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The First Time


A FIRST TIME, THERE IS ALWAYS A FIRST TIME. IT IS 1964, a rickety old train from communist Yugoslavia, final destination: Venice. Beside me, a young woman, American. The long journey here has left its mark on us. Everything is new. We take the city as it comes. We have no expectations, except for those associated with the city’s name, and so everything is good. It is all stored away in the secret tissue of the memory. The train, the city, the name of the young woman. We will lose touch, lead different lives, find each other again, much later on the other side of the world, tell each other our lives. More than fifty years after, that first day, in 1964, will find its way into a story, a story called “Gondolas”. The city, and everything that had vanished in the meantime, will form the backdrop for that story.


*


In 1982, another city, another train. A friend has brought me to Victoria Station, in London. I am taking the Orient Express to Venice.


But the train is not there. Something somewhere is broken, and we do not travel over or under the sea, we fly across the world. Two days after that, the train leaves from Paris instead, a night train. I remember the stations at night, voices in the darkness, the rhythm that goes with trains, the invisible drummers that live somewhere underneath the carriages, loudspeakers announcing something in different languages.


I recognise the people who stood on the empty platform with me in London, but there are no spies among them, no great loves, no-one to go in a novel. The notes from this trip are in a different book, so I no longer have to carry them around. Years ago, I stored away the pink lamp from the luxury train that has stayed in that book, along with the people in evening dress, the extensive menus, the French of the waiters and their uniforms, as well as the sky-blue uniform of the man who ruled our compartment and is now wandering the cellars of memory. I can no longer keep him either, it may be the same life, but I have different things to do, I am on my way to the second of the first two times. This visit, I will share the city of water with no-one. It is 1982 in my then of now, the present tense of my sentences is embedded in a constant repetition, I will arrive and return here, the city will attract and repel me, I will have constantly different addresses in that place, I will keep on writing and reading about it, the city will become part of my life in a way that I will never be part of hers, I will drift through her history like a speck of dust, she will eat me up just as she has always devoured all her lovers and admirers, who over the course of the centuries have lain at her feet as if they themselves have imperceptibly turned to marble, a part of the air, of the water or the pavement, something you walk over, your eyes focused on the never-ending splendour of palaces and churches, briefly a participant in the story of the lion, the city and the water.









Slow Arrival


IN THE NOW OF THEN, IT IS FOGGY ON THE PO PLAIN. I am not in the mood for reading and so I look at the moving paintings outside – a false palm, an orange tree clipped bare, its foolish-looking fruits hanging like a reproach, but to whom? Weeping willows along a polluted brown river, trimmed cypresses, a cemetery with enormous mausoleums, as if boastful dead people live there, a clothesline with pink sheets on it, a capsized ship with a rotting keel, and then I am travelling across water, the whitish, mirroring, misty surface of the lagoon. I press my head to the cold window and see in the distance a grey hint of something that must be a city and which is now visible only as an intensification of nothingness, Venice.


In the station hall, the train has already fallen away from me, brown and painted it remains behind on the autumnal platform, I have once again become an ordinary passenger, someone who has arrived from Verona, a person with a suitcase, hurrying to the vaporetto. “The high bridges arched across the dim canals and there was a dark scent of moisture, moss and green decay, and the atmosphere of a centuries-old mysterious past, a past of intrigue and crime; dark figures skulked across the bridges, along the waterside, wrapped in cloaks, masked; two bravi seemed to want to slip the corpse of a white woman from a balcony . . . into the silent water! But they were only shades, merely phantoms of our own imagination.”


That is not me, that was Couperus.1 It is not a shade sitting opposite me, but a nun. She has a white face, long and narrow, and is reading a book about educazione linguistica. The water is black-grey, like oil, no sun is gleaming on it. We sail past walls that are closed, under attack, overgrown with moss and mould. I, too, see dark figures crossing the bridges. It is cold on the water, a penetrating damp chill coming in from the sea. I see someone inside a palazzo lighting two candles on a chandelier. All the other windows are closed behind flaking shutters and now the last one shuts too – a woman steps forward and makes that gesture that cannot be made in any other way: arms outstretched, she approaches the shutters, her figure silhouetted against the weak light, dimming herself into invisibility.


My hotel is just behind Piazza San Marco, from my room on the first floor I can see a few gondoliers still waiting for tourists at this late hour, their black gondolas rocking a little in the death-coloured water. On the square I look for the spot where I stood when I first saw the Campanile and San Marco. It is long ago, but the moment remains unforgettable. The sun glanced off the square, onto all those rounded, feminine forms of arches and domes, the world turned ninety degrees and I felt dizzy. Here, people had done something that could not be done, on these few swampy pieces of ground they had come up with an antidote, a magic remedy for everything that was ugly in the world. A hundred times I had seen those pictures and yet I was not prepared, because it was perfect. That feeling of happiness has never left me, and I remember walking onto the square as if it were not permitted, out of the dark and narrow alleyways into that large, unprotected rectangle full of sun, with at one end that object, that impossible concoction of stone. I have been to Venice often enough since, and even though the lightning strike of the first time has not been repeated, there is still that mixture of delight and confusion, even now, with mists and flood planks. All the eyes that have ever seen this square – how much must they weigh?
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I walk along Riva degli Schiavoni. If I went left, I would get lost in the labyrinth, but I do not want to go left, I want to keep walking along the veiled border between land and water, to the monument to the partisans, the large, fallen figure of a dead woman that the wavelets of the Bacino di San Marco wash up against. It is cruel and sad, that monument. The darkness obscures the large, sombre body, which appears to move gently back and forth, the waves and the fog deceive me, it is as if her hair is fanned out with the motion of the water, as if the war is now, not then. She is so big because she wants something from our memory, a woman, much too large, who was shot dead and lies there in the sea until she, like all monuments, transforms from a bitter reminder of that one war and that one resistance into a sign that there is always war and always resistance. And yet, how easily a war is stripped of its blood if it is long enough ago. In the book I have with me, The Imperial Age of Venice, 1380–1580, the battles, the blood and the realms have been abstracted into hatching, arrows and erratic borders on the map of Italy, North Africa, Turkey, Cyprus and what is now Lebanon and the state of Israel, the arrows extending to Tana and Trebizond on the Black Sea, to Alexandria and Tripoli, and along the routes of those arrows the ships returned laden with the spoils of war and the merchandise that turned the city of water into a Byzantine treasury.


I take a boat to Giudecca. I have no reason to be there. Palladio’s churches stand like closed marble fortresses, with passers-by walking around them like ghosts. Someone is at home – from behind the closed windows comes the muffled sound of a television. I go in and out of a few streets, want to reach the other side, but do not succeed. I can barely make out the lights of the city. This is what, for me, limbo might well look like, alleys with no exit, sudden bridges, corners, abandoned houses, sounds that belong to nothing, the call of a foghorn, footsteps moving away, faceless passers-by, their heads wrapped in shawls, a city full of spirits and the memory of spirits, Monteverdi, Proust, Wagner, Mann, Couperus, wandering in the constant proximity of that black, death-coated water, polished like a marble gravestone.


The next day I visit the Accademia. I have come for Veronese’s so very secular Last Supper, but it is being restored, the room is closed off with a screen. The two restorers, a man and a woman, are sitting next to each other on a low bench and working on the tiles beneath the pink person and the green person, as I shall call them for the sake of simplicity. Using a stick with a white ball attached, they are rubbing something over an extremely small surface area, which is becoming lighter. The woman is wearing a shade of red that goes well with one of the figures. Now and then they lower their chemical sticks and discuss a colour or a direction, their gestures as theatrical as those of Veronese. I no longer remember if it was Baudelaire who compared museums to brothels, but what is certain is that there are always far more paintings that want something from you than the other way round. That is what makes the atmosphere in most museums so oppressive, all those square metres, painted with a purpose, attempting to woo you but with nothing to say, just hanging there to illustrate a period, to represent names, to perpetuate reputations. But today, as I wander away in disappointment from the hidden Veronese, I am in luck.


Something about a painting I have already passed calls me back, my brain has become snagged on something. I have never heard of the painter, Bonifacio de’ Pitati. The work is called The Apparition of the Eternal (Apparizione dell’Eterno) and that is exactly what it looks like. Above the Campanile – which did in fact collapse in 1902, but the painter, who died centuries before, could not have known that – a dark cloud looms threateningly. The top of the tower cannot be seen, the cloud itself is layered and, arms outspread, wrapped in his own cloud-like cloak, which is even darker, an old man flies past, surrounded by heads and body parts – the ghost of a hand, a plump piece of arm flying upwards – belonging to that unappealing category of angels known as putti. A dove is escaping the darkness of the cloak and the lesser evil of the cloud, spreading a strange and penetrating light. My previous education has perfectly conditioned me to interpret images of this kind. These are the Father and the Holy Ghost and, unaccompanied by the Son, they are whizzing across the lagoon at great speed. San Marco is finely painted, all the rest is rather hazy, it requires some effort to realise that this church painted so long ago is in fact close to me now. Human beings indicated by light brushstrokes occupy the large piazza. Some of them have raised their transparent, fly-winged arms, and yet this manifestation of the Eternal has not induced wide-spread terror, as would a shooting today. A few ships’ sails have been touched by the dove’s light, but none of those who are in the piazza becomes “nonymous”, they have no faces and therefore no names, no characters, they just represent a crowd. With difficulty, the hint of a dog frees itself from the painted pavement, a patch that depicts a dog among other patches that are also material and yet depict nothing, no nouns, just the nuances of colour and stone, added touches. Someone is carrying a barrel or a heavy bundle of wood and so they are walking with a stoop, many people are grouped around one, but it is not clear why, goods of some kind hang from the canopy of a stall, elongated hares, cloths, bunches of lavender, only the painter knew what. The Apparition pushes their tiny shadows in his direction of flight, the domes of San Marco are narrowed, bulging, they did not turn out well during the glass-blowing, too high and too thin.


Once again I peer, as if I myself might stand among them, at those strange rows of human beings, earlier Venetians. They are lined up as if at a British bus stop, but without the stop itself, the waiting they have to do appears to begin at some mysterious and insignificant spot, it is a place I would like to find on that piazza later, indicated by a formula that could only be read by me, so that I, and no-one else, would see the Eternal, who there, and only there, in the guise of an old man chasing a dove, would fly past as if he might still catch up with Icarus.
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A Dream of Power and Money


A DIFFERENT THEN, A DIFFERENT NOW. TIME WEIGHS nothing here. Today I am thinking about water. Everything is an exercise in repetition, the city needs to be conquered over and over. Palude del Monte, Bacino di Chioggia, Canale di Malamocco, Valle Palezza, how wonderful it would be to approach Venice again for the first time, but surreptitiously, sailing up to the labyrinth through that other labyrinth of the marshes, between the water creatures, in the early-morning fog of a January day like today, with nothing but the sound of the birds and the splashing of the oars, the brackish water quiet and gleaming, the vision in the distance still veiled, the city wrapped in its own mystery. Palude della Rosa, Coa della Latte, Canale Carbonera, on the big map of the lagoon the waterways seem to be drawn like waving seaweed, like plants with bent, moving tentacles, but they are ways through the water, ways you have to know just as a fish knows its way, channels in water that becomes land again at low tide, wetland with sucking mud, the hunting grounds of the redshank and the sandpiper on their eternal search for worms and small shells in their home of water and sand. They were once the first inhabitants, and if that city one day sinks, like an infinitely slow Titanic, back into the soft ground upon which it now appears to float, they will perhaps be the last, as if between those two moments the world has dreamed something that is impossible, a dream of palaces and churches, of power and money, of dominion and decline, a paradise of beauty that had been driven out of itself because the world could not bear such a great wonder.


*


As is known, we cannot truly imagine eternity. What, to my mind, appears to come closest is something like the number one thousand, probably because of the rounded emptiness of those three zeros. A city that has existed for more than a thousand years is a tangible form of eternity. I think this must be why most people walk around here feeling a little ill at ease, lost among all those layers of past time, which in this city are at once part of the present. In Venice, anachronism is the essence of things themselves, in a church from the thirteenth century you look at a grave from the fifteenth century and an altar from the eighteenth century, what your eyes see is what the now-defunct eyes of millions of others have seen, though there is certainly no tragedy in that here, because as you look they go on talking, you are in the constant company of the living and the dead, taking part in a conversation that is already centuries old. Proust, Ruskin, Rilke, Byron, Pound, Goethe, McCarthy, Morand, Brodsky, Montaigne, Casanova, Goldoni, Da Ponte, James, Montale, just like the water in the canals, their words flow around you, and just as the sunlight shatters the waves behind the gondolas into a thousand small sparks, in all those conversations, letters, sketches, poems, one single word echoes and sparkles: Venice, always the same, always different. Paul Morand named his book about the city Venises for good reason, and even that is not in fact sufficient. A superlative form of the plural should exist just for this island.


*


I did not come across water, I came from the sky, from one city of water to the other. A person who behaves like a bird, that can never end well. Then by taxi across the bridge that should never have existed, with a driver who is in a tearing hurry, a person who behaves like a hunting dog, I can feel that this is not fitting, not here. But I have armed myself, I am armoured with the past. In my luggage I have the 1906 Baedeker and the 1954 Touring Club Italiano guide. The railway station is still where it should be, I am not going to wonder how many people have arrived here by train since 1906. “Gondeln mit einem Ruderer 1-2 fr., nachts 30 c. mehr, mit zwei Ruderern das doppelte, Gepäck jedes kleinere Stück 5 c. Gondeln sind stets ausreichend vorhanden, ausserdem bis gegen Mitternacht die Stadtdampfer (Koffer und Fahrräder nicht zugelassen, Handgepäck frei). Bahnhof S. Marco 25 min. Fahrpreis 10 c. Pensionen, Riva degli Schiavoni 4133, deutsch, Zimmer von 2½ fr. an. Möblierte Zimmer (auch für kurze Zeit), Frau Schmütz-Monti, Sottoportico Calle dei Preti 1263. Hotel: H. Royal Danieli, nahe dem Dogenpalast, mit Aufzug, 220 Z. von 5 fr. an mit Zentralheizung.” In 1954, a trip by gondola from the Stazione Ferroviaria to the alberghi del centro for two people with a maximum of four suitcases already cost fifteen hundred lire, the amounts later rocketing to the astronomical figures of space travel. Louis Couperus travelled to Venice at the beginning of that century with ten suitcases and was surrounded by a cloud of porters, but progress has turned us into our own servants, and so I haul my two stubborn suitcases between the legs of the crowd and onto the vaporetto for a sum that a family could have lived on for a week back in the days of Rilke and Mann. Half an hour later, I have taken up residence on the alpine peak of four marble staircases in an alleyway where you have to keep your elbows tucked in, but from six narrow windows I have a view of the intersection of two canals, which as an Amsterdammer I would call grachten. As I open one of those windows, a gondola sails by with eight frozen Japanese girls and a gondolier singing “O sole mio”. I am in Venice.


*


Quarter, half-hour, hour, the bronze voices of time that you no longer hear in other cities, here they assail you in alleyways and on bridges, as if it is time itself that is pursuing you to tell you which part of him (in Dutch, time is masculine – why is that?) has just been lopped off. You are lost in the labyrinth, you are looking for Santa Maria dei Miracoli, which Ezra Pound called a “jewel box”, you know you are close, but the name of the alley you find yourself in is not on your oh-so-extensive map, a bell is ringing, but you do not know if it is the bell of the church you are looking for, and then another rings, and another, and that one is not talking about time now, it is shouting something about death, sombre, heavy chimes, or about a marriage, or a high Mass, and then the bells are galloping against one another as if taking part in a race. At twelve midday, the Angelus sounds. I remember the Latin words from my schooldays: Angelus Domini nuntiavit Mariae, the Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary, and at the same time you see them in front of you, all those Annunciations in the Accademia, in the Ca d’Oro, in the churches, by Lorenzo Veneziano, and by the Bellinis, Byzantine and Gothic, over and over the winged man and the virgin, you have seen them so often that you are no longer surprised a man has wings, any more than you are surprised by the other dream figures, crowned lions, unicorns, people flying through the air, griffins, dragons, they just happen to live here. You are the one who is lost in the realm of the dream, the fable, the fairy tale, and if you have any sense, then you will let yourself be lost. You were looking for something, a palazzo, the house of a poet, but you have lost your way, you turn down an alleyway that ends in a wall, or onto a canal without a bridge, and suddenly you realise that this is what it is all about, that now you are seeing things you would not otherwise see. You stand still, and what you hear is footsteps, the forgotten noise that belongs to an age without cars, which has sounded here without interruption for all these centuries. Shuffling, angry, hurried, slow, ambling steps, an orchestra with instruments made of leather, rubber, wood, sandals, high heels, boots, trainers, but always a human rhythm, swelling in the hours of light, and then, when it becomes dark, gradually diminishing until all you can hear is soli, and finally the lonely aria of your own feet reverberating in the dark and narrow alleyway, on the marble steps, and then only silence, until the city wants to say something for the last time: that midnight comes in fairy tales too.


From my high windows I can hear, within the all-embracing silence, the Marangona, the big bell of the Campanile ringing again, muffled, heavy, commanding strokes. The city on the water is closing, this is the end of all the stories, go to sleep. No more movement on the still water below, no voices, no footsteps. The doge is sleeping, Tintoretto is sleeping, Monteverdi is sleeping, Rilke is sleeping, Goethe is sleeping, the lions, dragons, basilisks, the statues of saints and heroes, all are sleeping, until the first boats with fish and fresh vegetables come in and the symphony of the hundred thousand feet begins again.


*


Zinc-coloured light, the painter does not yet know quite what to do with this day, leave it as is, throw in more copper, with a greenish tinge, accentuate the grey, or allow more light to flow over everything. Weather for bats, when it starts to rain everyone puts up their umbrella, transforming into bats themselves. Five minutes later, the sun is shining again, the wind blows across Riva degli Schiavoni, the water is as agitated as a nervous actress, I can smell the sea at my feet, because I have sat down on a small wooden staircase that extends some way into the water. Petrarch lived here, as I just read behind me, l’illustre messer Francesco Petrarca essendogli compagno nell’incantevole soggiorno l’amico Giovanni Boccaccio, and now I want to see what they saw when they stood in front of the house, these two masters with their contemplative eyes. The tip at the end of the sestiere of Dorsoduro, where two Atlases must now carry the golden globe on the tower of the Dogana, but that was not there back then. It used to be known as Punta del sale, because of the many salt warehouses on the Zattere. And right opposite, on the small island where the classical violence of San Giorgio Maggiore now stands, was a Benedictine abbey, which, if Petrarch and Boccaccio were standing beside me, would have mysteriously disappeared. How would I explain Palladio to them? Nostalgia for the pure lines of pre-Christian Rome that built these enormous, triumphant temples over their humble, probably pre-Roman, probably brick abbey from 982, just as that same pagan nostalgia constructed the equally proud Redentore a few hundred metres further along on Giudecca, and the Salute just past the Dogana by the Canal Grande. The two masters would recognise only San Marco, at least its shape, the rest would be a vision, something that in a mysterious way simultaneously looks like a conceivable past and an unimaginable future. But these are once again the dreams of anachronism, and this time they are forbidden dreams, because as I sit there musing, I see a small police boat sail around me, turn, come back, manoeuvring as only Venetians can who are born on the water. The carabiniere sticks out his head and says that I may not sit there: I am four metres too far out from the coast on my coconut matting, this is Zona Militare. Obediently, I stand up, I can hardly explain that I am having a conversation with Petrarch and Boccaccio, and the naval power of La Serenissima is not a force to be trifled with – just go and ask all the coasts of this sea!


*


It is inevitable. You have been wandering around the Accademia all day long, you have seen a square kilometre of painted canvas, it is the fourth, the sixth, or the eighth day and you feel as if you have swum against a mighty current of gods, kings, prophets, martyrs, monks, maidens, monsters, that you have been travelling constantly with Ovid, Hesiod, the Old and the New Testaments, that the Lives of the Saints, the Christian and pagan iconography are pursuing you, Catherine’s wheel, Sebastian’s arrows, Hermes’ winged sandals, Mars’ helmet and the stone, golden, porphyry, marble, ivory lions are all out to get you. Frescos, tapestries, funerary monuments, everything is laden with meaning, refers to real or imaginary events, hordes of sea gods, putti, popes, sultans, condottieri, admirals, all of whom want your attention. They flit across the ceilings, looking at you with their painted, woven, drawn, sculpted eyes. Sometimes you see the same saint several times in one day, in a Gothic, Byzantine, Baroque or classical guise, for myths are powerful and the heroes adapt, Renaissance or Rococo, they do not care, as long as you look, as long as their essence remains intact. Once they were employed to express the power of their masters at a time when everyone knew what they represented, Virtue, Death or Dawn, War, Revelation, Freedom, they played their allotted roles in the allegories, they commemorated confessors and church fathers, generals and bankers, now other hordes march past, tourists who no longer understand their visual language, who no longer know what they mean or meant, only their beauty has remained, the genius of the master who made them, and they stand there, a nation of stone guests, waving from the façades of churches, leaning forward from the trompe l’œils of the palazzi, the children of Tiepolo and Fumiani skimming through the air, and again Saint Julian is beheaded, again the Madonna cradles her child, again Perseus fights the Medusa and Alexander speaks to Diogenes. The traveller retreats from all this violence, for a moment he wants no more of it, to sit on a stone bench by the water’s edge, to watch a Slavonian grebe seeking prey in the brackish green, to look at the movement of the water itself, to pinch himself to make sure he is not sculpted or painted. Could it be, he thinks, that there are more Madonnas in Venice than living women? Does anyone know how many Venetians are painted, sculpted, carved in ivory, embossed in silver? And just imagine, he thinks, but this is only because he is so tired, that one day they all rebelled at once, abandoning their frames, niches, predellas, pedestals, tapestries, eaves, chasing the Japanese, the Americans, the Germans out of their gondolas, occupying the restaurants and, with their swords and shields, their purple cloaks and crowns, their tridents and wings, finally demanding their reward for ten centuries of faithful service?
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*


A day of small things. Sitting on the foredeck of the vaporetto, in spite of the cold and wind, lashed by the rain, hopping from the jetty onto the deck and from the deck onto the jetty, wishing you were transported in this fashion every day, always surrounded by that moving element of water, the promise of travel. Once, in 1177, the powerful Venetians forced Barbarossa to kiss the foot of Pope Alexander III, here, in the entrance of San Marco, and then to help His Holiness into the stirrups of the papal mule, outside on the piazza. As a sign of gratitude, the Pope gave the doge a ring with which he could marry the sea every year on Ascension Day: “We marry you, the sea, as a sign of our true and perpetual dominion.” The sea subsequently cheated on her spouse, who was always new but always the same, multiple times, but in one respect she remained faithful: every morning still there is a silver treasure laid out on the stone tables of the fish market, orata and spigola, capone and sostiola, and all those other colours, the seppia smeared with ink as if the writer has been trying to work things out, the still-alive and squirming anguilla, red with blood from the gouges of the cleaver, the crab still looking for life with its eight legs, the living stones of mussels, oysters, cockles – every medieval person would recognise them, just as they would likewise recognise the Pescheria, which has been here on the Canal Grande by the Rialto, next to San Giacomo, the oldest church in Venice, for more than a thousand years.


I entered beneath the oversized clock with the one hand and the twenty-four mighty Roman numerals, past the five slender columns with their Corinthian capitals, which have been looking out over fish and vegetables since 900. If I have understood my guides correctly, everything inside here has been rebuilt and converted, but now is not the moment to think about art history. An elderly priest in a green chasuble is blessing his parishioners and is about to say something else. The little church is full, looks like a front room where the residents have kept their coats on. They are among their own, they know one another, they seem to know that people have prayed in this place for fifteen hundred years, as if they themselves had stood at the deathbed of the Roman gods, just as they also heard from outside the peculiar noise of the Reformation, the French Revolution, the rattling of an iron curtain and the cries from the Sportpalast. Nothing here had changed in the meantime. Someone who had later embraced a carthorse in Turin apparently declared that God was dead, but they had continued to speak to him in the same words they had always used to speak to him, and now the old man shuffled to the altar of Saint Anthony Abbot, held up a relic of the saint, a bone or a piece of his cowl behind glass, I could not quite make it out. The priest asks if the great desert saint will aid us in our debolezza. When I look up that word later, just to make sure, I see that it means “weakness”, a description that is not inappropriate. Afterwards, the men talk for a while beneath the six eternal lamps with oil flames glowing behind their red glass. The priest leaves, wrapped in a plastic jacket, which looks far too thin, over his cassock, and everyone shakes hands. I glance over at the confessional. A skimpy little purple curtain hangs in front of it, those confessing have no chance to hide, anyone whispering their sins here might as well broadcast them out loud. The walls still whisper messages about the guild of the oil pourers (travasadori d’olio), the grain-sieve makers and the porters, about the doge who, through the centuries, came here every Thursday before Easter to worship the saint, but I have an appointment with the greatest of all Venetian painters, at the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni: Vittore Carpaccio. He has his own room in the Accademia, in which you become trapped in his universe when he tells the legend of Saint Ursula on all four walls, a series of paintings about which you should write a book. Here in the Scuola the splendour is no less, but today I have returned to this small and intimate space to see one painting, the vision of the greatest saint among writers and the greatest writer among saints, Augustine of Hippo. Maybe it is because the painting depicts a writer’s room, one that I would like to move into at once. Fine, I cannot lay claim to the mitre on the altar, the staff, the Christ with cross and flag, but the perfect light, the open books, the music score, the shell, apparently a Cypraea tigris, the beautiful bound folders on the left wall, which may contain manuscripts, the revolving bookcase, the intriguing letter lying somewhere in the middle of the floor, and the small woolly dog with his two legs sticking straight out, his nose in the air and those two bright, cherry-black eyes, no, someone who cannot write here should not attempt it anywhere. The saint himself has been caught at the most mysterious of all moments, the moment of inspiration. He is holding his pen in the air, light is streaming in, he hears the words taking form and knows almost how he will write them down; a second later, when Carpaccio has left, he dips his pen into the cuttlefish ink and writes the sentence that is now preserved in every library in the world in one of his books.


*


End. A last day, which in another year will become a first, as between Venice and Venice a lot may be forgotten. I am going to visit the dead. From Fondamente Nove, I take the vaporetto that sails to the island of the dead, San Michele, and then on to Murano. In a wonderful novella by Alejo Carpentier, Concierto barroco, there is a scene in which Handel and Vivaldi, the red-haired Venetian priest, following a wild carnival night of music and wine, go for breakfast with some other people on the island of the dead. They drink and eat, “while Vivaldi, chewing on a piece of boar’s head marinated in vinegar, oregano and red pepper, walked away a few steps and stopped at a nearby grave, which he had been looking at for quite some time, as it was adorned with a name unheard of in those parts. ‘IGOR STRAVINSKY,’ he said, spelling it out. ‘That’s right,’ said Handel, in turn spelling out the letters, ‘he wanted to be buried in this cemetery.’ ‘A decent musician,’ Antonio said, ‘but sometimes very old-fashioned in his approach. He was inspired by the usual themes: Apollo, Orpheus, Persephone . . . how much longer?’ ‘I know his Oedipus Rex,’ said Handel. ‘There are those who think the end of the first act (Gloria, gloria, gloria Oedipus uxor!) is reminiscent of my music.’ ‘But . . . whatever possessed him to write a profane cantata to a Latin text?’ asked Antonio. ‘His Canticum Sacrum was performed too, at San Marco,’ Georg Friedrich said. ‘It contains melismas in a medieval style we have long since abandoned.’ ‘Yes, those so-called avant-garde masters try so terribly hard to figure out how the composers of the past did it . . . sometimes they even try to update their style. We are more modern. I could not care less what the operas or concerts of a hundred years ago were like. I follow my own path, according to my ability and insight, and that is that.’ ‘I think exactly the same,’ said Handel, ‘. . . although of course one should not ignore the fact that —’ ‘Piffle,’ said Filomeno, knocking back the bottle of wine he had just uncorked. And the four of them reached once again into the baskets from the Ospedale della Pietà, baskets that, like the mythological horn of plenty, never became empty. But when it was time for the quince jelly and the convent pastries, the last morning clouds parted and the sun fell directly on the tombstones, which now lay as brilliant spots of white under the deep green of the cypresses. The bright light made the Russian name, so close to them, catch their eyes once more.”


It is almost closing time when I arrive at the cemetery. I walk past the gatekeeper, get a map of death with the lodgings of Stravinsky, Diaghilev, Ezra Pound and the more recently added Joseph Brodsky. It is unseemly; everyone is sleeping and I am nearly in something like a hurry. I walk past the graves of children, marble constructions for souls who lived just a single day and portraits of boys whose invisible footballs can still be seen in their eyes, across the dividing line between the Militari del Mare and those della Terra, as if these distinctions still count where they are now, and soon come to the Protestant section, truncated columns, mossy pyramids, the nineteenth-century grammar of death, palms, cypresses, most of the graves already dead themselves, their inscriptions illegible, Danes, Germans, consuls, nobility, and among all that the two slabs of Olga Rudge and Ezra Pound, within a low, heart-shaped enclosure of plants, and nearby a small hill of almost sand-coloured soil with a few bunches of wilted, withered flowers and a thin and simple cross of white wood with pebbles on its arms: Joseph Brodsky. Behind the wall, in the Reparto Greco, Igor and Vera Stravinsky lie among Russian princes and Greek poets. Handel and Vivaldi have just departed, but they left their flowers, a pink rose and a blue iris on each of the two graves, laid in a cross. I think about how many years ago it is that, in New York, I asked Vera Stravinsky if, towards the end of his life, when he was over eighty, Stravinsky did not find the repeated travelling to Venice tiring, and with that glorious Russian accent she replied: “Ach, you don’t understand! Stravinsky, he lovved the flyink!”


[image: image]


A mechanical voice from the realm of the dead rings out over the island, a herald as polyglottal as the Pope. In German, English, Russian, Japanese, we are requested to leave the dead in peace, the gates are closing. Run, ragazzi, run, call the gravediggers, whose trained ears have already heard the vaporetto coming, and we all run together to the dock, as if someone were chasing us with a scythe. When we are out on the open water, I see Murano on one side, Venice on the other. The orange lights that indicate the navigation channel have come on, the two islands, the big one and the small one, float on the dark water like ghosts, and then, from behind a black cloud, comes the copper clash of sunset, casting the city in front of me in an apocalyptic glow for ten seconds, as if that dream down below has now lasted long enough.
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