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C H A P T E R E L E V E N 

T O U R I S M V E R S U S T H E 
H A B I T A B L E C I T Y 

V E N I C E 

So we advanced i n t o this ghostly city, c o n t i n u i n g to h o l d o u r 

course t h r o u g h the n a r r o w streets a n d lanes, all f i l led a n d f l o w i n g 

with water. O n we went , floating towards the heart o f this strange 

p lace—with water all about us w h e r e water never was e lsewhere— 

clusters o f houses , churches , heaps o f stately b u i l d i n g s g r o w i n g o u t 

o f i t — a n d everywhere the same extraordinary s i lence. 

—CHARLES DICKENS, Pictures from Italy 

' / he visitor a p p r o a c h i n g by t ra in c a n n o t see V e n i c e f r o m the cause-

' way that reaches out i n t o the l a g o o n s u r r o u n d i n g the his tor ic 

m e t r o p o l i s . T h e only things visible are b l u e - g r e e n water, sea 

grass, and f inal ly t r a i n yards. Inside the Staz ione Ferrovie del lo Stato Santa 

L u c i a is a rush o f activity. B u t take j u s t o n e step b e y o n d the d o o r s o f the t e r m i -

nal a n d y o u are e n g u l f e d by V e n i c e , t r a n s p o r t e d back in t ime. A p a s t e l - c o l o r e d 

medieval townscape c a p p e d with o r a n g e ti le r o o f s extends i n all d i rec t ions . 

Vaporet tos , g o n d o l a s , a n d m o t o r b o a t s weave t h r o u g h t u r q u o i s e c h a n n e l s . 

Myster ious alleys, br idges , a n d byways lead to u n d i s c o v e r e d treasures. Waves 

splash u p o n sidewalks at h i g h t ide. G u l l s p e r c h o n c a n d y - s t r i p e d g o n d o l a 

poles . Stately classical b u i l d i n g s o f white m a r b l e celebrate the flowering o f the 

Renaissance. B e a u t i f u l palazzi with t r e f o i l Byzant ine G o t h i c windows speak i n 

an architectural language u n i q u e to this special place. 

F r o m here , across m a n y centuries , the trade g o o d s o f Asia were dispersed 

t h r o u g h o u t E u r o p e , and a n o f t e n e n l i g h t e n e d g o v e r n m e n t r u l e d with restraint 

a n d to lerance , c o n s t r u c t i n g a jewel a m o n g cities. Y e t t o m o r r o w , where will the 
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c h i l d r e n o f the m e t r o p o l i s f i n d playmates? A s the h i g h e r e c o n o m i c rewards 

f r o m t o u r i s m drive real estate values upward, a n d drugstores , hardware shops, 

butchers , and cobblers are replaced by hotels , g i f t shops, a n d restaurants, h o w 

will o r d i n a r y Venet ians—teachers , shopkeepers , nurses , g o n d o l i e r s , the e l d -

erly, a n d y o u n g m a r r i e d c o u p l e s — a f f o r d to live h e r e ? A s s c h o o l classes g r o w 

smaller , wil l youngsters have to traverse the w h o l e city to f i n d c o m p a n i o n s ? If 

V e n e t i a n s do n o t live i n V e n i c e , w h o wil l keep u p the a n c i e n t b u i l d i n g s , f ix the 

leaks w h e n they first b e g i n to d r i p , a n d patch the plaster b e f o r e it c o r r o d e s 

across w h o l e facades? C a n V e n i c e survive the success o f its tour is t e c o n o m y ? Is 

a city still a city w h e n it n o l o n g e r is a h o m e to its p e o p l e ? 

Saving V e n i c e is o n e o f the m o s t c o m p l e x u r b a n c o n s e r v a t i o n p r o b l e m s i n the 

w o r l d . A s i n o t h e r great cities, h is tor ic architectural preservat ion i n V e n i c e is 

n o t separable f r o m the larger a n d inter twined issues o f the w h o l e m e t r o p o l i s — 

e c o n o m i c , social , pol i t ica l , a n d e n v i r o n m e n t a l . N o r are the quandar ies o f any 

city d i v o r c e d f r o m the b r o a d e r d e v e l o p m e n t a l d i l e m m a s o f its n a t i o n a n d 

r e g i o n . Y e t V e n i c e is m o r e c o m p l i c a t e d . Its s ingularity as a h is tor ic bui l t env i -

r o n m e n t a n d the way these special characteristics clash wi th the forces that 

d e t e r m i n e the vitality o f m o d e r n cities is the reason. Its p r o b l e m s are e x t r a o r -

dinary because there really is n o o t h e r p l a c e — a n d has never b e e n any o t h e r 

p l a c e — q u i t e l ike it. 

V e n i c e is u n i q u e a m o n g the great h is tor ic cities i n several ways. First a n d 

m o s t obviously , it is a city b u i l t i n water, i n the V e n e t i a n l a g o o n . A n d , l ike 

A m s t e r d a m a n d A z t e c T e n o c h t i t l á n — t w o o t h e r cities bui l t i n watery e n v i r o n s 

w h i c h were also the capitals o f great empires—its c r e a t i on r e q u i r e d the devel-

o p m e n t o f special local t e c h n o l o g i e s i n o r d e r to construct b u i l d i n g s a n d to 

r e c o n c i l e the h u m a n - m a d e sett lement with the forces o f the s u r r o u n d i n g n a t -

ura l e n v i r o n m e n t . 

S e c o n d , V e n i c e is u n i q u e a m o n g great h is tor ic capitals i n that so m u c h o f 

the city's fabric survives f r o m such an early date i n its e v o l u t i o n . It is o n e o f the 

largest, m o s t c o m p l e t e , a n d architectural ly most s igni f icant medieval u r b a n 

c o n s t r u c t i o n s i n the w o r l d , whose history stretches back m o r e than a m i l l e n -

n i u m . It is m o r e intact than K y o t o o r B e i j i n g . It is o l d e r than Prague o r C a i r o . 

T h i r d , V e n i c e is u n i q u e i n that it survives i n its g e o g r a p h i c context . U n l i k e 

h is tor ic cities situated o n land, the V e n e t i a n c o n u r b a t i o n i n the n i n e t e e n t h 

and twentieth centur ies d i d n o t spread over the i m m e d i a t e natural t e r r a i n — a 

wide, shallow s o u n d that m i g h t have b e e n m o r e aggressively f i l l e d to a c c o m m o -

date m o d e r n e x p a n s i o n . Instead, c o n t e m p o r a r y V e n i c e e n c r o a c h e d o n m a i n -

l a n d areas b o r d e r i n g the l a g o o n . ( T e n o c h t i t l á n a n d its m a c r o - e n v i r o n m e n t o f 



3 2 0 / P R E S E R V I N G T H E W O R L D ' S G R E A T C I T I E S 

m a n a g e d wetlands were destroyed by the Spanish d u r i n g the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f 

c o l o n i a l M e x i c o Ci ty , a n d the d e v e l o p m e n t o f A m s t e r d a m i n the n i n e t e e n t h 

a n d twentieth centur ies obl i terated the marshes a n d agricultural f ie lds that 

o n c e s u r r o u n d e d it .) So V e n i c e is o n e o f the few medieval u r b a n e n v i r o n m e n t s 

that can still be seen as it o n c e existed i n n a t u r e . A n d because it c o n t i n u e s to 

exist i n the same setting, V e n e t i a n s must m a i n t a i n the l a g o o n that encirc les the 

city, as d id their f o r e f a t h e r s i n centur ies past. H e r e is a p a r a d i g m o f h o w the 

cities o f o u r quickly e x p a n d i n g u r b a n w o r l d may yet be r e q u i r e d to f i n d a r a p -

p r o c h e m e n t with the natura l e n v i r o n m e n t — a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n that has b e e n 

widely i g n o r e d . It is a delicate re la t ionship that, u n t i l recently, V e n i c e was 

gradual ly los ing , thereby i m p e r i l i n g its existence. 

T H E C I T Y I N E N V I R O N M E N T A L B A L A N C E 

V e n i c e ' s rise to w o r l d p o w e r , its social a n d cul tural achievements , its beauty 

a n d architectural s ingularity sprang f r o m its re la t ionship to the b o d y o f water 

i n w h i c h it was c o n s t r u c t e d . It was a city bui l t i n a sett ing w h e r e large cities u s u -

ally h a d n o t existed. 

A l t h o u g h it w o u l d eventually b e c o m e a great m a r i t i m e p o w e r , V e n i c e was at 

f irst a re fuge f r o m the pol i t ica l instabil ity that p l a g u e d Italy a f ter the fall o f the 

R o m a n E m p i r e a r o u n d A.D. 5 7 ° - I t w a s a rare enclave o f civility i n a p r o l o n g e d 

era o f t u r b u l e n c e w h e n Italy was f r e q u e n t l y invaded by G e r m a n i c ( G o t h i c ) 

tr ibes vy ing with the Byzant ines f o r h e g e m o n y i n E u r o p e . T h e l a g o o n itself was 

the city's de fense . A s V e n i c e evolved, it gradual ly l e a r n e d that a l t h o u g h the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a p e r m a n e n t cityscape i n a wet land e n v i r o n m e n t w o u l d r e q u i r e 

l a b o r i o u s c o n s t r u c t i o n m e t h o d s , such a sett ing h a d several advantages. 

T h e l a g o o n that s u r r o u n d s V e n i c e is wide a n d shallow, a n d m o r e t h a n f i f ty 

t imes larger t h a n the area that w o u l d eventually be o c c u p i e d by the city itself. A 

l a g o o n is a f o r m o f estuary: a partly e n c l o s e d coastal b o d y o f water i n w h i c h 

saltwater a n d freshwater are m i x e d by the sea's t ides. T h e V e n e t i a n l a g o o n has a 

speci f ic m i x o f characteristics that a l lowed it to serve as a defensive b a r r i e r to 

b o t h l a n d and sea attack, as a deepwater p o r t , as a center o f c o m m e r c i a l f i sh ing , 

as a site f o r salt- a n d g lass-making, a n d as a natural m e c h a n i s m f o r e l i m i n a t i n g 

the h u m a n waste p r o d u c e d by a large u r b a n set t lement . 

A s a defensive b a r r i e r f r o m assault by l a n d , the t idal marshlands a n d bogs 

that b o r d e r the V e n e t i a n l a g o o n are a t r e a c h e r o u s maze impassable to soldiers 

o n f o o t . Inside the bay, an i r regular n e t w o r k o f navigable channels weave 

between n u m e r o u s shallow areas a n d sandbars. T h e eccentric i ty o f this s h i f t i n g 

natural pat tern p u t hosti le naval f o r c e s at a severe disadvantage w h e n m a n e u -

v e r i n g against native V e n e t i a n s e a m e n d u r i n g a sea batt le . I n the heat o f f i g h t -

ing , e n e m y forces m i g h t easily r u n a g r o u n d . 
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A l t h o u g h most o f the l a g o o n is shallow, a curving deepwater channel runs 

t h r o u g h its center and penetrates the l o n g chain o f barr ier islands that isolate the 

estuary f r o m the Adr iat ic Sea. V e n i c e was bui l t in the heart o f the bay o n the 

islands that constitute the Rivo A l t o (high bank) that embraces the deepwater pas-

sageway where it f o r m s a sweeping a n d s inuous curve, later called the G r a n d 

Canal . T h i s pos i t ioned the city where seagoing ships c o u l d f i n d safe h a r b o r and 

anchorage. 

W h e n f irst o c c u p i e d , the l a g o o n was also f e d by freshwater f r o m several 

rivers a n d streams. T h i s p r o d u c e d wetlands r i c h with aquatic plants a n d the 

m i c r o o r g a n i s m s — f i s h , m a m m a l s , b irds , and insects—associated with such n a t -

ural systems. H e r e was a n o t h e r advantage to b u i l d i n g a city i n what seemed an 

u n n a t u r a l l o c a t i o n . 

U n t i l the n i n e t e e n t h century and the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the ro le o f bacteria 

i n the t r a n s m i s s i o n o f i n f e c t i o u s diseases, the sanitat ion o f u r b a n areas was 

achieved by a process o f trial a n d observat ion. U n k n o w n to the Venet ians , w h o 

bel ieved that the tides f lushed away the city's waste, a far m o r e c o m p l e x c h e m i -

cal a n d b i o l o g i c a l process was at w o r k — a process that today is r e c o g n i z e d as a 

highly ef fect ive m e t h o d o f wastewater t reatment . W h e n h u m a n waste enters the 

estuary, it is b r o k e n d o w n , a n d its c o m p o n e n t s b e c o m e part o f the f o o d chain . 

T h e a c t i o n o f the tides w i t h i n the l a g o o n reduces sol id waste i n t o small p a r t i -

cles, w h i c h b e c o m e f o o d f o r m i c r o s c o p i c animals a n d insects. Plants absorb 

n i t r o g e n , p h o s p h o r u s , and o t h e r c o m p o u n d s f r o m the water. T h e oxygen 

released by s u b m e r g e d plant roots supports the activity o f bacter ia and f u n g i , 

w h i c h f u r t h e r break d o w n o r g a n i c waste partic les. (Art i f i c ia l wetlands with a n 

eco logica l d y n a m i c s imilar to that o f the l a g o o n o f V e n i c e have b e c o m e a m e a n s 

o f sani tat ion i n m a n y smaller c o n t e m p o r a r y u r b a n c o m m u n i t i e s . ) 

M o r e o v e r , the b a r r i e r islands that p r o t e c t the V e n e t i a n l a g o o n restrict the 

waves that wash t h r o u g h the estuary wi th the c h a n g i n g o f the tides. A speci f ic 

balance is achieved. T h e tides are s u f f i c i e n t to f lush the waste o u t o f the city a n d 

disperse it i n t o the b r o a d l a g o o n , b u t n o t so active that p o l l u t e d water moves 

t o o quickly f o r the natural c leansing processes to take e f fec t . G i v e n s u f f i c i e n t 

t ime, nature will eventually sanitize h u m a n waste, b u t dense u r b a n sett lements 

o v e r b u r d e n m o s t natural systems. T h e ratio o f V e n i c e ' s size to the extent o f its 

l a g o o n a n d the u n u s u a l ef fect iveness o f the estuary as p r o c e s s o r o f organic 

waste m a d e the l o c a t i o n o f the city very p r o p i t i o u s i n this regard. 

T h e m i c r o s c o p i c animals a n d insects that thrive i n this e n v i r o n m e n t 

b e c o m e f o o d f o r larger creatures, eventually s u p p o r t i n g an a b u n d a n c e o f e d i -

ble f ish, fowl , a n d mol lusks . Shal lower areas o f the estuary also p r o d u c e heavily 

sal inated water d u e to an increased rate o f evaporat ion, y i e l d i n g large a m o u n t s 

o f table salt—a vital p r o d u c t i n the M i d d l e A g e s f o r p r e s e r v i n g meat, a n d the 

m a i n c o m m e r c i a l export o f the city f o r several h u n d r e d years. Salt f r o m the 
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l a g o o n is also a b s o r b e d by seaweed, w h i c h w h e n r e d u c e d to ashes f o r m s s o d i u m 

c a r b o n a t e — a p r i m a r y c o m p o n e n t ( a l o n g with the f i n e sand to be f o u n d i n 

nearby r iverbeds) i n the m a k i n g o f glass. A n d V e n i c e f o r m a n y centur ies was 

o n e o f E u r o p e ' s m a j o r suppl iers o f glass. 

M u c h as the physical characteristics o f the l a g o o n were part icular ly f e l i c i -

tous f o r V e n i c e , the ascent o f V e n i c e as an i n d e p e n d e n t city-state a n d a great 

m a r i t i m e p o w e r was a f fec ted by its g e o g r a p h i c l o c a t i o n between C o n s t a n -

t i n o p l e a n d E u r o p e . 

I n A . D . 3 3 0 , w h e n the R o m a n E m p i r e was d iv ided i n t o Eastern (eventually 

G r e e k O r t h o d o x ) a n d W e s t e r n (eventually L a t i n R o m a n C a t h o l i c ) spheres, 

V e n i c e was located b e t w e e n two s t r o n g g e o p o l i t i c a l poles . D u r i n g the early 

M i d d l e A g e s , as var ious G o t h i c tr ibes c o n q u e r e d d i f f e r e n t parts o f E u r o p e , 

the o r i g i n a l c o m m u n i t y o f f i s h e r m e n a n d salt makers gradually b e c a m e a 

c o l o n y o f traders; their skills at s h i p b u i l d i n g a n d navigat ion grew, a n d V e n i c e 

b e c a m e a s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t outpost at the far reaches o f the Byzant ine E m p i r e . By 

the t ime C h a r l e m a g n e c o n s o l i d a t e d G o t h i c E u r o p e a n d was c r o w n e d e m p e r o r 

o f the H o l y R o m a n E m p i r e , V e n i c e was a t r a d i n g and d i p l o m a t i c i n t e r m e d i a r y 

b e t w e e n d i f f e r e n t civi l izations. T h e V e n e t i a n s ' p o s i t i o n was f u r t h e r s t r e n g t h -

e n e d as the M u s l i m E m p i r e e x p a n d e d i n the M i d d l e East ( o c c u p y i n g J e r u -

salem i n 6 3 7 ) , the s o u t h e r n M e d i t e r r a n e a n (taking A l e x a n d r i a i n 6 4 2 ) , a n d 

parts o f C o n t i n e n t a l E u r o p e t h r o u g h S p a i n ( c l a i m i n g C o r d o v a i n 71*)» f o r 

C h r i s t i a n E u r o p e b e c a m e l a n d l o c k e d f r o m As ia . Italian m a r i t i m e cit ies— 

V e n i c e i n p a r t i c u l a r — b e c a m e the m a j o r c o m m e r c i a l l ink between East a n d 

West. 

T h e l i fe o f the city as a g lobal t rader a n d i n t e r m e d i a r y exposed V e n e t i a n s to 

the cultures o f d i f f e r e n t places and i n c u l c a t e d i n t h e m a c o s m o p o l i t a n c o n -

sciousness. V e n i c e b e c a m e a G o t h i c m e t r o p o l i s assimilat ing cultural strains 

f r o m B y z a n t i u m , the M u s l i m E m p i r e , a n d the Italian m a i n l a n d . S i m u l t a -

neously , the pract ical l imi ta t ions and u n u s u a l f r e e d o m s o f b u i l d i n g i n the c e n -

ter o f a l a g o o n w o u l d c o m b i n e with the m u l t i c u l t u r a l o r i e n t a t i o n o f the city to 

p r o d u c e architecture u n l i k e that f o u n d anyplace else. 

T h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f b u i l d i n g s o n the l o w - l y i n g islands o f V e n i c e r e q u i r e d 

the s i n k i n g o f w o o d e n pi les i n t o a c o m p a c t substratum o f sand a n d clay, the 

caranto, u p o n w h i c h was bui l t a w o o d e n raft that served as a p l a t f o r m f o r stone 

f o u n d a t i o n s . T h i s a l lowed V e n e t i a n b u i l d i n g s to " f l o a t " i n s h i f t i n g geo log ica l 

strata. S ince the piles were dr iven to a d e p t h b e l o w sea level, the w o o d was c o n -

stantly s u b m e r g e d a n d gradual ly m i n e r a l i z e d i n the saltwater. Posts c o u l d thus 

last a lmost i n d e f i n i t e l y . T h e c u r r e n t piles o f the D u c a l Palace, o r D o g e s ' 

Palace, were last e x a m i n e d i n 1874» a t w h i c h t ime they were 5 3 0 years o l d a n d 

entirely s o u n d . I n o t h e r cases, however , m i n e r a l i z e d piles w o u l d spl inter w h e n 

subjected to lateral pressure . 
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Because the s inking o f pi les was a n expensive, l a b o r - i n t e n s i v e process a n d 

the caranto substratum c o u l d shift over t ime, it was necessary to make the 

b u i l d i n g s o f the p e r m a n e n t city as f lexible a n d l ight as possible . T h e exter ior 

walls were accordingly made o f a l ight br ick a n d soft m o r t a r , a n d were highly 

plastic. Ins ide , w o o d e n c o n s t r u c t i o n was careful ly integrated with the m a s o n r y 

to distr ibute the weight o f the b u i l d i n g evenly s h o u l d the f o u n d a t i o n s m o v e . I n 

larger structures the s u p p o r t i n g walls were t h i n n e r i n the u p p e r stories. B u t 

while the l ightness o f V e n e t i a n b u i l d i n g s was necessary, what m a d e it possible 

was the security o f the city f r o m outs ide attack. I n G o t h i c cities o n the m a i n -

land, u r b a n structures were des igned as fortresses i n case o f invasion. T h e 

i m p e n e t r a b i l i t y o f V e n i c e ' s natural defenses al lowed its b u i l d i n g s to be c o n -

structed o f less heavy materials , with n u m e r o u s o p e n i n g s f o r l ight a n d air, 

w h i c h f u r t h e r r e d u c e d the a m o u n t o f sol id m a s o n r y i n exter ior walls. 

I n an era w h e n the use o f glass i n windows was c o n s i d e r e d a luxury , the 

n u m e r o u s glass f u r n a c e s situated o n the nearby is land o f M u r a n o m a d e it f e a -

sible f o r V e n i c e to b e c o m e a city sparkl ing with glazed f e n e s t r a t i o n . A t f irst , the 

shape o f w i n d o w o p e n i n g s i n the residences o f the city was based o n Byzant ine 

archi tectural m o d e l s with shallow arches. W i t h t ime, a M u s l i m - i n f l u e n c e d res-

ident ia l b u i l d i n g type evolved (called a fondaco i n V e n e t i a n , f r o m the o r i g i n a l 

A r a b i c funduk). T h e s e b u i l d i n g s c o m b i n e d t r a d i n g o f f i c e s a n d warehouse fac i l i -

ties o n the lowest f l o o r with res idences i n the u p p e r stories. T h u s , A r a b i c 

h o r s e s h o e - s h a p e d a n d i n f l e c t e d a r c h e d windows b e c a m e part o f the city's f o r -

mal vocabulary . Eventually, a distinctly V e n e t i a n - s t y l e w i n d o w evolved, with 

ornate tracery carved i n stone and synthesiz ing Byzant ine a n d A r a b i c f o r m s 

with those o f G o t h i c E u r o p e . T h e architecture o f the city assumed an e f ferves-

cent quality p u n c t u a t e d by the r e f l e c t e d l ight o f its m a n y glazed windows. 

A s the p o p u l a t i o n grew, the centra l islands b e c a m e densely settled. Each 

island was a separate parish, with a c o m m u n i t y c h u r c h situated next to a n o p e n 

square k n o w n i n V e n i c e as a campo. In o r d e r to supply f resh d r i n k i n g water, the 

campo was des igned to w o r k as a rainwater c istern a n d well . B e n e a t h the paved 

walking area o f each plaza the V e n e t i a n s constructed a large cavity sealed by a n 

i m p e r m e a b l e shell that p r o h i b i t e d the p e n e t r a t i o n o f saltwater. T h i s u n d e r -

g r o u n d tank was f i l led with sand, w h i c h acted as a f i l ter , a n d a well reached 

f r o m the b o t t o m o f the c istern u p to the plaza, where a decorat ive wel lhead was 

p laced. N e i g h b o r i n g b u i l d i n g s h a d steeply p i t c h e d r o o f s with gutters a n d 

spouts that co l lected and del ivered rainwater to the campo c istern, where the 

l i q u i d seeped downward t h r o u g h the sand to the well b o t t o m . E a c h par ish 

is land (sixty-eight w o u l d eventually be deve loped) , wi th its c h u r c h , campo, a n d 

cistern, was a s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t u n i t o f the larger city. 

A s m o r e a n d m o r e o f the central h i g h e r areas o f the l a g o o n b e d were 

recovered a n d the n u m b e r o f islands increased, the V e n e t i a n s were carefu l to 
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m a i n t a i n the flow o f m a j o r navigable c h a n n e l s . W h i l e most medieval cities have 

an eccentr ic c i r c u l a t i o n p a t t e r n that is o f t e n d e s c r i b e d as organic , the i r regular 

c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f the islands o f V e n i c e a n d its n e t w o r k o f canals grew i n direct 

response to the natural f l o w o f water w i t h i n the estuary. G r a d u a l l y a s e c o n d 

i n d e p e n d e n t m o v e m e n t system was d e v e l o p e d o n the land. For c o m m e r c i a l 

p u r p o s e s , w a r e h o u s e - r e s i d e n c e s had d o o r s that o p e n e d to a canal f o r the l o a d -

i n g a n d u n l o a d i n g o f trade g o o d s , a n d a n o t h e r doorway that led to the w i n d i n g 

n e t w o r k o f medieval p e d e s t r i a n pathways (calle) o f the city's n e i g h b o r h o o d s . 

Eventual ly 3 5 0 to 4 0 0 br idges (ponti) crossed m o r e t h a n 2 0 0 o r i g i n a l c h a n -

nels, l i n k i n g I l 8 separate islands i n a vast patchwork. 

U n t i l the fall o f the V e n e t i a n R e p u b l i c i n 1797» a special b r a n c h o f g o v e r n -

m e n t — c a l l e d the Piovego i n the medieval p e r i o d and, later, as it b e c a m e m o r e 

specialized, the Savii alle Acque—str ic t ly m o n i t o r e d d e v e l o p m e n t to ensure that 

the natural f l u s h i n g ac t ion o f the l a g o o n c o n t i n u e d to clean the city. O v e r the 

centuries , the Venet ians had l e a r n e d that silt gradually accumulated and the 

canals grew shallower, r e d u c i n g the f l o w o f the tides. T h e r e f o r e , they devised a 

l a b o r i o u s system o f constant canal m a i n t e n a n c e , which has b e e n d o c u m e n t e d 

back to the f i f t e e n t h century. Areas o f the city were isolated and d r a i n e d t h r o u g h 

the use o f t e m p o r a r y dams. T h e canals were t h e n dredged, f o u n d a t i o n s and 

e m b a n k m e n t s were repaired, and the t e m p o r a r y dams were r e m o v e d and 

installed i n a n o t h e r area. T h e process o f rehabi l i tat ing all the city's canals t o o k 

about twenty years, by w h i c h t ime it was necessary to b e g i n the cycle o n c e m o r e . 

A s the city assumed its u l t imate f o r m (the p o p u l a t i o n reached a b o u t 

1 3 0 , 0 0 0 by 1 5 0 0 , w h e n V e n i c e was o n e o f the largest a n d wealthiest cities i n 

E u r o p e ) , the V e n e t i a n s gradual ly g a i n e d a d e e p e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the l iv ing 

l a g o o n u p o n w h i c h the ir lives d e p e n d e d . L a g o o n s are an unstable evo lut ionary 

state o f estuaries. T h e y are e i ther i n the process o f f i l l i n g u p with the sediments 

d e p o s i t e d by rivers, o r e m p t y i n g o u t to b e c o m e deep bays t h r o u g h the tidal 

ac t ion o f the sea. B o t h o f these extreme c o n d i t i o n s were u n d e s i r a b l e f o r 

V e n i c e — t h e s i l t ing o f the l a g o o n w o u l d expose the city to attack by l a n d , whi le 

the d e e p e n i n g o f the estuary w o u l d make the h a r b o r navigable by host i le f o r c e s 

f r o m the sea—so the city d e c i d e d to i n t e r r u p t the natural process . A l t h o u g h 

the ir sc ienti f ic k n o w l e d g e was r u d i m e n t a r y c o m p a r e d to o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

today, studies at the Univers i ty o f Padua a n d w i t h i n the V e n e t i a n bureaucracy 

h a d u n c o v e r e d a f u n d a m e n t a l e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n c e p t , w h i c h by 1718 was 

expressed concisely as " E l e m e n t opposes e l e m e n t . " 

I f the V e n e t i a n l a g o o n was to r e m a i n to be shallow a n d wide with p e r i o d i c 

navigable channels , its e v o l u t i o n toward e i ther a bay o r a wet land w o u l d have to 

b e p e r m a n e n t l y arrested. N e i t h e r the sea n o r the rivers c o u l d be al lowed to 

d o m i n a t e . A n art i f ic ia l state o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l e q u i l i b r i u m , o r stasis, h a d to be 

created i n w h i c h the m o v e m e n t s o f the sea a n d the rivers were c o n t r o l l e d so 
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that they perpetual ly c o u n t e r b a l a n c e d each o t h e r . G i v e n the variables o f 

weather and the c h a n g i n g c o n d i t i o n s o f the l a n d and sea, this was a p r o b l e m o f 

e n o r m o u s complexi ty that V e n i c e w o u l d gradually solve over a p e r i o d o f several 

centur ies t h r o u g h a sophist icated p r o g r a m o f regulat ion , m o n i t o r i n g , m a i n t e -

n a n c e , a n d the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f p u b l i c works. 

T h e V e n e t i a n l a g o o n is approximate ly 4 ° k i l o m e t e r s l o n g , varying i n 

b r e a d t h f r o m 5 to IO k i l o m e t e r s . It is p r o t e c t e d f r o m the sea by several n a r r o w 

b a r r i e r islands a n d peninsulas , with three m a j o r o p e n i n g s t h r o u g h w h i c h the 

tides f l o w i n a n d out o f the estuary. Historical ly , a d o z e n rivers a n d streams 

d e b o u c h e d i n t o the l a g o o n , i n c l u d i n g three m a j o r rivers: the Sile, the Piave, 

and the B r e n t a , w h i c h f low out o f the m a i n l a n d a distance o f approximate ly 5 0 

to 7 5 k i l o m e t e r s . N o n e o f these water sources c o u l d be s imply b l o c k e d ; each 

had to be al lowed to c o n t i n u e to f l o w i n o r d e r f o r the Venet ians to achieve a 

balance o f opposi tes r e s p o n d i n g to varying c l imatic c o n d i t i o n s . 

Between 1 3 0 0 and 1 8 0 0 , m o r e t h a n 1 6 0 k i l o m e t e r s o f canals a n d several 

large dikes w o u l d be d u g o n the landward side o f the l a g o o n , creat ing a c o m p l i -

cated system o f divers ions that w o u l d allow the city e i ther to redirect f l o o d w a -

ters a r o u n d the l a g o o n a n d o u t i n t o the A d r i a t i c o r , at o t h e r t imes, let a 

Historic environmental interventions in the Venetian lagoon • Mainta in ing environmental 

stasis in its lagoon was crucial to Venice (the inhabited core o f central islands are shown in black). 

These large civil engineer ing projects required a c o m m i t m e n t f o u n d e d in knowledge. O v e r 

centuries, the Venet ian Republ ic gradually came to know that construct ing massive seawalls (solid 

black lines), lengthy dikes (dotted l ine to the east o f the lagoon), and m o r e than a h u n d r e d miles o f 

river diversions (dot-dash lines) would preserve a delicate balance o f oppos ing environmental 

elements in the s u r r o u n d i n g natural terrain. 
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c o n t r o l l e d a m o u n t o f freshwater e n t e r the l a g o o n at speci f ic l o c a t i o n s . 

C o r r e s p o n d i n g l y , n u m e r o u s sea barr iers , eventually p r o t e c t i n g a l e n g t h o f 

a r o u n d 2 0 k i lometers , w o u l d be c o n s t r u c t e d a l o n g the edge o f the A d r i a t i c to 

p r o t e c t the n a r r o w strip o f b a r r i e r islands f r o m b e i n g e i ther swept away by v i o -

lent s torms o r slowly d e v o u r e d by the tides. 

C o m m e r c i a l activit ies—such as the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f salt p a n s and f ish f a r m -

ing , w h i c h involved the art i f ic ia l i so la t ion o f parts o f the l a g o o n — w e r e closely 

regulated. C o n t i n u o u s d r e d g i n g was r e q u i r e d , b o t h i n the city's canals and i n 

the l a g o o n itself. A n d between l 6 l O a n d 1 7 9 2 , an o f f i c i a l area e n c o m p a s s i n g 

the w h o l e l a g o o n e n v i r o n m e n t was m a p p e d o u t and m o n i t o r e d at 1 0 2 d a t u m 

p o i n t s . 

A l l this activity stabil ized the natural c o n d i t i o n s that h a d so decisively 

d e t e r m i n e d the shape o f the city a n d its archi tecture . T h e a c t i o n o f the 

V e n e t i a n s i n preserv ing the character o f the l a g o o n also p e r p e t u a t e d the c h a r -

acter o f the u r b a n a g g l o m e r a t i o n . Radical a l terat ions i n the defensive charac-

teristics o f the l a g o o n w o u l d have prec ip i ta ted radical changes i n the 

c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f the cityscape. A f u n d a m e n t a l p r i n c i p l e had b e e n revealed: the 

conservat ion o f the b u i l t e n v i r o n m e n t o f V e n i c e w o u l d always involve the c o n -

servat ion o f its natural e n v i r o n m e n t as well . 

T h e ability o f V e n i c e to sustain an ef fect ive e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o g r a m w i t h i n 

the l a g o o n over m a n y centur ies was m a d e possible by the c o n t i n u i t y o f the city's 

g o v e r n m e n t . V e n i c e h a d n o t b e e n c o n q u e r e d o r r u l e d by a f o r e i g n p o w e r since 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f its i n d e p e n d e n c e by C o n s t a n t i n o p l e i n 8 1 4 . N o r was it t o r n by 

the f r e q u e n t i n t e r n a l pol i t i ca l upheavals that h a d a f f l i c ted Italian cities o n the 

m a i n l a n d . F r o m 1 1 4 0 to 1160, it was r u n by a c o n t i n u o u s f o r m o f r e p u b l i c a n 

g o v e r n m e n t i n w h i c h administrat ive a n d legislative powers were vested i n 

assemblies const i tuted o f m e m b e r s o f the patr ic ian class. T h e highest o f f i c i a l o f 

the r e p u b l i c was the d o g e , w h o was elected f o r l i fe b u t c o u l d be r e m o v e d f o r 

h i g h cr imes against the state. T h i s o l igarchic g o v e r n m e n t was, i n e f fect , a c o m -

m u n e devoted to the c o n t i n u e d mercant i le success o f the city. It consc ious ly 

fostered the pol i t ica l stability that, at the dawn o f the Renaissance, m a d e V e n i c e 

o n e o f the w o r l d ' s great c o m m e r c i a l a n d po l i t i ca l powers , with d i p l o m a t i c 

ambassadors at every m a j o r court i n E u r o p e . 

T H E C I T Y A S A N A R T I S T I C C O N S T R U C T I O N 

A t its height , the m a r i t i m e e m p i r e o f V e n i c e i n c l u d e d a substantial p o r t i o n o f 

ad jacent m a i n l a n d Italy, as well as a s tr ing o f cities, islands, a n d terr i tor ies o n 

b o t h sides o f the A d r i a t i c , a r o u n d G r e e c e a n d east to Istanbul and b e y o n d . 

T h i s extensive n e t w o r k o f f e r e d safe h a r b o r f o r the V e n e t i a n r e p u b l i c ' s ships, 

c o n t r o l l e d piracy i n the sea- lanes to the M i d d l e East, p r o v i d e d f o o d a n d basic 
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necessities that the city d id n o t p r o d u c e , a n d o f f e r e d new c o m m o d i t i e s a n d 

markets f o r t rade . O v e r the centur ies , the f low o f wealth t h r o u g h the m e t r o p o -

lis g e n e r a t e d a cityscape f i l led with extraordinary b u i l d i n g s . 

T h e G r a n d C a n a l h a d b e c o m e o n e o f the most remarkable u r b a n t h o r -

oughfares i n the w o r l d , a b r o a d c u r v i n g passageway l i n e d by i m p o s i n g ware-

h o u s e - r e s i d e n c e s and ornate palazzi . T h e m a n y parishes a n d monaster ies o f 

the city h a d b u i l t n u m e r o u s large and s p l e n d i d churches that were o f t e n a d is -

t inct b l e n d o f Byzant ine and Italian medieval architecture . A t the heart o f the 

city, w h e r e the G r a n d C a n a l m e r g e d with the deepwater h a r b o r that c o n n e c t e d 

to the sea b e y o n d , the m a j o r p u b l i c plaza o f the city was b o r d e r e d by its most 

i m p o r t a n t symbol ic b u i l d i n g s . 

Like Saint Basil 's i n M o s c o w o r the D u o m o i n F l o r e n c e , the s ingular for'm 

o f the Basil ica o f Saint M a r k — i n s p i r e d by the C h r i s t i a n R o m a n architecture o f 

C o n s t a n t i n o p l e — i s an architectural express ion u n i q u e to the city a n d its c u l -

ture . T h e basic p l a n was a G r e e k cross c o m p o s e d o f five squares, over w h i c h 

were c o n s t r u c t e d five d o m e s p e r c h e d o n spherical pendent ives , a structural 

advance o f the Byzantines. A n d like the great c h u r c h o f Saint S o p h i a , the i n t e -

r i o r surfaces o f the d o m e s , b a r r e l vaults, and pendent ives o f Saint M a r k were 

richly a d o r n e d with exquisite g o l d mosaics. A l t h o u g h the o r i g i n a l s tructure 

t o o k only thirty years to c o m p l e t e , its e m b e l l i s h m e n t r e q u i r e d centur ies o f 

r e f i n e m e n t a n d addi t ions . T h e c o m p l e t e d b u i l d i n g was a dense, s u m p t u o u s 

treasure b o x e m b r o i d e r e d by the s i te-spec i f ic artworks o f g e n e r a t i o n s o f 

V e n e t i a n artists a n d the most p r e c i o u s p l u n d e r f r o m h u n d r e d s o f years o f f o r -

e ign c o n q u e s t . 

I m m e d i a t e l y adjacent is the D o g e s ' Palace, whose u n u s u a l eclectic design 

integrates G o t h i c , A r a b i c , Byzant ine , and Renaissance architectural e lements . 

H e r e , i n the ducal res idence , the Palace o f Just ice , a n d the great hal l o f the 

city's legislature, were h o u s e d the p r i n c i p a l administrat ive f u n c t i o n s o f the 

e m p i r e . T h e f irst two f l o o r s o f the structure are w r a p p e d by a Byzant ine p o r t i c o 

and G o t h i c loggia o f e laborately carved white Istrian s tone. T h e f l o o r s above 

are e n c l o s e d by a screen wall with an in la id g e o m e t r i c p a t t e r n o f p i n k and white 

s tone. A r a b i c crenel la t ions m a r c h e d a l o n g the crest o f the facade. Like that o f 

Saint M a r k ' s , the aesthetic e l a b o r a t i o n o f the D o g e s ' Palace eventually came to 

ref lect c e n t u r i e s o f a c c u m u l a t e d e n d e a v o r by V e n i c e ' s artists a n d architects, 

w h o f i l l ed the i n t e r i o r with masterworks o f f u r n i t u r e , p a i n t i n g , and sculpture . 

I n paral lel with the other city-states o f Italy, a h e i g h t e n e d civic s e l f - c o n -

sciousness h a d evolved i n the m e t r o p o l i s . T h e major i ty o f the city's adult males 

part ic ipated i n publ ic and civic l i fe . A l l male n o b l e s — w h o n u m b e r e d f r o m 

1 , 0 0 0 to 2 , 5 ° ° in d i f f e r e n t eras—were eligible to vote i n the Great C o u n c i l , the 

M a g g i o r C o n s i g l i o . Many n o n - n o b l e s b e l o n g e d to gui lds o r scuole, rel igious f r a -

ternit ies devoted to m u t u a l assistance and publ ic p h i l a n t h r o p y . T h e largest o f 
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these, the Scuole G r a n d i , o f which there were eventually seven, was c o m p o s e d o f 

5 0 0 to 6 0 0 p r o m i n e n t upper-c lass Venet ians . Participants i n the m i n o r gui lds 

varied f r o m about f ifty to seventy-five m e m b e r s , and there were Scuole Piccole 

f o r goldsmiths, cabinetmakers, carpenters , bui lders , s tonemasons, c l o t h m a k -

ers, spice dealers, r o p e makers, boatbui lders , v intners , and bakers. 

By the e i g h t e e n t h century , over 4 0 0 scuole p r o v i d e d aid f o r widows a n d 

o r p h a n s , the aged, the destitute, lepers , a n d f o r m e r prost i tutes; they also s u p -

p o r t e d p u b l i c heal th care, p r o m o t e d e d u c a t i o n , and s o m e t i m e s b u i l t subsi-

d ized h o u s i n g f o r the p o o r . I n the e i g h t e e n t h century , f o u r o r p h a n a g e s 

dedicated to m u s i c — t h e c h o i r m a s t e r o f o n e o f these was A n t o n i o V i v a l d i — 

b e c a m e f a m o u s t h r o u g h o u t the C o n t i n e n t , m a k i n g s igni f icant c o n t r i b u t i o n s 

to the d e v e l o p m e n t o f classical s y m p h o n i c music . A l t h o u g h the V e n e t i a n s 

c o u l d be tyrannical i n the pursui t o f c o m m e r c i a l interests a b r o a d , a n d p o w e r 

a n d its privi leges were e n j o y e d by an elite m i n o r i t y w i t h i n the city, civil unrest 

a m o n g the lower classes e r u p t e d i n f r e q u e n t l y . T h e cul ture o f V e n i c e had 

evolved to the p o i n t w h e r e most famil ies h a d a male m e m b e r directly involved 

i n the workings o f V e n e t i a n society. 

A s the Renaissance w i d e n e d interest i n l e a r n i n g , V e n i c e h o u s e d over 125 

p u b l i s h i n g houses a n d b e c a m e the m o s t p r o m i n e n t p r i n t i n g center i n E u r o p e . 

T h e city's churches , g o v e r n m e n t , scuole, a n d nobi l i ty b e c a m e i m p o r t a n t 

p a t r o n s o f the arts. T h r o u g h o u t V e n i c e extraordinary artistic c r e a t i o n s — o f t e n 

integrated i n t o the decorative fabr ic o f i n t e r i o r walls and ce i l ings—by the 

Bel l in is , G a r p a c c i o , G i o r g i o n e , T i t i a n , Bassano, T i n t o r e t t o , V e r o n e s e , a n d 

eventually T i e p o l o , L o n g h i , a n d Ganale t to , a d o r n e d palaces, churches , a n d 

p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s . T h e l iv ing city const i tuted o n e o f the m a j o r art co l lec t ions o f 

the w o r l d and, f r o m across Italy, l e a d i n g intel lectuals , architects, artists, a n d 

c r a f t s m e n were drawn to the islands i n the l a g o o n . T h e city's inhabi tants ' p r i d e 

i n the prosper i ty a n d social advances o f the m e t r o p o l i s fos tered the real izat ion 

that V e n i c e was u n i q u e . T h e s p l e n d i d physical a g g l o m e r a t i o n o f the city also 

re f lec ted the p o w e r o f the republ ic , the c o n t r i b u t i o n s o f its c i t izenry, a n d the 

cultural m i l i e u that b l o s s o m e d i n this u r b a n setting. T h u s , as the d e v e l o p m e n t 

o f perspective drawing a n d city p l a n n i n g d u r i n g the Renaissance e n g e n d e r e d 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the m e t r o p o l i s as an o b j e c t subject to design, V e n i c e l o o k e d at 

itself and, with its extensive wealth, b e g a n to a d d a n u m b e r o f careful ly o r c h e s -

trated architectural ef fects that w o u l d t r a n s f o r m its bui l t e n v i r o n m e n t i n t o an 

artistic c o n s t r u c t i o n . 

D u e i n part to the l a b o r i o u s e f f o r t s r e q u i r e d to b u i l d i n the estuary, the 

medieval city was highly compressed , with structures c r o w d e d close together . 

Because most b u i l d i n g s were low, the cityscape t o o k the f o r m o f a h o m o g e -

n e o u s h o r i z o n t a l aggregat ion o f ce l lu lar clusters. F r o m wi th in the maze o f its 

p e d e s t r i a n pathways, facades were seen partial ly o r at extreme angles. O n l y 
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across the p e r i o d i c o p e n spaces o f its c a m p o s o r a l o n g its b r o a d e r waterways 

c o u l d archi tecture be seen f r o m afar a n d w h o l e designs be apprec iated. 

I n contrast , the m a j o r b u i l d i n g s o f the Renaissance were des igned as the 

c u l m i n a t i o n o f dramatic vistas o r as the sculptural c l imax o f the city's u r b a n 

massing. T h e fact that the new architecture const i tuted a radical aesthetic 

departure f r o m the medieval fabric o f the existing city h e i g h t e n e d the e f fect o f 

creat ing a visual c o u n t e r p o i n t . T h e co lors o f the G o t h i c city were p r e d o m i -

nantly e a r t h e n hues o f o r a n g e , b r o w n , and o c h r e . T h e same clay f r o m w h i c h 

bricks were m a d e was o f t e n used f o r r o o f tiles, a n d the stucco that covered 

m a n y facades was rout ine ly m i x e d wi th dust f r o m the bricks to c o l o r it. T h e 

tints o f the medieval city, l i terally, came f r o m the same earth. A g a i n s t this 

palette, the classical white stone facades o f Renaissance b u i l d i n g s were a blaze 

o f l ight , and the organic rhythms o f the V e n e t i a n city were p u n c t u a t e d with the 

distinctive b r i g h t notes o f the new architectural aesthetic. 

A s classically des igned churches a n d scuole (most scuole h a d their o w n b u i l d -

ing, symbols o f their piety a n d g o o d works, s o m e t i m e s o f gr a ndi ose design) 

rose i n p r o m i n e n t places i n n u m e r o u s campos , the city b e c a m e a place o f 

visual surpr ise . D u r i n g the Renaissance, architects came to be valued as artist-

intel lectuals . A s a result, the new b u i l d i n g s , r e s p o n d i n g to the eccentr ic angles 

and massing o f the city, e m b o d i e d a h e i g h t e n e d degree o f c o m p o s i t i o n a l 

i n v e n t i o n . A r o u n d a b l i n d c o r n e r the mass o f the city w o u l d unexpectedly 

o p e n u p a n d white Renaissance structures w o u l d c o m e i n t o view, c o n s p i c u o u s 

a n d i n sharp contrast to the vernacular medieval context . 

T h e decisive t r a n s f o r m a t i o n w o u l d o c c u r at the center o f the city, i n the 

piazza a n d piazzetta o f San M a r c o a n d the Doges ' Palace. T h e basin o f San 

M a r c o was the geographic l o c a t i o n i n the c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f V e n i c e where several 

islands were separated by wide expanses o f water. ( T h e distances between islands 

ranged f r o m a q u a r t e r - m i l e to a m i l e . ) L o o k i n g out across the basin f r o m the 

center , o n e saw an u r b a n p a n o r a m a o f water, ships, a n d islands. L o o k i n g back 

toward Saint Mark's , o n e saw the f o r m a l entrance to the heart o f V e n i c e . 

O v e r a p e r i o d o f a b o u t two h u n d r e d years, f r o m the late f i f t e e n t h century 

to the late seventeenth century , s o m e o f Italy's greatest architects des igned 

masterworks that captured b o t h ends o f these vistas. O n the outward islands 

oppos i te Saint Mark 's , three m a j o r b u i l d i n g s — b e a c o n s o f elevated archi tec-

tural c o n c e p t i o n — p u n c t u a t e d the h o r i z o n : the churches o f San G i o r g i o 

M a g g i o r e a n d the R e d e n t o r e (the R e d e e m e r ) , b o t h by Pal ladio, and the c h u r c h 

o f Santa M a r i a della Salute by Baldassare L o n g h e n a . Large a n d arrest ing, the 

great c h u r c h e s spoke o f the wealth, reverence , a n d e n l i g h t e n e d p a t r ona ge o f 

the city-state. T h e eye was r iveted by the sophist icat ion a n d majesty o f the ir 

p r o p o r t i o n s . N e x t to Santa M a r i a della Salute, the g o v e r n m e n t erected a 

C u s t o m s H o u s e whose design u n i t e d with the sculptural shapes o f the c h u r c h 
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The canals, islands, and churches of Venice • W h e n canals and o t h e r water b o d i e s are drawn i n 

black, the u r b a n structure o f the sett lement b e c o m e s evident . Initially each is land was a parish u n t o 

itself, with a c h u r c h f a c i n g a central c a m p o with a cistern a n d well (rel igious b u i l d i n g s — c h u r c h e s , 

monaster ies , a n d scuole—are shown as small black shapes). A s V e n i c e p r o s p e r e d a n d grew, its cityscape 

b e c a m e m o r e densely c o m p a c t e d a n d varied i n its o r g a n i z a t i o n . D u r i n g the Renaissance, the 

sett lement 's organic medieval o r d e r was e m b e l l i s h e d by l o n g orchestrated architectural vistas—not 

cut t h r o u g h the u r b a n fabric as i n Paris, but seen across b o d i e s o f water. (For greater detail see 

i l lustrat ion, page 2 1 9 . ) A : T h e Piazza, Piazzetta, a n d C h u r c h o f Saint Mark 's . B: C h u r c h o f Maria 

della Salute. C : C h u r c h o f San G i o r g i o Maggiore . D : C h u r c h o f the R e d e n t o r e . 

to dramatical ly t e r m i n a t e the archi tectural massing o f the is land o f Zattere . 

T h e c o m b i n e d e f fect o f these i m p o r t a n t m o n u m e n t a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s t rans-

f o r m e d the city i n t o a stage set f o r its o w n pageantry . 

A t the heart o f V e n i c e was created o n e o f the most subtle and c o m p e l l i n g 

p u b l i c spaces i n u r b a n history. For several centur ies an eccentrical ly c o n f i g -

u r e d L - s h a p e d plaza h a d existed i n f r o n t o f Saint Mark 's (the Piazza San 

M a r c o ) and a l o n g the side o f the D o g e s ' Palace (the Piazzetta San M a r c o ) f a c i n g 

o u t to the G r a n d C a n a l a n d the h a r b o r . A large a n d b e a u t i f u l c a m p a n i l e h a d 

b e e n bui l t where these two plazas m e r g e d . T h i s was by far the tallest s tructure i n 

the city, m a r k i n g the centra l s igni f icance o f the plazas to the c e r e m o n i a l and 
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p u b l i c l i fe o f the m e t r o p o l i s . (Its s tr ik ing des ign w o u l d i n f l u e n c e the shape o f 

u r b a n towers t h r o u g h o u t h is tory . ) T h e l ines o f the piazza a n d piazzetta were 

n o t precisely paral le l o r p e r p e n d i c u l a r ; n o r were the m a j o r structures g e o m e t -

rically c e n t e r e d . T h e a r r a n g e m e n t was organic , hav ing deve loped i n response 

to b o t h the g e o m o r p h i c l ines o f the city's canals and a medieval architectural 

c o n c e p t i o n o f space. 

B u t d u r i n g the Renaissance, the piazza and piazzetta were rat ional ized 

t h r o u g h the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f classically i n s p i r e d structures a l o n g the p e r i m e t e r 

o f the plaza—except to the east, w h e r e the c h u r c h a n d palace were situated. 

A l t h o u g h the new structures were actually separate b u i l d i n g s , they all a d o p t e d a 

s imilar archi tectural a p p r o a c h : the new walls o f the plaza were knit i n t o a c o n -

t i n u o u s h o r i z o n t a l p e r i m e t e r o f repetit ive bays i n white Istrian stone, with 

arched o p e n i n g s , rows o f equidis tant c o l u m n s , and a n o p e n arcade a l o n g the 

g r o u n d f l o o r . A s imple shift i n p l a n was also a c c o m p l i s h e d . T h e piazza a n d 

piazzetta were b o t h w i d e n e d so that the c a m p a n i l e s t o o d apart as an i n d e p e n -

dent structure a n d the facade o f San M a r c o was situated m o r e o n center to the 

piazza. A myster ious b u t p o w e r f u l contrast h a d b e e n achieved. For centur ies 

af terward, visitors f r o m a r o u n d the w o r l d w o u l d be s e d u c e d by the u n q u a n t i f i -

able magic o f the space. T h e i r regular angles o f the o r g a n i c city h a d b e e n r e c -

o n c i l e d with the rat ional ized Renaissance stage set, a n d the i n t e r s e c t i o n o f the 

several d i f f e r e n t architectural t radi t ions o f the c o s m o p o l i t a n city, a c c r u e d over 

the centur ies o f the city's l i fe , were b r o u g h t together i n a p o t e n t artistic tota l -

ity. S t a n d i n g at the j u n c t u r e o f the piazza a n d piazzetta, i n the shadow o f the 

g o l d e n facade o f San M a r c o , with the distant image o f San G i o r g i o M a g g i o r e 

s u s p e n d e d above the l a g o o n , o n e c o u l d see the ev idence o f an u n c o m m o n 

m o m e n t o f cul tural achievement i n the history o f cities and civi l izations. 

T H E C I T Y I M P E R I L E D B Y W A T E R 

By the e n d o f the sixteenth century , Vasco da G a m a h a d e n c i r c l e d A f r i c a , 

M a g e l l a n had sailed a r o u n d the tip o f S o u t h A m e r i c a , a n d Sir Francis D r a k e 

had c i rcumnavigated the g l o b e — e s t a b l i s h i n g new routes to the trade o f As ia . 

M a r i t i m e d o m i n a n c e b e g a n to shift to such A t l a n t i c seafar ing nat ions as 

Portugal , S p a i n , H o l l a n d , a n d G r e a t B r i t a i n . T h e seeds o f V e n i c e ' s dec l ine 

h a d b e e n sown, b u t it w o u l d take centur ies to deplete the city's extensive wealth 

a n d wide h o l d i n g s . 

I n 1 7 9 7 ' after a thousand years o f c o n t i n u o u s s e l f - g o v e r n m e n t and many 

decades o f e c o n o m i c stagnation, N a p o l e o n terminated the republ ic . U n d e r the 

French, the Austr ians , the k i n g d o m o f Italy ( t h r o u g h W o r l d War I a n d a w o r l d -

wide depress ion) , and the Fascists (be fore and d u r i n g W o rid War II), and t h e n as 
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subject to the c o m p l e x a n d overly bureaucrat ic administrative apparatus o f the 

m o d e r n n a t i o n o f Italy (which between 1 9 4 9 and 1 9 7 4 had thirty-six par l ia-

mentary g o v e r n m e n t s ) , the ability o f the city to d e t e r m i n e its own destiny and 

rationally p lan its m o d e r n i z a t i o n was c o m p r o m i s e d . T h e c o n t i n u o u s p r o g r a m 

o f d r e d g i n g the canals and m o n i t o r i n g the l a g o o n faltered and b r o k e d o w n . 

N a p o l e o n c losed m a n y o f the republ ic ' s inst i tut ions , as well as n u m e r o u s 

churches and m o n a s t e r i e s , o f t e n a b a n d o n i n g such b u i l d i n g s to decades o f 

neglect . T h e e m p e r o r also h a d the west side o f the Piazza San M a r c o rebui l t as a 

m o r e integrated part o f the e n c l o s u r e a r o u n d the p u b l i c space, w h i c h he is 

r e p u t e d to have called " the f inest drawing r o o m i n E u r o p e . " T h e F r e n c h , 

A u s t r i a n s , a n d Italians all e n d e a v o r e d to w i d e n the medieval p e d e s t r i a n -

c i r c u l a t i o n n e t w o r k by f i l l i n g i n n u m e r o u s canals. M e a n w h i l e , the e c o n o m i c 

marginal i ty o f b o t h Italy and V e n i c e m a d e it imposs ib le to m a i n t a i n the city's 

extensive p u b l i c a n d private architectural a n d artistic h o l d i n g s . For m o r e t h a n 

a century , the city was exposed to u n c h e c k e d d e t e r i o r a t i o n . 

I n l8gO a causeway was c o n s t r u c t e d across the l a g o o n , a n d the m e t r o p o l i s 

was l inked by t ra in to the rest o f industr ia l i zed E u r o p e . V e n i c e h a d l o n g b e e n 

a n i m p o r t a n t stop o n the g r a n d c o n t i n e n t a l t o u r and the direct railway c o n -

n e c t i o n f u r t h e r increased the n u m b e r o f visitors. M o r e hotels were c o n -

structed, a n d t o u r i s m gradual ly b e c a m e the most vital growth sector o f the 

s truggl ing u r b a n e c o n o m y . I n 1 9 3 2 a n automot ive causeway was b u i l t adjacent 

to the t ra in l ine , b u t the e n o r m o u s l y c o m p l e x task o f creat ing a c i r c u l a t i o n sys-

t e m f o r cars w i t h i n the his tor ic city was n o t a t tempted. 

T h e G o t h i c city resisted m o d e r n i z a t i o n . T h e expense o f b u i l d i n g i n the 

l a g o o n was o n e reason. A r c h i t e c t u r a l l y , the m u c h larger scale o f c o n t e m p o r a r y 

industr ia l i zed d e v e l o p m e n t and its c o r r e s p o n d i n g n e e d f o r m o d e r n i z e d u r b a n 

i n f r a s t r u c t u r e were extremely d i f f i c u l t to r e c o n c i l e with the delicate a n d i n t e r -

twined fabric o f the smal l -scale h is tor ic city. A s i n c o m e f r o m t o u r i s m 

increased, the e c o n o m i c motive f o r c o n s e r v a t i o n b e c a m e evident , a n d the city 

was faced with a v ic ious circle: W i t h o u t a revitalized e c o n o m y , V e n i c e c o u l d n o t 

a f f o r d to m a i n t a i n its p r e c i o u s body . T o u r i s m i n itself w o u l d n o t re juvenate 

the city. Y e t the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f industr ia l i zed architecture w o u l d m a r the 

b e a u t i f u l ob ject that visitors traveled f r o m afar to a d m i r e . 

A f t e r W o r l d W a r II, the rap id t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f m o d e r n Italy i n t o a m a j o r 

industr ia l p o w e r e x p a n d e d the V e n e t i a n a g g l o m e r a t i o n i n its m a i n l a n d b o r -

o u g h s o f Mestre a n d M a g h e r a . T h e p o r t o f V e n i c e was renovated, a n d deep cuts 

were m a d e i n the b e d o f the l a g o o n to a c c o m m o d a t e c o n t e m p o r a r y t rans-

o c e a n i c s h i p p i n g . T h e e x p a n s i o n o f heavy industry also b r o u g h t h i g h e r p o l l u -

t i o n levels, a r i s i n g r e g i o n a l p o p u l a t i o n , a n d a s u b u r b a n res ident ia l r i n g . I n 

1 9 6 6 the f l o o d s came. 
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Disastrous h i g h tides resul t ing f r o m torrent ia l s torms that i n u n d a t e d 

n o r t h e r n Italy f o c u s e d the w o r l d ' s a t t e n t i o n o n the p e r i l o f b o t h F l o r e n c e a n d 

V e n i c e . T h e n a t i o n a l g o v e r n m e n t cal led f o r the h e l p o f U N E S C O . A n e m e r -

gency team o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l experts f o u n d m u c h m o r e than the damage caused 

by a f l e e t i n g natural disaster: a treasure o f c iv i l izat ion was o n the verge o f 

e x t i n c t i o n . T h e makeshi f t m o d e r n i z a t i o n a n d poverty o f V e n i c e had b r o u g h t 

about a c o m p l e x and interwoven set o f social , e c o n o m i c , e n v i r o n m e n t a l , 

pol i t ica l , and eco logica l p r o b l e m s . T h e s e were b e i n g p r o p e l l e d to a crisis by an 

a l a r m i n g physical fact: V e n i c e was s inking. 

T h e city whose u n i q u e s igni f i cance had d e v e l o p e d f r o m its favorable re la-

t i o n s h i p to a n aquatic e n v i r o n m e n t was n o w b e i n g destroyed by the water that 

s u r r o u n d e d it. S ince its creat ion, the his tor ic city h a d b e e n slowly d e s c e n d i n g 

i n t o the l a g o o n , d u e to the pressure its u r b a n c o n s t r u c t i o n s exerted o n the 

layer o f clay b e n e a t h its f o u n d a t i o n s . C a r e f u l e x a m i n a t i o n after the f l o o d s 

revealed that the rate o f s i n k i n g h a d drastically escalated i n the m o d e r n era. 

U N E S C O scientists located the cause. 

D e e p b e l o w the caranto, i n the geolog ica l f o r m a t i o n b e n e a t h the city, was a 

pressur ized water a q u i f e r . M o d e r n m a n u f a c t u r i n g i n Mestre had b e e n w i t h -

drawing large a m o u n t s o f water f r o m artesian wells, w h i c h decreased the i n t e r -

nal pressure w i t h i n the f o r m a t i o n . A s this geo log ica l s tructure compressed , 

V e n i c e was b e i n g p u l l e d downward. Resident ia l artesian wells a m o n g the 

e x p a n d e d m a i n l a n d p o p u l a t i o n a d d e d to the p r o b l e m . S i n c e the edges o f the 

city's islands h a d b e e n bui l t close to water level i n o r d e r to facil itate the t ransfer 

o f g o o d s between ships and warehouses , slight var iat ions i n the e levat ion o f the 

islands h a d dire c o n s e q u e n c e s , a l lowing h i g h tides to sweep i n l a n d across p i a z -

zas a n d i n t o b u i l d i n g s . Scientists also feared that g lobal w a r m i n g w o u l d i n t e n -

sify the p r o b l e m . 

A s the l o w e r p o r t i o n s o f b u i l d i n g s b e c a m e m o r e regular ly exposed to the 

waters o f the l a g o o n , m o i s t u r e rose upward w i t h i n m a s o n r y walls via capil lary 

act ion. A t the same t ime, factor ies were e m i t t i n g a i r b o r n e pol lutants that 

coated the exter iors o f b u i l d i n g s a n d t u r n e d to acid w h e n wet. Bricks a n d 

s tonework t h r o u g h o u t the city were c o r r o d i n g . Inside b u i l d i n g s , r is ing m o i s -

ture was d a m a g i n g priceless artworks integrated i n t o i n t e r i o r surfaces. 

Prevalent saltwater h a d always b e e n a threat to the preservat ion o f the city. N o w 

m o d e r n a t m o s p h e r i c p o l l u t i o n a n d centur ies o f lack o f m a i n t e n a n c e q u i c k -

e n e d the damage ( m o d e r n p o l l u t i o n , d e f e r r e d m a i n t e n a n c e , and e n v i r o n -

m e n t a l i m b a l a n c e i n a desert s imilarly const i tute an o m n i p r e s e n t attack o n the 

his tor ic b u i l d i n g s o f Islamic C a i r o ) . U N E S C O ' s init ial study i d e n t i f i e d over a 

t h o u s a n d artworks a n d h u n d r e d s o f m a j o r a n d m i n o r his tor ic structures i n 

i m m e d i a t e j e o p a r d y . 



326 / P R E S E R V I N G T H E W O R L D ' S G R E A T C I T I E S 

I n t e n s i f i e d wave a c t i o n caused by m o t o r b o a t s i n the l a g o o n was accelerat-

i n g the physical d e t e r i o r a t i o n o f s tone f o u n d a t i o n s b o r d e r i n g the canals. 

Exhaust f r o m resident ia l h e a t i n g was w o r s e n i n g the air p o l l u t i o n . D r o p p i n g s 

f r o m V e n i c e ' s vast flocks o f p i g e o n s c o n t r i b u t e d to the e r o s i o n o f s tone a r c h i -

tectural features. A g r i c u l t u r a l p o l l u t i o n was d r a i n i n g into the rivers that e m p -

tied i n t o the l a g o o n . Industr ia l waste a d d e d m o r e c o n t a m i n a t i o n to the 

estuary, as d i d o i l spills f r o m tankers. M a n y canals h a d silted u p , caus ing septic 

systems to m a l f u n c t i o n a n d substantial levels o f raw h u m a n waste to leak i n t o 

the l a g o o n . 

D u r i n g the s u m m e r m o n t h s algae a n d s c u m p r o l i f e r a t e d i n the city's n a r -

rower canals, d u e to the increased density o f n u t r i e n t s i n the water . T h i s 

process , k n o w n as e u t r o p h i c a t i o n , deple ted the canals o f the oxygen that s u p -

p o r t s aquatic l i fe a n d caused t h e m to f i l l with d e c o m p o s i n g matter . T h e streets 

f i l l ed with n o x i o u s gases d u r i n g the he ight o f tourist season. Eventual ly the 

f u m e s b e c a m e so intense that, i n extreme c o n d i t i o n s , m a n y residents a n d vis i-

tors h a d to be hospi ta l ized. 

O u t i n the h a r b o r , d e e p e n e d channels f o r m o d e r n sea traf f ic h a d h e i g h t -

e n e d tidal act ion. T h i s had speeded e r o s i o n , a n d shallow areas i n the m i d d l e o f 

the l a g o o n were b e i n g swept away. T h e roots o f sea grass g r o w i n g i n these shoals 

h a d he lped retain the soil ; the removal o f sea grass t h o u g h the washing away o f 

shoals f u r t h e r hastened underwater e r o s i o n . M e a n w h i l e , large areas o f saltwater 

marshland o n the edges o f the l a g o o n h a d b e e n f i l led i n f o r industr ia l purposes . 

N o w toxic industr ial a n d agricultural waste was f u r t h e r attacking the animal and 

plant l i fe o f the natural marshland cycle that c leaned the water. Fish f a r m i n g was 

i n h i b i t i n g the tidal f low that was part o f the p u r i f i c a t i o n process. A s the v o l u m e 

o f waste increased, the estuary was b e c o m i n g less and less effective at process ing 

it. T h e l a g o o n was b e c o m i n g b o t h t o o deep and too shallow. W h i l e the city's 

canals were c h o k i n g , the center o f the l a g o o n was evolving i n t o a bay i n which 

waves increased i n strength, f u r t h e r j e o p a r d i z i n g the city. C e n t u r i e s earl ier , the 

features o f the natural e n v i r o n m e n t had favored V e n i c e . I n the m o d e r n era, the 

h u m a n sett lement was attacking nature , and nature was attacking back. A n e g a -

tive downward spiral h a d b e e n activated, a n d the ecological balance o f the city 

had b e e n lost. 

Because these p r o b l e m s were interre lated , they all h a d to be dealt with. 

Every o n e o f t h e m ei ther r e q u i r e d very expensive s o l u t i o n , such as o v e r h a u l i n g 

the h e a t i n g systems o f the city, o r w o u l d levy a substantial tol l o n e m e r g i n g 

i n d u s t r i e s — f o r c i n g m a n u f a c t u r e r s to f i n d n e w water sources, f o r example . 

A n d extensive ac t ion h a d to be taken w i t h o u t delay o r an extraordinary heritage 

w o u l d be lost. B u t V e n i c e c o u l d n o t generate the a s t r o n o m i c a l a m o u n t s o f 

m o n e y that were n e e d e d . N o r c o u l d the city o r the Italian g o v e r n m e n t c o m -

m a n d the army o f scientists a n d technic ians that were r e q u i r e d . 
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A s has o f t e n h a p p e n e d , the h e l p o f U N E S C O was indispensable . T h e m a r -

shal ing o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l aid to save the heritage o f h u m a n k i n d may seem a 

c o m m o n p l a c e o c c u r r e n c e i n the w o r l d we n o w inhabi t , b u t this is a recent p h e -

n o m e n o n . T o n a m e b u t the m a j o r o p e r a t i o n s , between i 9 6 0 and 1 9 9 0 , the 

U N E S C O C u l t u r a l Her i tage D i v i s i o n m o u n t e d i n t e r n a t i o n a l campaigns to 

save the f o l l o w i n g : 

the m o n u m e n t s o f N u b i a (Egypt) 

the city o f V e n i c e 

the archaeolog ica l site o f C a r t h a g e (Tunis ia) 

the t e m p l e o f B o r o b o d u r ( I n d o n e s i a ) 

the archaeologica l site o f M o e n j o d a r o (Pakistan) 

the A c r o p o l i s o f A t h e n s 

the cul tura l heritage o f K a t m a n d u (Nepal ) 

the cul tura l heritage o f M o n t e n e g r o (Yugoslavia) 

the city o f Fez ( M o r o c c o ) 

the h is tor ic b u i l d i n g s o f Malta 

the cul tura l heritage o f Sri L a n k a 

the his tor ic sites o f the is land o f G o r e e (Senegal) 

the h is tor ic city o f S u k h o t h a i ( T h a i l a n d ) 

the city o f H u e ( V i e t n a m ) 

the a n c i e n t cities o f M a u r i t a n i a 

the his tor ic m o n u m e n t s o f Istanbul 

the site o f G o r e m e (Turkey) 

the o l d city o f Havana 

the his tor ic cities o f Sana'a a n d S h i b a m ( Y e m e n ) 

the m o n u m e n t s o f P a h a r p u r V i h a r a (Bangladesh) 

the h is tor ic sites o f G u a t e m a l a 

the h is tor ic city o f San Francisco de L i m a (Peru) 

the Jesuit miss ions o f A r g e n t i n a , Brazi l , a n d Paraguay 

the artistic her i tage o f E t h i o p i a 

the his tor ic sites o f H a i t i 

T h e existence o f an ins t i tut ion that constantly amasses the most c u r r e n t 

technica l expertise to alleviate threats to the w o r l d ' s heri tage, and that has 

the pol i t ica l credibi l i ty to call f o r p u b l i c assistance f r o m m a n y countr ies , is 

an i n v e n t i o n o f the twentieth century . T h a t the p e o p l e o f wealthier n a t i o n s 
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c o n t r i b u t e to the preservat ion o f cultures f o r e i g n to their o w n marks a m a j o r 

step i n the e v o l u t i o n o f c ivi l izat ion. T h e saving o f V e n i c e was o n e o f the earliest 

a n d has b e e n a m o n g the greatest o f these campaigns , perhaps because the g lory 

o f the city and the tragedy o f its loss were so indisputably apparent . 

O n c e U N E S C O declared a state o f e m e r g e n c y , s p o n t a n e o u s o f f e r s o f h e l p 

quickly came f r o m a r o u n d the w o r l d . T h i r t y - f i v e separate o r g a n i z a t i o n s p a r -

t ic ipated in the c a m p a i g n : they came f r o m Austra l ia , B e l g i u m , C a n a d a , 

D e n m a r k , France , G e r m a n y , Iran, L u x e m b o u r g , the N e t h e r l a n d s , Sweden, 

Switzerland, the U n i t e d K i n g d o m , a n d the U n i t e d States. Twenty private 

g r o u p s wi th in Italy also col lected and c h a n n e l e d c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the w o r k . 

Ga lvaniz ing w o r l d w i d e publ ic s u p p o r t was crucial to o v e r c o m i n g the single 

greatest obstacle to the preservat ion o f the city: the administrat ive perversity o f 

the Italian bureaucracy . T h e giant g o v e r n m e n t a l m a c h i n e o f the m o d e r n 

Italian n a t i o n was legendary f o r its l a b y r i n t h i n e complex i ty and f o r the cul ture 

o f illegality b r e d by this lack o f t ransparency. A web o f bureaucrat ic rules c o n -

cealed the act ions o f pol i t ic ians a n d adminis trators whose kickbacks and 

s i p h o n i n g o f p u b l i c f u n d s have b e e n est imated at $6 b i l l i o n to $12 b i l l i o n a 

year . T h e p u b l i c was d e f r a u d e d a n d v ict imized, as were the m a n y dedicated 

Ital ian civil servants w h o were f rustrated in the ir endeavors to make their g o v -

e r n m e n t p r o d u c t i v e . Saving V e n i c e w o u l d r e q u i r e l o n g - r a n g e p l a n n i n g at 

n a t i o n a l a n d r e g i o n a l levels as well as the e n a c t m e n t o f special laws a n d a p p r o -

pr ia t ions , and the c o o r d i n a t e d ac t ion o f n u m e r o u s b r a n c h e s o f g o v e r n m e n t . 

A s a result, the u n t a n g l i n g o f Italy's bureaucracy was a f u n d a m e n t a l a n d r e q u i -

site f irst step. 

U N E S C O ' s mobi l i zat ion o f worldwide publ ic o p i n i o n demonstrated that 

the Italian g o v e r n m e n t would be widely c o n d e m n e d if it did n o t act quickly. 

T h u s , early i n the campaign to save the city, an of f ic ia l Internat ional Advisory 

C o m m i t t e e ensured publ ic accountability in Venice , in Italy, and a r o u n d the 

wor ld . Eventually U N E S C O would also be given the statutory right to participate 

i n p e r t i n e n t p l a n n i n g bodies . Responsible Italians col laborated with U N E S C O 

in us ing m o r a l force as a lever to ef fect p r o m p t act ion. T h e process was n o t p e r -

fect, however. Fore ign participants o f t e n marveled at the degree o f interdepart -

mental wrangl ing and the intractability o f d i f ferent administrative organs. 

A c u m b e r s o m e process was activated to at tempt a h e r o i c task: the c o m p l e t e 

r e c o n c e p t i o n o f the city's e n v i r o n m e n t a l s tructure . A bureaucracy i n f a m o u s 

f o r m a k i n g s imple p r o b l e m s c o m p l i c a t e d w o u l d n o w be c o m p e l l e d to f i n d 

sophist icated so lut ions to a d i l e m m a o f i n f i n i t e complexi ty . O n c e the analysis 

o f the puzzle was f i n i s h e d a n d the n e e d e d act ions were i d e n t i f i e d , between 

1 9 8 4 and 1 9 8 8 m o r e t h a n 2-7 t r i l l i o n l ire ( 2 . 2 b i l l i o n $ U . S . ) was a p p r o p r i a t e d 

at nat ional , r e g i o n a l , prov inc ia l , a n d m e t r o p o l i t a n levels. By the campaign 's 

e n d , m i r a c u l o u s results h a d b e e n achieved. 
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A s a p r o m i n e n t o f f i c i a l i n the I ta l ian g o v e r n m e n t p u t it : " U N E S C O has 

b e e n b o t h o u r g o o d a n d o u r b a d c o n s c i e n c e . O u r g o o d c o n s c i e n c e w h e n b o t h 

the h i g h e s t i n s t i t u t i o n s a n d o r d i n a r y c i t i zens have e n g a g e d i n batt les that have 

b r o u g h t s i g n i f i c a n t v i c t o r i e s . O u r b a d c o n s c i e n c e , o n the o t h e r h a n d , i f we cal l 

to m i n d the delays, the n e g l e c t , the b r o k e n p r o m i s e s , the v i o l a t i o n s i n the 

n a m e o f c o n s u m e r i s m . O u r c o n s c i e n c e , b u t n o t o u r s a l o n e : any p r o b l e m o r 

p r o p o s a l that a f fects V e n i c e m o b i l i z e s p u b l i c o p i n i o n the w o r l d o v e r ; a l l iances 

are f o r m e d a n d d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g p r o c e s s e s b e c o m e o f necess i ty m o r e t r a n s -

p a r e n t , w i t h the i n v o l v e m e n t o f experts , p u b l i c f i g u r e s , a n d the w o r l d ' s p r e s s . " 

A s a resul t o f i n - d e p t h s tudies by t e a m s o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l a n d I ta l ian 

experts , r e g i o n a l p l a n n i n g was i n s t i t u t e d to r e d u c e i n d u s t r i a l a n d a g r i c u l t u r a l 

a ir a n d w a t e r p o l l u t i o n at t h e i r s o u r c e s . A p r o h i b i t i o n was e n a c t e d that 

s t o p p e d i n d u s t r y f r o m d r a w i n g water f r o m the ar tes ian system. A q u e d u c t s w e r e 

c o n s t r u c t e d t o p r o v i d e n e w s o u r c e s o f water . D o m e s t i c h e a t i n g p l a n t s t h r o u g h -

o u t the city w e r e c o n v e r t e d f r o m o i l t o gas f u e l . T h e c i tywide i n f r a s t r u c t u r e o f 

septic tanks a n d sewers was e x p a n d e d a n d r e h a b i l i t a t e d . H i g h e r s t a n d a r d s f o r 

the m a i n t e n a n c e o f h i s t o r i c b u i l d i n g s were m a n d a t e d . M o v a b l e w o r k s o f art 

were p l a c e d i n the c o n t r o l l e d c l i m a t i c e n v i r o n m e n t s o f m u s e u m s . 

T h e c o n t i n u o u s p r o g r a m o f c l e a n i n g the canals was r e i n s t i t u t e d , a n d a 

s o p h i s t i c a t e d m o n i t o r i n g e f f o r t was l a u n c h e d t o d e a l w i t h the c o m p l e x e n v i -

r o n m e n t a l d e t e r m i n a n t s a f f e c t i n g the m o d e r n l a g o o n . Fish f a r m i n g a n d o t h e r 

c o m m e r c i a l o p e r a t i o n s i n the estuary w e r e o n c e a g a i n c o n t r o l l e d by the city. I n 

areas w h e r e the l a g o o n h a d b e e n f i l l e d t o create dry g r o u n d f o r i n d u s t r i a l uses , 

c h a n n e l s w e r e c u t t h r o u g h the l a n d m a s s e s to re instate a m o r e n a t u r a l p a t t e r n 

o f t ida l f l o w . M o r e e f f e c t i v e saltwater b a r r i e r s w e r e c o n s t r u c t e d a l o n g t h e 

A d r i a t i c c o a s t l i n e . T h e f l o w o f water f r o m the m a i n l a n d via r ivers was c a r e f u l l y 

m a n a g e d . D e e p w a t e r s h i p p i n g was r e s t r i c t e d . T h e s h o r e l i n e s o f V e n i c e ' s 

i s lands w e r e r e f u r b i s h e d to l i m i t the p e n e t r a t i o n o f n o r m a l h i g h t ides (aqua 

alto) o n t o p a v e m e n t s a n d i n t o t h e g r o u n d f l o o r s o f b u i l d i n g s . 

N e w e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o g r a m s w e r e act ivated. T h e i n t e r d e p e n d e n t q u a l i -

ties o f the n a t u r a l e c o s y s t e m h a d b e e n r e c o g n i z e d . M a r s h l a n d s a n d sha l low 

areas o f sea grass w e r e r e e s t a b l i s h e d i n the l a g o o n . L a r g e parts o f the estuary 

w e r e d e s i g n a t e d as w i l d l i f e s a n c t u a r i e s i n o r d e r t o p r o t e c t t h e variety o f c r e a -

tures l i n k e d by the n a t u r a l f o o d c h a i n . A s h a d b e e n f i rs t r e c o g n i z e d b y the city 's 

early i n h a b i t a n t s , " e l e m e n t " was m a d e t o o p p o s e " e l e m e n t " a n d e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

e q u i l i b r i u m was a c h i e v e d o n c e m o r e . W h e n i n t e r n a l p r e s s u r e was r e g a i n e d i n 

the a q u i f e r , V e n i c e actual ly r o s e . 

W i t h this w i d e e x p a n s e o f p r o b l e m s a t t e n d e d t o , i n t e r n a t i o n a l c o n g r e s s e s 

o f c o n s e r v a t i o n special ists w e r e h e l d t o d e t e r m i n e h o w best t o r e s t o r e the city 's 

art i facts . S i n c e the e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s o f V e n i c e w e r e u n i q u e , spec ia l 

t e c h n i q u e s h a d t o b e d e v e l o p e d . E a c h p a i n t i n g , m u r a l , f r e s c o , s c u l p t u r e , 
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mosaic , and archi tectura l detail had to be treated with m e t i c u l o u s care: these 

artifacts were priceless, i rreplaceable , and o f t e n f ra i l . Specia l ized workshops , 

schools , and l a b o r a t o r i e s with the m o s t sophist icated e q u i p m e n t were set u p . 

T h e artistic wealth o f the city represented the a c c u m u l a t e d endeavors , across 

m a n y centuries , o f n u m e r o u s artists, architects, a n d c r a f t s m e n . I n the same 

way, the threatened physical mater ia l o f the m o d e r n city w o u l d be saved by the 

accumulated endeavors , across m i l l i o n s o f h o u r s , o f a l e g i o n o f dedicated c o n -

servators. 

By 1992 f o r e i g n cash d o n a t i o n s f o r the res torat ion o f art and architecture 

tota led a r o u n d $16 m i l l i o n . A b o u t $ 6 4 m i l l i o n was directly spent o n the c o n -

servation o f art and architecture by the Ital ian g o v e r n m e n t . O v e r 8O m o n u -

m e n t s and m o r e t h a n 8 0 0 works o f art were saved by the i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

c o m m i t t e e s , yet the greater s igni f icance o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n was 

m u c h m o r e t h a n m o n e t a r y . T h e science, t e c h n i q u e s , and standards established 

as g r o u p s f r o m a r o u n d the w o r l d a d o p t e d V e n e t i a n m o n u m e n t s a n d lovingly 

restored t h e m , were a m o d e l f o r h o w to p r o c e e d . T h e y were also a m a n i f e s t a -

t i o n o f the b e l i e f that the culture o f V e n i c e was the culture o f all h u m a n k i n d . 

T H E T H R E A T O F T O U R I S M 

F r o m the b e g i n n i n g o f the i n t e r n a t i o n a l c a m p a i g n , a l o n g - r a n g e p r o b l e m 

o c c u p i e d the m i n d o f everyone involved. T h e most egregious c o n d i t i o n s o f 

d e t e r i o r a t i o n c o u l d be stabil ized; negative e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s c o u l d be 

reversed. But a carefu l p r o g r a m o f o n g o i n g m a i n t e n a n c e was necessary i f the 

histor ic cityscape was to be preserved f o r g e n e r a t i o n s to c o m e . V e n i c e had to be 

able to m a i n t a i n itself. A n d here was the d i l e m m a . T h e most viable e c o n o m y o f 

the m o d e r n m e t r o p o l i s , the e c o n o m y o f t o u r i s m , was m a k i n g V e n i c e unl ivable 

f o r residents. W h o w o u l d m a i n t a i n the city i f n o o n e l ived i n i t ? 

A n astonishingly c o m p l e x m a i n t e n a n c e e f f o r t was n e e d e d , r e q u i r i n g close 

c o o r d i n a t i o n between the m u n i c i p a l g o v e r n m e n t and b u i l d i n g owners . 

D e f e r r e d m a i n t e n a n c e was e n d a n g e r i n g virtually every b u i l d i n g i n the city, a n d 

w o u l d c o n t i n u e to d o so f o r as l o n g as V e n i c e was subject to salt, water, a n d 

waves. S i n c e r i s ing d a m p n e s s and the decay i n f o u n d a t i o n s a n d l o w e r stories 

was the p r i n c i p a l p r o b l e m , the u p k e e p o f b u i l d i n g s was t ied to the c o n t i n u o u s 

cycle o f m a i n t a i n i n g the canals. A s parts o f the city were isolated by t e m p o r a r y 

dams a n d canals were d r a i n e d f o r d r e d g i n g , it was poss ible to rehabi l i tate 

f o u n d a t i o n s . A t that m o m e n t , several i m p o r t a n t o p e r a t i o n s c o u l d be p e r -

f o r m e d : D a m a g e d piles c o u l d be restored. N e w stone o r m a s o n r y c o u l d be 

inserted i n areas o f extreme decay that were n o r m a l l y b e l o w water level. 

S h i f t i n g f o u n d a t i o n s a n d sections o f u n e v e n sett lement c o u l d be c o r r e c t e d . 

A n d o n c e a b u i l d i n g ' s substructure was stabil ized, damage d u e to u n e v e n 
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s i n k i n g c o u l d be rect i f ied i n u p p e r stories. A s a preventive measure , an i m p e r -

meable sill o f s i l icone c o u l d be i m p l a n t e d i n t o and all the way a r o u n d a b u i l d -

ing 's base, to b l o c k the r is ing o f d a m p n e s s i n walls. T h i s was d i f f i c u l t and costly 

b u t highly ef fect ive. A f t e r w a r d , plaster c o u l d be r e m o v e d f r o m m a s o n r y walls 

f o r the f irst three feet above the protect ive sill (the z o n e o f highest exposure to 

saltwater i n f i l t r a t i o n ) , a l lowing the structure to breathe and dry o u t . A n d whi le 

the canals were d r a i n e d , c o r r e c t i o n s to septic tanks a n d sewage systems c o u l d be 

i n t r o d u c e d . 

S i n c e m o s t o f the b u i l d i n g s i n the histor ic city h a d at least o n e elevation 

fac ing a canal , a n d because it was otherwise costly to isolate a single b u i l d i n g f o r 

repairs to its f o u n d a t i o n , t i m i n g a b u i l d i n g ' s rehabi l i ta t ion to c o i n c i d e with 

the d r a i n i n g o f canals was an i m p o r t a n t cost-saving e c o n o m y . U n d e r the 

r e p u b l i c , a s ingle cycle o f d r e d g i n g the lagoons had taken twenty years. It was 

the h o p e o f the m o d e r n m u n i c i p a l i t y that the c o n t e m p o r a r y cycle c o u l d be 

achieved i n eight to n i n e years. T h e city w o u l d pay f o r canal m a i n t e n a n c e , b u t 

the owners o f b u i l d i n g s were respons ib le f o r the costs o f b u i l d i n g c o n s e r v a t i o n 

a n d u p k e e p . Y e t even w h e n this c o m p l e x p r o g r a m o f repairs was achieved, 

across V e n i c e f u r t h e r severe i n j u r y to b u i l d i n g s was n o n e t h e l e s s a c c u m u l a t i n g 

because o f a lack o f n o r m a l res ident ia l b u i l d i n g m a i n t e n a n c e . 

For m a n y years, n u m e r o u s b u i l d i n g s h a d b e e n neglected . Because the 

structures o f the histor ic city h a d b e e n e n g i n e e r e d to be highly f lexible a n d 

l ight i n weight , and to resist u n e v e n set t lement , V e n e t i a n b u i l d i n g s c o u l d sus-

tain substantial damage w i t h o u t fa i l ing . Rarely h a d these b u i l d i n g s col lapsed, 

even f r o m the t r e m o r s o f earthquakes, and V e n e t i a n s well u n d e r s t o o d that 

their b u i l d i n g s c o u l d tolerate m u c h abuse. A f t e r the c a m p a i g n to rect i fy the 

m a j o r e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o b l e m s , however, n u m e r o u s small i n j u r i e s to s truc-

tures h a d b e e n lef t u n f i x e d t h r o u g h o u t the city, a n d m a j o r damage e i ther h a d 

already o c c u r r e d o r was i n progress . Substantial parts o f the city were o n the ir 

way to fa l l ing apart . T h e m a g n i t u d e o f d e f e r r e d m a i n t e n a n c e was a s t r o n o m i c a l 

and r is ing. 

W h y was V e n i c e n o t b e i n g m a i n t a i n e d ? T h e answer was n o t simply a matter 

o f m o n e y . 

C i t i e s c a n n o t be sustained i f they do n o t have a const i tuency to s u p p o r t 

the quality o f l i fe . T h e e n v i r o n m e n t o f the city is c o m p l e x and d e p e n d e n t 

o n m a n y c i rcumstances that are constantly c h a n g i n g and act ing s i m u l t a n e -

ously. Ul t imate ly , l i fe i n a city is t o o c o m p l i c a t e d to be objectively d e f i n e d o r 

e n g i n e e r e d : it has to be e x p e r i e n c e d holist ical ly. W h e n p e o p l e live i n a city 

a n d e x p e r i e n c e its quality o f l i fe day and n ight , across seasons, years, a n d 

decades, the p o p u l a c e makes the u r b a n environment a f i t p lace i n which to 

exist. W h e n a city is i n h a b i t e d , its residents have a stake i n the character o f the 

u r b a n c o n t i n u u m . 
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I n V e n i c e , t o u r i s m was attacking m a n y o f the qualit ies that make a city 

habitable , and residents were b e i n g p u s h e d o u t . So m a n y p e o p l e f l e d that s o o n 

there w o u l d n o t be e n o u g h inhabitants to p r o t e c t m a n y o f the pleasant details 

o f l i fe i n the city. T h e widespread fa i lure to m a i n t a i n b u i l d i n g s was a r e f l e c t i o n 

o f this social p h e n o m e n o n . T h e his tor ic city was n o t b e i n g r e p a i r e d because 

t o o few V e n e t i a n s actually l ived i n V e n i c e and were subject to its c o n d i t i o n s . 

For decades the city's residential p o p u l a t i o n had b e e n d e c r e a s i n g — f r o m 

1 7 8 , 0 0 0 i n 1 9 4 5 , to 1 4 5 , 0 0 0 i n i 9 6 0 , to 9 2 , 0 0 0 i n 1981. Because there was 

l itt le space i n w h i c h to erect new b u i l d i n g s i n the histor ic center , m o s t c o n -

t e m p o r a r y p u b l i c h o u s i n g was c o n s t r u c t e d o n the nearby islands o f G u i d e c c a 

a n d M u r a n o a n d i n m a i n l a n d areas such as Mestre . By 1995» a b o u t 7 0 , 0 0 0 

p e o p l e l ived o n the islands o f h is tor ic V e n i c e , as c o m p a r e d to 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 p e o p l e 

l iv ing i n o t h e r areas o f the m u n i c i p a l i t y . V e n e t i a n s l iv ing i n V e n i c e n o l o n g e r 

const i tuted a v o t i n g m a j o r i t y i n the ir city g o v e r n m e n t . 

Like the i n t e r c o n n e c t e d p r o b l e m s o f the l a g o o n ' s ecology, the reasons f o r 

the dec l ine i n res ident ia l p o p u l a t i o n were m a n y a n d interre lated . Because o f 

V e n i c e ' s l o n g e c o n o m i c stagnation, the quality o f h o u s i n g i n m u c h o f the h i s -

tor ic city was p o o r . I n 1975- o f the 3 9 > 4 ° 0 residential b u i l d i n g s i n the city, 

s o m e 1 2 , 4 0 0 , o r 31 p e r c e n t , urgent ly r e q u i r e d repairs . Especially o n g r o u n d -

level floors, the increasingly h i g h tides escalated the a m o u n t o f r i s i n g d a m p 

a n d h e i g h t e n e d the degree o f d i s c o m f o r t w i t h i n dwell ings u n t i l 15-5 p e r c e n t o f 

dwell ings s u f f e r e d f r o m extreme dampness . A s residents b e g a n to c o m p a r e 

the ir lot to that o f residents i n m o r e m o d e r n h o u s i n g , the lack o f daylight 

resul t ing f r o m the city's closely packed b u i l d i n g s came to be c o n s i d e r e d a l ia-

bil i ty ( 1 3 . 5 p e r c e n t o f the city's apartments n e e d e d electric l i g h t i n g i n nearly 

ev^ry r o o m f o r m a n y h o u r s o f the day). 

T h e success and v o l u m e o f t o u r i s m i n p r o p o r t i o n to the size o f the city 

raised the value o f real estate so that only the wealthy and the subsidized p o o r 

c o u l d a f f o r d to live i n h is tor ic V e n i c e . By 1 9 9 5 some 7 m i l l i o n tourists a year, 

o r a b o u t 2 0 , 0 0 0 visitors a day, came to the city. T h e n o n s u b s i d i z e d m i d d l e 

class was b e i n g squeezed out by the h i g h e r p r o p e r t y pr ices a n d rents p a i d by 

hotels , restaurants, g i f t shops, and o t h e r stores that catered to visitors. I n a d d i -

t i o n , as a greater percentage o f career o p p o r t u n i t i e s were located outs ide the 

histor ic center t h r o u g h the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f industr ia l complexes i n m a i n l a n d 

areas, h a r d - p r e s s e d m i d d l e - c l a s s famil ies m o v e d to cheaper b u t m o r e m o d e r n 

h o u s i n g situated c loser to their workplaces . 

W i t h fewer a n d fewer famil ies l iv ing i n the city center , the d e m a n d lessened 

f o r shops p r o v i d i n g grocer ies , hardware, housewares, dry c l e a n i n g , a n d t o i -

letries, a n d the i n c o m e o f such businesses d e c l i n e d , m a k i n g it d i f f i c u l t f o r 

t h e m to c o m p e t e with the r i s ing real estate pr ices p r o d u c e d by t o u r i s m . A 

v ic ious circle was created. A s the businesses that catered to res ident ia l needs 
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decreased, the quality o f l i fe f o r residents grew worse . M o r e residents le f t . 

M o r e shops serving residents c losed. S o o n , i n many n e i g h b o r h o o d s , schools 

c losed, a n d c h i l d r e n h a d to travel f a r t h e r across the city to go to class and to 

f i n d f r i e n d s to play with. M o r e p e o p l e m o v e d , a n d residential amenit ies 

d e c l i n e d f u r t h e r . 

M a n y o f those w h o still l ived i n the city were elderly with f ixed i n c o m e s . A s 

real estate p r i c e s rose, they c o u l d n ' t a f f o r d to stay i n their apartments . T h e 

m u n i c i p a l author i t ies b a n n e d evict ions, e n d e a v o r i n g to p r o t e c t the p o o r a n d 

elderly l iv ing i n private rental dwell ings. A s a result, the owners o f such b u i l d -

ings were u n a b l e to b e n e f i t f r o m r is ing p r o p e r t y values by e i ther leasing at 

h i g h e r pr ices o r sel l ing. T h e e c o n o m i c incent ive to rehabi l i tate such restricted 

p r o p e r t i e s was lost. A black market i n h o u s i n g deve loped. Students f r o m the 

two universit ies i n V e n i c e were w i l l i n g to rent w i t h o u t a lease, a n d about 

1 0 , 0 0 0 apartments were o c c u p i e d i l legally. I n o t h e r cases, l a n d l o r d s sought 

tenants w h o were n o t residents o f V e n i c e and t h e r e f o r e n o t p r o t e c t e d by the 

city's b a n o n evict ions. C u r r e n t l y , author i t ies estimate that 7 ° p e r c e n t o f the 

available private rental h o u s i n g o f the city is o c c u p i e d by n o n r e s i d e n t s . M a n y 

o f the city's weal thier real estate owners used the ir l o d g i n g s p a r t - t i m e , o r s i m -

ply b o u g h t p r o p e r t i e s as investments a n d p u r p o s e l y kept t h e m vacant. By 1 9 9 5 

about 14 p e r c e n t o f the dwell ings i n the central city were u n o c c u p i e d , and 75 

p e r c e n t o f these were b e i n g w a r e h o u s e d u n t i l real estate pr ices rose h i g h e r . 

A t the h e i g h t o f the tourist season, visitors to V e n i c e s o m e t i m e s o u t n u m -

b e r e d the inhabitants (as m a n y as 1 0 0 , 0 0 0 tourists, as c o m p a r e d to J0,000 

p e r m a n e n t res idents) . Tour is ts j a m m e d the city's vaporettos , c logged its al ley-

ways, a n d f i l l ed its restaurants. M a n y V e n e t i a n s w o r k i n g i n the city were i n c o n -

v e n i e n c e d . A substantial percentage o f inhabi tants c o u l d n o t a f f o r d the 

e n t e r t a i n m e n t that f o r e i g n e r s e n j o y e d . 

M e a n w h i l e , with the e n d o f the c a m p a i g n a n d the r e s o l u t i o n o f the i m m e -

diate threats to V e n i c e , the habi tual byzant ine m a c h i n a t i o n s o f the bureaucracy 

c o m m e n c e d o n c e again. M a j o r a m o u n t s o f the f u n d s al located f o r the c o n s e r -

vat ion o f h is tor ic p r o p e r t i e s a n d their c o n v e r s i o n to m o d e r n subsidized h o u s -

i n g are n o t b e i n g released. A system o f m u c h - n e e d e d dikes to p r o t e c t the 

l a g o o n f r o m the h i g h e r tides d u e to g l o b a l w a r m i n g a n d the g r e e n h o u s e e f fect 

is n o t b e i n g c o n s t r u c t e d , after years o f careful research and successful testing. 

T h a t g o v e r n m e n t s le f t to their o w n devices can b e c o m e c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e 

is n o t u n u s u a l . B u t h o w can a m u n i c i p a l g o v e r n m e n t be p u s h e d to act r e s p o n -

sibly, w h e n there are n o const i tuents to pressure i t? T h e c u r r e n t a d m i n i s t r a -

t i o n c o n t i n u e s to be subject to u n d u e i n f l u e n c e f r o m the tourist lobby a n d 

f r o m those w h o b e n e f i t f r o m the exist ing c o n d i t i o n s . T o d a y the U N E S C O 

L i a i s o n O f f i c e f o r the S a f e g u a r d i n g o f V e n i c e c o n t i n u e s to c o o r d i n a t e the 

t w e n t y - f o u r m e m b e r b o d i e s that are still striving to conserve the city's cul tura l 
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treasures. Y e t the v o l u m e o f necessary w o r k far exceeds the g o o d w i l l o f p e o p l e 

f r o m a b r o a d . 

T h e inhabitants o f the great city at the center o f a vast e m p i r e were o n c e 

p r o u d to i d e n t i f y themselves as Venet ians . T h e y were V e n i c e , a n d V e n i c e was 

they. U n t i l the m o d e r n g o v e r n m e n t s o f Italy a n d V e n i c e direct the ir w h o l e -

hearted energies to increas ing the n u m b e r o f V e n e t i a n s w h o live i n the his tor ic 

city, it will n o t be truly saved. But w h e n V e n e t i a n s o n c e again have a n i m m e d i -

ate stake i n the character o f the h is tor ic u r b a n e n v i r o n m e n t , at all t imes o f 

n i g h t and day, d u r i n g every season, over decades, t h e n the i n n u m e r a b l e p o s i -

tive acts that inhabi tants devise to make a city livable will be u n l e a s h e d . O n l y 

the same degree o f creativity that p r o d u c e d V e n i c e can save it, a n d n o city can 

be saved unless it is loved. It can be c h e r i s h e d f r o m afar a n d h e l p e d f r o m afar, 

b u t it can be preserved only by p e o p l e w h o love it f r o m ins ide . 


