

[image: ]











[image: ]

Venetia, title-page of a guide to Venice, 1662
























[image: ]






















The greatest glory in a building … is in its Age, and in that deep sense of voicefulness, of stern watching, of mysterious sympathy, nay, even of approval or condemnation, which we feel in walls that have long been washed by the passing waves of humanity.


 


JOHN RUSKIN,


The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 1849


 


Its business is … simply to know the best that is known and thought in the world, and by in its turn making that known to create a current of true and fresh ideas.


 


MATTHEW ARNOLD,


Functions of Criticism at the Present Time, 1865
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Introduction





This is a revised version of the sixth edition of my Anthology Guide of 2007. Like its predecessors, it is essentially an anthology arranged as a guide book. It is a common experience that the information for the tourist (both in books and by human guides) falls miserably short of the best that has been thought and said on the subject. In Venice I find this particularly galling, for it is a significant part of the experience of the place that other and far more distinguished visitors have been before and pondered upon the very sight that is before one’s eyes. I have therefore chosen what seem to me to be the most illuminating passages from their writings, and arranged these in the context of tours of the town. Something of this kind was done by Augustus Hare at the turn of the century. But I have looked in vain for a modern equivalent, and (not for the first time in my life) found I have had to write the book I wanted to read. In doing this I have had to make a number of basic decisions, and perhaps at this stage I should say what they are.


In the first place, I have concentrated on passages which illuminate particular pictures, buildings or views. I have omitted passages which throw light on their author (though with Ruskin I have made some exceptions, for he is such a towering phenomenon that I expect the reader may be interested in him in his own right).


You will notice, too, that I do not expect the reader to see everything:  it is plainly better to take an informed look at a small number of masterpieces, than to tramp in an uninformed way past a bewildering number of objects of diverse styles, periods and quality. I have therefore had to make a lot of decisions about what to include and what to omit. I have not found it necessary to depart in any radical way from currently accepted notions of what are masterpieces, but I have made a conscious effort not to be influenced by famous names, and I have not hesitated to omit things which do not live up to their reputations. I have also (though with some reluctance) left out a few things simply on the grounds that they do not fit into my itineraries: those of major importance are mentioned in the Appendices.


But I should perhaps stress – especially for the more serious-minded visitor – that there is such a thing as an experience of the town as a  whole which is not obtained by scurrying (with however informed a sensibility) from one picture or building to another. You will see that I propose only seven principal excursions:  I suggest that not every day be devoted to sightseeing, but that a lot of one’s time in Venice ought to be devoted to doing nothing in particular – strolling in the Piazza, taking morning coffee in some campo, or just getting lost in the maze of small alleyways.


The best time to do the walks is the morning:  museums, churches and galleries are open, and the sunshine helps one to see the pictures. But I do not expect that the reader will necessarily do a whole walk in a single morning. I indicate in Walks 2, 3 and 5 a possible dividing point, so that the walk is done in two parts. I should, however, like the reader to approach every walk with the resolve to give up at the point where visual indigestion or weary feet require. Sunday is on the whole not a good day for any of the walks: it is annoying to find that a church service prevents one from seeing the painting one most wishes to see. For a Sunday, the reader may pick out the Correr from Walk 1, the Accademia or the Peggy Guggenheim Collection from Walk 2, the Scuola degli Schiavoni from Walk 3, the Querini-Stampalia from Walk 4, the Scuola di San Rocco, the Scuola dei Carmini or the Ca’Rezzonico from Walk 5, the Ca’d’Oro from Walk 6, or some of the Special Interests from Appendix 2. It is usual for churches to charge for admission. At any of the churches participating in the Chorus scheme, one can buy a card which gives admission to all the churches in the scheme. These are marked with an asterisk in the text.


The Tourist Office, under the arcade at the far end of the Piazza, will provide you with a useful map and information on current events. It is helpful to read the text describing a walk before you start, if only to ascertain opening times (and days) of collections you plan to see. The opening times in the text are the official ones for weekdays in the summer months; closing times in winter are generally an hour earlier. But the actual opening times are less predictable.


It is useful to be able to speak at least a little Italian, although nowadays almost everybody involved in the tourist industry speaks English and is inclined to listen to your Italian more out of politeness than necessity. As you may already have discovered, Italians are very forgiving about the attempts foreigners make to speak their language, and indeed  Italian is very easy to pronounce. But there are some difficult names and places in Venice: these are mentioned in Appendix 6. Confusingly, buildings in Venice are numbered by district and the numbering continues throughout a district without regard to changes of street. And confusingly also (though charmingly) the street signs are in Venetian dialect: I have used the Italian versions of place names, except where the directions involve the reader in consulting the street signs. I adopt the convention that the high altar of a church is at the east end, and refer to N, S, E and W regardless of their geographical directions. It is annoying to find the object one has come to see ‘in restauro’, but we are all grateful to the private and public bodies which have put immense effort (and not a little money) into restoring and maintaining many monuments in the city. I make a point of mentioning individual examples in the text; for Venice in Peril, I use the abbreviation ViP, and for the World Monuments Fund, WMF.


I am indebted to Sarah Quill for allowing me to choose photographs from her extensive archive. Once again I am indebted to many friends for suggestions and improvements and for acting as guinea-pigs and I am especially grateful to my partner Omar Afridi. It is very difficult to tell how a book of this kind is going to work in practice, and I should be grateful to readers for any proposals for improving another edition.


 


MILTON GRUNDY London


November 2013



















WALK 1





Streets full of water. Please advise.


ROBERT BENCHLEY
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WALK 1


San Giorgio - San Marco - Piazza - Correr Museum - Ducal Palace





San Giorgio Maggiore


This walk begins with a general view of the city from the top of the bell-tower of San Giorgio.  From the Piazza, walk towards the water, turn left and continue over two bridges. Take the vaporetto from the S.Zaccaria-Piazza S. Marco vaporetto stop (line 2) to San Giorgio (page 73).


The late c16 church of San Giorgio Maggiore (opening times 09.30-12.30; 14.30-16.30) is one of Palladio’s most distinguished structures. Andrea di Pieri was born in Vicenza but his buildings seem effortlessly Venetian. He studied the work of Vetruvius, and adapted his professional name from that of Pallas Athene. J.G. Links tells us that the present steeple of the bell-tower was not built until 1791; it has straight sides, like those of the original steeple, but between 1728 and 1774 the sides were onion-shaped – a feature, he says, useful to know in dating Canaletto’s paintings of this scene. Follow the arrows to the Campanile (open 10.00-19.00); from the belfry is a fine view of the city, the Lagoon and the mainland (illustration, plate 8). Sea-going vessels sail through the Lagoon, but much of it is shallow and treacherous, and one can easily imagine how its muddy flats and islands provided a refuge for inhabitants of the Roman towns on the mainland fleeing before the barbarian invasions in the c5 and c6. Venice’s economic success came from its sea-trade and sea-power; the Venetian’s dominated the trade between Europe and the East from the c9 until Vasco da Gama circumnavigated Africa at the end of the c15, and the vast wealth accumulated during that period saw them through three centuries of economic decline in (as the buildings all around us testify) unparalleled style.


Down below us, on the south side, can be seen the former monastery buildings which now house the Cini Foundation: the cloister to the left is early c16, that on the right was built by Palladio some sixty years later.


We return to the church; there is a door into the chancel. The c16  choir stalls show scenes from the life of Saint Benedict. Annoyingly, the chancel tends to be roped off. The intrepid visitor may recall the observation of Luigi Barzini, that the Italians have the art of living as if all laws were obnoxious obstacles to be overcome somehow. The reliefs are worth examining, you are unlikely to be caught, and if you are, a couple of Euros in the offertory box, and admiration (preferably in Italian) of the extraordinary beauty of everything around – and in particular of the wood carvings (le sculture in legno) – should calm the gesticulating sacristan.


On the walls of the chancel are two pictures (lights), best seen from the altar rail.


On the N wall


Tintoretto:  The Fall of Manna




One of Tintoret’s most remarkable landscapes. Another painter would have made the congregation hurrying to gather [the Manna] and wondering at it. Tintoret at once makes us remember that they have been fed with it ‘by space of forty years.’


RUSKIN





On the S wall


Tintoretto:  The Last Supper.




It was the whole scene that Tintoret seemed to have beheld in a flash of inspiration intense enough to stamp it ineffaceably on his perception: it was the whole scene, complete, peculiar, individual, unprecedented, that he committed to canvas with all the vehemence of his talent. Compare his ‘Last Supper’ at San Giorgio – its long, diagonally placed table, its dusky spaciousness, its scattered lamp-light and halo-light, its startled gesticulating figures, its richly realistic foreground – with the customary formal, almost mathematical rendering of the subject, in which impressiveness seems to have been sought in elimination rather than comprehension.  You get from Tintoret’s work the impression that he felt, pictorially, the great, beautiful, terrible spectacle of human life very much as Shakespeare felt it poetically – with a heart that never ceased to beat a passionate accompaniment to every stroke of his brush.


HENRY JAMES


 


In the ‘Last Supper’ of San Giorgio, one of his latest works, the extent of Tintoretto’s deviation from Renaissance precepts may be readily measured by comparing it with the classic example of that time – Leonardo’s. In Tintoretto’s picture the viewpoint is very high – we are looking down on the room from above the heads of the figures – and the recession of the table is odd and irrational in its violent asymmetry in the picture space. Of the individual figures it may be noted that the servant in the right foreground, seen from the back balanced on one foot and making an affected gesture with his left hand while turning to the kneeling woman, would not be out of place in any Central Italian Mannerist composition. He in fact constitutes the main formal balance to the  violent perspective of the table. But we only notice him late, if at all; (both here and in the Agony1 the faces of nearly all the figures are either averted or in shadow: this principle is fundamental to Tintoretto’s art). Our eyes are directed to Christ with His own mysterious light, to the fiercely burning lamp (perhaps symbolizing the Holy Spirit) and to the ghostly cherubim who sweep down through the ceiling.


GOULD
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In 1720 Domenico Lovisa published a two-volume collection of engravings by various artists with the title ‘Gran Teatro delle Più Insigni Prospettive a Venezia’ (‘Gran Teatro di Venezia’). Fillipo Vasconi (1687-1730) was the editor and a prominent contributor. Santa Maria della Salute is visible here.








We pass under the dome.




From any point in the church one is aware of the presence of the focus of the composition. This is the single great dome over the crossing, placed exactly midway between the entrance and the high altar, and brightly lit by windows in the lantern and drum. The four barrel-vaulted spaces which meet at this point – in the nave, the two transepts and the chancel – are clearly differentiated from the side aisles, which are lower and cross-vaulted, in order to draw attention to the four arms of the cross. In this way Palladio deftly combined his classical  preference for centrally planned temples with the Christian ideal of the cruciform plan.


The Composite order of half columns and piers and the smaller order of Corinthian pilasters are both carried consistently around the whole church, as well as being echoed on the façade. The smaller order orientates the spectator walking round the church, helping him to relate himself to the huge space. At the same time the giant order, raised on high bases and stressed by a boldly dentilled cornice, serves to articulate more distant vistas.


Great thermal windows admit light to the nave, side aisles and chancel. The thermal window, a lunette divided vertically into three sections, is so-called because of its derivation from Roman baths or thermae. The baths were a major source of inspiration for Palladio, not only providing him with individual motifs but also suggesting ways in which spaces of different shapes and sizes could be organized coherently. At this stage the thermal window was still rarely used in Italian architecture, but after Palladio demonstrated its possibilities it became very popular in Venice. From this time on thermal windows became standard features of new churches, and were also inserted into many older ones to improve the lighting.


HOWARD





We leave the church by the W door and turn right for tickets for guided tours of the Cini Foundation.


Of special interest are Palladio’s refectory (notably its Roman-style entrance arches); the facsimile of Veronese’s Marriage at Cana (the original of which occupied this space until it was removed during the French occupation, and is now in the Louvre); Longhena’s staircase (called by Pevsner ‘the finest baroque staircase south of the Alps’); and his Library.


Take the vaporetto back to the San Zaccaria stop on the Riva degli Schiavoni (‘of the slavs’), and return to the Piazza (passing the scene shown in the engraving on page 17).


San Marco


The Basilica is open from 09-45-17.00, but in the summer months it is impossible to see the interior in any detail. The tour I describe is for the winter visitor: in the summer it is best to limit oneself to the doorways, the narthex and the upper galleries. Nevertheless, take in any case a look at the façade as a whole: since the Piazza is not rectalinear, this is best done from a point half way along its north side. While you are there, take the opportunity of seeing the Olivetti shop in the arcade (number 101): its elegant interior was designed by Carlo Scarpa in 1964. Gentile Bellini’s Procession of the Cross in the Piazza (illustration, plate 7) is in room XX in the Accademia (page 87). It depicts an event of 1496. The view is not quite as we now see it:  of the c13 century mosaics on San Marco, only those on  the extreme left – over the Porta di San Alipio – remain; the building next to the Campanile (a hospital) has since been replaced by the New Procuratie – sixty feet further back; and the Campanile – then as now – does not allow one to see the Porta della Carta from the middle of the Piazza.


Enter the central portal and take the stairs to the upper galleries (open 09.45-16.45), emerge on the balcony beside the horses, and go to the left-hand corner where a porphyry head sticks up from the balustrade. This is c8 Syrian, believed to represent the Byzantine emperor ‘of the broken nose’, Justinian II. Just around the corner and on the wall on the left is a Byzantine style madonna, probably c13, with votive lamps on either side. This, says Hare,




… commemorates the remorse of the Council of Ten for the unjust condemnation of Giovanni Grassi (1611), pardoned ten years after his execution. He swore that the senators who condemned him would all die within the year, and they all obliged him. The lamps were lighted afterwards whenever an execution took place, and the condemned, before mounting the scaffold, turned round to the picture, and repeated the ‘Salve Regina’. The popular tradition of Venice asserts that the two little lamps which constantly burn on this, the south-west side of the church, commemorate the ‘Morte Innocente’ or buon anima del fornaretto, of a baker’s boy who (1507) was tried, condemned, and executed for murder – though innocent – because he had picked up the sheath of a dagger with which a murder had been committed in a neighbouring calle, and it had been found in his possession.





Lorenzetti says the lamps were left as a thank-offering by a sailor saved from a storm.


Looking over the edge of the balustrade, you can see the two square pillars, originating from a Byzantine church in Constantinople. They are part of the loot brought to Venice from war in the Near East.


If you look out towards the Lagoon and the Island of San Giorgio, with Palladio’s church on it, you will see on the left part of the arcaded façade of the Ducal Palace, on the right Sansovino’s Library, and, between, the Piazzetta. Just this side of the Ducal Palace is a large gateway – the Porta della Carta, and at the foot of that (on the left) a group of porphyry figures, Egyptian c4, representing Diocletian and Constantius and their heirs, the emperors of the western and eastern Roman empires. From the ground you can see holes in the helmets where royal crowns were formerly fixed. They are popularly called ‘The Moors’.




These notable brothers came from Albania together in a ship laden with great store of riches. After their arrival in Venice which was the place whereunto they were bound, two of them went on shore and left the other two in the ship. They  two that were landed entered into a consultation and conspiracy how they might dispatch their other brothers which remained in the ship, to the end they might gaine all the riches to themselues. Whereupon they bought themselues some drugges to that purpose, and determined at a banquet to present the same to their other brothers in a potion or otherwise. Likewise on the other side those two brothers that were left in the shippe whispered secretly amongst themselues how they might make away with their brothers that were landed, that they might get all the wealth to themselues. And thereupon procured means accordingly. At last this was the final issue of those consultations. They that had beene at land presented to their other brothers certaine poysoned drugges at a banquet to the end to kill them, which those brothers did eat and dyed therewith, but not incontinently. For before they ministered a certain poysoned marchpane or some other such thing at the uery same banquet to their brothers that had been at land; both with poysons when they had thoroughly wrought their effects upon both couples, all four dyed shortly after. Whereupon the Signiory of Venice seized upon all their goods as their own, which was the first treasure that euer Venice possessed, and the first occasion of inriching the estate; and in memoriall of that uncharitable and unbrotherly conspiracy, hath erected the pourtraitures of them in porphyrie as I said before in two seuerall couples consulting together.


CORYATE





The two columns at the end of the Piazzetta each carry a statue – one of a lion and one of Saint Theodore.




… St. Theodore (San Todero) martir et cavalier di Dio – standing on a crocodile (by Pietro Guilombardo 1329) – the Byzantine saint who was patron of the Republic before the body of St. Mark was brought from Egypt in 827. Doge Sebastino Ziani (1172-78), having promised an ‘onesta grazia’ to the man who should safely lift the columns to their places, it was claimed by Nicolo il Barattiere, who demanded that he should be permitted to establish public gambling tables between these pillars. The promise could not be revoked; but to render it of no effect, public executions (previously carried out near San Giovanni in Bragora), were also ordained to be done here so as to make it a place of ill-omen.


HARE


 


On the one nearest to the Ducal Palace stands the lion of St. Mark in bronze once fulgente d’oro (shining with gold). Originally it was probably a ‘chimera’ and it has been much discussed, having been considered to be Etruscan by some or Persian of the Sassanid period (IV cent. BC.) or, according to more recent  attributions, a Chinese ‘chimera’ the wings having been added to make it a symbol of St. Mark. It was carried off to Paris by the French in 1797 and brought back in 1815 in so bad a state as to require to be partly recast. On the top of the column towards the Library is the marble figure of San Todero (St. Theodore) the Greek saint who was the first patron saint of the Veneto people. The statue is made up of various pieces:  the head is of Parian marble, and, according to the most recent studies and comparisons, must be a fine portrait of Mithridates King of Pontus; the torso is Roman art of the period of Hadrian with the missing parts added; these latter and the dragon, by comparing them with the sculpture on the crowning of St. Mark’s, show traces of Lombardic art of the first half of the XV cent. The statue actually on the column, on a modern base (dated), is an exact copy of the original which is now kept in the Ducal Palace owing to its very bad state of preservation.


LORENZETTI
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From 1741 until about 1744 Canaletto drew and etched a number of Venetian scenes. These views have a vitality and freshness not found in engravings done from his work by other printers. Right, the bird-market scene on the Molo between the two columns shows, in the background, the striped-awning covered barge where convicted prisoners were kept until deportation. The view (below) of the Prison looks down the Riva degli Schiavoni.








Sansovino, Florentine sculptor and architect, fled the sack of Rome in 1527 and settled in Venice. His grasp of the economics of property development strikes a modern note.




In the year 1529 there were butchers’ stalls between the two columns of the Piazza, with a number of small wooden booths, used for the vilest purposes, and a shame as well as deformity to the place, offending the dignity of the Palace and the Piazza, while they could not but disgust all strangers who made their entry into Venice, by the side of San Giorgio.


Sansovino caused these booths and stalls to be removed; he then erected the butchers’ shops where they are now, and, adding to these certain stalls for the dealers in vegetables, he increased the revenues of the Procuranzia by seven hundred ducats yearly, while he beautified the Piazza and the city by the same act. No long time afterwards, he observed that by removing one house in the Merceria (near the clock, and on the way to the Rialto), which paid a rent of twenty-six ducats only, he could open a street into the Spadaria by which the value of the houses and shops all around would be much increased; to took down that house accordingly, thereby adding a hundred and fifty ducats to the income of the Procuranzia. He built the Hostelry of the Pellegrino, moreover, on the same site with another on the Campo Rusulo; and these together brought in four hundred ducats. His buildings in the Pescaria and other parts of the city, houses as well as shops, and erected at various times, were also of the utmost utility, and altogether the Procuranzia gained by means of Sansovino, an addition of no less than two thousand ducats per annum, so that they might will hold him in esteem.


VASARI
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The illustration is of the Procuratie Nuove from the ‘Gran Teatro di Venezia.’ It was begun by Scamozzi in 1586 as an echo of Sansovino’s Library and completed (gracefully altered) when Longhena refined the work in 1640.











[image: ]

An engraving by Antonio Visentini (1688-1782) of the Piazza from Canaletto’s drawing of 1754 shows the church of San Geminiano in the centre background. This building was pulled down by the French to complete the arcade, and to create in Napoleon’s words ‘the best drawing-room in Europe’.








Sansovino’s Library (Biblioteca Marciana – ‘of Saint Mark’) is perhaps one of the most monumental works in Venice. Yet, as Decker puts it, ‘Venetian buildings retain, above all, anthropomorphous dimensions; they are never monumental in the sense that ancient Roman art, conceived by the Latin spirit, was monumental.’ Motifs from the façade occur in many later buildings – the Ca’Rezzonico, for example (see page 134).


The small building at the foot of the Campanile – the Loggetta – was also designed by Sansovino. His also are the four bronze statues in the niches, though the terrace and balustrade are a c17 and the bronze gate an c18 addition.




The draperies by his hand are, indeed, most delicately beautiful; finely folded, they preserve to perfection the distinction between the nude and draped portions of the form. His children are soft, flexible figures, with none of the muscular development proper only to adults; the little round legs and arms are truly of flesh, and in no wise different to those of Nature herself. The faces of his women are sweet and lovely.


VASARI





The grand wrought-metal gates were added in the c18. All were demolished when the Campanile fell on 14 July 1902, and reassembled (with new marble facings to the end walls) in 1912 when the Campanile was rebuilt (open 09.30-20.30). The reliefs, the bronze statues and the great variety of different marbles used in it have all been beautifully restored by the ViP. The Fund has also completed a similarly comprehensive restoration of the Porta della Carta (which we shall see at closer quarters later – see below).


Piazza


We turn now to the Piazza. Down the right side runs the Procuratie Vecchie (c16) and down the left the Procuratie Nuove (mainly c17). These were once homes of the Procuratori – important city officers.  Between them runs the Ala Napoleonica –a monument of the French occupation. Among the statues on the façade are a number of Roman emperors; the gap in the middle is supposed to have been intended for Napoleon himself. The French continued the looting tradition (as did the Germans in this century) even taking the bronze horses away to  Paris. But they were first greeted as liberators from a useless and effete aristocracy. There is a song still popular in Venice – La biondina in gondoleta. (Bands in cafés will play it if asked.) Its heroine is the Countess Querini-Benzon, a friend of Byron’s. When Napoleon was approaching the city, she could be seen (it is said) dancing around a Tree of Liberty in front of the Basilica, dressed only in an Athenian tunic.


The unselfconcsiously harmonious ensemble of basilica, the colonnades, the clock tower, the Campanile, the Library and the Ducal Palace lead one to question the modern obsession with building ‘in keeping’.  


If you look back to the Porta della Carta (above the four porphyry Emperors) you will see a marble group representing the Doge Francesco Foscari kneeling before a Venetian lion reading a book. The original was destroyed in the rioting in 1797.




Eighteenth-century Venice was a paradigm of degradation. Her population had declined from 170,000 in her great days to 96,000 in 1797 (though the Venetian Association of Hairdressers still had 852 members). Her trade had vanished, her aristocracy was hopelessly effete, and she depended for her existence upon the tenuous good faith of her neighbours.


No wonder Napoleon swept her aside. The Venetians, temporising and vacillating offered him no real resistance, and he ended their Republic with a brusque gesture of dismissal: ‘Io non voglio piú Inquisitori, non voglio piú Senato; sarò un Attila per lo stato Veneto’ – ‘I want no more Inquisitors, no more Senate: I will be an Attila for the Venetian State.’ The last of the Doges, limply abdicating, handed his ducal hat to his servant with the febrile comment: ‘Take it away, we shan’t be needing it again.’ (The servant did what he was told, and kept it as a souvenir.) The golden horses of the Basilica, the lion from his pedestal in the Piazzetta, many of the treasures of St. Mark’s, many of the pictures of the Doges’ Palace, many precious books and documents – all were taken away to Paris, rather as so many of them had been stolen from Constantinople in the first place. Some diamonds from St. Mark’s Treasury were set in Josephine’s crown, and a large statue of Napoleon was erected on Sansovino’s library building, opposite the Doge’s Palace. The last ships of the Venetian Navy were seized to take part in an invasion of Ireland:  but when this was cancelled they were sent instead to be sunk by Nelson at Aboukir.


The Great Council itself ended the aristocratic Government in Venice, by a vote of 512 yeas to 30 nays and 5 blanks, and for the words ‘Pax Tibi Marce’, inscribed on the Venetian lion’s open book, there was substituted the slogan ‘Rights and Duties of Men and Citizens.’ ‘At last,’ observed a gondolier in a phrase that has become proverbial – ‘at least he’s turned over a new leaf.’


MORRIS





On the ground, immediately below, stands a stump of a porphyry column from a church in the Near East. It was one of two Proclamation Stones – from which the laws of the Republic were proclaimed to the people; the other is in the fruit market by the Rialto Bridge.


In the Piazza itself are, of course,




… the pigeons, most celebrated of the Venetian fauna. They are, by tradition, honoured and protected, and to have a roast pigeon lunch you must go down the road to Padua, or better still find yourself a musty trattoria among the Euganean Hills. Some say this is because Dandolo when he stormed Constantinople, sent back the news of the victory by carrier pigeon. Others believe that it arises from an old Palm Sunday custom, when a flock of pigeons was released in the Piazza, those that were caught by the populace being promptly eaten, those that escaped guaranteed permanent immunity – a ceremony that led in the long run, one pigeon looking very like another, to a safe conduct for them all. Whatever the truth, the pigeons have prospered. They survived some violent epidemics of pigeon-plague, picked up from carrion crows in the Levant, and nowadays never actually die, but merely go out into the lagoon and sink themselves. They are … stuffed to excess by indulgent tourists (‘those whose ambitions lean in that direction’, as Baedeker loftily observes, ‘may have themselves photographed covered with the birds’).


MORRIS





The Municipality wants to reduce the number of pigeons. The Director of Animal affairs is pleased that feeding them outside St. Mark’s Square has been made illegal. But selling corn to tourists is a profitable business, and vendors pay the city some £15,000 a year for a licence to do so. There is some evidence that the pigeon does not antedate the Austrian occupation: pictures of the Piazza during the time of the Republic show cats and dogs but not a single pigeon.


We now walk to the opposite end of the exterior gallery, past the horses. These are copies; the originals are kept inside.




For some decades they were kept at the Arsenal before being put in this place of honour where, about the middle of the XIV century, they were seen and admired by Petrach, who was the first to write in praise of their beauty. They have undergone many restorations in succeeding periods and were traditionally considered to be Greek works of art of the IV-III century B.C. Until recently they have been held by Eugenie Strong to be instead Roman works designed to decorate a triumphal arch. The four horses which came from the island of Chios, were sent to Constantinople where they were found by Doge Dandolo on top of the high Tower of the Hippodrome.


LORENZETTI


 


[They] give an intensive animation to the sculptural decoration of St. Mark’s. During the centuries when the art of creating equestrian statutes was lost, these spirited horses must have been considered as miraculous works.


DECKER
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The north side of the Piazza showing much of the Procuratie Vecchie and, to the right, the Clock Tower where Walk 4 begins. The strolling players on their platform are dressed in traditional commedia dell’arte costumes.








The buildings on this – the North – side of the Piazza are the Procuratie Vecchie. They contain Quadri, the restaurant favoured by Austrians when Venice was occupied by Austria in the c19.  Wagner dined there.







I was often suddenly startled towards the end of my meal by the sound of my own overtures; then as I sat at the restaurant window giving myself up to impressions of the music, I did not know which dazzled me most, the incomparable Piazza magnificently illuminated and filled with countless number of moving people, or the music that seemed to be borne away in rustling glory to the winds. Only one thing was wanting that might certainly have been expected from an Italian audience:  the people were gathered round the band in thousands listening most intently, but no two hands ever forgot themselves so far as to applaud, as the least sign of approbation of Austrian military music would have been looked upon as treason to the Italian Fatherland. All public life in Venice also suffered by this extraordinary rift between the general public and the authorities; this was peculiarly apparent in the relations of the population to the Austrian officers, who floated about publicly in Venice like oil on water. The populace, too, behaved with no less reserve, or one might even say hostility, to the clergy, who were for the most part of Italian origin. I saw a procession of clerics in the vestments passing along the Piazza San Marco accompanied by the people with unconcealed derision.


WAGNER





Rising above the Procuratie Vecchie is the Clock Tower (Mauro Codussi, 1499). The figures on top of the tower strike the hours; during Ascension week other figures emerge from the doors on each side of the Madonna. On this side of the basilica is the Piazzetta dei Leoncini – the little lions are often ridden by children.


We now return to the interior of the church, at gallery level. The walkways are what remain of the galleries, designed according to the Eastern custom, to accommodate the women during the ceremonies. The galleries on either side of the nave have parapets made up of carved and pierced panels c6-c11. The endless variety of columns and capitals can also be seen from here. The horses are to be seen in the Sala Cavalli Restaurati.


Take the stairs down to the ground floor and return to the Piazza. The central arch of the basilica displays a miniature history of the development of Gothic sculpture: the inmost arch is early c13, the middle later and the outer arch early c14.




Now the first broad characteristic of the building, and the root of nearly every other important peculiarity in it, is its confessed incrustation. It is the purest example in Italy of the great school of architecture in which the ruling principle is the incrustation of brick with more precious materials, and it is necessary, before we proceed to criticise any one of its arrangements, that the reader should carefully consider the principles which are likely to have influenced, or might legitimately influence, the architects of such a school, as distinguished from those whose designs are to be executed in massive materials. This incrusted school appears insincere at first to a Northern builder, because, accustomed to build with solid blocks of freestone, he is in the habit of supposing the external superficies of a piece of masonry to be some criterion of its thickness. But, as soon as he gets acquainted with the incrusted style, he will find that the Southern builders had no intention to deceive him. He will see that every slab of facial marble is fastened to the next by a confessed rivet, and that the joints of the armour are so visibly and openly accommodated to the contours of the substance within that he has no more right to complain of treachery than a savage would have, who, for the first time in his life seeing a man in armour, had supposed him to be made of solid steel. Acquaint him with the customs of chivalry, and with the uses of the coat of mail, and he ceases to accuse of dishonesty either the panoply or the knight.


RUSKIN


 


Venice took her role as heir to a part of the Roman Empire very seriously. And this accounts for the method of decorating the exterior of San Marco – and much else besides – on Veneto-Byzantine architecture. Many of the elements in the decorative scheme are Byzantine – notably the use of sculpture as surface ornament and not, as was normal elsewhere in Europe, to express the structure. But no parallel to the abundance of columns and marble cladding is to be found on any other Byzantine building of this period. Archaeologists have discovered behind these decorations the mid-twelfth-century brick façade which, somewhat  surprisingly, was decorated not with round headed but with pointed arches and arcading. Thus, when the rest of Europe was developing the Gothic style, Venice was turning back to the ancient world for inspiration. Apparently this lavish use of marble was a conscious attempt to revive the splendours of ancient Rome – though the architect looked back no further than to the Early Christian period. It was, however, by such a return to a form of classicism – also reflected in domestic architecture where the two-storey portico became popular – that Venice triumphantly proclaimed her succession to the Roman Empire, if no more than a ‘quarter and half a quarter’ of it.


On the main façade the carvings are arranged in a clear iconographic programme to stress the church’s function as a national shrine. The basic construction is that of a vast triumphal arch with five openings. In the spandrels between the arches there are six relief carvings. That on the far left represents Hercules carrying the Erymanthean boar, a Roman work of the third century, that on the far right is a Venetian imitation of it carved one thousand years later. Hercules was supposed to have been the original tribal hero of the Veneti from whom the Venetians claimed descent, he had an allegorical role as the Saviour conquering evil, he was also recognised as the type of hero protector. The next two reliefs, reading inwards – Venetian carvings after Byzantine prototypes – represent the Virgin and the Archangel of the Annunciation both of whom were regarded as protectors of the ruler of the state. The two central reliefs represent Saints who were warriors and thus the protectors of warriors, St. Demetrius and St. George – the first a late twelfth-century Byzantine carving and the second a Venetian imitation of it …


HONOUR





It is worth looking closely at the arch at the extreme left of the façade (the Porta di San Alipio). The concave mosaic, c13, shows the church as it was then, and the body of Saint Mark being carried into it. Needing a relic and a patron saint of more consequence than the Greek San Todero, the Venetians stole the body from Alexandria in 829. The other mosaics were later replaced, but most of them can be seen in Bellini’s Procession in the Accademia (page 87, and illustration, plate 7). Below are five pierced screens of Byzantine window form. The lintel appears to be c5 or c6 Syrian work.




… the reliefs of the lintel … consist of eleven pieces which were arranged differently at different periods, so that it is impossible in their present location to determine the order in which they were set in the thirteenth century. They were certainly in their present place at the end of the fifteenth century since they figure in Gentile Bellini’s rendering of the façade … The end-piece on the left appears to be in its original place, since the irregularly inclined pillar that frames it on the left-hand side fits exactly the slant of the adjoining architrave … This piece with the standing figure of a priest carrying a turibulum (censer) differs in no way from the end-piece on the right-hand side, and the heads of the two figures – to say nothing of the framing pillars – match the bearded heads of other figures of the lintel so closely that it is difficult to imagine that the various pieces belong to different hands or periods.


Nevertheless … the cycle does not make sense iconographically. The true difficulty begins … with the Gospel scenes. Their sequence (Annunciation to the Shepherds, Adoration of the Magi, and Miracle of Cana) can by no means be regarded as a self-contained cycle. They can only be fragments or remnants of a large ensemble, or, at best, the beginning of a cycle. Moreover, one of the three scenes, the Annunciation to the Shepherds, requires a continuation on its left. This scene cannot be complete, since it includes the Child in the manger, flanked by the ox and the ass, but neither the Virgin nor St. Joseph; these latter must have been represented in the adjoining compartment.


It is furthermore possible to state that some of these reliefs were originally attached to a curved surface, since the larger scenic reliefs are unmistakably convex. … we see in the lintel the remnants of an Early Christian work, restored, reworked, and completed in the thirteenth century. It is the extensive reworking which makes it well-nigh impossible to establish the real date of each single piece.


DEMUS





We can enter by the centre portal. Some sculptural detail has been lost to pollution, notably the tradesmen’s tools, inside the outer arch. But, as James Lees-Milne has noted, it is still possible to see on the underside of the middle arch (starting from the bottom right) a man astride a deer thrusting a knife into its upturned head, a boy catching limed birds, a young man wearing a pointed hood and digging with a long spade, an old man with a fish around his neck, washing his feet in a flowing stream and a man carrying the branch of a tree on his shoulder. They represent the months of the year. These figures, Ruskin tells us, were once gilded on a dark blue ground, as may still be seen in Gentle Bellini’s Procession. Within the narthex, on the floor, marble mosaics c11-c12 and a red lozenge of stone, traditionally the spot where Barbarossa submitted to Pope Alexander III in 1177. On the ceiling, fine c13 mosaics: the last cupola on the right is the earliest and best preserved. The series begins there, with a mosaic which depicts Creation of the World. The story of Noah is told in the mosaics of the arch to the north of the Creation cupola. The close connection between mosaic and sculpture in this epoch can be seen comparing the depiction of the sawing of boards in the outer arch of the central portal with the mosaic showing the building of Noah’s Ark.
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The pavement mosaics around the high altar in San Marco. A detail of an illustration from the book of plates by Giovanni and Luigi Kreutz, published in 1843 in a special edition for presentation to the Austrian Emperor Ferdinand on the occasion of his visit.










It has been known since the eighties of the last century, when J.J. Tikkanen published his discovery, that the Old Testament mosaics of the Narthex or Atrium of San Marco in Venice are, at least in their greater part, more or less  faithful copies of an illuminated manuscript of the type of the Cotton Genesis in the British Museum. It would, of course, be wrong to expect from the Venetian mosaicists of the thirteenth century slavish reproductions of their more than 700 year old models; Tikkanen has shown that they retained a certain independence in the selection of the scenes to be included in their programme and that they altered the prototypes as regards position and spacing of figures, coloring, and movement, even going so far as to break up some of the old compositions and making up new ones from their component parts. Forlati’s soundings make it likely that the preparatory brush drawings (sinopie) were closer to the model than the finished mosaics. But even so, the mosaics are close enough to dispel any doubt that the Venetian mosaicists of the thirteenth century had both the intention and the ability to bring about in their work a close approximation to early sixth century iconography and style.


All this goes to show that there was a strong archaizing current in Venetian art, manifesting itself in the collecting and exhibiting of early spoils, in the copying and imitating of early Christian works of painting and sculpture; a current that must have been strong enough to result in the unparalleled ability of Venetian masters to speak fluently, as it were, a foreign language of style and meaning. Now, what can have been the driving forces behind this movement which goes far beyond the usual trends of archaism in medieval art? The answer lies in the very special situation of Venice, both geographically and historically. Venice had, to begin with, no hinterland, at least in the earlier stages of its civic development. No deeply ingrained tendencies were present which might have prevented the Venetian artists from giving themselves over to the imitation of foreign and antiquated forms. But Venice lacked more than a hinterland:  it lacked a past.  It had appeared comparatively late in the history of the Mediterranean world. Being without a past was, however, in the Middle Ages very much like being a man without his shadow – like Chamisso’s Peter Schlemihl. To cure this defect, the statesmen of the Middle Ages developed a remedy – the same that is being used today by states and individuals:  if one had no past, one could always fake one. In a way, this was easier than it is now. The forgers of the Middle Ages were not hampered as we are by existing records, proofs, and counterproofs. They could fake freely and to measure.


This is what the Venetians did, at least from the eleventh century onwards, when the need arose to bolster up their slowly developed independence, especially in ecclesiastic matters. An intricate web of forgeries was fabricated (and borrowed) by which Grado, the Metropolitan See of the National Church of Venice, was made to appear as the legitimate successor of Aquileia which, in its turn, traced its origin, by forged documents and legends, back to St. Hermagoras and through him, to the Holy Mark himself. The church of the Evangelist, the very center of Venetian political and religious life, could not be antedated:  the date of the transfer of the Patron Saint’s relics from Alexandria to Venice in 828-829 and of the subsequence erection of his first church in Rialto was too well established; but the church could be given an aura of venerability by making it a ‘simile’ of the old and venerable Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople2 where, as in San Marco itself, the ‘pignora imperii’ were kept. Venice resurrected with this also a time-hallowed Italian tradition that can be followed back to St. Ambrose’s foundation of Apostles’ churches from Milan to Rouen, Aquileia, and Fondi.


The building of the first San Marco, from 830 onwards, after the pattern of the Holy Apostles was, as far as we know, the earliest instance of conscious archaism in Venice. The second building, at the end of the eleventh century, improved on its predecessor which had, in all probability, wooden cupolas. Now, from 1063 onwards3, the church was vaulted and built in brick as one of the most successful imitations of a famous model that the history of architecture knows. But, even so, it was not perfect:  it lacked a decoration to vie with the mosaics of the Constantinople church. The early thirteenth century remedied this.


DEMUS
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(1) Aqua alta. The flooding is picturesque but destructive. It is hoped that the new barriers at the three entrances to the lagoon will keep the city secure, at any rate for some decades
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(2) Winter scene, looking over St. Mark’s
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(3) Winter scene in the Piazzetta
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(4) The Regatta. This much-loved event takes place at the beginning of September
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(5) Canaletto: ‘A Regatta on the Grand Canal’
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(6) Carnival in St. Mark’s Square
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(7) Gentile Bellini: ‘Procession of the Cross in the Piazza’
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(8) Bacino from campanile of San Giorgio Maggiore








Right at the opposite end of the narthex (past the postcard stall and round the corner to the right) is the Moses cupola. The ten scenes depict incidents from the life of Moses in a manner quite remote from the pseudo-archaic Genesis cupola.


The main door into the church has two niches on either side. Demus takes the mosaics in these niches as examples of the ‘ascetic’ style, in which the influence of Byzantium was first transmitted to Venice in the second half of the c11.




Straight lines, seeking the vertical, articulate the austere draperies of these figures; the only features to enliven this pattern are folded seams zigzagging obliquely across the legs, one of which is usually accentuated, by framing contours and a triangular shadow under the knee.


The style appears in Venice in several of its varieties, one of which can be seen in the apostles of the main apse of Torcello cathedral, also of the second half of c11, a rather rich, overcharged version … The second phase, at the turn of c11, is represented by the four monumental figures in the main apse4.


DEMUS


 


Let us enter the church. It is lost in still deeper twilight, to which the eye must be accustomed for some moments before the form of the building can be traced; and then there opens before us a vast cave, hewn out into the form of a Cross, and divided into shadowy aisles by many pillars. Round the domes of its roof the light enters only through narrow apertures like large stars; and here and there a ray or two from some far-away casement wanders into the darkness, and casts a narrow phosphoric stream upon the waves of marble that heave and fall in a thousand colours along the floor. What else there is of light is from torches, or silver lamps, burning ceaselessly in the recesses of the chapels; the roof sheeted with gold, and the polished walls covered with alabaster, give back at  every curve and angle some feeble gleaming to the flames; and the glories round the heads of the sculptured saints flash out upon us as we pass them and sink again into the gloom. Under foot and over head, a continual succession of crowded imagery, one picture passing into another, as in a dream; forms beautiful and terrible mixed together – dragons and serpents, and ravening beasts of prey, and graceful birds that in the midst of them drink from running fountains and feed from bases of crystal; the passions and the pleasures of human life symbolised together, and the mystery of its redemption; for the mazes of interwoven lines and changeful pictures lead always at last to the Cross, lifted and carved in every place and upon every stone; sometimes with the serpent of eternity wrapt round it, sometimes with doves beneath its arms, and sweet herbage growing forth from its feet; but conspicuous most of all on the great rood that crosses the church before the altar, raised in bright blazonry against the shadow of the apse.


RUSKIN


 


In the use of significant geometrical figures – the square, the circle and the cross – and the mystic relationship between the proportions, it answers the Byzantine passion of symbolism and the Byzantine belief in the laws of harmony and sanctity of mathematics, ‘the highest of the sciences’. Nevertheless, it is essentially a Byzantine church with Italian decorations and nothing like it was ever built in the eastern Empire. The original effect was quite different and much more out-spokenly Byzantine. There were many more windows and there were galleries above the aisles so that light flooded into the whole central area making a much stronger contrast with the surrounding shade. With their passion for surface decoration, the Venetians walled up many windows to make room for additional mosaics. This made the area under the galleries so dangerously dark that their floors had to be removed, leaving only the strange cat-walks you see today.


HONOUR


 


It is all so quiet and sad and faded and yet all so brilliant and living. The strange figures in the mosaic pictures, bending with the curve of niche and vault, stare down through the glowing dimness; the burnished gold that stands behind them catches the light on its little uneven cubes. St. Mark’s owes nothing of its character to the beauty of proportion or perspective; there is nothing grandly balanced or far-arching; there are no long lines nor triumphs of the perpendicular. The church arches indeed, but arches like a dusky cavern. Beauty of surface, of tone, of detail, of things near enough to touch and kneel upon and lean against – it is from this the effect proceeds. In this sort of beauty the place is incredibly rich, and you may go there every day and find afresh some lurking pictorial nook. You grow fond of the old benches of red marble, partly worn away by the breeches of many generations and attached to the base of those wide pilasters of which the precious plating, delightful in its faded brownness, with a faint grey bloom upon it, bulges and yawns a little with honourable age.


HENRY JAMES





Let us begin by looking at the mosaics.


In San Marco we can see the mosaic developing from a Byzantine  to a Western art. Byzantine buildings did not contain great areas of flat surface. ‘Thus’ says Demus,




… what Greek decorators and their Western pupils had to learn in order to do justice to their tasks in Western buildings, was to marshal large programs and scenes on large surfaces, to work in widely differing scales, gigantic and almost miniature, and to instill a new rhythm into the rows of figures displayed on flat surfaces, in order to hold together the loosened, unframed compositions.





The mosaics are seen at their most brilliant on a bright day with sunlight entering through the west window. It is impossible to study them all: a representative selection may be made as follows:


Early c12: In the cupola nearest the W window – the cupola of the Pentecost – Byzantine in style, the Holy Ghost descends to the Apostles.


c12 to c13: The gallery over the S side of the nave turns right into the right transept – of that corner to the east, on the vault which crosses the transept, mosaics in Ravenna style. Bottom left: Jesus enters Jerusalem.


Representative of the early c13 are the figures of the central cupola (The Ascension dome):  this is a Venetian version of Byzantine mannerist style remarkable, as Demus says, for its ‘agitated movements, swirling draperies with plastic islands surrounded by flowing folds, distorted faces and dynamic compositions’.




The arrival of this agitated style with its soft-flowing forms coincided with the activity of an artist of great stature, the master of the Ascension dome, a Byzantine-trained Venetian, as it seems, whose style quickly became the strongest and the most expansive element in the art of Venice. He not only dominated mosaic painting in San Marco itself and in Torcello, but his style of composition and modeling set the tune for fresco painting as well; some of the frescoes in the crypt of Aquileia cathedral are paraphrases of mosaics in San Marco. What is, however, more astonishing still, is that some of his figures, those of the Virtues of the Ascension dome5, which belong to the most spirited creations of the late twelfth century mosaic painting, were translated more than a generation later into sculptural reliefs to decorate one of the arches of the main porch of the church6; even sculpture in the round was inspired by works of this style, for one of the angels placed (in the early thirteenth century) under the central dome of San Marco, to stress the Parousia or Judgment aspect of the Ascension7, is a translation into three-dimensional sculpture of one of the tuba-sounding mosaic angels on the west wall of Torcello cathedral.


DEMUS





The mosaic depicting the Prayer in the Garden is the lower scene on the wall of the S aisle. Here the Byzantine background has begun to make way for landscape.


Late c13: Turn now into the S transept. On the W wall the lower scene tells the legend of the Finding of the Body of St Mark.




In this is represented with ingenious art, the interior of the Basilica, where the episodes here described took place. The tradition relates how in 1063, when the building of the new temple was begun, the body of the Evangelist was, during the building, jealously hidden; afterwards the traces were lost and every search having proved fruitless, special fasts and services were held. In the scene at the left: (a)The Doge, the Signoria, the Clergy and the People take part in the services celebrated in St. Mark’s for help to find the body of the Evangelist. After this, by a wonderful miracle, St. Mark revealed the place where his body had been deposited and from the pilaster beside the present Altar of the Sacrament an arm appeared destroying part of the marble facing which hid it. Indeed in the mosaic to the right, (b) The Bishop, the Doge, the Procuratori and the People are present in surprise at the miracle. This happened, according to the pious tradition, on the 25th June 1094.


LORENZETTI





Go to the end of the transept. On your left is the Altar of the Sacrament. On the pier to the left of this altar is the pillar in question: a panel and a lamp mark the spot.


One other area (mid c13) merits special mention:  it is the arch immediately to the east of the Pentecost cupola. On the S side, the upper scene depicts Jesus descending into Limbo, on the N side is the Crucifixion. The great period of mosaic appears to have ended with the c13 (but see the c14 mosaics in the chapel of St. Isidore, mentioned on page 38).


We return now to the W end of the basilica. Beside the first column on the S side there is a porphyry stoup supported on a Roman fragment c2. Through the door behind is the Baptistry, and opposite the entrance the funeral monument of Doge Andrea Dandolo mid c14 – see the reliefs on the front of the sarcophagi (the dove especially). Turning right we reach the Capella Zen, remodelled c16 (restored, Save Venice Inc). On each side of the altar is a c13 lion in red marble. On the wall to the right of the altar is an early Christian carving of the c4. The mosaics here and in the Baptistry are c14; the figures continue to be garbed in the traditional Byzantine manner. The figure of Salome by contrast (on the left of the lunette over the entrance door) owes more to the Gothic; she is pictured as a fashionably dressed woman of the mid c14.


 


The floor of the S transept is very uneven: note the fine mosaics.  In the S transept is the entrance to the Treasury (Tesoro). Over the entrance portal is a c13 inflected arch, containing a c14 statuette ecce homo. The Treasury contains a number of objects, mainly of Byzantine origin.




… it is important to remember that in Byzantium, as in China, there was no dividing line between the major and minor arts. It would not be going too far to say that all Byzantine arts, including architecture, aspired to the jewel-like delicacy and richness of an enamelled reliquary. In the Treasury there is a twelfth-century reliquary of gold and silver in the form of a church – it should be regarded as an ideal of what a church should look like rather than the model of a building. Had Byzantine architects been able to build with gold and silver and precious stones they would undoubtedly have done so.


HONOUR
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