

[image: cover]




Venice: Lion City


A Los Angeles Times Book Prize Finalist


“In Venice: Lion City, Garry Wills passes over the picturesque decay of the Baroque city in search of an older, tougher town.’ ”


—The New Yorker


“The chapters wind through Venetian history at a leisurely pace, pausing here to look at a wall, a painting, or an arch, there to recollect a battle, a popular cult, a book, or a lawsuit . . . . The pages teem with curiously familiar stories, not just of political intrigue or societal crises, but of ordinary life, of family quarrels, business partnerships, bad marriages and ungrateful children.”


—Chicago Tribune


“This is a book for those who love Venice, particularly its art . . . . In a work this rich in scholarship, the incidental information is often a delight in itself . . . . To bring this much learning to the understanding of art and history is wonderful, and to share it even better.”


—The Independent (London)


“For understanding Renaissance Venice in all its mystery, no better book exists in any language than Wills’s brilliant, beautifully written, and profoundly erudite tour de force. It will sweep you along with swift delight through art, politics, commerce, and religion to the heart and soul of an almost incomparably rich culture.”


—John W. O’Malley, S.J., author of Praise and Blame in Renaissance Rome






Thank you for downloading this Washington Square Press eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Washington Square Press and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: title]





To my favorite Italian who took me there





KEY TO BRIEF CITATIONS



I. ARTISTS


For attribution, provenance, and date, I append to each artifact a reference to the relevant catalogue raisonné.










	BB


	Bruce Boucher: The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino, Volumes I and II (Yale University Press, 1981)







	D


	Otto Demus: The Mosaics of San Marco in Venice, Volumes I and II, each with an accompanying volume of plates (University of Chicago Press, 1984)







	P


	Terisio Pignatti: Veronese, Volumes I and II (Alfieri, 1976)







	P-H


	John Pope-Hennessy: Italian Sculpture, Volumes I through III, fourth edition (Phaidon, 1996)







	P-P


	Trisio Pignatti and Filippo Pedrocco: Giorgione, translated by Marguerite Shore (Rizzoli, 1999)







	P-R


	Rodolfo Palluchini and Paola Rossi: Tintoretto, Volumes I through III (Electa, 1982)







	S


	Vittorio Sgarbi: Carpaccio, translated by Jay Hyams (Abbeville Press, 1994)







	SMR


	Stefania Mason Rinaldi: Palma il Giovane (Electa, 1984)







	T


	Anchise Tempestini: Giovanni Bellini, translated by Alexandra Bonfante-Warren and Jay Hyams (Abbeville Press, 1999)







	W


	Harold E. Wethey: The Paintings of Titian, Volumes I through III (Phaidon, 1969–1975)








II. HISTORIES










	C-P


	Elizabeth Crouzet-Pavan: “Sopra le acque salse”: Espaces, pouvoir et société a Venise à la fin du Moyen Age (École française de Rome, 1992)







	F


	Robert Finlay: Politics in Renaissance Venice (Princeton University Press, 1980)







	L


	Frederick C. Lane: Venice: A Maritime Republic (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975)







	M


	Edward Muir: Civic Ritual in Renaissance Venice (Phaidon, 1981)







	McA


	John McAndrew: Venetian Architecture of the Early Renaissance (MIT Press, 1980)







	McN


	William McNeil: Venice: The Hinge of Europe, 1081–1797 (University of Chicago Press, 1974)







	R


	Dennis Romano: Patricians and Popolani: The Social Foundations of the Venetians’ Renaissance State (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987)







	S-L


	Staale Sinding-Larsen: Christ in the Council Hall (L’Erma di Bretschneider, 1974)











INTRODUCTION



[image: line]


Athens of the Renaissance


If every museum in the New World were emptied, if every famous building in the Old World were destroyed and only Venice saved, there would be enough there to fill a full lifetime with delight. Venice, with all its complexity and variety, is in itself the greatest surviving work of art in the world.


–EVELYN WAUGH


THE CITY AS A SINGLE ARTIFACT was what stunned Waugh. Venice is a thing made as no other city is. It created its own site, its chain of islands built up and hardened in a soup of surrounding marshes. Its buildings were raised on subaqueous platforms of piles—piles driven, in stripped forests, down out of sight. The crisscrossing canals that serve as its avenues and lanes were sluiced by guided waters, with slender boats threading this labyrinth at the touch of a single oar. The very marginality of Venice made it safe, poised between the Byzantine East and the Gothic West, between papal South and Germanic North. Yet it purchased this marginality by pitting its skill against rising and falling waters, which perpetually threatened its islands with spates from the rivers spiraling out into its lagoon, or periodic tides shouldering back toward it. Venice’s level of safety was always measured in inches. Its fragility was the paradoxical source of its stability over time. It had to be very careful about preservation, as a solid thing on a fluid base. As the city’s courtesan-poet, Veronica Franco, put it:


The sea itself yearns toward this city’s realm,


Holds turbulences off from it,


While winding through its Eminence


Composed upon a water-woven throne—


A maze of intersecting liquid ways,


An endless plan of serviceable paths.1


Other cities, more exposed to the buffetings of war and of land traffic, could be more careless about their past in the confident refashionings of the present. Little has remained from classical Florence or Gothic Rome. Venice not only preserved its Byzantine and Gothic and Renaissance heritages, but ran them together. A Renaissance artist like Giovanni Bellini creates Madonna after Madonna that “updates” Greek icons. Venice combined the extremes of originality and conservatism. It was so aware of its own idiosyncrasy that it was not willing to let any sign of it perish.


A comparative lack of internal rebellion and external invasion made it possible for Venice to keep itself to itself. Its boast was to be Serenissima, “Most Undisturbed.” This continuity called for a high degree of discipline that goes against the later myths of Venice as the hedonistic world of secret vices. That reputation grew up after Venice had lost the empire that it ruled only by self-rule. By the eighteenth century, Venice had begun its later career as a museum, selling itself to tourists rather than imposing itself on subjects. Francesco Guardi’s endless “views” (vedute) of Venice reflect the way it had become a place to be seen, a quaint religious and social spectacle. Pietro Longhi helped create the impression that everyone went around in domino masks of the Carnevale. Giacomo Casanova made rascality, not responsibility, the mark of Venice. Aristocrats eventually retired to their mainland (terraferma) villas—private showplaces, with Tiepolo’s frescos on Palladian walls—away from the emptying public places of government.


In the nineteenth century, Byron made Venice a place of delicious decay, of covert loves and political conspiracies. Ruskin mourned the decay and perpetuated Byronism with a moralistic twist to it. Browning’s Venetian poetry danced to Galuppi measures (“What of soul was left, I wonder, when the kissing had to stop?”). Henry James’s prose moved as slowly as the moldering of a ceiling fresco. Literary visitors threw over the entire city one vast bridge of sighs, with a Turner sunset burning in the waters under it. The allure of this later Venice is measurable in the number of tourists who crowd into shops that sell Longhi masks or trudge through Casanova’s prigione.


I am interested in an older, tougher town. There will be no Canaletto or Guardi here. My town is a place of admirals and treasurers, not of revelers and rascals. Though my focus is on the Renaissance (the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries), it is a Renaissance that respected and incorporated the best of the city’s earlier history. This place was rapacious and ruthless, but in service to a government that valued control of the governors as well as of the governed. It is customary to treat Venice as feminine, as the calm seductress, Serenissima. The older Venice thought of itself as masculine, the Lion City, one that lived under war discipline—not because its walls were scarred with cannon fire or its streets marked with battle monuments (thanks to its physical seclusion, they were not), but because so much of its population had to live out on the commercial ships and war fleets of an extensive empire, storming other people’s walls, bringing other cities’ treasure back to be absorbed into their own town’s distinctive fabric.


When I first started going to Venice, twenty years ago, I saw it through the eyes of Ruskin, my favorite prose master. It took me a while to see how distorted that vision was. Ruskin thought that a primitive Venice, pure in its religion, was corrupted in the Renaissance by the advent of mercantile rationalism. He read Venetian history as an omen of England’s doomed empire. Actually, mercantile values were building the Venetian empire all through the “Gothic” centuries Ruskin treated as preimperial. What began to weaken Venice in the sixteenth century was not any loss of religion (it was hardening, then, in adversity) but the lessening of commercial advantage during a time when Atlantic traffic opened up and Turkish expansion ate into Venice’s trade with the East. It was not the advent of commerce, but the loss of commerce, that was affecting Venice’s power.2


Venice’s imperialism resembled England’s less than it did that of ancient Athens. I realize that Florence is usually called the Athens of Renaissance Italy, the center of learning and art; but Venice has a far better claim to that title. Periclean Athens, a sea empire, used its land enclave as a staging area for ventures into a watery world of restive subordinates or hostile rivals. Athenians, as much as Venetians, felt that they were different from the rest of mankind, separate, autochthonous (sprung out of their own turf). They could preserve that difference from others only by a certain sameness among themselves, a tight internal cohesion. That is why Otto Demus can describe Venice as the “counterpart of a Greek polis.”3 That is why I shall have frequent occasion to mention echoes of Athenian arrangements in the polity of Venice—parallels, as we shall see, with Greek “liturgies,” or ostracism, or restriction of politics by bloodlines, or the use of resident aliens (Greek metoikoi), or compulsory ritual, or post-term scrutiny of officials (euthyna). This was not because Venice was consciously imitating Athens, but because the structure of the two sea empires made them reach for similar solutions to the problems they faced.


The naval skill of the Athenians secured the Delian League, from which they extracted tribute to adorn their polychrome Acropolis—just as Venetian seamen brought back the plunder of Byzantium to be incorporated into the iridescence of their martial shrine, the basilica of St. Mark. Athenian tribute money was brought in formal procession to the theater of Dionysus for the religious contests of that god. In Venice, the rich reliquaries captured in the East were carried about on the feast days of tutelary patron saints. Both cities had an identity marked by idiosyncratic religion. The Athenian commander steering his trireme toward the Athenian port of Piraeus could see, flashing far out over the water, the gold tip of Athena’s spear as it towered above her sixty-foot bronze statue on the Acropolis. The Venetian commander saw, from the outer channels of his lagoon, the gilded angel of the Annunciation on the vertiginous campanile in St. Mark’s Square, the angel of the Marian feast day on which the city was supposedly born in 421 C.E.


The Venetians were Catholic, but they certainly “wore their rue with a difference.” Their religion was specific to their politics, kept at a deliberate distance from the papal and Byzantine forms of faith. As Edward Muir says (M 16), “in Venice patriotism equaled piety.” The Athenians would have understood that. Venetians’ sense of themselves was endlessly mirrored and remade in the religious pageants that celebrated their patron saints, the guardians of their empire. In a painting (c. 1572) by Battista d’Agnolo del Moro, now at the Arsenal, Saint Mark himself is seated at the recruiting table outside the Doge’s Palace, where a man is being paid in advance to serve in the fleet. Mark is so involved in the process that it is hard to tell whether he holds his gospel open in front of him or a list of recruits. He has to guarantee the quality of the men who row and fight and conquer under his flag. His emblem, the Lion of Saint Mark, was emblazoned on the walls of subject cities. Painting after painting represented the way Mark had rescued his naval clients from drowning and various dangers. Other saints important to the city’s empire—George, Theodore, Nicholas, Stephen, Jerome—performed tasks different from those Mark made his specialty. There was a division of labor among the saints, as among the Venetians themselves.


The Venetians’ very cohesion depended on articulation of the differing and supplemental work each had to perform if the city and the empire were to work. An imperiled society must pull together, even as its members labor on different social strata—just as fighting ships’ crews at the oars and on the decks have to coordinate their actions in a fearsome choreography. The Venetian home base was just the headquarters for an intricate network of citizenry scattered over the many ports, dependencies, and targets of military action that maintained trade routes and kept in line both allies and foes. The real sinews of both Athens and Venice were rarely visible in the capital city. Even during the winter, which slowed or stopped shipping, when festivals were held to unite most of the citizens at home, residents of foreign holdings, the imperial or commercial officials and their naval supporters, were kept away from the center. Strong religious and patriotic ties were needed to hold the whole system together. That is why neither Athens nor Venice, in its rise to supremacy, used slaves to row its warships.4 The skill and loyalty needed for complex maneuverings in battle, with over a hundred oars working in unison on each ship, was not a matter that could be trusted outside the family, as it were. Besides, warships were coasting vessels, which put into land at night. Oarsmen were not chained in place, like later galley slaves (war captives, criminals, etc.). Desertion would have drained away any slave force in such relatively free circumstances.


[image: photo]


FIG. 1


Battista d’Agnolo del Moro, Saint Mark at the Recruiting Table


The mass of men in both cities were not only seamen; most were oarsmen. Aristotle even called the Athenian democracy “a throng of oarsmen.”5 An Athenian trireme carried, on average, 200 men, and 170 were at the oars. A single operation in a single year could require as many as 2,000 rowers.6 The Venetians had only 140 to 180 men to a warship, but the proportion of rowers was the same. When we see pictures like Andrea Vicentino’s Battle of Lepanto in the Doge’s Palace, we must remember that those slanting forests of oars on which the ships “walk” were wielded by a vast invisible army, the main structural support of the empire. And the Venetians were full partners in the campaigns, in ways that Athenian rowers could not be. When ships grappled, or invaded a shore, their oarsmen came swarming off the benches with the weapons they kept beside them, weapons supplied by the state (another reason slaves could not be used). Notice the armor on the recruit in Battista d’Agnolo’s picture. In Athens, by contrast, men had to supply their own armor and weapons, and propertyless rowers (thetes) could not afford their purchase.


The two cities took to the sea, in some measure, because the land was sealed off from them. In the years of Venetian expansion, heavily armed and mounted Frankish knights roamed the land like modern tanks, crushing all opposition (McN 1–3). Their formations were vulnerable only when they took to the sea, where Venice could intercept their movements and interdict their supplies—serving the Byzantine empire, for a period, as a kind of buffer against the Frankish incursions. In the same way, Sparta held undisputed mastery of land war in fifth-century B.C. Greece. Pericles, recognizing that supremacy, persuaded the Athenians not to oppose Spartan invasion of Attic territory—it was a waste of effort. They should wall themselves up in the Acropolis and let the Spartans ravage the city’s outskirts. When, in time, Venetians felt coerced to guard their inland trade routes by venturing out of their lagoon onto the mainland (terraferma), they did so with some misgiving. Though they would later organize their land armies with some of the same efficient management techniques they used for their fleets, they thought of this force as secondary to the “true” Venetian métier. Though they put their own fighters on ships at sea, they hired mercenaries to wage terraferma wars.


Once the imperial cities had committed themselves to breathing in life from the sea, they had to keep expanding over it in order to survive. As Pericles said of the Athenian holdings, “It was wrong perhaps to have taken them, but it would be deadly to yield them back.”7 The imperial drive in both cities convinced their opponents that they aspired to world dominion. This was an absurd notion, given the limited population of the two empires’ base cities, but it led to frightened coalitions against them. Corinthians warned that Athenians were “incapable of keeping peace themselves or letting any others stay at peace.”8 A French ambassador warned Germans that Venetian plans were for “flinging bridges across the Danube, Rhine, Seine, and Ebro” (F 36). Thus Athenian expansionism led to the Peloponnesian War, and Venetian advances onto terraferma created the League of Cambrai to check them. In both cases, the combined forces won, stripping the imperial cities of much of their power. But they both bounced back, to the amazement of contemporaries. It was only when real world dominators came along—Philip and his Macedonians, Mehmed II and his Turks—that the two finally lost their empires.


The Venetians were more consistently aware of the source of their power and wealth than were the Athenians. Though they both had extensive shipyards that were the technological wonder of their day—Athens at Telegoneia and Venice at the Arsenal—we hear little about the Athenian ship factory. Athens’ first military forces were the full-armed (hoplite) formations (phalanxes) of land war—yet even when its real fighting was being done by hoplites ferried in ships, and most combatants were sailors, a literary conservatism made them think of warriors in an anachronistically Homeric mold. Aristophanes could mock mere rowers, as opposed to hoplite troops, even while the city depended on the rowers for its very existence. The Venetians, by contrast, came late to terraferma war. They had no militia or land army of their own. Their first image of the Lion City at war was of sailor-combatants, rowers and archers and siege technicians for shore assaults. They conceived of themselves in fresh terms, taken from contemporary life and not from stylized epic memories.


The Venetian maritime discipline was patterned after early voyages, when commercial ships had their officers appointed by the state, though merchants’ representatives were on board to protect their investment, and the masters of the ship consulted them in unforeseen emergencies. Both officers and investors tried to recruit the loyalty of the crew, and when emergencies arose the men were given a vote on specific decisions: “As late as the thirteenth century, the ship’s company as a whole had the right to decide whether the vessel should change its destination, whether it should winter overseas, whether an individual seaman should be allowed ashore” (L 50). The crew was also given a share of the booty captured by sea or land (McN 8). The “republic” of Venice was really an oligarchy at home; but it could at times be a democracy at sea.


At home, too, there were democratic aspects of Venetian life that arose outside its formal ruling procedures. These had to do with the unique way Venice was formed and maintained. Athens claimed to be autochthonous because it sprang out of its own earth. Venice first had to make its own earth spring out of the water. Many plots of its land were not wrestled free of the lagoon until the twelfth century, and the perpetual struggle to keep lagoon and land in a proper relationship created a communal discipline closely tied to each person’s needs. River inlets to the lagoon had to be guided to flush out deeper channels for maneuvering. Salt pools and marshes inside each patch of recovered living space had to be dried out or filled in. The islets thus linked were, in fact, like a stationary fleet in interdependent formation, one whose safety depended on the performance of many pressing tasks. In a two-volume study called (in English) Above Saline Waters, Elizabeth Crouzet-Pavan argues that these spatial realities affected the enduring regimen of Venetian society and politics.


To take just one example, the need for fresh water was an ironic exigency placed on a people “up to their necks in water.” The brininess of the lagoon had given Venice its first major industrial operation—the salt pans that made it a major source of that essential preservative. But fresh water was initially available only from the sky, and collection of it had to be systematized. For a while, only the wealthy could construct the system of basins and pipes to convey water from rooftops and courtyards into underground cisterns (pozzi) in any stored quantities. Extended families lived around the palace courtyard that had a pozzo, fed by drainpipes inside the walls. In cities like Rome or Florence, a great family and its dependents clustered together to share the safety of fortified palaces with towers. But in Venice, where the palaces were unfortified and open to the air, it was at first the water at the heart of the whole ca’ (house) that acted as a magnet.


Poorer people had for some time to live from buckets or jars of collected rain, or from barrels of fresh water brought by boats from terrraferma, but this time-consuming and inefficient practice distracted them from other jobs, so public money created pozzi in every square (campo), where carved wellheads (vere da pozzi) still mark this vital node of communal life (C-P 244–52). The vere became centers of social life—there were over a thousand of them in Renaissance Venice—much as inner hearths or courtyard fires were in cold northern climes. The squares (campi) were the organizational centers of a city that originated as unconnected islets, each with its parish church or churches. At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the main node of Venice, the Rialtine land cluster, still comprised over sixty small islets, separated by more and wider watercourses than at present. Venice could not grow out from a central forum, like old cities of Roman foundation, or grow inward from containing walls. It was a multicellular accumulation of nuclei tied together by land ligaments or wood bridges or boat landings.


This decentralized beginning led to apparently contradictory things—a sense of separate locale that never disappeared, and yet a need for overall regulation. Since everyone relied on the lagoon and the canals for multiple purposes, resources had to be pooled for their management and orderly use. And the limited nature of the individual units called for common services that none of them was adequate to provide on its own—things as different as a plague hospital and a defensive navy. Certain activities had to be assigned to one area though it served the whole. Dangerous or polluting tasks were sequestered—the fire for forges in the ghetto (foundry) area or the Arsenal, the fire for glass-blowing on the island of Murano. Cloth dyeing, whose offscourings could foul internal canals, was banished to the main body’s extremities (C-P 295–96). The painter Tintoretto, who belonged to a dyer’s family, came from the parish of Santa Maria dell’Orto (Mary of the Garden), on the northern embankment (fondaco) of Venice proper. The same confinement away from the canals applied to butchers and tanners (the latter situated on Giudecca).


Despite these specializations, the integrity of the original units had led to a mingling of people from all classes around the individual campi. Patricians lived where they had parish or commercial ties, diffused throughout the islets. The commercial basis of their wealth kept them near manufacturers, lesser merchants, sailors, and ship builders. Here the aristocrat was not a feudal lord, his castle walled off from the land worked by his serfs. Despite an honorific title, “knight,” bestowed for service to the republic, Venetians lacked a feudal hierarchy—no counts, barons, etc. There was a strictly egalitarian code within the patriciate, and little to separate the grades of wealth between a poor patrician and a rich notable (cittadino) except eligibility to public office. In everyday life, the classes of society jostled along the same alleys and canals; they were members of the same parishes or religious brotherhoods (scuole), business firms or military units. The nobles were so active in business affairs that the bottom floor of their palaces was given over to shops, storerooms, or rented apartments—a practice that was maintained even in grand public buildings like Sansovino’s Mint (Zecca).


Since patrician women were restricted most of the time to the family palazzo, they formed close ties there with all the different kinds of people frequenting it—tenants and business agents and domestics. As historian Dennis Romano notes, “Nowhere in Venetian society were the contacts between patricians and popolani [commoners] as frequent or as intimate as they were in the households of patrician families.”9 Everyone was engaged in the great commercial enterprise that was Venice. For most of the Renaissance period, even the Doge’s Palace was flanked by traders’ booths. The merchant on land and the fleet at sea were the key to empire, openly confessed. There was none of the snobbism toward “trade” that land wealth encourages.


Venice was thus not only a water culture—one in which the citizens moved about by boats for their ordinary daily tasks as well as for their imperial ventures abroad—but a hydraulic culture, one that needed a strong social discipline to maintain its “unnatural” physical environment. Historian Karl Wittfogel argued in his famous 1957 book, Oriental Despotism, that hydraulic societies were the basis of authoritarianism in ancient civilizations (Assyria, Babylon, Egypt) and some modern ones. He recognized that Venice, like the Mormon settlements in the desert, had a complex regimen of water control, but he refused to call these hydraulic societies, since they were not despotic.10 The more sensible thing is to recognize that there are two possible kinds of hydraulic civilizations, one founded on coercion and one on cooperation. This does not mean that the Venetians or the Mormons lacked the ordinary governmental powers of coercion, but that those powers supplemented a binding social code rather than caused or replaced it. A strong sense of religion and mission held the Mormons together. It is not enough recognized that Venice had a similarly strong sense of religion and mission, one as idiosyncratic as the Mormons’—and one that, like it, looked heretical to more conventional Christians.


This was expressed in the so-called “myth of Venice,” that historical romance the city told about itself to prove that it was set apart from ordinary states. Creating this myth is called by Muir “an act of communal genius” (M 13). It was not just a pleasant tale added to reality like an ornament. It was a constitutive part of the Venetians’ identity as they had forged it, making themselves up as they had made up their physical site. That is why I look, in this book, for evidence of the myth in the works of art that were so important in articulating and renewing the myth. Venetian ideals, attitudes, goals, and disciplines are given to us in the visual languages that Venetians perfected for communicating their worldview to themselves and others. We cannot actually attend a Venetian church ceremony of the Renaissance—but artifacts from or about the feasts and processions and cult objects are still vivid and available, easing our reentry into that world. This is generally recognized, but the connection is often slighted—either by concentrating on the history and using art as supplementary “illustration,” or by concentrating on the art and using history as perfunctory “background.” I mean to look at the history through the art, the art through the history.


It is possible, for instance, to study the issue of the doge’s status in the artifacts created around the entry gate to the Doge’s Palace (p. 100), or to watch the fight over credit for a Venetian victory in the funeral arrangements on competing sides of the nave in the Frari church (p. 120), or to judge the merits of the sea empire over the land empire in a Veronese painting in the Doge’s Palace (p. 68). Since these artifacts take us so vividly into a different world, I use them constantly—which sometimes means that a work is chosen not for its intrinsic merit but for its usefulness in understanding some historical point. Nonetheless, there is so rich a variety of treasures to draw from that most of the works are stunning in themselves.


Art was at the service of the state in Venice, with an intensity not paralleled elsewhere in Italy. In other cities, art was largely a matter of dynastic celebration. The courts of powerful princes, those of church or state, were centers of artistic commission and display. Even work done for churches and monasteries was generated from these centers. But in Venice there was no ruler’s court, no feudal hierarchy, no hereditary office. There were noble families, but they were legally equal, a fact that was impressed on them and others by their required uniformity of dress—nothing but long black robes (“togas”) except for officials during their (short) terms of elected office. Sumptuary laws discouraged personal aggrandizement. Even the doge could not be represented in his own private church, St. Mark’s, except in his official role as custodian of the body of Mark.11


In order to celebrate themselves, influential men had to glorify the state by showing themselves in service to it. A typical example of this is Tintoretto’s 1567 Madonna of the Treasurers (P-R 1.100), in which the three treasurers (camerlenghi, “chamberlains”) have commissioned a work to hang, not in their separate family palaces, but in the building of the camerlenghi. It shows them in their (identical) robes of office, making their year’s account of the city’s treasure to the Virgin, who is accompanied by three patron saints of the state (Stephen, Mark, and Theodore). This is like the Athenians’ annual accounting for the tribute money to Athena on her Acropolis. The men’s discipline of service is brought out by the rhythms of their choreographed motion, echoed by the similarly graceful but orderly posture of the three attendants who bring the money forward. Venetians, as we shall see, liked to show different ranks of society in responsive coordination with each other, where everyone is simultaneously serving religion and the state.
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FIG. 2


Jacopo Tintoretto, Madonna of the Treasurers


The family crests of the Venetian treasurers are hung on the marble ledge that half supports Stephen. The men’s equal status is expressed by the motto “A Sign of Single-Hearted Agreement” (UNANIMUS CONCORDIAE SIMBOLUS). Here Saint Mark, important as he is to the city, is represented as subordinate to the Virgin, on whose feast the city was born. Mark reaches an approving hand toward the treasurers, and turns to assure Mary that they have discharged their duties to her. This is the myth of Venice in action. Here a disciplined piety, a confidence in divine mission, affects policy, down to the details of economic administration.


It is interesting to compare Tintoretto’s painting with Battista d’Agnolo’s picture of Mark at the recruiting table. There, too, officials of the state in identical uniforms—the defense ministers (provveditori all’Armar)—are accountable to Mark. Instead of reporting income to the Virgin, as in the Tintoretto, they are giving out state money to the citizen who will fight under the banner of Saint Mark, but—just as in Tintoretto’s painting—there are three containers of money and an alignment of the family crests of the officials at their task. The recruit, though presumably a commoner, is classically armed to show the dignity of his calling. The same kind of transaction is conducted in these two pictures, though at different levels of society, and Mark is central to such actions of the state. Otto Demus once wrote, “It would be tempting to write a history of Venice in the early Middle Ages from the point of view of the relics of St. Mark alone.”12 There is no better way to start this book than to ask why Mark played such a powerful role in the city’s self-image.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Contract with Mark


WHEREVER YOU TURN, in Venice, lions strut or lurk, colossal or miniature, placid or menacing. Entering the city from the Basin (Bacino) as diplomats did in the Renaissance, you pass between two high columns on the Piazzetta by the Doge’s Palace. One is topped, mysteriously, by a man standing on a crocodile that has a dog’s head. The other has the city’s famous emblem, a bronze lion with its wings spread for takeoff, its paws already dancing on the ground. It may not look so large, up there on its pillar, but it measures fifteen feet from the tip of its muzzle to the end of its tail and five feet from its perch to the small of its back. Viewed from the balcony of the Doge’s Palace, or from the ground with opera glasses, it reveals its natty mustache over a leering grin, its opaque white eyes, its intricately curled mane—not a lion one wants to be on the wrong side of. It has an exotic history. Restorers decided in the 1980s that the bulk of its body is roughly 2,300 years old.1 The city it guards is a newcomer to this veteran, who has seen empires rise and fall, but has spent his last 850 years at this sentinel post (with only a brief time of Napoleonic captivity in France).


Proceeding deeper into the Piazzetta, one sees more accommodating lions, carved in relief on the façade of the Doge’s Palace—two of them, facing in opposite directions, align their backs as a throne for a personified Venice as Justice, who holds in her hands a sword and the scales of judgment. The same configuration can be seen high up on the campanile at the left end of the Piazzetta. And across from it, on the right side of the Piazzetta, a winged lion stands in majestic profile over the formal entry to the Doge’s Palace. This is a religious lion—it props up an open book with its right front paw, displaying the words, “Rest here, Mark, my evangelist.”2 So this lion evangelizes. It is a preaching lion. All around this great portal (the Gate of Documents) are little ornamental lion heads projecting from the carved surface. There are also lion heads between the arches all down the long colonnade of the Doge’s Palace, as well as over the arches of the Library facing the palace.


Leaving the Piazzetta, one does not leave the lions behind. Go to the Arsenal, where Venice built its famous ships, and you find exotic lions on its front lawn—captured animals brought from Greece, kenneled here. Other lions project from the Arsenal’s gates or decorate its flag-pole base. Go to St. Mark’s Distinguished Brotherhood (Scuola Grande di San Marco), now a hospital, where lions carved in low relief by the Lombardo family guard the door. Cross to the nearby island of Murano, you will find a casually sprawling lion carved in relief on a little bridge. In the Church of St. Francis at the Vineyard, a very philosophical lion, painted by Tiepolo, peers down at you from the roof of a chapel. Out on the walkway near the Danieli Hotel there are monstrous lions, ten times life size, cast in bronze. One is gnawing at chains that have bound it for a time. (A cat sunning itself on the lion’s glistening back does not notice the discomfort of its oversize relative). Above almost every altar in the city there is a lion in one of the quadrants of the vault.


THE LION AS EVANGELIST


The churchy lion is the father of all the other felines in Venice. Its pedigree is even longer than that of the lion on the Piazzetta’s pillar. That creature dates from Cilicia in the third or fourth century before the common era (B.C.E.).3 The lion of the altar vaults dates back to Babylonia of the sixth century B.C.E., where Ezekiel saw a vision of God’s chariot-throne, guarded by four creatures. Each of the creatures had four faces, directed toward the symbolic four directions—faces of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle (Ezekiel 1.10). This vision was adapted and simplified in the book of Revelation, where the four creatures are, respectively, a man, an ox, a lion, and an eagle (Rev 4.7). They became symbols of the apocalyptic end of the world (like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse in Rev 6.1–17) and then of the entire body of revelation leading up to that ultimate fulfillment.


Since the four Gospels—of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—were considered the greatest revelation of God’s purpose in the world, their authors, the four evangelists, became associated with the four creatures of Revelation. Theologians found ways to show that the four symbols were appropriate for the beginnings of each gospel. Matthew was linked with the man for his supposed interest in human history, Mark with the lion for his opening desert scene, Luke with the ox for his implied reference to Isaiah’s ox at the manger, and John with the eagle for his soaring hymn to the Logos of God. These are the symbols painted in the quadrants over each altar, as witnesses to the mystery they wrote about. They stand, as well, at key places like the mosaic in the dome of St. Mark’s basilica that is nearest the altar—where Mark-as-lion is saturnine and vaguely anthropomorphic (D 1.43).


So the lion is in Venice because of Mark. But why is Mark there? Venice did not exist during the time of Jesus, when Mark wrote his gospel. Several cities that did exist then had a better claim to connection with Mark, who was supposed to have spread the faith in them—Rome first, where legend had him writing his gospel; then Aquileia, on the Venetian lagoon’s terraferma, where Mark was supposed to have ordained the first patriarch (Saint Hermagoras); then Alexandria, where he founded a church and was martyred. Even Grado, near Aquileia, had a claim prior to Venice’s, since that is where the patriarchate of Aquileia was transferred in the sixth century. All Venice could boast was that, as part of the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of Aquiliea/Grado, it had a proximity to a Marcan realm.


The only way Venice could move up to closer association with Mark was to take advantage of a long squabble between the terraferma cities. When the patriarch fled from Aquileia to escape Langobard raiders in 568, he went to Grado, which was safer—it stood nearer the lagoon. When the danger had passed, Grado would not give back to Aquileia the patriarchy’s religious relics and other symbols of authority. The two cities maintained their dispute for centuries; but the feud came to a head in the ninth century, when Frankish rulers, now in charge of Aquileia, appealed to the Pope for a ruling. This was delivered at the Council of Mantua in 827, restoring Aquileia to full authority. Venice, which preferred Grado in the dispute, was unhappy with the council’s result—so it managed what Otto Demus calls a “coup d’état,” wrenching from Aquileia the original basis of its authority, the connection with Mark.4


THE CONTRACT


This was accomplished by Venetian merchants, who stole the body of Mark from its Alexandrian shrine in 828 and delivered it to the doge in Venice for safekeeping (it was alleged that Muslims were about to desecrate the relic). Venice’s right to the body was confirmed by a new myth—it was said that while Mark was setting out into the Adriatic after consecrating Hermagoras in Aquileia, a storm held his boat overnight in the lagoon, at just the spot where the doge’s basilica would later be built, and an angel appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Be at rest here.” Literally, the words were “Peace to you, Mark, my evangelist” (Pax tibi Marce evangelista meus), which had a first meaning, “Be not afraid of the storm,” but also a deeper meaning (in Venetian eyes), “Rest here”—at Venice—as his final resting place. This is the motto the heraldic lion of Venice props up under its paw. Venice, not Alexandria, was Mark’s destined place of final rest. Once he reached it, he would protect the place forever.


This was what Anthony Hecht calls “the major heist of Christendom.”5 Patrick Geary, in his book on the politics of relics, writes: “Every aspect of the translation of Saint Mark has been studied with greater attention than has any other relic theft because of its acknowledged pivotal importance in the history of Venice.”6 The move was so brilliant that it became the basis, over time, for omnidirectional declarations of independence on the part of Venice. It undercut, for a start, both Aquileia and Grado as the true seat of Mark’s religious authority. In doing so, it pushed away as well the state sponsors of the competing towns—the Franks ruling Aquileia and the Byzantine rulers who challenged them by backing Grado. All ecclesiastical authority, whether from Rome or Byzantium, was also set at a distance, since the merchants had not delivered Mark’s body to an ecclesiastical authority in Venice—it went to the secular head of state, the doge, who kept it in San Marco, his own private chapel-basilica.


Most cities had as their main church the cathedral, the seat of the local bishop, who had authority over local clergy by virtue of his place in the ecclesiastical chain of command. But the center of religious life in Venice was a political cult site, where the doge had power to appoint his own chaplains for his own church. The bishop of Venice was shoved to the periphery of its social life, both symbolically and physically—on the island of Castello, where the old cathedral of Saint Peter was located. This expressed an attitude toward Peter’s successor in Rome that would be a continuing feature of Venetian life. The living religious leadership was exercised from Mark’s shrine. As Muir puts it:


He [the doge] alone selected the chaplains and nominated the vicar (primacerio) for Senate approval, and there remained a closed circle of administrative ties between the doge in his palace and the clerics in their basilica that no outside ecclesiastical or lay power could break . . . Claims that Venice had a special mandate from God, that it was protected by the saints, that it was independent of the Papacy and the Empire, and that all of this was amply proved by history, depended on the ability of the republic to assume the attributes of the doge. (M 261–62)


The doge’s very office now depended on his relation to the relic of Mark. He assumed his responsibility by signing a Pledge (Promissione) that was, in effect, a contract with Mark. Speaking for the whole Venetian people, he bound himself to defend Mark’s relic in return for Mark’s protection of the city. This contract brought Venice many advantages. By welcoming a Western saint, Venice not only edged itself away from Byzantium but from the parts of its own past that had been formed in the Byzantine ethos—a cultural dependence expressed by its prior choice of an official patron, the Eastern martyr Saint Theodore, whose relics had been kept in the doge’s chapel before it became Mark’s resting place. Theodore was “elbowed out,” as Demus puts it, to make room for Mark.7 The demotion of Theodore (who was retained as a subsidiary figure—he is the saint standing on a crocodile in the Piazzetta) went with a reordering of the pecking order among Venetian protectors. Other patrons—Saint George, whose monastery on his own island was an important spiritual center, or Saint Sebastian, whose cult was also Byzantine (based in Ravenna), or Saint Nicholas, who guarded the Lido—had to step down a notch when Mark moved in at the top. Such shifts in importance were reflected in the processions that articulated so much of Venice’s understanding of itself. These protocols of saintly status resemble the reshufflings of position in the Kremlin reviewing stand at May Day parades in the old Soviet Union. Western scholars used to study the platform order to see who was up, who down, who was in, who out. That is the kind of adjustment that had to occur when Mark assumed his commanding role in Venice.



SAN MARCO’S MOSAICS



The doge’s chapel was rebuilt, expanded, sheathed in the precious spoils from imperial campaigns fought in Mark’s name, under Mark’s flag. The doge was assisted in his guardianship of the basilica and its surroundings by Venice’s “Caretakers” (Procuratori), who thus became very high officials. In and around and throughout the doge’s basilica, Mark’s story is told and retold and referred to in painted and jeweled and sculpted artifacts. San Marco is, in effect, one large reliquary, a huge casket to hold the treasure of Mark’s body. It has already been mentioned that the doge himself could not be represented in his own church except in his role as keeper of Mark’s body.


That is expressed in the thirteenth-century mosaic over the north door of the entrance (the last surviving one from a set of four) telling the story of Mark’s transfer to Venice. In this mosaic (D 2.201–04), two bishops are carrying the saint’s body into the church on which this mosaic is placed. The doge, in his ceremonial ermine collar, stands to the right of the entry, deferred to by his son with a yielding gesture. The doge’s wife (dogaressa) is on the other side of the entry with her retinue of noblewomen. There are fifty figures in the mosaic, and all but the two bishops carrying the body are laymen, the doge’s secular companions. The doge holds a scroll in his hand, the Pledge to defend the body now arriving.


PLATE I


Saint Mark’s Body Carried into the Basilica, Byzantine mosaic


Demus’s realization that the scroll was the doge’s Pledge made it possible for him to solve the principal mystery of the mosaic—the fact that the saint is going into the church’s central portal, but the others are coming out of its four side doors. The doge who had this mosaic created, Lorenzo Tiepolo (1268–1275), is commemorating the Pledge he ceremonially accepted inside the church, which reenacts, as it were, the placing of Mark under his custody. This thirteenth-century figure is symbolically reenacting the ninth-century event that placed the body in his care. He has come out to testify to the people that his oath is now sworn. The relic is in safe hands.


This mosaic on the façade of the church, which replicates that façade in its narrative, has two companion mosaics inside the church which represent the inside of the church—they tell how Venetians came into San Marco to pray for the rediscovery of Mark’s body (lost in a remodeling of the church) and how his body miraculously appeared from inside a pillar. These thirteenth-century mosaics also show, anachronistically, the doge who commissioned the mosaic. He too is reenacting a remembered miracle, in this case one from the eleventh century. Doge Ranieri Zen (1253–1268) leads the people in prayer for the body’s recovery (D 2.27–37). He stands just behind the priest at the altar—the church’s actual altar, visible across the transept, with its canopy (baldacchino). We also see (in this scene) the tiered pulpit to the left of the choir screen, and (in the next scene, of rediscovery) the flat-box pulpit on the right side. We would have seen more of the church presented in the mosaic, but the ends of the two scenes, which originally curled around the corners of the wall that holds them, were destroyed when other scenes were put on those surfaces. We would have seen the church’s apse, not only its domes and balcony network (matroneum), as at present.


PLATE II


Apparition of the Relics of Saint Mark (left half), Byzantine mosaic


In the scene of prayer for the body to appear, we are shown the whole of Venetian society. Behind the doge stand other officers of the state. Below them are priests, choirboys, and monks bending low in supplication. To the left are male citizens—females would have been included if the part around this left corner had not been lopped off. In the scene where the pillar reveals its contents (D 2.37–44), the doge again stands with male members of his family (one of whom wears the ermine lining to his cloak permitted to immediate relatives of the doge). A group of officials is on the other side of the flat pulpit. After them the dogaressa leads a contingent of patrician ladies. The little girl who holds the dogaressa’s girdle is her daughter; but the boy holding another woman’s finger cannot be her son—not merely because Ranieri Zen had no son, but because the boy wears a crown, and only two people could do that in Venice, the doge and his wife. Demus makes a convincing case that the boy is Philip of Courtenay, only son and heir of the Latin emperor of Constantinople, sent as a child to Venice as security for a great loan given to the East in Zen’s time by Venetian merchants. The lady he attends church with is presumably a matron from the Ferro family’s palace (Ca’ Ferro), where Philip was lodged during his stay in Venice.


PLATE III


Apparition of the Relics of Saint Mark (right half), Byzantine mosaic


These scenes, like the one on the exterior of the church, show how Mark’s body ordered the whole of society around itself. Elsewhere in the basilica, the story of Mark’s life, martyrdom, and transport to Venice is repeated in every medium. He is present even where he did not ordinarily belong. Statues of the apostles, sculpted by the Dalle Masegne family in the fourteenth century, line the top of the choir screen before the altar—but there are thirteen of them, not the scriptural Twelve. Mark, an evangelist but not an apostle, is an honorary apostle in his own church. He also shows up with apostles in the central dome mosaic of Christ’s ascension to heaven (D 1.149). In the east dome, the first one a visitor passes under, he is seated with the apostles as the fires of Pentecost descend on them (D 1.193).
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FIG. 2A


Detail of Apparition of the Relics of Saint Mark


Of course Mark is also present wherever the evangelists are shown, either accompanied by his lion or represented by the lion alone. In fact, the primacy of the lion symbol means that Mark is implicitly present even where modern viewers do not normally recognize the fact. In the atrium mosaics of the creation of the world, for instance, the lions come first in the pairs of animals made on the fifth day (D 2.111). And when Adam is naming the animals, he begins with the lions, placing his hand on the male one, Mark’s emblem (D 2.113)—we know it is the male of the pair because it stands on the right, the place of honor. In the Noah mosaics, when the pairs of animals are taken aboard the ark, the lions come first again, and are helped aboard by Noah’s two hands (D. 2.120). When the animals come out after the flood, the male lion bounds free at once, while Noah is still guiding the female down the plank (D 1.121–22). The dignity of Mark’s lion is emphasized from the beginning of the cosmos—and Mark is there at the end of time as well, in the apocalyptic scheme of the basilica’s façade.


[image: photo]


FIG. 3


San Marco mosaic, Noah Leading His Family and the Animals Out of the Ark



SAN MARCO’S HORSES



On that façade, the four classical bronze horses captured from Constantinople pace forward over the triumphal arch of the central portal. The horses were originally part of a quadriga, a four-horse chariot with its driver. There were many such quadrigae in the classical world, above ceremonial arches, at hippodromes, or as votary offerings for victory in the games. All the other horses were melted down for their bronze, and this set alone survives, protected by its religious use. But what is that use? Why are they on Mark’s basilica front? To understand that, we must look at the context of the west end of medieval churches. They usually contained a Last Judgment, on the outer wall, or the inner one, or (as at San Marco) on both. This was a penitential barrier before the inner mysteries, forcing one to confess the sins that will be judged at the return of Christ.8 (The east end, by contrast—with the choir and apse spaces—usually had a message of comfort, delivered by the Savior or his Mother or a protecting saint above the altar.)


The façade of San Marco has a Last Judgment in the recess under the central arch (the present one is a second replacement for the original mosaic shown in Gentile Bellini’s fifteenth-century painting of the cathedral front). To go with this End Time scene below the horses’ pacing, there was originally a relief carving above the horses’ heads, of Christ the Cosmic Ruler (Pantocrator), who will come again in judgment.9 The relief was moved to the north (landward) side of the basilica when a window was opened above the horses to let more light into the interior.


Like the Four Horses of the Apocalypse, then, these horses signal the end of the world, the time of judgment, the arrival of Christ’s reign. But they are not individual carriers of doom. Rather, as a processional chariot team they draw back the Lord in his apocalyptic Quadriga Domini, with the Pantocrator as charioteer. That quadriga was often thought of in terms of the four apocalyptic animals, the symbols of the evangelists taken from Ezekiel. In fact, Titian did a famous woodcut of the procession of the Lord, called The Triumph of Faith, in which the evangelical symbols are hitched to Christ’s chariot as a team.10 Titian lines them up, for visibility, in terms of their rising height, so the eagle is closest to us viewers, the lion behind it, the ox after that, and the standing man is last.


The connection of these symbols with the Quadriga Domini was made clear, in the façade, before the present window replaced the Pantocrator—for that figure was flanked by carved reliefs of the four evangelists, seen writing their Gospels but without the animals that normally accompanied them. They would have been associated, instead, with the horses just below them. According to Jacoff’s reconstruction, Mark’s symbol would have been the second horse from the left. Everything in Mark’s church bears his mark.
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FIG. 4


Titian, The Triumph of Faith


And so did everything in Venice. He was the guarantor of the city’s separate religious calling. The republic would be true to him even when it puzzled other nations by its defiance of popes, Christian crusaders, Protestant reformers, and many different forms of religiosity. So identified was the city with its patron and his symbol that people spoke of fearing the lion, or surrendering to the lion, when they were in conflict with Venice. They spoke of giving allegiance to Saint Mark if they formed a treaty with his city. The image of his lion was carved on the gates and in the courtyards of subject cities, and razed at times when Venice lost control of them. But the lion’s realm was not itself violated until the nineteenth century, when Napoleon became the first to enter it as a conqueror. He took the Piazzetta lion down from its pillar and shipped it, along with the four horses of the Lord, back to Paris. Then newspaper cartoons showed the lion trammeled in a net, or rolled over on its back, or being toyed with by children. Enemies rejoiced in this downfall of a republic that had been so proud of its lion ways. To defeat Venice was to beard with impunity Mark’s lion, to dethrone Mark himself. Do not rest here, my evangelist.





CHAPTER TWO
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Declarations of Independence


VENETIANS FOUND MANY WAYS to make their possession of Mark’s body a sign of their independence from other people, from ordinary cities, almost from common humanity. But they did not rely solely on this symbol of their independence. They deployed other aspects of their own myth to support or reflect the legend of Mark. The sheer number of these reinforcements of the idea of their separateness shows what an obsession it was with them. This chapter considers just three of the ways that Venice declared its distinctive character. It will come as no surprise that, like the use of Mark’s body itself, these were political manipulations of religious themes.


THE ANNUNCIATION


Wafted by gondola or shunted by vaporetto, one goes under the Rialto Bridge between two figures that stand out in high relief on opposite aprons of the bridge. On the left is an angel, still in flight but checking his flight, his right arm out in greeting. On the right, a kneeling woman throws her left hand back in surprise—it is the Virgin Mary receiving the news that she will bear the Son of God. This “annunciation” by an angel is often treated in this way, with the figures separated by a wide space. On altar panels, they may be on opposed wings of a triptych. On the arch over a church altar, they signal to each other across the sacred space. On St. Mark’s basilica, they inhabit little structures (aedicula) on the outermost corners of the façade’s frothy upper level. In all these cases, the distance between the angel and the woman is charged with a theological meaning. The incarnation of God, the mystery being enacted, fills the intervening space. In a triptych, the central picture shows some action of Jesus, the fruit of this moment. Over an altar, the transaction points to the Eucharist on the altar below, where God is again mysteriously embodied—this time under the appearance of bread. On the basilica’s façade, the whole church becomes a meeting place between God and man, made possible by the God-Man that entered Mary’s womb when she said, “Let it happen to me as you say” (Lk 1.38).


But all this just makes the Rialto bridge more puzzling. What passes between Mary and the angel here is a motley crowd of tourists, garbage scows, and gondoliers singing Neapolitan songs in a Venetian setting. The more one knows about the figures in relief, the more their use here seems to border on the blasphemous. But this neglects the serene assurance Venetians had that the Virgin of the Annunciation blesses everything they do. Her announcing angel stands atop the huge brick campanile in St. Mark’s Square. She is, in one of her guises, Venice itself, accompanied by the announcing angel in Jacobello del Fiore’s triptych of the Virgin City (ante 1439) in the Accademia (SN 442–43). All these artistic summonings of her bear witness to the fact that Venice was founded on the Feast of the Annunciation, March 25, in the year 421. Only the Venetians could be confident that their city, born miraculously from the sea, is an earthly echo of the conception of the Savior himself. So important to them was the story of the Annunciation as told in Luke’s gospel (1.26–38) that it entered into other Marian celebrations—as when two priests reenacted the scene at the culmination of a huge procession for the Feast of Mary’s Purification (see below).


Though it is claimed that Venice came into being in 421, this date is too early for any sizable settlement to have existed on the scattered islands of the lagoon. Yet even this exaggeration left Venice a latecomer in the antiquity stakes. The other major cities of Italy could point to skeletal remains, often half buried, of Roman forum or temple, amphitheater or aqueduct, testifying that they were civilized places when most of Venice’s islets had not been wrestled up above the saline waters. There had been some Roman settlement of the oldest islands, as an inscription found on Torcello proves. But the exiguous signs of this had perished; there was no major ancient structure to keep alive its memory. At times, especially after Padua had become part of Venice’s land empire, the city would share in the prestige derived from the claim that ancient Trojans settled in the Veneto region even before they arrived in Virgil’s Rome. And the Renaissance prestige of the classics guaranteed that Venetians, like humanists anywhere in Europe, would be very interested in antiquity, as Patricia Fortini Brown and Irene Favaretto have confirmed.1 But the Venetians continued to make an advantage of their temporal recentness and rootlessness, turning it into a virgin birth, a watery parturition like Mary’s delivery of Jesus at the angel’s word.


Let others talk of Caesar. The tie with Mary’s feast gave Venetians a higher lineage. It declared their independence from pagan Rome. They would use its heritage, like any other country, but without obsequiousness. Their own claims were superior even to those of the revered classical past.


In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, official state historians openly disdained ancient Rome. They claimed that Venice was a greater Empire than Rome had ever been because she had never been conquered and she was a Christian Empire . . . Probably the most outspoken Venetian historian is Paolo Paruta, whose Discorsi politici, posthumously published in 1599, is essentially a diatribe against ancient Rome.2


Belief in the magic date they share with Mary gave a special quality to Venetians’ attitude toward the Virgin. All Italian cities were devout in their worship of her. Many (but not Venice) dedicated their most important church (the duomo, or cathedral) to her—Florence, Siena, Milan, San Gimignano. They made her a queen or empress, and favored the depiction of her enthroned in majesty (the Maestà pattern) with angels in rapt attendance. When Mary is given a throne in Venice, it is sometimes because her image is merged with that of the personified city on a lion throne.


Other cities prostrated themselves to Mary in a feudal spirit, consigning themselves entirely to her. In Siena, for instance, the mayor made this legal surrender before a Maestà image in 1260: “I most miserable and unfaithful of sinners give, donate and concede to you this city of Siena and all its region, its armies and its holdings, and as a sign of this I place the keys of the city of Siena on this altar.”3


The Mary of Venice, that nonfeudal state, was less imposing, more human—almost a sister of the city with which she shared a virgin birth. Venetians had special emphases when representing the Annunciation in art (see Chapters 17 and 18). They also had special ways of celebrating her feast. They did not concentrate so much on the Annunciation feast shared with the rest of the Catholic Church, on March 25, though that was the supposed date of their own foundation. They celebrated the Annunciation, reenacting it in drama, on another Marian feast, that of the Purification—known in England as Candlemas—when Mary went to the Temple for the ritual cleansing all Jewish women were obliged to undergo after childbirth.


THE MARK AND MARY PARTNERSHIP


The Purification was a feast in which women had a special role to play, since it emphasized their bond with Mary in the trials of childbirth, and women in Venice never had a larger arena for their action than in its celebration. But that is not what made the Purification feast, during its time of maximum celebration, one of the two major processional occasions in the city. Elizabeth Crouset-Pavan argues that this feast was seized on for special attention because it followed so closely (with only one intervening day) on the feast of the transfer of Mark’s body—his Translatio—in Venice (C-P 533). The two events, with the ceremonies on the eve of each, gave Venice four days of ritual activity (January 30-February 2), the longest celebration in the calendar, representing the close tie between Mark and Mary as the city’s protectors. We have already seen the interplay of Mark and Mary in Tintoretto’s painting of the city treasurers. Many of the large votive paintings in the Doge’s Palace repeat the pattern of Mark presenting the people of Venice (or their representatives) to the Virgin.


Titian painted a famous picture of Doge Andrea Gritti being presented in this way for the palace’s cabinet room (the Collegio). Though the painting was destroyed by a fire, we know the main features of its composition from an engraving. Mary is seated on a platform with four steps. Mark is standing below so that his head is on a level with hers. On the side of him toward the Virgin, his giant lion crouches, while Gritti kneels on the other side of him. When Tintoretto was asked to replace the picture after its destruction, he raised the platform on which Mary sits, subordinating Mark to her, and he introduced between the two patrons another figure, that of the martyr Saint Marina, on whose feast day Gritti won a famous battle, recapturing Padua in 1509. The joint protection of Mark and Mary was sealed, as it were, by their collaboration with the saint of a particular day. All these votive pictures link the two great patrons with particulars of Venetian history, which is supposed to revolve around them, just as the city, in long processions of perfectly articulated parts, moved through its sacred routes on the paired feast days of Mark and Mary.


This celebration was one of those in which, as Muir says, the constitution of Venice was not so much written as choreographed: “In effect, the ducal procession was the constitution . . . In the procession, position was everything” (M 190). The festivities were meant to tie the original parishes (contrade) of the city together. The watery pageant’s long route circled through and around them. The contrade took turns in arranging the centerpiece of the ceremony—a ritual boat with twelve wooden statues (six from each of the two contrade presiding for that year) of a “Mary,” wearing beautiful vestments and jewelry. These formed a retinue for the Virgin, like the retinue the dogaressa enjoyed—they probably represented the twelve stars forming a halo around the woman clothed with the sun in Revelation 12.1, a passage often taken as referring to Mary. The festival was called, after the statues, “the Feast of the Marys,” and its base of operations was the Church of the Shapely Mary (Santa Maria Formosa), the oldest church devoted to the Virgin in Venice, whose contrada was therefore sacred to her and would be the site of the doge’s own pilgrimage on Candlemas. Since the Marys went on display on the Feast of Saint Paul, January 25, the festival could be conceived as lasting eight days (C-P 537), outdoing Christmas or Easter in the complexity of its proceedings.


On January 30, the eve of Saint Mark’s Translatio, men from the two presiding contrade of the year rowed from their own parishes to the Piazza of San Marco, where they paraded with music before the basilica, before moving on to the campo of Santa Maria Formosa, where they gave out money to poor women for their marriage dowries. On January 31, the parishes again rowed to San Marco, where one parish’s priest appeared dressed ceremonially as the Virgin, and the other’s priest was robed as the angel Gabriel. The man impersonating the Virgin was rowed ahead to Santa Maria Formosa, to await the arrival of the second contrada’s boat carrying Gabriel, who, on his arrival, reenacted the Annunciation, and then weddings of couples from the various contrade were solemnized.


On February 1, the eve of the Purification, the Virgin and the angel returned to San Marco to accompany the doge as he went in procession to chant the vespers of the Marian liturgy at Santa Maria Formosa. On February 2, the climax of the long festival, the priests of Santa Maria Formosa were taken in boats to the westernmost part of the city (Castello), where Mass was celebrated in the Cathedral of St. Peter. Then the Marys were put in boats, three to a boat, attended by women and girls, and rowed to St. Peter’s to receive the bishop’s blessing. From there they rowed to San Marco for another Mass, and the doge joined the procession of many boats along the Grand Canal. They passed the Rialto Bridge before circling back through smaller canals to Santa Maria Formosa, for a third Mass and festivities prolonged into the night. The procession, by its long route, knit together the contrade, affirming the individual ethos of each, yet weaving them into the whole fabric of Marcan and Marian patronage under the doge. The multiple landings and embarkings, says Crouset-Pavan, “linked land and water together in an expansive spatial dramatization” (C-P 533). The constitution was danced out, article by article.


But after more than two centuries of observance, the festival was suspended in 1379, during the crisis of the Chioggia War with Genoa, and only vestigially restored later—the doge going to Santa Maria Formosa for vespers on the eve of the Purification, but celebrating the feast itself at San Marco. There were several reasons for the feast’s not being restored. It had become cumbrously expensive, and the patricians of each contrada, who financed it by their local contributions, were now concentrating their activities around the Doge’s Palace. The providing of dowries to the poor, one of the principal aspects of the feast, was being supported by religious brotherhoods (scuole). Besides, the festival had begun to blend with the Carnival, subjecting the Marys’ dignity to casual treatment by rowdy crowds. The centralizing of the imperial government made it no longer necessary to reintegrate the contrade in ceremonial terms. Yet the long discipline of this communal rite had fused the Venetians under the high aegis of Mark and Mary, giving the city the confidence that its origin from the Feast of the Annunciation set it apart from cities of less exalted birth.


THE PACT OF 1176


Another part of the Venetian myth set it above other powers by celebrating its role in mediating their differences. This function of the republic was traced back to the year 1176, when Emperor Frederick Barbarossa was taking over parts of Italy. Pope Alexander III tried to put a stop to these incursions by forming the Lombard League, which checked Frederick at the battle of Legnano. A treaty was signed between the two forces in Venice, with doge Sebastiano Ziani presiding. The Venetians expanded this tale into one in which they succored the pope, who had fled to Venice incognito and was hiding there. The doge, promising the pope that Venice would protect him, sent a fleet that defeated the emperor’s sea force, commanded by his son Otto, on the Feast of the Ascension (thenceforth a day of special Venetian celebration). Since the Venetians had captured Otto, Frederick was forced to bargain for peace. He came to Venice and kissed the foot of Pope Alexander, who placed his other foot on the kneeling Frederick’s neck. In gratitude for all this assistance, the pope gave a series of symbolic gifts (trionfi) to the doge, gifts which would be paraded in solemn fashion down through the years—a ceremonial candle, lead seals, a sword, a gold ring, a processional umbrella, eight banners, and a set of eight long silver trumpets.


These gifts were given separately, rewarding specific stages of the Venetian intervention, and each had a narrative attached to it, painted by the great Venetian masters. Even when the full narrative was not represented, the trionfi “were common iconographical attributes of Venice in paintings and sculpture” (M 109). The candle represented the pure faith that burns in Venice as the guarantor of religion.4 The lead seals resembled those of the Vatican, and gave documents of Venice the same authority. The ring signified the doge’s union with the sea after the victory on Ascension Day. The umbrella was a portable baldacchino, marking the doge off from other men, the way the pope’s polygon umbrella did. As Muir says, “The [Pope] Alexander legend so permeated Venetian culture that it was accepted as the single most important source for civil feasts, ceremonies and symbols” (M 118).


The measure of that importance was the huge amount of space given to the legend in the seat of all republican authority in Venice, the Hall of the Larger Council (Maggior Consiglio). After the large new hall was completed in the fourteenth century, the Pope Alexander legend was painted in fresco around its walls, at the leisurely narrative rate of twenty-seven episodes divided roughly into two halves, the first devoted to the growth of the conflict between pope and emperor, the second relating Venice’s intervention and accomplishment of the peace. This project was executed largely by painters from elsewhere, including Gentile da Fabriano and Pisanello.5 Unfortunately, fresco does not survive well in the salt air of Venice, and the pictures deteriorated over time. Thus a new project for large paintings on canvas was launched in the fifteenth century. By this time, Venice had its own great artists, who could celebrate their city with native talent. The new cycle, begun by Gentile Bellini in 1474, told the story of the Pact in twenty-one episodes. It is a great tragedy that this second Pact cycle, too, was destroyed by fire in 1577, since it employed Venice’s greatest Renaissance masters—Carpaccio, Giovanni Bellini, Tintoretto, and Titian, among others.6


After the disastrous fire, the cycle was painted a third time, this time by lesser artists, and in a reduced version, ignoring the conflict of pope and emperor before Venice intervened. Thus there are only twelve pictures devoted to the Pact on the north wall, and they interest scholars mainly for hints that survive in them of the earlier compositions. The paintings are often obscure in their meaning, and the foregrounds of many are cluttered with homely scenes of everyday life—boys playing with a dog, men rescuing a friend who has fallen into the basin, etc. But several give impressive painted representations of San Marco or the Piazzetta, and there are interesting ideological points emphasized in the myth. In the next to last, for instance (counting back from the front of the hall), which represents the gift of the umbrella, the pope, with his back to the sea, is followed by a crowd in which bishops’ mitres stand out emphatically. The doge, who has an entirely secular retinue, stands under strong columns that symbolize a settled authority, the kind of strength that rescued a pope when he was adrift and helpless. That is a point that Venice would recur to when it met with papal opposition, war, or interdict—that the pope should be true to the legacy of Alexander, who gave Venice a separate sphere of authority.7



THE DOGE’S CROWN (855)


Venetians liked to tell another story of a pope in distress who fled to them for rescue. In the ninth century, Benedict III was dragged from the papal throne shortly after his election because the Roman emperor of the time, Louis II, was displeased with him. Louis installed a rival pope in the Lateran Palace at Rome, and Benedict had to flee in terror of his life. The Venetians claim that Benedict came to hide, appropriately, in the Benedictine monastery of Saint Zachary (San Zaccaria), where the abbess, Augustina Morosini, sheltered him until his allies in Rome convinced the emperor that his choice was unacceptable. After his safe return to Rome, the pope sent the abbess a jeweled crown, which she gave to the doge. This crown was then substituted for the one that early doges had derived from Byzantium, an uncomfortable reminder that the doge had begun existence as a subordinate military officer (dux) of the eastern Roman empire.


This is an etiological myth invented to explain an annual procession made by the doge to the monastery church of San Zaccaria, making it an expression of gratitude for the instrument of his coronation, derived from the gift of the abbess (and only secondarily from the pope). The pope is present in the myth to help disentangle Venice from Constantinople (M 222). And the abbess is there to keep the doge at some distance from the pope. A fretting over any suggestion of dependence lies behind all these myths and ceremonies and invented history.


Of course, the bishops in Venetian territories had to maintain some relations with the pope, who approved their consecration. But bishops, like all priests, could not (if they were patricians) hold office in the republic, or even vote—and could not (if they were, as usual, patricians) serve on the governing boards of religious brotherhoods (scuole). There was even an attempt, at one time, to disqualify for office patricians with sons or brothers who were clerics. Since those who held ecclesiastical appointments by the pope, or belonged to families with a tradition of such ties, were known as “papal creatures” (papalini), some have assumed that there was always an active papal faction in Venice, but that misrepresents the fluidity of the republic’s condition. Pressures for alliance either with the pope or with the pope’s foes, as the case might be, shifted constantly, and internal coalitions reflected such continual adjustments, people changing sides to meet each crisis. Besides, as David Wootton points out, the number of papalini in the class that could vote was comparatively small: “Only a tiny minority of the Venetian nobility were papalini, that is, men with brothers or sons holding clerical office. The proportion would surely have been greater for any other ruling nobility in Europe.”8


The doge, not the bishops, was the protector of religion in Venice, and when conflicts arose with Rome, the clergy were expected to be loyal to the Venetian faith. That is what happened during interdicts of 1515 and 1606, when the clergy were forbidden by the pope to exercise their ministry. Most of them disobeyed the pope—those who did not were exiled and their property confiscated. For many of them, the decision was simple. Parishes elected their own pastors, subject only to approval by the local patriarch, and the scuole elected their own chaplains (F 47). They could dismiss priests who refused to follow the government’s direction.


At times, naturally, it served Venetian interests to act in alliance with the pope. Venice remained free to move in any direction that would maintain commercial ties with other powers, whether pope or emperor or sultan. This readiness to sit loose to any connection with others gave Venice a reputation as perfidious. On the other hand, it helped foster domestic tranquillity, since factions that had business ties with other regions could be placated by readjusting those ties to reflect opportunity or peril. To keep all these balls in the air, Venice had to develop an international intelligence-gathering operation, and a diplomacy, that were famous for their penetration of other nations’ secrets. And if religious ties to the outside were restricted, secular ones were bound to be even more energetically banned. That is why Venice had no division along transpolity lines like the Guelph-Ghibelline quarrels that divided other Italian cities. It was necessary to maintain loyalty among those at home, as well as those who served abroad.


On their home ground Venetians held other nations’ ambassadors at arm’s length, isolating them from any private contact with the doge or the Senate. They also maintained a police control of their own secrets that impressed outsiders as paranoid. Given the small size of the republic’s base, given the fact that its adversaries usually had greater numbers in terms of total population, Venice had to survive by superior knowledge, cleverness, and maneuverability. The price of independence ran high, but its rewards were correspondingly exalted. It was hard to be a city apart yet a trader with the world. The precondition of undertaking the operation at all was a discipline of independence, one fed from deep religious conviction about the service of Saint Mark.





CHAPTER THREE
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The Lion’s Wings


AS FEDERAL BUILDINGS in the United States have pictures of the current president in courts and bureaus, the administrative offices of the Venetian republic had large heraldic paintings of the lion of Venice as certifications of their authority. Later, when most of these offices were closed, some of the lion emblems were moved to the Doge’s Palace, where they are now displayed together. Though the pictures conform to official type, they were done with individual touches by leading artists. One of them is now attributed to Cima da Conegliano. Another—the most famous one—was done by Carpaccio for the Treasurers’ Office near the Rialto. This lion shows its teeth in an odd grin that is supposed to suggest the grimace on the bronze lion atop the pillar in the Piazzetta.1 It is an amphibian creature—though one paw holds the saying of the angel to Mark, the other is planted on terraferma, suggesting the lion’s tread onto Venice’s land empire. But the lion’s hind paws are in the lagoon, which is mistily evoked in the background. The lifted wings of the lion are the spread sails of the empire’s sea holdings, launched from the lagoon.


Like their lion, the people of Venice were amphibian. They were at home on water from birth, learning the ways of boats the way other children learn to walk. It has been estimated that as many as ten thousand gondola-type craft at a time were threading the lagoon’s watery maze during the Renaissance.2 The skill of the men who stood up to maneuver such craft is visible in their poised leaning and poling on the edge of the gondola in Carpaccio’s painting Healing of the Possessed, for the Scuola Grande di San Giovanni Evangelista. That skill remains a marvel in the dwindling number of gondoliers today, as it was in the nineteenth century when Mark Twain—who knew something about maneuvering in straits as a pilot on the Mississippi River—was dazzled by it: The stern of the boat is decked over and the gondolier stands there. He uses a single oar—a long blade, of course, for he stands nearly erect. A wooden peg, a foot and a half high, with two slight crooks or curves in one side of it and one in the other, projects above the starboard gunwale. Against that peg the gondolier takes a purchase with his oar, changing it at intervals to the other side of the peg or dropping it into another of the crooks, as the steering of the craft may demand—and how in the world he can back and fill, shoot straight ahead, or flirt suddenly around a corner, and make the oar stay in those insignificant notches is a problem to me and a never diminishing matter of interest. I am afraid I study the gondolier’s marvelous skill more than I do the sculptured palaces we glide among. He cuts a corner so closely, now and then, or misses another gondola by such an imperceptible hair-breadth that I feel myself “scrooching,” as the children say, just as one does when a buggy wheel grazes his elbow. But he makes all his calculations with the nicest precision, and goes darting in and out among a Broadway confusion of busy craft with the easy confidence of the educated hackman.3
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FIG. 5


Vittore Carpaccio, The Lion of Saint Mark


Ease on the water and familiarity with the lagoon gave the Venetians many advantages—for fishing, for drying salt, for dredging sand of many grades to make glass. The sense of the lagoon’s blessings comes through in the mosaic of Saint Mark’s legendary stop within it during the so-called “foreshadowing” (praedestinatio) of his body’s final return to the lagoon city. This mosaic, on the ceiling of the Zen Chapel of San Marco (D 2.185–91), shows the haloed Mark asleep in a small skiff while an angel is swooping down on him with a message from God. This is Venice before there was a Venice. Mark’s saintly companion has tied up the skiff in a stand of sedgy reeds. The ripples of the lagoon gently rock Mark. The boat has a gondola-style oarlock near the prow and an anchor on the cable at Mark’s end of the boat. In the middle is a man without a halo (the figure is heavily restored)—presumably the pilot, since Venice required all boats coming into the lagoon to have a pilot familiar with its labyrinthine channels and bars. The sand of such a bar shows through the water near the sedges, a masterly use of mosaic tesserae to suggest translucence. The tesserae, of course, were made from sand of the sort portrayed here.


PLATE IV


San Marco mosaic, Vision of Saint Mark


Despite this idyllic picture of the lagoon, Venetians knew that its principal benefit to them was military. It was a large watery wall shutting out invaders. If an enemy tried to penetrate it in heavy warships, the markers for the channels could be removed, leaving the hostile ships to be mired on shoals. If the city was in truly desperate peril, the channels themselves could be clogged with sunken material, so only the lightly skimming boats of the Venetians could maneuver there. William McNeill points out a special military use of the lagoon, for testing under controlled conditions the new ship designs invented in the city’s technologically sophisticated boatyard (Arsenal)—much as modern airplane designs were tested in the manipulable conditions of wind tunnels (McN II).
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