the problem of how to get your luggage and, in our case, a large and partially disabled family to your final destination.


Of course there are the vaporetti, but vaporetti are buses and where would you find a bus driver willing to take you to the front door and then carry the bags up several flights of stairs to your flat?


If the building has a water entrance on a canal, you can hire a boat or commandeer a friend, but these were all things I learned later. Arriving – and surviving – in Venice that September day, I still had no idea of such organizational subtleties.


There is no more total translation from one world into another than the ten-minute train ride across the Lagoon from Mestre to Venice. Already, in the quiet waters you see from the train window, there are subtle clues about the real life, past and present, of the city. To the left of the causeway, there is a small island, overgrown with mangy scrub. This is San Secondo, once a graceful and busy complex of renaissance buildings – a convent and its church; an inn for travellers heading to the city; a boatyard and gardens and vegetable plots: a miniature version of the waterborne city ahead. But now not a single building remains standing on San Secondo; it is just a muddy pimple alongside the railway track and is rapidly dissolving into obscurity.


There are, though, other signs of a continuing life. Fishing nets are hung raggedly about on posts sunk into the muddy floor of the Lagoon. There is still the constant, centuries-old flux of traffic criss-crossing back and forth along the deeper channels: delivery boats, taxis, vaporetti. And there are still people rowing the ancient, flat-bottomed lagoon boats – the sandoli, the gondole, the caorline – standing up and pushing forward on long oars, through the shallow waters, as they have for more than a thousand years.


I don’t know any of these things on that baking afternoon in early September, when our train comes to a standstill in the station, and anyway I have more pressing practical matters to deal with.


First, I have to heave Lily down from the train and set her on the dusty station platform. She leans heavily on her little zimmer frame, her broken foot lifted limp off the ground, as the other passengers walk briskly away. Heat scintillates over the disappearing tracks and the three boys pass down the bags. Then, each one shoulders a rucksack and as much else as he can manage and we begin our halting progress across the station concourse – luggage and able-bodied persons – 3 metres forward. Stop. Then back to drag more bags and piggy-back Lily over the same 3 metres. Bags and able-bodied forward. Stop, drag and piggy-back. Bags, able-bodied forward. Stop, drag and piggy-back.


We carry on in this way for twenty minutes, by which time we have covered about half the length of the concourse and are red-faced and sweating. This is when a small woman in a shiny blue trouser suit emerges from her office. She has been watching us. She has a metal Trenitalia badge pinned to her lapel and a worried look on her sharp little face.


‘Signora,’ she says, with anguish. ‘Where are you going?’


I tell her.


‘Signora, how are you going to get there?’


Her tone is not complicit: she does not identify with this bedraggled Englishwoman hauling her children and belongings across a foreign station and does not, therefore, feel empathy, but she does see that it is a situation to be dealt with. She directs us to the left luggage office with instructions to borrow a wheelchair. I feel myself being cravenly, gushingly grateful, but still she does not smile. The welfare of children is not a matter of mere personal sentiment in Italy: it is a question of public duty. This is why if your child leaves the house without a coat, a hat, a scarf or gloves on a winter’s day, you will be told off vociferously by a string of indignant strangers. This is why the woman in the station office does not see in me a sister struggling under duress, but a wrong to be righted.


Once Lily is installed in her Trenitalia wheelchair, and most of our luggage has been piled on her lap, we roll smoothly out of the station and down a concrete side ramp, acrid with the stench of urine. At the bottom, we turn the corner and find ourselves on a wide pavement, overlooking the Grand Canal.


All of a sudden, I smell the mineral sea, hear the soft cacophony of voices and footsteps, and feel the sharpness of sunlight off water. We have arrived.




 





Number 3460 Calle del Vin is a fortress-like palazzo, a great, dour, stone building which stands at the corner of a gloomy alley lined with similar tall, dark, ancient buildings. Calle del Vin is a street to be passed along, not lingered in, but the façade of the palazzo gives on to a bright, wide canal, lined with shops and bars – a pleasant, busy thoroughfare that somehow manages to keep out of the tourist mainstream.


Built in 1460, the palazzo spent the first 400 years of its existence in the hands of two wealthy families; the first were Venetian aristocrats, the second, Flemish merchants. Once, the palazzo had been famed for its large and beautiful gardens; now, it is divided into five apartments, with a number of windowless storerooms leading off the entrance hall. Each of these is the Venetian equivalent of one man’s garden shed and it is here that wine is stored and condominium plots are hatched. Through the doors, left ajar, you can glimpse shadowy interiors, where red-faced, elderly men fix things or bottle prosecco. Where the palace gardens once stretched along the canal, there is now a small, shady courtyard.


Up until now, I have only ever seen our new flat in photographs. In those frantically busy last months before we left England, it was Alberto who had flown out to Venice to look at the place and sign for it, while I stayed behind packing and endlessly packing. Now, I push open the heavy wooden street door, and we swarm into the shadowy hall, in a flurry of heat and effort and luggage. At first, I have only a sense of dusky space; then, as my eyes adjust, I see that the hall covers most of the ground floor of the palazzo. It is flanked by two marble benches, their curlicued backs set against walls of crumbling, dirty-pink stucco. At the far end are high double doors made up of roundels of opaque Venetian glass, the skewy swirls distorting the courtyard beyond into a dim and hectic cubism. Feeling around in the gloom, I find a light switch and suddenly a wrought-iron chandelier flings the patterns of the souk around the walls. In one corner, a pair of stone lions guard the foot of the marble staircase. We marshall our forces, and begin the final haul: Lily, luggage, boys, up the four steep flights to our new home.


The apartment, like many of the properties to let in Venice, is the home of the landlord’s dead mother. Pietburgo, our landlord, seems himself to be half dead: a hulking, bearded, dour-faced man, he is waiting, unsmiling, for the final signatures and the first instalment of rent.


The flat was solidly furnished in about 1950 and is, like its owner, large and awkward and gloomy. It has too much passageway and a series of odd-shaped rooms carved clumsily out of the grander fabric of the medieval building. Lumpen Murano glass chandeliers hang from the ceilings and the furniture is all dark polished wood. But the flat is high up; nobody looks down on us and we, in turn, have a view across red, pantiled rooftops and bell towers. And, what is best of all, we share this eyrie with bands of skydiving swallows.



















PART 2: September





Living on Water


DURING THOSE EARLY days in Venice, my sleep is threaded through with dreams of living in precipitous tower blocks, far above the ground, with a longing for trees and for the feeling of earth underfoot. I wake disgruntled and uneasy.


Lily, who has grown up in the countryside, is having nightmares and screaming herself awake, convinced that the city will be swallowed up by the great wave of a tsunami. She talks about it for days, ‘What if…? What if…?’ but her tsunamis ebb when I show her the long, narrow island of the Lido and tell her: ‘That’s what stops the big waves; it’s a barrier against the sea and it makes the Lagoon.’


My own dreams take longer to go away. I feel the silence here as an absence. When I wake in the morning, only the crack of light through the shutters tells me it is time to get up; there are no other clues to help me refine that knowledge, to say whether it is 5 a.m. or 10 a.m. For the first time in my life I keep oversleeping. I miss the country birds, bantering at dawn, and the next-door chickens, roosting and fussing, then quietening, as the sun moves higher in the sky.


There are pigeons, of course, but other than in Piazza San Marco they keep a low profile. Certainly there are pockets in this city where the smaller birds chirrup, but there is hardly a teeming life of tree-dwellers, ivy-pickers, eaves-hoppers. The only constant birdcall here is the petulant shriek of gulls, those big, lone-ranging birds swooping down the canals or taking up imperious positions on chimney pots. No doubt if I can learn to understand their harsh, wheedling conversations, they would help me out, show me where I stand in the day, the season, the year. As it is, their habits are as alien to me as those of the Venetians.


When the gulls congregate they sound like people cackling with laughter, and you could almost mistake the bleak vowels of the Venetian ‘Ciao’ or ‘eeow’, that you hear repeated all day long in the streets, for the seabirds’ plaintive cries.


Sound rings differently here. Sometimes, there is a muffled quality to everything: the many walls are like full stops, cutting noise short. Or sometimes, they ricochet it back unexpectedly, so that you hear a full jazz band close by; then turn the corner and find just a couple of musicians in a narrow calle. Their modest fiddle and guitar are amplified by the surrounding buildings to something rousing and mysterious.


When I open the shutters in the morning I hear footsteps, dogs barking, cats wailing, gulls, and the heave and wash of the Lagoon as boats groan or buzz or slip along the waterways. At night, if I open the window and lean out to look along the fondamenta below, the silence of my closed room is all of a sudden filled with the murmur of human voices and I have the unexpected impression that I have just walked through a door, into a party.


In these early days, I find myself keenly aware, relying almost, on the cycles of the moon. At the top of this big, old building, looking out over roofs, to towers and belfries and terraces, the moon, flying high, seems the only thing left of the natural world and I follow its waxing and waning with a new attention.


The fact is, I miss my version of nature: the trees, the grass, the soil. This is when I begin to understand how visual my particular sense of the natural world is: that abundant green of the British countryside and the changes in the colour and density of vegetation that signal the changing seasons. I notice how the foliage becomes lighter or thicker or more brittle; how it begins in spring with a pale green so translucently fine that it seems to vibrate; how, in the late summer sun, it works into depths of dull olive that render the landscape almost black; how, in autumn, it thins, then dries, moving through red and gold to brown. In winter, when the trees are at last bare, the blackened corpses of leaves curl into mulch, like foetal, prehistoric bog men.


These are the signs I happen to recognize. Now that they are gone and I find myself in an environment of stone, punctuated by water, I feel their absence viscerally and I can’t settle. My body has to learn the new clues and how to respond instinctively to different rhythms of the natural world.


One morning, I am sitting out at the back of the vaporetto. The day is mild and I gaze at the passing palaces, not yet able to play the blasé Venetian and sit reading a book or staring vacantly ahead. Then, all of a sudden, there is a change; I feel it in the pores of my face. It is as if a very thin veil has drifted across the sun and the air has become heavier, softer, wetter. There is a chill, a mutedness and I remember, almost with surprise, that this city sits in the middle of the sea. What has fallen is a sea mist; here, nature is expressing itself neither with colour, nor form, but elementally, in the texture of the air, through subtle modulations of light, temperature and humidity.


On another morning, there is a monumental thunderstorm. It has been raining all night, so that as I leave the building to take the children to school, the wooden front door is difficult to shut behind us. It is swollen and distorted with water, like a drowned man. Out in the calle, the day is iron-grey, lights reflected in puddles and on the wet-black stone. We soon reach the bigger thoroughfare with which our street intersects. On a normal day, it is full of people, hurrying to work, university or school. The Sri Lankans who keep stalls there would usually be rigging up swathes of cheap pashminas and cheerfully crude boxer shorts, and further along the fruit and vegetable stalls would be opening for business, while the first tourists dribble in from the direction of the station. But today it is empty, except for a few solitary figures walking fast, heads down, hooded, umbrellas parrying the gusts of rain. The trinket vendors have stayed at home, the wandering holidaymakers are not tripping up the workaday folk. The weather, it seems, has given Venice back to the Venetians.


The vaporetto we take labours up the Grand Canal, weighed down with people who would generally be walking to work. Rain clatters on the metal roof of the boat. I look out of the steamy window and see that even at this early hour, in the grim storm-light, the empty interiors of the palaces are lavishly ablaze. Who is that person in the vast room on the piano nobile, with the loops of Murano chandeliers receding? It must be the Filipino woman who polishes the expanses of parquet or marble, or the Moldovian caretaker opening up.


We get off the boat and walk over the Accademia Bridge. The wood is dark and slippery. At the windy summit, my umbrella flips inside out; I wonder if anyone is ever struck by lightning in Venice.


By the time I have left the children at their school door, it has stopped raining and I decide to go home on foot. Despite the occasional spots of rain, I close my umbrella. This distinguishes me instantly as a foreigner and, most particularly, a British one; no Italian would roll up their brolley till the very last drop has fallen, upon which, they emerge, bone-dry. Italians are never damp and slightly flustered.


I walk across Campo Santa Margherita and over the bridge at San Pantalon. I have not gone much further when the rain starts again and this time it is serious. Within minutes, it is sheeting, deluging, as if a vast bucket of water is being emptied from above, at point blank range. My umbrella is useless: the rain is flying upwards from the paving stones. I stop in a doorway to wait out the storm. After a quarter of an hour, nothing has changed: the rain is coming down harder than ever and I am soaked through; I might as well keep going. I strike out across the small campo, wading through water. With both hands, I cling on to my umbrella which acts like the lid of a vessel, stoppered over me and submerging me in liquid. I realize that I am lost. The familiar lines and co-ordinates of the city have dissolved under the improbable quantities of water. I begin to head in what I assume to be the right direction and push down a long, narrow calle that does indeed bring me to the edge of the Grand Canal, but also to a dead end. I look across to my destination; short of diving into the murky depths and swimming, it is unreachable. The Grand Canal has reverted to its true nature: it is the pitching and rocking sea.


I have not seen anybody for ten minutes or more. Emptied of people, Venice gives me no indication as to whether I have been dashed ashore here in 1408 or 1608 or 1908. This underwater world is monochrome and, itself, adrift in time. The garish clutter of tourism, the thin veneer of modernity, has been washed away and all that is left is a deserted, ageing edifice, jutting out of the Adriatic. For a few hours this morning, the city has been taken back in time. Or is it forwards? One day, Venice, like Atlantis, will be engulfed by water and the fish will be its birds.


In the Giant’s Castle


OUR CHILDREN WERE born and bred in England. They have the language and the culture of Britain running through their veins. But they are also half Italian and that is why we have made this decision to move to Italy, taken them from their English world and submerged them in their father’s culture and language. Because five members of the family have no knowledge or experience of the system and Alberto’s Italian school days ended twenty-five years ago, we are more or less starting from scratch. Inevitably, understanding school and all its ways is the biggest challenge we have in these first weeks.


The Scuola Elementare Canova, like all Venetian schools, is a forbidding building: a stone palazzo with massive double doors, heavily studded with iron bolts, which give no impression of having shed their original purpose of keeping people, aggressively, out.


On my first visit, I feel that I have walked into a giant’s castle. The hall is shadowy and echoing, with a wide staircase that curves up to the first floor; the ceilings are toweringly high; the pavement, big, cold stone flags. It would be difficult to imagine a less welcoming environment for a small child arriving for his or her first day at school. If even I, a dullard adult, suspect that the grotesque, lumpen figure of the ogre’s wife might crash into view at any moment, the effect on a tremulous five-year-old is unimaginable.


Fanciful as all of this may sound, there really is something of the giant’s castle in the wider Italian school system. Education in this country is emphatically not child-centred. It is believed that each child, like Jack, fresh off his beanstalk and sneaking around the ogre’s halls, must be captured and subdued by the system.


On the first day of term, a teacher marches into Michael’s class at the middle school.


‘I’, she announces grimly to the assembled twelve-year-olds, ‘have a university degree. You are still at school. You will do what I tell you because I am in charge.’


In these first few weeks of our life in Venice, I go to see one or another of my children’s teachers, carrying with me a certain set of assumptions about children and education. And over and over again, I find myself sitting across the table from another adult whose ideas about children and education are not just different to my own, but diametrically opposed.


This is not always a problem and not always the case: there are many fine teachers in Italy, working their guts out on pitiful pay and against all the odds. They contend, daily, with ever more swingeing cuts. An already starving infrastructure becomes weaker and weaker. Several of these teachers are my friends and I am in awe of their selflessness and their energy in the face of such overwhelming adversity.


It seems to me that the Italian system, which is strict and dry and demanding, has some of the qualities one would have found in schools in Britain in the 1950s. There is still room for eccentrics. The legendary Raguso with his pipe in hand (sometimes, it is rumoured, lit and in his mouth) often doesn’t bother with the music lessons he is meant to be teaching, but talks about morality and psychology and chess tactics and the best tobacco, and shocks and delights the kids with his dogged refusal to go by the book.


Or there is Gasparini with his unnerving wall eye, stentorian voice and famed skill in the launching of rubbers to wake up or silence inattentive students. One teacher apparently suffers from narcolepsy and falls asleep mid-sentence. I think of the old pre-Ofsted, pre-regulation days, when the British education system also polarized between teachers of pure, anarchic genius and teachers of often appalling inadequacy.


The problems arise when an already deeply inflexible system falls into the hands of angry people. At that point there is too much potential for unkindness and, on occasion, brutality. As with so much else in Italy, the situation is the opposite of what one might find in Britain.


In Britain, the current educational ethos is more or less liberal, and one of its attendant dangers is an excess of ‘liberality’ – in which teachers run the risk of losing their authority and control over their classes. In Italy, where the system is essentially authoritarian, the greatest danger is the reverse: that unscrupulous teachers will abuse their power over the children they teach.


This situation reflects the wider Italian culture. In a country in which individuals are often forced to survive on their wits, playing as best they can a chaotic and sometimes unfair system, there is great scope for abuse of power.


By the same count, the decent people – the intelligent and committed and humane – are often admirably vocal, and beacons of social conscience and political determination. Similarly, the Italian education system exhibits, in a very public manner, all that is best and worst in human nature.




 





Six-year-old Freddie has had a rocky start at school. His work has been poor, but then, one day, the class goes on a trip to a wildlife sanctuary, in a remote spot far out in the Lagoon. The children spend the morning wandering among the grassy dunes with their binoculars, searching for the little scuttling brown birds that nest there. Suddenly something lights up for Freddie and he writes a lively and enthusiastic piece about the visit. I am so happy.


At the first parents’ evening, I talk with one of his teachers, Martina. She is coming to the end of her career and is in a permanent state of sour fury, like milk perpetually going off. Today, true to form, she is complaining bitterly about Freddie: his handwriting is a disaster, he doesn’t listen in class but fiddles with bits of paper, he forgets everything, his homework is badly done or not done at all.


‘But what about this lovely piece of writing?’ I say, ‘It’s full of enthusiasm and good description, clear handwriting and it’s two whole pages long: it’s such an improvement.’


Martina looks at me coldly: ‘It’s on the wrong paper,’ she says.


I remain calm. It is clear to me that good-natured Freddie has given up trying because Martina never gives him a scrap of encouragement or recognition. It has led to the inevitable vicious circle of poor motivation, poor performance and angry recrimination. Taking a deep breath, I go in carefully.


‘I just feel – er – that if we could all – um – give him the feeling that we know he’s been trying harder, he might – er – feel a bit more motivated.’


Martina’s ever-unsmiling mouth turns down even further at the edges. Her voice has a peculiarly thin, harsh quality.


‘Eh! And then, Signora, if I tell him he’s done something well, what will he do the next day?’ – she pauses, rhetorically, then gives me the definitive answer: ‘Nothing!’


Her expression is one of triumph, as though she has played an unbeatable psychological trump card.


I look at Martina and realize, with despair, that she and I have exactly opposite philosophies of human nature and that there is nothing more to be said. I realize, as generations of Italians have done before me, that I’m on my own now.




 





Some time later Alberto and I are in the headmaster’s office at Michael’s school. Due to a bureaucratic error we were the only parents in his year not to have been informed of a critical last-minute change in the hours of our son’s class. It has been decided that the twenty-four boys and three girls, all aged between twelve and thirteen, will have a school day that starts at 8 a.m. and goes through to 2 p.m., with a couple of ten-minute breaks, during which they will remain in the classroom.


This, it seems to me, is not merely folly, but also cruelty. All the evidence shows that children need to move in order to be able to learn; that by stimulating their bodies, you stimulate their brains. We do not want Michael to remain in this group and the school has previously assured us that they would inform us of any changes in time to move him before the start of term. There is a spare place in a parallel class because another boy has recently been moved, at his parents’ request, into a different group. It seems logical that our son should take up the vacated position in that class.


We go along to the meeting relaxed and sure that we can sort it out, concerned only for Michael’s well-being. Our assumption, it quickly becomes apparent, is seen by the headmaster as verging on the criminal. This man is not here for the well-being of the children; he is here to run an institution. And more than anything, he is here to win at all costs.


Serpini is a skinny little man with wire-rimmed spectacles that glint coldly. He wears over-sized and over-pressed jeans in a bid for the nonchalantly informal look. His style, it must be said, is more of a rat than a rottweiler, but when we make our request, he none the less goes, spectacularly, for the jugular, accelerating from nought to a hundred in seconds, leaning over his large desk and screeching at us, in his nasal voice, that he will not move our son under any circumstances, despite the fact that we are in this situation because of a mistake made by the school.


We have not, until now, brought up the subject of the other boy who moved classes, but under this barrage of abuse we exchange glances and Alberto pitches in:


‘But headmaster, what about Luigi Pavoletti?’


‘Who?’ Serpini hisses, suddenly still.


‘Luigi Pavoletti. His parents requested that he be moved last week and you agreed. That means there are now twenty-seven children in one class and twenty-two in the other. So doesn’t it make sense to move Michael into the smaller class, into Luigi’s place?’


The headmaster looks at us through his steely spectacles. His voice is tight and snide.


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. How can you expect me to know what every child in this school is doing?’


I am in no doubt whatsoever that we are being shamelessly, flagrantly lied to.


‘Well,’ Alberto continues in an unnaturally measured tone, ‘perhaps the deputy head knows something about it.’ He turns to Girardini, the head’s bulky sidekick in a suit, who is also present. The deputy stares back, impassive.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he says.


The next day, determined to get justice by appealing to a higher authority than the headmaster, Alberto and I go to the Regional Education Office on the mainland. The bus rattles over the causeway, leaving the towers and canals of Venice behind. Looking out over the mudflats of the Lagoon, I think how the Venetian dream lasts only as long as you can keep it detached from reality and, most particularly, from the reality of modern Italy.


The office is in a grey concrete building in the suburbs of Mestre: the Giant’s Castle in its somewhat brutalist 1970s incarnation. It is attached to a large secondary school and noisy flocks of kids are coming out of the gates as we arrive. We find our way, through endless corridors, and are, at last, shown in to see the regional co-ordinator. He does not look up as we enter, but continues to type intently. We sit down on the chairs next to his desk and wait.


The man is working among toppling heaps of documents, letters, books. His shirt sleeves are rolled up, his tie loosened, his jacket thrown over the back of the chair. He looks like a journalist in a Manhattan newspaper office, circa 1951, hunched over his clacking typewriter as he races for a deadline, tight-faced, chain-smoking. When he eventually stops typing and turns to us, his lumpy face is exhausted and unsmiling. We tell him our story.


It is immediately clear that the arrival of real parents of real children in the education office is a rare event – perhaps even unprecedented. The man is visibly irritated that we should be interrupting him as he tries so desperately to get on top of his mountainous workload. But we hold steady: we are convinced that we have a good case; that we are reasonable parents whose right it is to seek the best for their child.


After we have explained our predicament, he softens a little and concedes that what we are saying makes sense and that he will see what he can do.


‘But I can’t promise anything,’ he warns us wearily. ‘The head teacher has the ultimate power.’


A week later, we call him again.


‘I think you are in the right,’ he tells Alberto. ‘But the head won’t move on it. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.’


Michael continues to struggle with his difficult class and the insane hours and becomes more and more unhappy. My sense of injustice is unbearable: my son is suffering entirely unnecessarily because of the aggressive pride of someone who could so easily have helped him. The anger just won’t go away.


‘For the first time in my life,’ I tell my friend Enrico, ‘I find myself in a situation where I have an entirely reasonable case and the one person with the power to help me, refuses – out of pure, malicious pride – to do anything and then, worst of all, looks me straight in the eye and flagrantly and unashamedly lies. The sense of powerlessness is unbearable.’


Enrico smiles sadly.


‘Welcome to Italy,’ he says.


The Art of Arguing


IAM IN a public place – a post office, perhaps, or a sports centre or a school. There is somebody on the other side of the desk, usually a woman. The conversation goes as follows:




 





Me: Signora, please could you help me to … fill out this form/pay this bill/subscribe to this service/sign my child up for this course …




 





Person behind desk (unsmiling): ‘Hmmm … No … I don’t think that’s going to be possible. [Silence.] Hmm … No. No. Impossible. [Shuffles through papers.] Well, let’s see. It might be possible. If you come back tomorrow at the same time, I could speak to the (boss/head teacher/chief secretary). But I can’t guarantee anything. I’ll have to look for the papers and I don’t know if I’ll have time …’




 





The woman behind the desk has not done her job properly unless your eventual victory feels like an anticlimactic failure. What becomes fast apparent to me is that, regardless of individual temperament, one rule reigns supreme throughout Italian officialdom: for the person behind the desk everything is too much trouble.


‘What you have to understand about Italy,’ my friend Silvia tells me, ‘is that we are so frustrated and exhausted by the byzantine intricacies of our bureaucracy that the only hope we have of retaining any personal pride lies in flexing our muscles, whenever and wherever we can. If you can’t beat them, you join them.’


We are sitting in the campo on a warm evening, drinking the Venetian aperitif Spritz; the milling people, the children playing, the soft light on the red-brick façades of the ancient buildings could not be more peaceful or harmonious.


‘Either that,’ Silvia adds, ‘or one just gives up the fight and gets on with eating and drinking and living well from day to day, like everybody else.’




 





With the passing weeks, I begin to learn how to deal with people in positions of greater or lesser bureaucratic power. As with so much else there is a simple rule of thumb for a British person living in Italy: think of how you would approach the situation at home and then think of its opposite and you will have the Italian way. Whilst in Britain the notion that one is innocent until proved guilty is largely current, Italy works on the opposite principal: here, you are guilty until proven innocent. These beliefs run very deep indeed.


So, when you go into a post office and ask for a form to transfer money to pay for your child’s school trip and the woman behind the counter looks at you as though you are a dangerous sex offender and speaks to you with lip-curling disdain, feel no surprise, do not weaken: STAND YOUR GROUND. Repeat the mantra: in Italy, you are guilty until proved innocent. Hold faith with the fact that in half an hour’s time, after endless discussion and protracted negotiation, after much head shaking and many gloomy pronouncements that you are requesting the impossible, you are in fact very likely to achieve what you want after all – and more, so much more, the lady behind the counter will be your new best friend, and will be telling you about her mother and her varicose veins and what her son eats for breakfast.


The comedy of the quintessentially British Fawlty Towers lies in the fact that both Basil Fawlty and his hotel guests become incandescent with frustration when they do not get what they want. It is a perfect vignette of the self-righteous conviction of the British that justice will be done. This is the privilege of the law-givers.


Centuries of frustration in the face of power have caused a different character mutation on the Italian peninsula. Here, where there often appears to be little hope of justice, people go to operatically stylized excesses of fury – so far, so Fawlty – but then, minutes later, might ask their adversary to join them in a glass of wine, as though resigned, from the outset, to failure. I first see this when I go to our local dry cleaner with Alberto, who is, under normal circumstances, a reserved man.


He has brought with him a jacket which was marked in the cleaning process and he is determined to get his money back. Standing behind the counter is a cuboid Venetian signora with ferociously bleached and structured hair. Her heavily made-up face is a powdery brick-red. She wears a white nylon coat, with a large pale pink bow tied jauntily at her left shoulder and she stands, with both hands planted firmly on the counter, against a looped backdrop of freshly laundered sheets, like an ageing courtesan in a baroque masque. Her long nails, splayed out on the counter, are lacquered as red as a samurai helmet.


This fearsome appearance does not augur well, but Alberto explains politely to her what has happened. The signora is not, however, to be moved. It is impossible, she tells him, that this mark could have been made on her premises: clearly, the jacket was already stained when he brought it in to be cleaned.


Softly spoken Alberto is, at first, firm; he progresses to indignation and, before much longer, he is arguing fiercely. When it seems to me that the discussion can go no further, something in this mild-mannered man snaps and he undergoes a spectacular oratorical transformation. He turns his back on the woman behind the counter, lifts his jacket up high and addresses, in ringing tones, the by-now long queue of polished elderly matrons, in tweed suits, waiting to dispatch their cleaning.


‘Signore!’ Alberto flourishes the jacket violently. ‘Signore! Would YOU bring your clothes to a dry cleaner that left them in THIS condition?!’


The matrons cluck and tut and shake their well-coiffed heads: most certainly not; never; outrageous. At which, Alberto, who knows that he has already lost the battle, bundles up his jacket and storms out of the shop. The matrons stay stolidly in line and the morning’s dry cleaning business goes on.


This kind of scene is, I suppose, both good entertainment and somehow cathartic for the individuals involved. Given that in Italy there is an expectation that things will never, ever go your way, this theatrical integration of hopelessness into daily life must at least allow people to release a bit of the pressure.


My friend Giovanni, a professor of history, has a long-running war going with a baker whose shop is in a narrow calle near the university. The bakery, which has been in the same family for generations, looks like an extension of the family home, a living room eccentrically furnished with a glass counter, scales and wooden bins full of bread. There is a plasterwork Virgin Mary, a little tipsily attached to the wall, raising her hand in benediction; there are photographs of the grandchildren, a football team banner, postcards sent back from holidays around the world. Behind the counter, in a prominent position, there is also a large picture of Mussolini, glaring out at the shop and all who enter.


Every couple of months, Giovanni, who is on a mission, marches into the bakery, puffing emphatically on his cigar.


‘Give me thirty rolls!’ he says to the baker, an elderly, bullish-looking man, behind the counter.


Thirty rolls take up several large paper bags; slowly, the baker turns to the floury bread bins and fills the bags up, one by one. Then, he lays them on the glass counter. It is at this point that Giovanni suddenly raises both hands in dramatized horror, puffs extra hard on his cigar, and exclaims:


‘Ah! But wait a minute! I have just seen that disgraceful picture of the fascist dictator displayed on your wall! I cannot possibly buy bread from you, ever again!’ and stamps off the premises.


It is surprising that after a mere two months the cussed baker, a sharp-eyed Venetian who surely misses nothing, seems to have forgotten Giovanni’s face and goes through the whole business of bagging up the rolls again. I understand why Giovanni continues this ritual, but what is in it for the fascist baker? A pleasure in the theatre, perhaps, or the dogged hope that this time he might just flog the goods to the troublesome lefty?


It seems to me that these apparently personal differences of opinion are markers of wider historical realities. Where Alberto sometimes appears to me unremittingly cynical about other people’s motivations, I seem to him stupidly naïve in my perennial assumption of good intentions or, at the very worse, unconsciously bad behaviour. We are, in our small ways, re-enacting the larger, older dramas that have gone to create certain national characteristics and which, in turn – and over decades or centuries – have mulched down into individual character traits.


The Italian peninsula, where Alberto was born and bred, has seen almost two millennia of continuous political turbulence: repeated invasions by foreign powers and the fragmentation, until just over 150 years ago, into small, often warring political entities. This has created a culture that can appear to my English eyes chronically suspicious, always glancing over its shoulder in anticipation of the knife in the back. Machiavelli was, of course, a Florentine.


I, on the other hand, am the product of a country that has not been successfully invaded in a thousand years, during which time it spread itself around the entire globe, ruling and exploiting with a calm and leisurely conviction of its own righteousness. Now, the British Empire has gone, but the reach and power of the English language continues to go from strength to strength. We have a way to go yet before we feel entirely sidelined.


Is it any wonder, then, that Alberto goes for the dry-cleaning lady’s jugular, while I blush with embarrassment at the brouhaha and observe, a little patronizingly, the Grand Opera of it all?





The Politics of Washing


THE PULLEY LINE extends from a hook on our building, across a courtyard, to another hook on the opposite palazzo. In order to peg out the clothes I have to lean from our fourth floor window. The ledge is at the level of my hips; this places the central point of gravity rather lower in my body than feels secure and means that hanging out the washing, that most mindless of operations, is accompanied by a nasty fluttering in the stomach, a vicious tingling in the fingertips and a distinct sense that the distribution of weight could shift at any moment so that I will topple headlong down into the bleak little walled garden of my neighbour, Signora Zambon. Even if I succeed in keeping my balance there is still the risk that plastic pegs, knickers and socks might slip from my hands and parachute down on to the head of the signora who has already informed me leadenly:


‘The garden is mine,’ as if convinced that it is only a matter of time before I storm her balding square of grass with my barbarian brood and lay claim to it.


In the early days, as I tremulously hang out clothes, then release the line a little at a time to make space for the next towel or tee-shirt, I am suddenly aware of being watched. Glancing to the right, I half jump out of my skin at the sight of an old woman, smoking intently – almost, I feel, malevolently – and staring beadily out of her window. I duck back inside as though caught in some guilty act.


A little later, I look across to another building, about 50 metres away. Clearly visible through his open window, a handsome young man in shorts lounges on his bed in the hot afternoon sun, as oblivious to me as I was to the smoking crone.


This crone, in fact, later turns out to be an invention of my own, a scrap of pure paranoia. After several months, I realize that the window where she appeared belongs, in fact, to the kitchen of our neighbour Pio and that the smoker was his by no means aged companion Alessia, a lively psychoanalyst.


Windows are bringing out the worst in me. In Venice, it is clear, you could become obsessively conscious of the scrutiny of your neighbours. Either that, or develop a brazen insouciance to the gaze of other people.


The most uncomfortable overlooking of all is that of the blank window. A permanently shuttered window presents no problems: a blind, honorary wall. Windows that revealed brief moments of other people’s lives are also acceptable. But there is one particular window that I can see from my sitting room that I do not like at all. It is enshrouded in a net curtain and never lit from within. This unnerves me. If anyone should happen to be looking out from behind that curtain they would see me clearly; I, on the other hand, would see nothing of them.


Glimpsed fragments of other people’s lives can, though, be as comforting as a sentimental film. When I see the elegant lady across the rio opening the windows of her airy flat, or the family who live below her busily compressed into their few rooms – making a bed, playing the guitar, sitting in front of the computer – all seems right with the world. Surely, with so much visible, bustling, prosperous normality all around, there can be no real suffering, no tangible pain? Even the old woman I see from my dining room, who, every morning, draws her dingy net curtains and shakes out her bedding, a single light bulb suspended from the ceiling behind her, has her daily rituals and her place in my imaginative comfort zone.


But, after all, no amount of flinging open of windows or shaking out of dust is a guarantee of anything. The mystery of an apartment at the level below us is solved after months. The window is hung with a rickety Venetian blind like a lopsided mouth packed with collapsing teeth; the place appears deserted. Then, one day, as I am, yet again, hanging out the washing, I see a sick and aged man emerging on to the minute terrace like an ancient tortoise coming out from long hibernation; each step is impossibly slow so that he seems on the point of fossilizing into immobility. With one slippered foot, inch by inch, he nudges forward a plastic laundry basket. Once he and his washing have reached the outside, he begins the slow unfolding of his spine as he bends, then reaches, then takes hold of a single sock. Now, vertebra by vertebra he straightens up and moves his trembling hand towards the line upon which he intends to peg the sock. That sock could be travelling light years across the distance from basket to washing line.


I stand a pace back from the window, into the shadow. The man could not possibly see me; I am looking down on the bald crown of his head. Though I hide myself partly out of respect, and feel sorry for the extreme effort cost him by his minuscule task, I am, none the less, spying on him with unrestrained curiosity, gawping at this other life.
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