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Preface to the Revised and \
Enlarged Edition

When this book was first published in 1980 it was the only modern
treatment of the subject in any language. Although it adopted the con-
ventions of a traditional stylistic history, its emphasis on the historical
context was unusual at the time. A corrected paperback edition followed
in 1987. Since then the appearance of two other volumes on the same
theme has provided informative and stimulating alternatives. These are
Ennio Concina’s A History of Venetian Architecture (1998), originally
published in Italian as Storia dell’architettura di Venezia (1995), and
Richard Goy’s Venice: The City and its Architecture (1997).

Yet neither of these works is small enough to fit easily into a student’s
knapsack or a traveller’s shoulder bag. Convinced that The Architectural
History of Venice still performs a valuable role as a basic — and portable
- introduction, I therefore decided to update the text of my own
book and add colour illustrations. This has involved assimilating a huge
amount of recent scholarship, especially into the footnotes, as well as
adding a short account of the last two decades. Nevertheless, I have
tried to retain the clarity, concision and strong visual emphasis of the
original. An article in Country Life on bars and restaurants in Venice a
few years ago recommended The Architectural History of Venice as café-
table reading. My greatest hope is that the new edition will offer an even
more enticing accompaniment to a drink on the Zattere.

I have accumulated many debts in the process of revision. Thanks
are due to Frederick Ilchman who has thoughtfully kept me informed of
all the errors he noticed in the previous edition. Margaret D’Evelyn and
Andrew Hopkins have been characteristically generous with biblio-
graphy and information. Giorgio Gianighian and Pallina Pavanini most
kindly scrutinized my chapter on ‘The Medieval City’ and offered numer-
ous suggestions, but they are, of course, not responsible for any mis-
conceptions that may remain. Hugo Blake and Norman Hammond
kept me up to date with new archaeological investigations. At the other
end of the time span, I am grateful for advice on investigating the latest
buildings to Gianni Fabbri, Phil Tabor and Wolfgang Wolters. Frances,
Lady Clarke has been a mine of information on many Venetian issues.

1 Detail of fig. 36



X PREFACE TO THE REVISED AND ENLARGED EDITION

My students have proved wonderful critics, even when they were
unaware of it. While at Edinburgh University, for example, I was amused
to read in an examination script that ‘Sansovino was the first architect
to work in three dimensions’, later to realize that the sentence was almost
word-for-word my own! I have learned most of all from those doing
research on Venetian themes, those who will carry the subject forward
into the twenty-first century.

I am grateful to Michael Clifford at the Faculty of Architecture
and History of Art in Cambridge, and to Cameraphoto in Venice, for
help in assembling new photographic material. Delia Gaze has been a
meticulous and expert copy-editor.

My greatest debts are to three people. First of all I owe an immea-
surable debt to Sarah Quill for her indefatigable efforts in re-
photographing many of the Venetian buildings illustrated in the book.
She has been constantly supportive, enthusiastic and generous with her
own great knowledge of the subject. Our collaboration goes back a long
time, for she took many of the photos for the first edition. Secondly I
am immensely grateful to Gillian Malpass at Yale University Press for
her dedicated support and guidance throughout the project. Finally, as
ever, I wish to express my deep gratitude to my husband, Malcolm
Longair, who stayed up for too many late nights to scan the original
book to provide me with a working text on computer. His constant
support and encouragement have been inspirational. Like the previous
two editions this book is dedicated to him with affection and gratitude.

NOTE ON ILLUSTRATIONS All buildings illustrated are in Venice, unless
otherwise stated.



Preface to the First Edition

Most writers on Venetian art fall into one of two categories — those who
appear seldom to have been to Venice, and those who seem never to have
been anywhere else. I have tried to avoid both these pitfalls, but I admit
that I would never have undertaken to write this book but for my own
great affection for the city. Indeed, I like to think of Venice as my second
home. The scope of this book has been restricted to Venice itself, rather
than the whole of the Veneto, in order to keep the book to a manage-
able length.

I am grateful to Michael Stephenson who first had the idea for this
book, and to his successor as Editor, Paula Shea, whose excellent com-
bination of toughness and understanding has sustained me through the
various stages of preparation.

I should like to thank the directors and staff of the following
archives and libraries for their assistance and co-operation during the
preparation of the manuscript: Biblioteca Marciana, Venice; Biblioteca
Correr, Venice; Biblioteca della Fondazione Cini, Venice; Archivio di
Stato, Venice; University Library, Cambridge; library of the Faculty of
Architecture and History of Art, Cambridge; Marquand Library,
Princeton; library of the Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton; and the
libraries of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, London.

Among the friends and colleagues who have generously shared their
ideas and helped me to sort out individual problems T should mention
in particular Adolfo Bernardello, Miklos and Serena Boskovits, Bruce
Boucher, Susan Connell, Jane Glover, Professor Michelangelo Muraro,
David and Ellen Rosand, and Juergen and Anne Schulz. I owe a con-
tinuing debt to Howard Burns, who first introduced me to Italian
architecture as an undergraduate, and who has provided inspiration
and guidance ever since. Warm thanks are due to Francesco and Maria
Grazia Bertola for their generous hospitality in Venice.

I should like to express my deep gratitude to A. F. Kersting and Sarah
Quill, who have taken most of the photographs for this book, and who
have both gone to great lengths to satisfy the most awkward require-
ments. I am grateful to Linda Auerbach, Paula Bozzay, Louise Cooper,






Glossary of Architectural Terms and
Venetian Words

aedicule the framing of a door, window or other opening with columns or
pilasters supporting an entablature or pediment

albergo originally the whole building of a Venetian scuola; later restricted to
the small meeting room on the upper floor

altana wooden platform on the roof of a Venetian house
androne large hall on the ground floor of a Venetian palace or scuola

apse a vaulted semicircular or polygonal recess, usually at the end of a chancel
or chapel

atrium originally the inner, open-air court of a Roman house; later a covered
entrance hall

balustrade a row of short pillars topped by a railing, for example, surround-
ing a balcony

baptistery a chapel in or near a church, where baptisms are carried out
barrel vault (also called tunnel vault) a continuous semicircular vaulted roof

basket capital a capital decorated with drilled carving to resemble a wicker
basket or lacework; typical of Byzantine tradition

bastion a projection at the angle of a fortification, from which the adjoining
walls can be defended by covering fire

bay the division of a wall between two columns, piers or buttresses

biforate window a window divided vertically by a column to form two sepa-
rate, arched openings

blind arcade a purely decorative arcade attached to a wall surface

calle in Venice, a narrow street or alley

campanile a bell tower

car;tpo (literally a field) the open space in the centre of a Venetian parish
capital the head of a column or pillar

casa fondaco a characteristic type of early Veneto—Byzantine merchant’s family
palace, with two superimposed waterfront arcades flanked by corner blocks or
towers

casemate a vaulted room within the walls of a fortress, with openings for firing
and lookout
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chancel section at the east end of a church containing the main altar and
reserved for the clergy

clerestory the upper walls of the nave of a church, pierced by windows

Composite one of the orders of classical architecture, combining features of the
Ionic and Corinthian orders

corbel a block projecting from a wall and supporting a beam or the base of an
arch

Corinthian one of the five orders of classical architecture, characterized by a
capital decorated with acanthus-leaf ornament

cornice the projecting section at the top of an entablature

crenellation  defensive rooftop parapet with alternating raised elements and
spaces

crocket carved ornament, usually leaf shaped, projecting from the sides of a
Gothic pinnacle

cupola a dome, usually fairly small in size

cusp the point at the meeting of two curves, especially in Gothic tracery
dentilled moulding a row of square blocks decorating the underside of a cornice
diaper pattern type of wall decoration composed of adjoining diamond shapes

dog-tooth moulding a type of zigzag carved stone ornament found in
Byzantine and Romanesque architecture

Doric one of the classical orders, characterized by a simple capital without leafy
ornament or volutes, its frieze generally decorated with triglyphs and metopes

entablature the uppermost part of a classical order, consisting of the whole
horizontal section supported by the columns or pillars

exedra a curved or rectangular recess in a wall surface
extrados the upper curve of an arch
faubourg a suburb or quarter outside the walls of a medieval city

fondaco in Venice a trading post or foreign merchants’ centre; see also casa
fondaco

fondamenta a waterside street or quay in Venice

four-light window a window consisting of four adjoining upright arched
sections

frieze horizontal band, either plain or decorated, along the centre of an
entablature

Greek cross a cross with all four arms of equal length

iconostasis a screen in Byzantine churches, separating the chancel from the nave
intrados the inner rim of an arch

Ionic one of the classical orders, with its capital decorated by volutes

lancet a slender, pointed-arched window

lantern a small rooftop turret with windows all around it




GLOSSARY XV

lintel a horizontal beam or stone, bridging the top of a door or window opening
lunette a semicircular window or area of wall surface

machicolation a projecting gallery round the top of a medieval fortification,
from which missiles etc. could be dropped on invaders

metope the square space between two triglyphs in a Doric frieze, often deco-
rated with relief ornament

mezzanine a low storey between two higher ones

narthex separate section at the west end of the nave of an early Christian or
Byzantine church

oculus a circular window

(the) orders the classical ‘language’ of architecture. The five main orders are
the Doric, Ionic and Corinthian orders, all of Greek origin, and the Tuscan and
Composite, of Roman origin. Each of these has its own characteristic propor-
tions and decorative details. When the orders are superimposed, the Doric or
Tuscan is normally the lowest in the sequence, followed by the Tonic, Corinthian
and Composite. The columns or pilasters of each order are usually slightly
shorter and proportionally slimmer than those of the one below

ogee arch a type of Gothic arch in which the convex curves become concave
towards the apex of the arch

pastellon a kind of Venetian flooring, composed of ground terracotta bricks
and tiles set in mortar and then polished

pediment a classical low-pitched gable over a door, window or facade, either
triangular or segmental in shape

pendentive the curved triangular area of wall surface above each pair of the
arches supporting a dome

piano nobile the principal living storey of an Italian palace, usually the first
floor (in the English sense)

pianterreno the ground floor of an Italian building
pier a solid support or pillar, square or rectangular in section

pilaster a shallow pier projecting only slightly from the wall, and decorative
rather than structural in function

piscina an open space or street in Venice formerly occupied by water

portego the Venetian word for a portico, also used to refer to the large central
halls on the living storeys of Venetian palaces

portico an open colonnade, usually attached to a building on one side

proto the architect in charge of the upkeep or construction of the buildings and
other real estate property belonging to a Venetian institution or public body

quatrefoil a type of Gothic tracery in the form of a four-lobed leaf or flower
retrochoir choir placed behind the high altar of a church

rio a Venetian canal

rio tera a street in Venice formed by the infilling or covering of a canal

riva quayside street in Venice, literally the ‘bank’ of a waterway
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rustication masonry made of stone blocks, often roughly hewn, or stucco
decoration with the same appearance, with defensive connotations

sail vault dome or vault shaped like a sail over a square plan, merging with the
pendentives at the corners

salizzada a paved street in Venice

salone a large room in one of the main living storeys of an Italian building
scuola a Venetian guild or lay confraternity

segmental pediment a pediment with a curved upper edge

serliana a three-bay window with the central bay arched and the two lower
side portions topped by straight entablatures; so-called because of its use by
Serlio; also known as a ‘Palladian window’ or a ‘Venetian window’

ship’s-keel ceiling (soffitto a carena di nave) in the upper Adriatic region the
wooden ceiling of a church or large meeting hall which in form and construc-
tion resembles an upturned ship

six-light window window consisting of six adjoining upright arched sections

sottoportego in Venice a portion of a street, usually arcaded on one side,
passing underneath a building

spandrel the section of wall directly over the curve of an arch

stilted arch an arch with vertical extensions (‘stilts’) between the capitals and
the springing of the arch

string course a continuous narrow horizontal band on a wall surface
squinch an arch across an angle to support a superstructure such as a dome

terrazzo a type of Venetian flooring consisting of small coloured stones set in
mortar, with a highly polished surface

thermal window a large lunette-shaped window divided into three sections by
two vertical supports (mullions)

tondo a circular window or decorative panel

traghetto gondola ferry in Venice

transepts the arms of the cross in a cruciform church

trefoil a type of Gothic tracery in the form of a three-lobed leaf or flower

triglyphs  blocks with vertical grooves, alternating with the metopes in a Doric
frieze

volute a scroll-like form in classical architecture, especially in the Ionic capital

Zattere literally ‘rafts’, the name given to one of the southern shores of Venice
where many rafts were moored (see map of the city, fig. 2b)
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The long and eventful history of Venice is vividly depicted in documents
and diaries, books and paintings. But most evocatively of all it is pre-
served in the fabric of the city itself. Like animal fossils petrified in layers
of rock, so the life of the Venetian people through the ages is recorded
in the architecture of the archipelago on which the city was founded.
From the beginning Venetians, on their malarial, swampy islands, lived
differently from the inhabitants of mainland Italy. The individuality of
their way of life was partly a response to the unusual physical environ-
ment, but this in turn moulded the Venetian character. On his Italian
journey, made only a decade before the fall of the Republic of Venice in
1797, Goethe still sensed the special resilience of the Venetian people:

This race did not seek refuge in these islands for fun, nor were those
who joined later moved by chance; necessity taught them to find safety
in the most unfavourable location. Later, however, this turned out to
their greatest advantage and made them wise at a time when the whole
northern world still lay in darkness; their increasing population and
wealth were a logical consequence. Houses were crowded closer
and closer together, sand and swamp transformed into solid pavement.
... The place of street and square and promenade was taken by water.
In consequence, the Venetian was bound to develop into a new kind
of creature, and that is why, too, Venice can only be compared to
itself.!

The architecture of Venice is remarkable not only for its inge-
nious solutions to the technical problems of building in amphibious sur-
roundings. It also embodies artistic achievements of the highest level.
This book will concentrate on the finest, most influential buildings, those
that, most of all, reward one’s attention with their subtlety and inven-
tiveness, and offer the most lasting satisfaction. It is not a guidebook,
because excellent guidebooks to the city have been produced since the
sixteenth century. Nor is it a description of what one might be tempted
to call the ‘typical’ buildings of each age, for these are, by definition, dis-
tinguished by their ordinariness. It is, rather, an attempt to pinpoint the

3 Rio della Tana



2 THE ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY OF VENICE

highlights of artistic achievement, to explain how their designs evolved
through the centuries in their historical context, and to show how ideas
brought in from outside Venice were transformed and incorporated into
a peculiarly Venetian style of architecture. Conventional style labels —
Byzantine, Gothic, baroque and so on — will be used with their gener-
ally accepted, relatively loose meanings, since the exact definition of any
artistic style is a controversial matter which would only distract atten-
tion from the main arguments of the book.

Because of our ignorance of the identity of most medieval architects,
the early chapters will dwell on the actual monuments and the visual and
historical changes that they reflect. It was in the Middle Ages that the
characteristic Venetian building types evolved, to suit each particular
function required by the city’s way of life. From the Renaissance
onwards, the emphasis of the book changes. The leaders of artistic
innovation emerge as real people, their personalities recorded by their
contemporaries, and their individuality enshrined in their buildings. It
would obviously be impossible, in a book of this size, to include every
architect who is known to have worked in Venice, or even all the build-
ings of the most outstanding architects, for a work of such comprehen-
siveness would need the labours of a lifetime and at least ten volumes,
and might well lose sight of the summits of achievement. The author
hopes, simply, that the supreme quality of the buildings themselves will
justify this attempt to chronicle their evolution.

The Origins of the City

The name Venezia was inherited from a province of the Roman empire,
called Venetia, which bordered the northern part of the Adriatic sea.
According to Francesco Sansovino, the author of the first full-scale
printed guidebook to Venice, published in 1581, Venetia was believed
to derive from the Latin phrase Veni etiam; ‘that is to say’, he wrote,
‘come back again, and again, for however many times you come you will
always see new and beautiful things’.* It would be futile to quarrel with
this engaging definition, for one could hardly object to its sentiment,
however dubious the etymology.

Despite the Roman origin of the city’s name, the islands on which
Venice was to be founded were inhabited in Roman times only by small
groups of fishermen, who supplemented their living producing salt by
the evaporation of sea water. The nearest Roman town was the main-
land settlement of Altinum. With the breakup of the Roman empire,
the province of Venetia became part of the Eastern, or Byzantine, empire,
ruled from Constantinople. At this time the principal cities in the area
were the ports of Aquileia and Ravenna.
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The legendary date for the founding of the city of Venice is AD 421,
on 25 March, the feast of the Annunciation to the Virgin.’ There seems
to be little evidence to substantiate the mythical foundation of Venice,
supposedly at the time of the invasions of Attila, king of the Huns from
434 to 453, dramatically commemorated in Verdi’s early opera Attila
(1846). Radio-carbon dating has confirmed settlement on the lagoon
island of San Francesco del Deserto in the fifth century AD, and in Piazza
San Marco a century later.* It was towards the end of the sixth century
that the barbarian or Lombard invasions on the mainland began to force
the wealthier inhabitants of the province of Venetia to take refuge on
the lagoon islands. There the refugees joined the native fishermen, pre-
ferring to remain under Byzantine domination rather than to submit to
barbarian rule. For the next two centuries the island of Rivo Alto, or
Rialto, literally meaning high channel, which was eventually to form the
nucleus of the city of Venice itself, remained a centre of little significance.

Supposedly in AD 697 the lagoon settlements became an independent
military unit under a dux, or doge. The local administrative centre was
at first Ravenna, soon to be captured by the Lombard invaders. The doge
then moved to Malamocco, situated on one of the /idi, the long sandy
islands that enclose the lagoon. The chief threat to the existence of the
Venetian state at the outset was the invasion by Charlemagne’s son Pepin
in AD 810. Malamocco was captured, and the doge fled to Rivo Alto.
The bishopric of Rialto (also called Olivolo-Castello) had already been
established on a nearby island, and from this time onwards the impor-
tance of the lagoon archipelago centred on the Rialto increased steadily.
It was this small settlement that was to become the capital of the
independent Venetian Republic, which emerged as the power of the
Byzantine empire gradually declined.’

Rising from the inimical wastes of the lagoon, Venice was like an oasis
in a desert — except that the shifting sands all around were largely sub-
merged in shallow water. Like a desert city, Venice had no farmland
round about to feed her inhabitants or to provide goods for export. Local
agriculture was confined to gardens and vineyards on the archipelago
itself, while the lagoon waters yielded nothing but fish and salt. Like an
oasis town Venice depended for survival on long-distance trade routes,
dealing in goods such as oriental silks and spices that were precious
rather than bulky. It was not until the expansion on to the terraferma
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that the Republic acquired a
hinterland.

The harsh physical environment contributed a very special quality to
the visual surroundings in which the city’s architecture evolved. Venice
has a magical air which has more in common with the world of the
Arabian Nights than with the bustling cities of the Italian mainland. The
expanse of nothingness all around suggests the ephemeral nature of a
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desert mirage. From the waters of the lagoon the outline of the city is
blurred by ever-changing reflections, and a strange luminosity is created
by the huge expanses of sky stretching from one horizon to the other.
Whereas Rome has her seven hills, and a backcloth of green Tuscan
hills rises at the end of every Florentine street, Venice seems to lie in an
infinity of sky and water. Even when the mountains of the mainland
emerge from the haze on clear winter days, they seem ethereal and insub-
stantial. The buildings of the city are framed only by each other, and
their profiles are silhouetted against nothing but sky. This was the
context in which the architecture of Venice developed, and without
which it could never have evolved as it did.

Of the appearance of the early lagoon settlements little is known.
A splendid pre-Roman lagoon boat, preserved in the Natural History
Museum in Venice, is a forceful reminder of the fine seamanship of the
first settlers. The romanticized description written by the Roman official
Cassiodorus in AD 537 compares the fishermen’s houses to ‘aquatic birds,
now on sea, now on land’. The Venetians, he writes, ‘have abundance
only of fish; rich and poor live together in equality. The same food and
similar houses are shared by all; wherefore they cannot envy each other’s
hearths and so they are free from the vices that rule the world.’® The first
houses of the lagoon boatmen were probably wooden huts, raised on
stilts to protect them from high tides and floods. On some of the higher
islands houses could be built directly on patches of gravel topping
the sandy soil, but elsewhere land had to be reclaimed little by little.
Areas to be drained were enclosed with basket-work dykes; navigation
channels were excavated; and the mud dredged from the canals was used
to raise the level of the reclaimed land (fig. 4).

After Rivo Alto became capital of the Venetian state in 810, the city
must have grown rapidly, but most of the inhabitants then lived in
wooden houses roofed with thatch, which have perished in fires long
ago. Even the first churches were of wood, and it is recorded that the
church of San Salvador (or San Salvatore) had a thatched roof until as
late as 1365.” Only the most important public buildings such as the
Palazzo Ducale (the Doge’s Palace) and the ducal chapel, the church of
San Marco, were built of brick and stone. The earliest permanent struc-
tures on these sites, too, have virtually disappeared, though as we shall
see later archaeological investigations have revealed something of their
original form.

For the most vivid impression of an early lagoon settlement we must
go instead to the island of Torcello. Archaeological excavations have
revealed a walkway dating back to the second century AD, showing that
the site had been occupied since Roman times.* It was here that the
bishop of Altino transferred his seat in 638 when forced to flee from the
mainland in the barbarian invasions. The oldest buildings on the island,
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4 Land reclamation and timber importation on the northern fringes of the city.
Detail from Jacopo de’ Barbari’s bird’s-eye-view map of Venice, 1500

the cathedral and baptistery, date originally from that time (fig. 7).
Torcello later became a flourishing centre of wool manufacture as well
as an important episcopal centre. Then, from the fourteenth century
onwards, the island declined as Venice prospered, and was eventually
devastated by malaria and abandoned. It now has only a small number
of inhabitants, and most of the domestic buildings from its more pros-
perous days have perished. Nevertheless, it is not inconceivable that the
small two-storey houses that still stand on the island, with their big oven-
houses attached at the side, may be survivals of a more ancient type of
lagoon dwelling. Most important, in its present lonely, desolate state
(except when overrun by tourists on a summer Sunday), Torcello reminds
us of the bleak, hostile nature of the terrain on which the city of Venice
was founded.
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Chapter 2

Byzantine

It was in the Byzantine period that the foundations of Venetian archi-
tecture were laid, both literally and conceptually. The Byzantine style
lasted longer in Venice than in any other city of western Europe. The
earliest surviving monuments of the Venetian archipelago date from the
seventh century, and the style persisted until the thirteenth century when
the Gothic pointed arch finally began to oust Byzantine forms. During
these six centuries many changes occurred in the political and commer-
cial affiliations of the state, and these in turn led to transformations in
the nature of Venetian Byzantine architecture.

The origins of the Byzantine style are rooted in the traditions of the
Roman empire. When Emperor Constantine set up his new capital in
Byzantium in AD 330, after his conversion to Christianity, the centre of
gravity of his empire moved from West to East. It was in the heritage of
the classical Roman world that the early Christians found the models for
their first churches. Two types, in particular, seemed best suited to their
needs — the Roman basilica, or secular meeting hall, for accommodating
large congregations, and the centralized tomb structure, which was
adapted for shrines and baptisteries.

In the centuries following the fall of the Roman empire, early
Christian churches of both these types sprang up in the Byzantine
provinces of the Adriatic, in towns such as Ravenna and Aquileia. As
these cities were overrun by barbarian invaders, their architectural tra-
ditions were preserved on island refuges, such as Torcello, Murano and
Rivo Alto. In 811 the Pax Nicephori between Charlemagne and the
Eastern empire confirmed the existence of Venice as a semi-independent
province of Byzantium, the only Italian city to retain an affiliation with
the East. From this time on, as her merchants took advantage of trading
privileges with the Byzantine empire, Venice began to look eastward for
cultural inspiration. The direct influence of classical prototypes began to
recede, and the ancient Roman sense of order and clarity was lost in an
aura of oriental mystery as the huge vaulted spaces of the great churches
of Byzantium began to make their impact.
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Gradually, however, the autonomy of Venice became greater, while the
power of the Byzantine empire waned; and the increasing commercial
and political power of the Republic brought a new independence of
spirit. The start of this trend was boldly symbolized in 829 when the
Greek soldier-saint Theodore was replaced as the patron saint of Venice
by the evangelist Saint Mark, whose body had been audaciously cap-
tured from Alexandria.' Now commercial horizons started to widen dra-
matically. By the tenth century Venetians were trading extensively with
the Islamic world as well as with Byzantium, and were beginning to
renew contacts with the mainland of western Europe.> The Venetian
visual imagination was excited by the colourful, cosmopolitan crowds
that thronged the city, and by the exotic stories told by sailors and mer-
chants. This brought a growing desire to decorate the stark exteriors and
cavernous spaces of the great Byzantine monuments such as the church
of San Marco with mosaics, inlaid marbles and carvings. Because of the
strong oriental influence this new decorative idiom was essentially two-
dimensional, far removed from the high relief and rudimentary perspec-
tive of classical Roman ornament. This enabled the bold forms of the
city’s Byzantine buildings to be preserved intact.

The period of the Crusades, which began at the end of the eleventh
century to protect pilgrims to the Holy Land from the Muslims, brought
an increasing flow of travellers through Venice. These returned with a
fuller knowledge of the world of Islam, often bearing with them rare
oriental marbles, precious works of art and military trophies looted from
the Muslims and from the weakening Byzantine empire. Tinged with its
exotic eastern flavour and embellished with spoils from the Crusades, the
late Byzantine architecture of Venice reveals a new self-confidence and
individuality. Whereas in mainland Europe the stark Romanesque style
was emerging from the remnants of early Christian and Carolingian
traditions, Venice had her own personal equivalent in her Veneto—
Byzantine architecture. Through the whole spectrum of its evolution, the
Byzantine legacy provided Venice with the basic building types and
techniques, as well as decorative traditions, that were to influence and
guide Venetian builders of the future.

Byzantine Religious Architecture on the Islands of
Torcello and Murano

Splendid examples of early Veneto—Byzantine churches, little altered or
embellished during later centuries, are still to be found on the islands of
Torcello and Murano. These once thriving island communities were later
eclipsed as the city of Venice grew in importance, with the result that
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the inhabitants had neither the funds nor the stimulus to modernize or
replace their buildings. ‘

The churches of Torcello are among the oldest examples of Byzantine
architecture in the Venetian archipelago. The seventh-century baptistery,
of which little survives other than the foundations of the circular perim-
eter wall and the bases of the columns, is an important relic of this very
early period.’ At this stage Rome rather than Byzantium was still the
dominant influence, and indeed the baptistery, with its inner ring of
eight columns which presumably once supported a dome, follows in the
tradition of early Christian centrally-planned baptismal chapels such as
Constantine’s Lateran Baptistery in Rome.

In its essential elements the cathedral, which stands behind the remains
of the baptistery, also preserves its seventh-century form, although it was
substantially rebuilt in the ninth and eleventh centuries. An inscription
discovered during excavations in 1895 records that the church, dedicated
to the Virgin, was founded under Emperor Heraclius by order of Isaac,
exarch of Ravenna in 639. It is now assumed that the seventh-century
church was a simple triple-naved rectangular space with a single apse at
the east end, in other words, a typical early Christian basilica of the form
inherited from Roman secular architecture. Basilicas of this type already
existed in the upper Adriatic region — fine sixth-century examples survive
at Grado and Ravenna - and it was surely Ravenna that provided the
artistic inspiration as well as the directive. Although the plan has
survived with only minor alterations, little of the actual fabric of the
seventh-century cathedral is still visible. The wall of the central apse and
perhaps the lower part of the entrance wall date from that time, and
excavations have uncovered some of the original mosaic floor, in a black
and white squared pattern, under the present pavement. In 1929 the
original seventh-century altar, unearthed during archaeological investi-
gations, was re-erected in the chancel.

A second phase of building, begun in 864 under Bishop Adeodato 11,
is recorded in the chronicle of John the Deacon.* To this period the two
smaller side apses and the crypt beneath the central apse are usually
attributed. It is possible that the present perimeter walls date from the
same time. The traces of frescoed draperies on the chancel wall are also
thought to be ninth-century fragments.

The present aspect of the cathedral, however, owes most of all to the
final building campaign launched by Bishop (later doge) Orso Orseolo
in 1008 (fig. 7). At this stage the floor was raised and a new mosaic pave-
ment begun. The sturdy upper walls of the nave, with clerestory windows
on the south side, seem also to belong to this final phase of building
(though much restored). The interior colonnades with their stilted brick
arches are of the same period, although two of the capitals on the
right side of the nave, earlier in style, were presumably reused from the
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previous structure. And, finally, the present square campanile was erected
at the east end of the cathedral.’

Despite these transformations the cathedral retains much of the char-
acter of its sixth-century early Christian prototypes, Sant’Apollinare
in Classe and Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna, and the basilica of
Grado. The massive brick exterior is decorated only by concentric layers
of brickwork around the windows and blind arches. The windows of the
south aisle still preserve their stone shutters hung on stone hinges.® Inside
the cathedral the fine marble columns, the delicately carved capitals
and the exquisite mosaics, contrasting sharply with the rugged exterior,
are again reminiscent of the Ravennate antecedents (fig. 5). The semi-
circular row of steps in the apse, mounting to the bishop’s throne in the
centre, is typical of early episcopal churches in the area. The heightened
profile of the stilted arches shows, however, that contacts with the eastern
Byzantine empire were beginning to leave their mark on the architecture
of the Venetian lagoon. Similarly, the four beautiful marble plutei (panels

6 Torcello cathedral,
and remains of the
baptistery. The walls
marked in black show
the seventh-century
structures, the diagonally
shaded walls those from
the ninth century and
the stippled walls those
from the eleventh
century (based on A.
Niero, The Basilica

of Torcello and Santa
Fosca, Venice, n.d.,

p- 11)




7 Torcello cathedral, founded AD 639, and the church of Santa Fosca, eleventh to twelfth
centuries

decorated with Byzantine-style relief carving) beneath the eleventh-
century iconostasis show how far local craftsmen were becoming influ-
enced by more eastern styles of decoration.

The most impressive quality of the interior of Torcello cathedral is one
of calm and extraordinary dignity. The decorative elements, though of
high quality, are in a sense subordinated in scale and feeling to the over-
riding simplicity of the great, solemn space. The stately colonnades of
the nave lead one with a slow, measured pace across the cold mosaic
floor towards the eventual climax: the bishop’s throne and the imposing
mosaic figure, Mary Mother of God, presiding majestically above.

Beside the cathedral of Torcello stands the little church of Santa Fosca,
which was built to house the body of the early Christian martyr of the
same name, brought to the island before 1011, possibly as early as the
Carolingian era (fig. 7).” There is no convincing reason to doubt that the
nucleus of the present church still preserves its eleventh-century form.
The church of Santa Fosca had a very different function from that of the
basilica alongside it. Built as a martyrium, it had no need to serve as a
setting for processions in great episcopal ceremonies, but was essentially
a place for pilgrimage and meditation. Thus the church was not mod-
elled on the great classical basilicas with their spacious naves and side
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8 Santa Fosca,
Torcello, plan (from
L. Cicognara, A. e T T G
Diedo and G. Selva, e e
Le fabbriche e i
monumenti cospicie
di Venezia, 1, Venice,
1838)

aisles, but on a different type of architecture more suited to the needs of
shrines and sepulchral buildings. It was the Romans who promoted the
tradition for small centralized tomb structures in Italy. The form adopted
at Santa Fosca, however, also reflects the influence of later Byzantine
models (fig. 8). Like the fifth-century mausoleum of Galla Placida in
Ravenna, the plan of the church is a Greek cross, that is, a cross with
all four arms of equal length, although it is transformed, by means of
pendentives and double squinches supported on free-standing columns,
to a circular drum above. The elegant simplicity of this arrangement is
one of the church’s most impressive features.

The theme of the Greek-cross structure supporting a great central
dome was one that long preoccupied Byzantine architects. The great
church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, rebuilt by Emperor Justinian
in the sixth century, is one of the most famous early examples. And it
was also to become a central theme in the history of religious architec-
ture in Venice. The builders of Santa Fosca probably intended their
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church to be roofed by a dome, but the construction must have proved
too great a challenge. The existing wooden conical roof, tiled on the
outside, was a cheaper, safer solution, and one that in no way detracts
from the overall effect. The white crosses and tall arched windows on
the end wall of each transept are a neo-Byzantine restoration, replacing
the anachronistic ‘thermal’ or lunette windows that had been inserted
into the structure in the eighteenth century.®

The portico that completely surrounds the church, except on the apsed
east side, is probably a twelfth-century addition. Here the Greek-cross
plan is ingeniously transformed into an octagon, with five bays along
each of the sides of the arms of the cross and three bays on the shorter
diagonals between. Added in the aftermath of the First Crusade, the
arcade seems to be an overt allusion to the Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem, then believed to be the Temple of Solomon, which was in the
custody of the Knights Templars during most of the twelfth century.” The
combination of round and polygonal columns adds an element of variety
to the colonnade, while the distinctive stilted arches, considerably more
elongated than the earlier arches inside the church, punctuate the dark
shadows of the arcade with repeated vertical accents and lead the eye
up to the imposing accumulation of masses on the roofline, intriguingly
complicated yet perfectly harmonized. This array of protrusions of dif-
ferent shapes, rising to a climax in the centre, already seen in Italy in the
sixth-century church of San Vitale in Ravenna, is typical of Byzantine
churches of the Near East.

The eastern apse at the back of the church is decorated on the outside
with elaborate patterns in the brickwork, which constitute the only
external adornment, apart from the columns of the portico. The dog-
tooth pattern that dominates the apse decoration was a common
ornament on early Veneto—-Byzantine churches, otherwise so bare on the
outside. The combination of the rich red colour of the brickwork and
the crisp white marble detailing must have provided an element of
warmth for the early Venetians in their bleak, inhospitable environment.
Fostered by the local availability of building materials, this combination
of red and white was long to be a favourite colour theme in Venetian
architecture. For all its individuality, the church of Santa Fosca is an
important example of early Byzantine religious buildings in the
Venetian lagoon; like the cathedral beside it, it still preserves the char-
acteristic contrast between the starkness of its external aspect and the
solemn gravity of its beautifully proportioned interior.

A third fine representative of the sacred architecture of the period is
the church of Santi Maria e Donato on the island of Murano (fig. 9).
Like the churches of Torcello, Santi Maria e Donato was probably
founded in the seventh century. As early as 999 it was mentioned in con-
temporary records as a church dedicated to the Virgin. The dedication
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to San Donato was added in 1125 when the relics of the saint’s body
were brought to Murano from the Greek island of Cephalonia. The mag-
nificent mosaics on the floor are dated 1140, by which time the church
must have been substantially completed.'® Originally built in honour of
the Virgin, like the cathedral of Torcello, it only became a shrine once
the main layout of the building was already established. Thus the simple
basilical plan with a single apse at the east end, like the first cathedral
at Torcello, was chosen in preference to the more intimate, centralized
martyrium type, represented by Santa Fosca. The separate centralized
baptistery, which once stood in front of the entrance facade, was demol-
ished in 1719. Unlike Torcello this was not an episcopal centre. Thus the
apse has no flight of steps leading up to a bishop’s throne; instead, the
choir serves as the reliquary chapel for the saint’s remains.

The main part of the exterior of Santi Maria e Donato reveals its naked
brickwork decorated with simple concentric brick arches in the typical
Veneto—-Byzantine manner. However, the apse, the section that contains
the saint’s relics, is exceptionally ornate for the period. Here again we
find the zigzag terracotta patterns and dog-tooth mouldings that appear
on the apse of Santa Fosca, but the articulation is far more elaborate,
with two tiers of blind arcades, their paired marble columns flanking
brick niches below and enclosing a gallery above. Some fragments of
earlier Byzantine carving are also incorporated into the decoration.

Unlike Torcello cathedral, Santi Maria e Donato has definite transepts.
Although these do not project on the plan, they are prominent on the
exterior, being higher than the side aisles. In the nave the two rows of
stilted arches, supported on marble columns with fine Veneto-Byzantine
capitals, are replaced at the crossing by four huge square piers which
may possibly have been intended to support a dome, In the event, as
at Santa Fosca, this was never done. The present wooden ‘ship’s-keel’
ceiling dates from the fifteenth century. The flamboyant baroque altars
in the transepts were removed during late-nineteenth-century restoration
work. As a result, the spacious, lucid interior, though stripped and much
renewed, recalls its twelfth-century state to a remarkable extent, as does
the distinctive brick and terracotta exterior.

Byzantine Religious Architecture in Venice Itself

In these island churches we have seen evidence of Byzantine ecclesias-
tical architecture in the lagoon at various stages between the seventh and
twelfth centuries, little altered since then. In Venice itself the situation is
rather different. The two most important surviving Byzantine churches,
San Giacomo di Rialto and San Marco, one founded on each of the
two principal islands of the nascent city, have both been substantially
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transformed since the early period. As we shall see, San Giacomo was
completely rebuilt in later restorations, while the core of San Marco is
virtually hidden beneath lavish mosaic and sculptural decoration. Yet
both are more important in the development of religious architecture
in Venice than any of the more remote island churches, for they were
constantly seen and visited by both Venetians and travellers. Both are
variations on the Byzantine theme of the Greek cross supporting a central
dome, one church being in a sense a miniature and much simplified
version of the other.

The legendary date for the foundation of the church of San Giacomo
di Rialto, affectionately known to Venetians as San Giacometto, is
AD 421, the very year that the city of Venice itself was supposedly
founded. Francesco Sansovino’s sixteenth-century guide to Venice even
names the four bishops who consecrated the church in the following
year.!" According to Sansovino, substantial restorations were carried out
in 1071, and it is likely that the present configuration dates from around
that time. Chronicle sources claim that the church was consecrated by
Pope Alexander 111 in 1177, at the time of his celebrated meeting with
Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, thus associating it with another of the
most significant events in Venetian history."” The lean-to Gothic entrance
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10 (left) San Giacomo di Rialto, known as
San Giacometto, eleventh century, completely
restored in the early seventeenth century

11 San Giacomo di Rialto, plan (adapted
from G. Lorenzetti, Venice and its lagoon,
Rome, 1961, p. 471)

portico, added subsequently, and the great clock built in 1410 give the
facade its distinctive character (fig. 10)."

A further attempt at restoration in 1531 failed to secure the ancient
structure, which had miraculously escaped the great fire that devastated
the Rialto market in 1514." Finally in 1601 a decree of the Senate autho-
rized the complete rebuilding of the church."” So great was Venetian
reverence for this historic building that its original form and even its tiny
size were preserved. The only significant alteration was the raising of the
church on to a higher base to reduce the risk of flooding. In addition,
three large semicircular windows were opened up beneath the barrel
vaults to improve the lighting; and rich baroque altars — oppressively
heavy in such a small space — were erected in the chancel and the two
side chapels. Together with the loss of the old mosaics, which were still
visible in the later sixteenth century, these changes must have consider-
ably changed the character of the interior, once dimly lit with flickering
mosaics. None the less, the simple Greek-cross structure, with its cen-
tral dome supported on free-standing columns, reproduces faithfully
that of the original Byzantine church (fig. 11). The six Greek marble
columns with their beautifully carved eleventh-century capitals (which,
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again, seem enormous in such a restricted space) were preserved in the
rebuilding.

On the entrance side the area is slightly extended with an extra pair
of columns to suggest a rudimentary nave. The dominating effect of the
central dome, with its high drum and lantern, serves, however, to draw
attention to the centralized ground-plan.'® Small, centrally planned
Byzantine churches of this type probably once existed in most of the
parishes of the city, but no others commanded such respect and affec-
tion that they have survived to this day.

The centralized parish church had considerable advantages, for a small
compact space was ideal for the parochial services. The administration
of the sacraments to the local residents and the commemoration of the
souls of the deceased were the main functions of these churches, which
had no need of huge naves, whether for processions or preaching. It
was an old tradition in Venice that the parish priests were elected by the
parishioners themselves, or rather, by the householders of the parish. No
monastic communities were attached, only small bodies of secular clergy.
And it was the residents of the parishes who were responsible for financ-
ing the building and maintenance of their churches. San Giacometto itself
is a slightly unusual parish church, being a national monument as much
as a local landmark, but it is still important as the only remaining
example of these small Byzantine parish churches in the city of Venice.

‘The composition of the dome is so well assembled and so well
supported by the arches which sustain the vaults’, wrote Francesco
Sansovino of San Giacomo di Rialto, ‘that it is a marvellous thing to see,
and one might say that it was the model for the church of San Marco.”"”
In reality the two monuments create very different effects: one so small,
the other so huge; one so modest, the other so richly decorated. Yet
Francesco’s observation was a perceptive one, since both are variations
on the great Byzantine theme of the Greek cross supporting a large
central dome.

The church of San Marco has the aura of a great cathedral, but in
reality it did not become the cathedral of Venice until as late as 1807.
Before then the seat of the patriarch (or bishop) of Venice was the church
of San Pietro di Castello, founded at the time of the establishment of the
bishopric of Rialto in 774/5 on the island of Olivolo (also called Castello)
on the eastern margins of the city. In the mid-fifteenth century the office
of bishop was merged with that of patriarch of Grado to become the
patriarchate of Venice, with its seat at San Pietro."®

San Marco, on the other hand, was the private chapel of the doge and,
above all, it was a great shrine for the body of Saint Mark. The legend
recounting the acquisition of this relic — the most precious in the city —
is complex and colourful. Briefly, two Venetian merchants, accompanied
by two monks, skilfully removed the body of Saint Mark from its tomb



The Arrival of the Body of Saint Ma
Sant’Alipio, San Marco

in Alexandria (where the saint is said to have been martyred), substitut-
ing in its place the body of Saint Claudia. The relics were exported
in a basket of pork, to deter prying Muslim customs officials, and
brought back to Venice in 828/9. This momentous event, known as the
translatio, is commemorated in the famous thirteenth-century mosaic on
the fagade of San Marco, over the Porta Sant’Alipio, in which the body
of Saint Mark is shown being carried into the church built in his honour,
here portrayed in its thirteenth-century state (fig. 12).

After the translatio Saint Mark quickly displaced the eastern soldier-
saint, Theodore, as the patron saint of the city, as it were symbolizing
the Venetian state’s gradual break-away from Byzantine rule. The
mythology associated with the Marcian relics continued to grow —
including, for instance, the dramatic story of the loss of the saint’s body
and its miraculous reappearance in the burial vault of the church. As the
popularity of the saint grew, so too did the wealth of the Procurators
of Saint Mark, who were in charge of the building and upkeep of
the church. Whereas in most of the great cities of feudal Europe bequests
and tithes flowed into the episcopal treasuries to finance the building
of fine cathedrals, many Venetians made their pious donations not to
the remotely situated cathedral of San Pietro di Castello, but to the

rCin AD 829, thirteenth-century mosaic above the Porta
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ducal chapel of San Marco. Thus the church became a potent symbol of
Venetian religious devotion and civic pride; and as such it played the
same role in Venice as the great medieval cathedrals in other European
cities.

Of the original church, begun soon after the arrival of the body of
Saint Mark in Venice in 829, very little is now visible. Modern excava-
tions have, however, suggested that the ninth-century church was in fact
broadly similar in plan to the core of the present structure (fig. 13). It
was probably in the form of a simple Greek cross with an apsed east
end, although the archaeological evidence remains controversial."” The
wall that now separates the atrium from the nave is essentially the west
front of the ninth-century structure, including its great entrance niche.
A companion chapel dedicated to Saint Theodore, later demolished, lay
on the north side.”” The walls of San Marco were built of stone left over
from the construction of a nearby abbey, as well as some second-hand
building stone from Torcello, and probably also from Roman remains
on the mainland. The central dome over the crossing seems to have been
roofed in wood, like the dome of Santa Fosca in Torcello.?!

Early chronicles record that the ninth-century church was badly
damaged in a great fire in 976. However, the fact that the repairs, carried
out by Doge Pietro Orseolo, were completed within the space of only
two years indicates that the building cannot have been totally destroyed.
The restoration seems to have been a makeshift affair, for already in the
mid-eleventh century, less than 100 years later, it was decided to rebuild
the church yet again, this time more radically, on a more ambitious
scale. This final reconstruction, which continued through the reigns of
three doges, was begun under Doge Domenico Contarini (1042-71) and
finished under Doge Vitale Falier (1086-96).%

To envisage San Marco as it appeared in the ninth century, the archi-
tectural historian has to depend on the archaeologist. The aspect of the
eleventh-century church can, however, be relatively easily reconstructed
from the evidence of the present building. What is needed, above all, is
a great effort of imagination to erase from one’s mind the profusion of
mosaics, fine marbles and florid rooftop sculpture that now adorn — and
largely conceal - this great Veneto—Byzantine monument.

It was in the eleventh century that the original wooden dome was
superseded by five great domes with brick vaults, a daring undertaking
in view of the unstable nature of the Venetian subsoil, and one that has
led to structural problems ever since.”” (The Florentine architect Jacopo
Sansovino first made his reputation in Venice when he successfully
repaired the domes by encircling them with iron rings in 1527.%) To
picture the effect of the five new brick domes, we must try to imagine
San Marco without one of its most memorable features, that is, the five
lofty domes roofed with lead and topped by onion-shaped lanterns that
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13 Church of San Marco, plan (from L. Cicognara, A. Diedo and G. Selva, Le
fabbriche e i monumenti cospicue di Venezia, 1, Venice, 1838)
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14 North-south cross-section of the church of San Marco (from L. Cicognara, A. Diedo and
G. Selva, Le fabbriche e i monumenti cospicue di Venezia, 1, Venice, 1838)

now surmount the church (fig. 14). These flamboyant cupolas are simply
outer shells, added in the thirteenth century to make the skyline of
the church more prominent and to establish the Alexandrian context by
allusion to recent Egyptian funerary structures.”” The exterior would
originally have had the same profile as the lower, inner domes that we
see inside the church. This flatter type of cupola is more typical of the
Byzantine churches of Constantinople and Greece, from which the
builders of San Marco drew their inspiration.

In order to support the extra weight of the brick domes of the eleventh-
century rebuilding, the walls had to be considerably thickened. The
church was also enlarged on both the north and south sides: on the north
to ethbrace the remains of the early ninth-century chapel of San Teodoro,
which was finally demolished at this time; on the south to include what
was probably a corner tower of the old Palazzo Ducale and which now
forms part of the treasury of San Marco.”® At the west end a narthex
was added, and at the east two smaller apses were built on either side
of the main presbytery. (The baptistery on the south side, and the cor-
responding extension to the atrium on the north, are probably thirteenth-
century additions.?’)
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As at Santa Fosca, which was also built as a reliquary chapel, the
Byzantine cruciform plan was chosen for the great new shrine to
house the saint’s body. The choice of the Greek cross places San
Marco firmly in the tradition of apostles’ churches. The plan is indeed
very similar to the church of the Holy Apostles (the Apostoleion) in
Constantinople, as rebuilt by Emperor Justinian in the sixth century.?®
This famous Byzantine monument no longer exists, having been
destroyed after the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans in 1453. It is
known from a manuscript illumination in Paris, from written descrip-
tions and from its presumed likeness to the contemporary apostolic
church of Saint John the Evangelist at Ephesus.” Even in parts of Italy
that were affiliated with the Western Church, and were thus divorced
from Byzantine traditions, cruciform plans were traditionally chosen for
apostles’ churches, such as the church of the Holy Apostles in Milan,
founded by Saint Ambrose in AD 382.%° That the Venetians thought of
their patron saint specifically as one of the apostles is attested by their
avid collecting of holy relics of other apostles, many of which are still
preserved at San Marco.’!

Each domed space forms, in effect, a separate, smaller-scale Greek
cross, with four barrel-vaulted spaces to buttress the lateral thrust of the
dome. The predominance of the overall Greek-cross plan is stressed by
screening off the subsidiary barrel-vaulted spaces behind arcades, which
also serve to support the galleries. The present raised ‘cat walks’ are the
somewhat vertiginous remains of the original galleries. It seems that
they were once much wider, like those that survive at the ends of both
transepts and at the west end of the nave, but that they were subsequently
narrowed to allow more light into the aisle-like spaces beneath. The
existing galleries show clear evidence of this change, for the outer
balustrades are of the solid Byzantine type with carved plutei (relief
panels) while the inner ones are typically Gothic in style with their rows
of slender colonnettes. The reason for the alteration must have been
the blocking-up of many of the upper windows to provide extra wall
space for the mosaic decoration, which would have made the church too
dark.*?

The spaces of the interior are not neatly compartmentalized, but
are interconnected by means of colonnades and arched openings (fig. 15).
For example, the four huge piers that support the central dome are
penetrated by great archways, with the weight redistributed on four
smaller piers in each case — like a person sitting on a four-legged chair.
This lightens the visual effect considerably, and enables air to flow
more freely between one domed space and another. It even allows a
continuous vista down each side of the nave to suggest side aisles. The
apparent lightness of the structure is also conveyed by the way in which
the cupolas seem not to rest directly on the great arched barrel vaults,




15 Church of San Marco, founded early ninth century, interior
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but to hover effortlessly just above them. The transition from the square
spaces below to the circular domes above, a problem that preoccupied
many medieval builders, is here accomplished skilfully and smoothly by
means of pendentives.

That the resemblance between San Marco and the Apostoleion in
Constantinople was recognized from the start is clear from an early
twelfth-century manuscript, written by a monk at San Nicolo di Lido,
which states that the new church was built ‘in a construction similar to
that of the Twelve Apostles in Constantinople’.’® If we study the plan
of San Marco carefully, however, we can see how the Byzantine model
was subtly transformed to suit the rather different liturgical function of
the Venetian church (fig. 13).>* For instance, it becomes clear that the
four domes over the arms of the Greek cross in San Marco are not in
fact equal in size; those over the transepts and the east end are smaller
than the central dome, while the cupola above the western arm of the
crossing is slightly elongated to extend the nave space. As a result, the
colonnades that support the galleries have only three bays in each
transept, but four on either side of the nave. This subtle extension of the
nave recalls the similar arrangement at San Giacomo di Rialto. The lon-
gitudinal axis is further emphasized by the blocking-off of the ends of
the transepts, and by the three apses at the east end, which suggest a
directional force that has pushed out the far wall. Whereas the plan of
the Apostoleion was probably perfectly symmetrical on all four axes,
with the sanctuary beneath the central dome, in San Marco, on the other
hand, the form of service called for a secluded presbytery for the clergy
at the east end.* The tomb of Saint Mark was placed in the crypt under
the chancel, directly beneath the high altar. The directional emphasis of
the space, aligned towards the chancel, not only suited the liturgy, but
also made the church a more appropriate setting for the great proces-
sions that accompanied all the principal ducal ceremonies.

The eleventh-century church with its new brick domes would have
made a powerful but stark impression. Brick was in fact the chief build-
ing material, and the typical terracotta dog-tooth mouldings were used
to decorate the Byzantine arches, both inside and out. Only the lunette-
shaped south wall of the nave and the apsed east end of the chancel
preserve their naked brickwork to this day. Like the other Byzantine
churches in the lagoon, the windows were framed by concentric brick
arches, as if to reveal the successive layers of the massive brick walls.
The lower walls were articulated mainly by a series of niches, some
curved, some rectangular, an Italian decorative tradition probably
derived from Roman tomb architecture. Stone was used for the columns,
capitals, horizontal mouldings and balustrades inside the church, and for
some of the details of the exterior, such as the engaged columns of the
eastern apse.
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By the time of the execution of the thirteenth-century mosaic on the
facade, showing the translatio of the body of Saint Mark, the church
had completely changed its outward appearance (fig. 12). This mosaic,
the only one of the original series in the arches of the portico to survive,
must date from before 1267 when it was mentioned in Martino da
Canal’s famous chronicle.* It decorates the lunette on the northernmost
bay of the fagade, over the Porta Sant’Alipio.””

No longer do we see the heavy brick structure with its low domes and
niches, but instead a facade bedecked with fine marbles and mosaic
decoration, crowned by the soaring domes already mentioned (fig. 16).
It would be hardly an exaggeration to claim that this transformation
could not have been possible but for the Venetian triumphs in the Fourth
Crusade of 1202-4. For this expedition Venice supplied a magnificent
fleet of warships, in return for a large cash payment and an equal share
of all spoils and territorial conquests. Audaciously ied by the blind and
aged doge, Enrico Dandolo, the Venetian fleet was instrumental in
diverting the Crusade to sack Constantinople, also taking possession of
Zara on the Dalmatian coast.’® In the looting that followed the fall of
Constantinople, the Venetians seized whatever they could transport
home, including precious holy relics and the four bronze horses that were
placed over the entrance to San Marco. The wealth of oriental marble
columns on the fagade of the church must also have been imported to
Venice from 1204 onwards. The favourite place for displaying looted
sculpture was the south wall, facing the Palazzo Ducale, which was the
first facade to be seen by visitors arriving by sea. The south wall of the
treasury, in particular, is inlaid with pieces of Byzantine relief carving,
with the delightful porphyry group of the four Tetrarchs huddled
together on the corner.

The arrival of such splendid trophies as these from the Fourth Crusade,
and later from the Genoese wars, encouraged other embellishments to
San Marco. We have already seen how the cupolas were raised, and the
baptistery and the north wing of the atrium added. It seems also to have
been in the thirteenth century that some of the Gothic details, which had
been inserted into the Byzantine structure, were hidden beneath more
classical rounded arches, to unify the style in what has been identified
as a kind of Venetian ‘proto-Renaissance’.’” Meanwhile, overt allusions
to Islamic visual traditions proliferated, asserting Venices growing
artistic independence.*’

This is not the place to discuss in detail the mosaics, the inlaid marble
floors and the sculptural decoration of the interior. What is important
is to realize how the eleventh-century architecture was gradually trans-
formed during the long process of decoration. Both the marble pave-
ments and the mosaics are symptomatic of the archaizing tendency that
runs through the whole history of Venetian art. The beautiful geometric
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patterns that decorate the floors, like the pavements of Santi Maria e
Donato in Murano and the cathedral of Torcello, recall Roman and early
Christian traditions, revived on a scale unusual in medieval architecture.
These pavements were apparently begun soon after the completion of
the eleventh-century church. A few fragments of mosaics from this early
period have been uncovered on the facade, contemporary with those
of Torcello, but mosaic decoration on a more expansive scale began in
earnest in the twelfth century.*’ Whereas in most Italian churches this
technique was superseded by fresco painting from about the thirteenth
century, the mosaic decoration of San Marco did not cease until the
nineteenth century. It is true that the local glass-making industry on
the island of Murano fostered the existence of a Venetian school of
mosaicists; but this industry might never have flourished for so long had
not Venetian taste continued to appreciate this time-honoured medium.

The Venetian fondness for archaism is also apparent in the sculptural
decoration. As workshops of Lombard and local craftsmen produced a
blend of Italian and Byzantine motifs, so ancient and modern decorative
traditions were retained side by side, and spoils were juxtaposed with
custom-made pieces.* So closely could the Italian stone-carvers imitate
the style and technique of Byzantine sculptors that it is often difficult
to distinguish between the oriental originals and the locally produced
versions. Deeply drilled, lacy, Byzantine-style basket capitals coexist with
reused antique Corinthian capitals and Gothic fleshy leafed variants. The
plain marble panels that cover many of the lower wall surfaces, like
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17 Gentile Bellini, Procession in Piazza San Marco, signed and dated 1496 (Gallerie
dell’Accademia, Venice)

hangings of moiré silk, were put in position from the late eleventh
century onwards. Each marble surface was laid alongside its mirror
image, to create the shimmering effect so characteristic of the lagoon
churches of the Veneto—Byzantine period.

The result of these decorations was to transform the solid brick wall-
surfaces of the interior into brilliant ethereal visions above and undu-
lating watery patterns below (fig. 15). Light flickering on the mosaics
and reflected from the polished marble surfaces dances about in the huge
vaulted spaces, dissolving the once clearly separated pools of light and
shade. There can be no doubt that the clarity and apparent solidity
of the eleventh-century building was sacrificed. We must not forget,
however, that the mosaics, the floor patterns and the marble facings on
the walls were all begun soon after the completion of the new church.
This suggests that its builders always intended the heavy architectural
framework to be adorned with rich surface decoration. While the quality
of the mosaic designs varies greatly, the general conception cannot be
seen as a betrayal of the intentions of the founders of the church. Indeed
it is characteristic of Byzantine architecture in the lagoon that most of
the interior decoration is in two dimensions, or in very low relief, so that
the integrity of the architectonic elements is not undermined.

By the end of the fifteenth century, the exterior of the church of San
Marco had reached more or less its final form (except for the later
renewal of some of the fagade mosaics). The evidence for this is the paint-
ing of the Procession in Piazza San Marco by Gentile Bellini, signed and
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dated 1496, which gives a precise and detailed view of the church at that
time (fig. 17). From this picture we can assume that the Gothic cusps
over the upper lunettes, the skyline pinnacles and statues, and the roof-
top crockets like white-hot flames licking the bases of the domes, were
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century additions, since none of these features
appears in the Porta Sant’Alipio mosaic (fig. 12). The least fortunate
alteration is surely the opening-up of the central lunette to make a huge
blank window, presumably to admit more light into the church after
other windows had been blocked up to make way for the mosaics.

To the western eye, San Marco has a distinctly oriental air. Certainly
it is far more eastern in feeling than the Byzantine churches of Torcello
and Murano, where little decoration was added after the time of the
Fourth Crusade. Spoils plundered from Constantinople give an eastern
aspect to the outer walls, while inside the church the dramatic shafts of
light and pools of shadow, softened by reflections from the vast expanses
of glittering mosaics, make the interior more magical, less static in char-
acter than the other Byzantine churches of the lagoon.

Yet San Marco is not simply a Byzantine monument transplanted to
Venetian soil. To a visitor from the Near East it would seem equally
foreign, for the building was largely erected and decorated by Italian
craftsmen, whose stamp is imprinted in every part of the building. Not
only Lombard stonemasons, but also, in later centuries, such famous
Tuscan artists as Paolo Uccello and Jacopo Sansovino had a hand in the
decoration. At San Marco a remarkable blend is achieved between
Italian and eastern influences, although more than in any other
Venetian building it is the oriental flavour that is the dominant one.

Byzantine Domestic Architecture

The few surviving Byzantine-style churches of the Venetian archipelago
have their secular equivalent in a small number of fine Veneto-
Byzantine palaces, which represent, in effect, the Venetian form of
Romanesque.* Precise dating of the oldest extant Venetian palaces is
usually impossible, since documentation from this early period is scarce.
We can, however, be fairly sure that little remains of the domestic archi-
tecture of the city before the early thirteenth century. Only a few frag-
ments seem to be older than this. A small Byzantine window with delicate
stone tracery — reminiscent of windows on the fagade of San Marco - is
set into a garden wall near San Toma, but it is certainly not in situ and
may well have come from a church, if not from the East. Remains of
three great round-headed arches in the courtyard known as the Corte
Seconda del Milion, behind the church of San Giovanni Crisostomo, may
possibly date from as early as the twelfth century (fig. 18). These arches,
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one of which preserves its carved Byzantine-style marble decoration, are
believed to have once formed part of the nearby palace belonging to
Marco Polo’s family.

Among the earliest surviving secular buildings are those erected for
the Procuracy of Saint Mark on either side of Piazza San Marco after
the Piazza was enlarged by Doge Sebastiano Ziani (1172-8).** Their
construction probably began at the beginning of the thirteenth century,
under Sebastiano’s son, Doge Pietro Ziani (1205-29).* Both wings
were rebuilt in the sixteenth century, but their original appearance is
faithfully recorded in Gentile Bellini’s painting, the Procession in Piazza
San Marco, of 1496 (fig. 17). The north wing also appears in the
great woodcut bird’s-eye view of Venice by Jacopo de’ Barbari of 1500
(fig. 83). From these depictions we know that the buildings were long
two-storey wings with ground-floor porticoes containing shops, and
arcaded balconies on the piano nobile. The round-headed openings of
the lower storey are twice as wide as those above. The roofline is crenel-
lated, more for decorative effect than for defence purposes. This type of
building, which could be extended to any length simply by the addition
of extra bays, was to have an important influence on later constructions
in the Piazza; and as we shall see, it shares its two-storey arcades with
some of the early Veneto—Byzantine palaces.

There is a curious time lag between religious and secular architecture
in medieval Venice. The scarcity of surviving domestic buildings from
the period of the final rebuilding of San Marco in the later eleventh
century can be partly explained by the fact that many of the early lagoon
houses were built not of brick or stone — or even ancient spoils — but
of wood; and a series of terrible fires in the eleventh century ravaged
almost every part of the city, and obliterated many of the early wooden
dwellings. The more modest houses were, out of economic necessity,
rebuilt in wood over and over again, despite the constant danger of fire;
but from about the twelfth century onwards the wealthier families began
to erect more durable palaces of brick with stone detailing.

Another important explanation is the economic one. It was in the
thirteenth century, the period of the Fourth Crusade and the Venetian
victories over the Genoese at Acre in 1258, Settepozzi in 1263 and
Trapani in 1266, that Venetian maritime supremacy in the Adriatic
became firmly established (although the Genoese still remained poten-
tially dangerous rivals). By this stage Venetian merchants dominated
trade in grain and salt in the Adriatic. They also had important entre-
pot trade in silks and spices from the East, and wool and metals from
northern Europe. The Venetian government exerted strict controls over
shipping and trade, organizing convoys of armed galleys to protect the
fleets of merchant vessels, whether merchant galleys or round ships
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powered by sail. Each merchant ship, however, was financed not by
the state but by a private individual, or by a patrician family acting in a
partnership of brothers known as a fraterna.** The merchants could, if
necessary, raise the money to finance a voyage by borrowing from
other individuals, a system that allowed the owners of capital to spread
their resources, to protect themselves against the loss of a ship through
piracy, storms or war. The result of this efficiently run system of mer-
cantile activity was that, by the thirteenth century, the more fortunate
Venetians were becoming rather wealthy. It was these rich patrician
merchants who now found themselves with the resources to build family
palaces.

Veneto—Byzantine Palaces

The exact form of the earliest Venetian palaces is debatable, for those
that survive have undergone centuries of alterations and embellishments.
Moreover, there were many variations in the layout of the dwellings of
the early settlers, on their scattered marshy islands separated by expanses
of water."” It will become clear, however, that they had little in common
with the tall stone towers that the Italian nobility were erecting in other
Italian cities. The construction of high buildings was hazardous in Venice
because of the soft and constantly shifting nature of the terrain. The loss
of a large number of the church campanili through the centuries is
evidence for this, the collapse of the campanile of San Marco in 1902
being certainly the most dramatic example. Whereas early views of many
Italian cities (Siena, Perugia, Florence and Bologna are good examples)
show skylines thick with the great stone towers erected by the most
powerful families in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, in medieval
Venice only the campanili were prominent landmarks on the horizon.
True, some later secular buildings in Venice reached a great height, but
this occurred only where there was an acute shortage of land (for
example, in the Jewish ghetto (fig. 33)), or when a particularly rich family
wished to display its wealth by building a palace that towered above all
its neighbours (such as the two huge palaces built by the Corner family
in the sixteenth century) (fig. 107).

Early Venetian palace builders lacked supplies of local stone with
which to erect lofty towers, as well as firm foundations on which to build
them. More important, the structure of their society did not create any
need - physical or psychological - for such strongholds. The main func-
tion of the tall towers elsewhere in Italy seems to have been defensive
rather than offensive. Although the twelfth-century traveller Benjamin of
Tudela spoke of rival families fighting each other from the tops of their
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19 Fondaco dei Turchi, formerly a family palace of the late twelfth century;
appearance before nineteenth-century reconstruction

towers in both Pisa and Genoa, this probably happened rarely.*® The
towers did, however, give the nobility a sense of security and status in
the frequent feuds that occurred between families.

In Venice things were different. In an attempt to prevent power strug-
gles between individual families, the dogado was not made a hereditary
office. Instead, although excluding virtually all but the nobility from the
administration, the constitution allowed a remarkably democratic system
of government within the patriciate itself. This unique system, which
survived almost unchanged until the fall of the Venetian Republic in
1797, naturally discouraged internal rivalry and hostility among the
upper classes. What is more, there can be no doubt that the constant
fight against nature helped to unite the Venetian people, and gave them
a sense of common pride in their city. Significantly, before the nineteenth
century, even the grandest palaces were known simply as case, or houses,
often shortened to ca’, the title palazzo being reserved for the Palazzo
Ducale.”

The practical function of Venetian palaces was also different. The
nobility earned their living not from landowning, as in other Italian
city states at this period, but from seafaring and trade. As a result, their
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20 Fondaco dei Turchi, present state

homes had to serve not only as residences but also as the headquarters
for their trading ventures.’® Although many of them invested profits in
property in the city and on the mainland, this was not at first their chief
source of income. The very way in which Venice was settled obviously
meant that even at the outset land was extremely scarce. The feudal
system and its aftermaths passed the city by.

One type of palace that evolved to suit the special needs of the
Venetian patrician can be loosely defined on the basis of a few surviving
Veneto-Byzantine palaces. Though only one of a range of experimental
early house types, this formula was to prove the most enduring. The
most impressive examples are the so-called Fondaco dei Turchi (now
the Natural History Museum) and the pair of neighbouring palaces, Ca’
Loredan and Ca’ Farsetti (now the municipal offices) (figs 20 and 21).
None of these palaces appears to date from before the thirteenth
century.’' Ca’ Farsetti, then the property of the Dandolo family, was
erected between 1200 and 1208/9.°% An old tradition records that Enrico
Dandolo sent back some oriental marbles for the building after the fall
of Constantinople in 1204.%* The Fondaco dei Turchi was originally built
as a palace for the Pesaro family; it acquired its present name in 1621
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when it became the trading centre and residence for Turkish merchants
in the city. In the nineteenth century the facade was completely refaced
and its interior largely rebuilt, although its previous appearance is
recorded in old plans, views and photographs (fig. 19).** The facade of
Ca’ Farsetti, too, was remade in the nineteenth century; and the two
upper floors of both this palace and Ca’ Loredan, as well as their rear
portions, are additions to the original Veneto-Byzantine structure.
Nevertheless, a general idea of the type can be identified from examples
such as these.

The main feature of these three early palace fagades was the two-storey
arcade along the waterfront, with the ground-floor portico for loading
and unloading merchandise and household stores (fig. 22). The portico
led into a great hall, called the androne, with storerooms and offices on
either side and a kitchen at the back. The living quarters were upstairs,
with the rooms leading off a great T-shaped central room, known as the
salone or portego, over the androne.’® At the back was a courtyard with
a well-head over a covered cistern and an open staircase. It is not improb-
able that there were low towers at each end of the facade, but these
would have had no defensive function. Early views of Venice, such as
the famous depiction of about 1400 by an English artist in a manuscript
of Marco Polo’s writings in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, show ornate
little turrets on many of the buildings. Some early dwellings, such as
the house on the Riva degli Schiavoni where Petrarch stayed and the
previous palace on the site of Ca’ Foscari, are definitely known to have
had corner towers.’® There were, of course, many variations on the
general theme, depending on the size and shape of the site.”” The posi-
tion of the nearby canals was also important, since every house of any
significance had to have both land and water entrances.

As we have seen, such defenceless, outward-looking palaces, with their
porticoed fagades, had little in common with domestic architecture in
other medieval Italian cities. Several scholars have, however, made much
of the curious affinity between early Venetian palaces and the smaller
country villas of the late Roman empire, with their two-storey arcades
and towers at either end.*® This classical building-type seems to have
disappeared from the Italian countryside after the barbarian inva-
sions, although we cannot be certain since most medieval farm buildings
have now vanished. The type did, however, survive in the eastern
Mediterranean after the division of the empire, and it may have been in
the East that Venetian merchants found the inspiration for their early
palaces.*” The question of the precise directions of influence in this case
is still unclear, for in East and West alike architectural traditions evolved
from common origins in Roman antiquity. Moreover, both Islamic and
Venetian visual culture grew from Byzantine roots.




21 (above) Ca’
Loredan and Ca’
Farsetti, early
thirteenth century,
with later additions

22 (left) Ca’
Loredan and Ca’
Farsetti, plan of
piano nobile of each,
with earliest portions
in black (after P.
Maretto, L'edilizia
gotica veneziana,
Rome, 1961, p. 63)
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Although the Venetian nobility did not become clearly defined politi-
cally until after the so-called serrata or closing of the Great Council,
enacted by a series of measures from 1297 onwards, the magnificence of
these surviving early palaces must be closely linked to their owners’
trading successes. Their likely use as merchant headquarters as well
as homes has led to the use of the term casa fondaco to describe their
tripartite designs. The fact that the Venetian word fondaco derives from
the Arabic fundugq, or trading post, is evidence for the link with Islamic
traditions. A true fondaco, however, was not a family home, but a dedi-
cated centre for travelling merchants.®” Examples were found not only
in Venice but also across the whole Mediterranean world from Spain to
the Middle East, under a variety of other names such as khan, wakala
and caravanserai. Typically, a fondaco, like its Islamic counterparts, is
arranged in a quadrangle around a central courtyard over a covered
cistern. The ground floor contains warehousing and perhaps stabling
(except in Venice), with lodgings above.

Although the use of the term casa fondaco probably correctly reflects
the combined residential and mercantile use of the early Venetian family
palace, it is a misleading concept. The tripartite fagades do show some
similarities to the true fondaco, but early dwellings such as Ca’ Loredan
and Ca’ Farsetti differ radically in their ground-plans from the supposed
prototype. The fact that the Fondaco dei Turchi now has a large central
courtyard results from the nineteenth-century remodelling, as if to bring
it closer to the historical idea of the true fondaco. Instead, the ‘typical’
Venetian medieval palace evolved from a layout that was deep and
narrow. Its basic elements were three parallel wings perpendicular to the
facade, with smaller rooms on either side of a central circulation space,
leading to a courtyard at the rear. The four parallel spine walls, running
from front to back, provided the load-bearing structure. This structural
system allowed the facades at front and rear to be generously perforated
with windows and easily remodelled at will. It is notable how well this
type of palace suited the needs of the Venetian merchant, and how easily
it could be adapted to the peculiar physical conditions of Venice and
varied to suit individual circumstances.

The rapid vertical accents of the porticoed Veneto-Byzantine fagades
— with their narrow bays, slender columns and tall stilted arches —
allowed an effect of lightness to be achieved without weakening the
structure. Only the main water entrance usually had a wider archway,
for emphasis and convenience. The openness of the fagade walls was not
only decorative, but also had an important practical advantage in Venice,
allowing as much light as possible into the buildings. This was especially
significant in the case of the great central halls, which stretched far back
from the facades. Because of the shortage of land in the city, the build-
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23 Thirteenth-century
house in Salizzada San Lio

ings were so closely spaced that relatively little light could enter from the
sides and the rear.

We should not be too surprised to discover that away from the main
canals domestic architecture took a somewhat different form. There are
two fairly well preserved thirteenth-century fagades in the Salizzada San
Lio, which show that in relatively normal urban locations the architec-
ture,had much in common with buildings of the same period in nearby
mainland cities such as Padua (fig. 23).°' Both houses have shops on the
ground floor opening directly on to the street, with the shop windows
and doors framed by great stone piers and wooden lintels in the char-
acteristic Venetian fashion. Each building preserves a fine thirteenth-
century biforate window on the first floor, presumably once belonging
to the main living rooms. One house has two high wings flanking a
huge central archway; the other probably had the same form originally,
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although one of the side blocks has now vanished. Both have been so
completely rebuilt inside that one cannot reconstruct the original plans,
but obviously houses such as these had a far more modest function than
the larger palaces. They had neither facilities for loading or unloading
merchandise from boats, nor huge central halls that would have occu-
pied valuable space rather uselessly; the shops were probably for letting,
as a source of income.

In mainland Italy the protective character of domestic buildings pre-
cluded elaborate decoration on the outer walls. In Venice, by contrast,
an arcaded water frontage was a splendid vehicle for architectural
expression. In the early thirteenth-century palace facades, as in the
arcades of Piazza San Marco, Byzantine stilted arches created a rhyth-
mic verticality. The large-scale importation of sculptural fragments and
precious marbles into Venice after the Fourth Crusade is reflected in
the inlaid medallions and Byzantine reliefs that adorn many thirteenth-
century palaces. Meanwhile stonemasons from Lombardy and the
Veneto were employed to carve exquisite capitals and mouldings, which
harmonized effortlessly with the Eastern elements to produce a charac-
teristically Venetian synthesis, well illustrated in the facade of Ca’
Loredan.

Thirteenth-century Transformations

During the thirteenth century a gradual change towards a less ‘trans-
parent’ type of palace facade took place. In buildings such as the Palazzo
Loredan and the Fondaco dei Turchi the side blocks were only subtly
differentiated on the fagade, by partly closing the porticoes on the ground
floor and placing caesurae — in the form of solid piers or paired columns
- in the upper colonnades. Later, however, it became more common to
restrict the piano-nobile arcade to the centre of the palace, indicating the
position of the huge portego inside, the room that needed the most illu-
mination. A fine example of this arrangement, and one that nevertheless
retains the typically Veneto—Byzantine stilted arches, inlaid Byzantine
reliefs, basket capitals and finely carved string course, is the much
restored Ca’ Dona (fig. 24). (The balustrade, as in the case of virtually
all thirteenth-century palaces, is a later addition.) The ground-floor
portico has here been abandoned, to be replaced by a single large water
gate in the centre, leading straight into the androne. This more solid
type of fagade, in which the wall surfaces are visible, no longer concealed
behind screening porticoes, must have been considerably cheaper and
simpler to build. It was to become the most common arrangement —
again with many variations on the theme — for waterfront Gothic palaces
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
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24 Ca’ Dona della Madonnetta (left) and Ca’ Dona, both thirteenth century with later
alterations

Naturally, the transition to the Gothic style also involved a transfor-
mation of architectural language. Ruskin identified a series of stages or
‘orders’ by which the Veneto-Byzantine arch evolved into the Gothic
arch (fig. 55). To begin with, a small point or cusp appears on the outer
rim, or extrados, of the stilted, round-headed arch. Then the inner rim,
or intrados, also becomes pointed, to form a stilted ogee arch with a
slight inflection in the crown. This stage can be seen as preparing the
way for the introduction of the true Gothic arch, already widespread on
the mainland in the thirteenth century.®

Unfortunately, as Ruskin himself was aware, a Darwinian view of
evolution, however elegant the scheme may be, cannot always be easily
applied to architecture, for there is no direct, hereditary process by which
‘genes’ are passed from one palace to another. Furthermore, the relative
age of thirteenth-century palaces is uncertain, and only a small fraction
of those built survive today, most of them radically altered since that
time. It would be a great over-simplification to place them in chrono-
logical sequence to fit Ruskin’s evolutionary stages. The co-existence
of different ‘orders’ in individual buildings adds to the difficulties. For
example, in the Ca’ da Mosto (later the home of the great fifteenth-
century Venetian explorer, and subsequently a famous inn, the Osteria



25 Ca’ da Mosto, later Osteria del Leon Bianco, second quarter of the thirteenth century,
incorporating older elements on the water storey. The right side of the ground floor and
the top two storeys are later insertions
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del Leon Bianco) the now fragmentary Veneto-Byzantine arcade on
the ground floor is surmounted by a piano nobile that corresponds to
Ruskin’s second stage, that is to say, with a slight inflection on the outer
crown of the arch (fig. 25). The piano nobile is datable to the second
quarter of the thirteenth century. In this case it appears that the build-
ing was rebuilt preserving parts of an older Byzantine waterfront
portico.®® The lower arcade may have been moved forward from an
earlier alignment, since the parts fit together somewhat awkwardly. The
right-hand pertion of the water storey and the top two storeys are later
interventions.

Other examples, however, are more complicated. For instance, in the
Palazzo Leon in the Corte del Remer, a wide Byzantine archway on the
piano nobile adjoins a biforate window of Ruskin’s third stage which
was apparently constructed at the same time. The more mature Gothic
arches of the staircase below may have been added later. A glance at the
religious architecture of the thirteenth century gives a further indication
of the complexity of the subject. Gothic windows had already begun
to appear in the fabric of San Marco in the twelfth century, whilst in
the thirteenth century, as we have seen, there were attempts to conceal
Gothic forms behind conventional Romanesque arches, as well as to
insert even more exotic, orientalizing pointed arches. Meanwhile the
great new churches built by the mendicant orders in the thirteenth
century, which will be discussed in a later chapter, were probably being
constructed in a plain, early Gothic style.

We should perhaps see the thirteenth century as a period in which
several of Ruskin’s various ‘orders’ coexisted. The style of each building
would have depended to a great extent on the tastes of the individual
patron. Throughout the history of Venetian architecture, as elsewhere,
there have been a few enlightened or avant-garde patrons, while the rest
have been more conservative. At the same time conscious archaizing was
probably always more prevalent in Venice than in other Italian cities.
The fact that Venetian merchants travelled widely in the East must
account for the appearance of the stilted ogee arch in the city, for this
has a distinctly oriental flavour and is surely of Islamic origin. It did not
appear widely elsewhere in Europe, and thus cannot be seen as an essen-
tial stage in the transition from the Romanesque to the Gorthic style.

.






Chapter 3

The Medieval City

Venice as an Urban Environment

By the end of the thirteenth century the city of Venice was a true metro-
polis. The seventy or so principal islands of the archipelago, each one a
separate parish, had been enlarged by drainage and reclamation until
they coalesced to form a coherent urban organism, separated only by
canals. By the 1330s, the population had probably grown to nearly
120,000 inhabitants, about the same figure as that recorded in 1969.
Venice was then one of the largest cities in western Europe. It seems that
only Florence, Milan, Naples, Palermo and, outside Italy, Paris were of
comparable size.!

At this point we should therefore pause to examine the urban struc-
ture of the city, its peculiar problems and its unusual features. The
earliest known plan of Venice, datable to about 1346, shows clearly that
the city was already a compact ‘land-mass’, although the representation
is extremely schematic (fig. 27). The plan seems to be based on a twelfth-
century prototype, partly updated by the copyist.” The only buildings
shown are the more prominent churches and the crenellated enclosures
of the Arsenal and Piazza San Marco. There are also some fortifications
indicated on the landward side of the city. By this time there must already
have been a network of streets (though these do not appear on the map)
as well as canals. To a great extent the layout still survives today, but
one can gain an even better idea of the character of Venice in the Gothic
period from the wonderfully detailed and reliable bird’s-eye view of the
city by Jacopo de’ Barbari, which is dated 1500 (figs 4, 371, 35, 83 and
87).3

Like other major European cities — London, Florence, Paris and Rome
are familiar examples — the city of Venice is traversed by a principal
waterway, in this case the Grand Canal, which winds in an inverted
s-shape through the city. One could safely say that all important cities
in medieval Europe had water access, since water transport was the
cheapest method for conveying supplies and merchandise. In most cases,
however, there was a clear demarcation between land and water, whereas

26 Scala del Bovolo, Palazzo Contarini, San Luca, c.1499
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obviously in Venice — as in some towns in the Low Countries such as
Amsterdam - the whole city was criss-crossed by canals. A number of
the original canals have now been filled in to make streets, but their
presence is usually recorded in the street names by the words rio tera.
The term piscina records a former area of water reclaimed later than the
areas around it.

Like London, Venice had only one bridge across the main waterway.
This was the Ponte di Rialto, situated at that most significant
geographical landmark, the lowest bridging point — that is to say, the
most seaward position at which a bridge could easily be built. It was
also the uppermost point to which sea-going vessels could navigate.
The original pontoon bridge was replaced at the end of the fourteenth
century by a permanent wooden structure. This bridge came to a
dramatic end in 1450 when it collapsed under the weight of crowds
of spectators during the visit of Emperor Frederick 111 of Austria.’
The bridge was rebuilt, once again in wood, with a drawbridge in the
centre, this time lined with shops, like the Ponte Vecchio in Florence.
This picturesque structure is vividly depicted in Carpaccio’s famous
painting of the Miracle of the True Cross dated 1494 (fig. 28).
The present stone bridge, built by an architect named (most appro-
priately) Antonio da Ponte, dates from the end of the sixteenth century
(fig. 29). The importance of the Rialto bridge to the Venetians is indi-
cated by the fact that the State had commissioned designs from archi-
tects as renowned as Michelangelo, Sansovino, Palladio and Vignola.
Even da Ponte’s relatively sober project cost the huge sum of 250,000
ducats.

The first bridges over the smaller canals were also built of wood. Even
today wooden bridges are still common in the city, although nowadays
the walking surfaces are usually asphalted. Later, brick and stone bridges
were also erected, built in a characteristic low arc, with broad, shallow
steps.” These early stone bridges — surviving examples can still be seen
near the church of San Felice (fig. 30) and on the island of Torcello —
had no railings at the sides. Until the eighteenth century, rival factions
of workers used to have spectacular fist-fights on the tops of these
bridges, with many of the less fortunate assailants toppling into the
water.®

The Rialto bridge continued to be the only fixed crossing point on
the Grand Canal until the 1850s, when bridges were erected at the
Accademia and the railway station. Anyone wishing to cross the Grand
Canal at another point could avoid the detour to the Rialto bridge by
taking a traghetto or gondola ferry. These traghetti (some of which stili
function today) were operated at thirteen different points along the
Grand Canal. One of the traghetti even crossed beneath the Rialto
bridge, to save people the trouble of climbing its steps. The English
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28 Vittore Carpaccio, Miracle of the True Cross, 1494 (Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice)

traveller Thomas Coryate, writing in 1611, warned visitors against this
particular crossing, claiming that:

... the boatmen that attend this ferry are the most vicious and licen-
tious varlets about all the City. For if a stranger entreth into one of
their Gondoloas, and doth not presently tell them whither he will goe,
they will incontinently carry him of their owne accord to a religious
house forsooth, where his plumes shall be well pulled before he
commeth forth againe.”

The traghetto jetties can be recognized by their waterside platforms




29 Rialto bridge, by Antonio da Ponte, 1588—91

30 Stone bridge near San Felice
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decorated with trellises of vines and lamps. Until they were largely super-
seded by the vaporetto service, the positions of the traghetti remained
unchanged. It would be no exaggeration to say that the layout of streets,
houses and shops was therefore just as much affected by their presence
as by the positions of the city’s bridges.

Again like London, medieval Venice had two important centres — the
commercial centre on the island of Rialto and the political centre at
Piazza San Marco. The episcopal centre at San Pietro di Castello never
had the significance of, for instance, the Piazza del Duomo in Florence,
or those of Milan or Pisa. San Marco and Rialto were the highest and
driest of the marshy islands, and therefore provided the firmest building
sites for the early settlers. Unlike the cities of London and Westminster,
however, the commercial and political centres of Venice lay not on the
same bank, but on opposite sides of the principal waterway. This gave
even greater importance to the link provided by the Rialto bridge.
The street connecting Rialto with Piazza San Marco, known as the
Merceria, was the most frequented thoroughfare in the city. As a result,
there was a heavy concentration of shops in and around the Merceria.®
Nevertheless, in spite of the great importance of the route, it never
became a broad, stately highway, since no wheeled traffic apart from
hand-carts used it. To this day it is narrow, crooked and often badly
congested.

This observation leads us to consider the very distinctive transporta-
tion system within Venice itself, and its effects on the planning of the city.
To a modern planner Venice has certain utopian features. In particular,
pedestrian traffic in the city has never been seriously threatened by
wheeled vehicles other than barrows. Even before the days of the motor
car, Venice was far quieter than other cities. Henry James remarked
in 1882:

There is no noise there save distinctly human noise; no rumbling, no
vague uproar, nor rattle of wheels and hoofs. it is all articulate and
vocal and personal. One may say indeed that Venice is emphatically
the city of conversation; people talk all over the place because there
is nothing to interfere with its being caught by the ear... The still
water carries the voice, and good Venetians exchange confidences at
a distance of half a mile.’

In Venice pedestrians and goods traffic are conveyed on completely
separate, overlapping systems. Obviously, the two superimposed com-
munication patterns did not evolve completely independently. Every
market had to have both land and water access. We see from de’ Barbari’s
map that Campo San Polo, which was the site of one of the two prin-
cipal weekly markets in the city (the other was in Piazza San Marco),
originally had a canal along its curved side to transport goods to the
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31 Campo San Polo, with former canal along the east side. Detail from Jacopo
de’ Barbari’s bird’s-eye-view map of Venice, woodcut, 1500

stalls (fig. 3 1). Similarly, every important palace had to have water access
as well as a street entrance. A canal mooring was needed to bring in sup-
plies of food and fuel, and for loading and unloading merchandise when
the owner was involved in trade. Until the nineteenth century, wealthy
families would have owned at least one private gondola for their own
use, ,as well as small flat-bottomed boats called sandoli for carrying
goods. These were tied up at the characteristic decorated wooden
mooring posts in front of the palaces. Although there were a few horses
in Venice, the Venetian palace obviously had no need of extensive stables;
and in Venice boatyards, or squeri, took the place of coach-builders in
mainland cities (fig. 32). Horse-riding in the Merceria was forbidden in
1297; after that time riders used to tie their horses to a leafy fig tree at
the Rialto end of the street.'
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32 Squero (gondola boat-yard) at San Trovaso

The layout of the canals was determined by the natural position of the
lagoon channels. Although these were altered slightly in the process of
drainage and land reclamation, it was essential not to impede the natural
flow of the tides, which was vital for the removal of sewage and debris
from the canals. Regular dredging has always been necessary to prevent
the silting up of the navigational channels, both in the city and in the
shallow waters of the lagoon. For the earliest settlers, water was the only
important means of transport, since the individual islands were too small
for streets to have much significance.

In contrast to the canals, the layout of the pedestrian walkways seems
incoherent. Venice is one of the few important medieval cities that had
no significant Roman settlement on the site. Most Italian cities still pre-
serve traces of the regular Roman grid pattern in their street plans, but
Venice has few straight streets of any length. Indeed, the labyrinthine
residential quarters recall the dense urban layouts of Islamic cities,
familiar to Venetian merchants through their trading activities.'' Each
parish was built up street by street around its own church and campo
(literally a field, though by the time of de’ Barbari’s map most campi
were paved) in the centre of each island."”

Although archaeology in the city is problematic, a possible pattern
of evolution in the structure of the city can be suggested.’ In the most
ancient parishes, established before the transfer of the dogeship to the
Rialto in 812, the society was almost totally dependent on water trans-
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port. The most powerful families apparently lived around small enclosed
courtyards, forming a cellular pattern, traces of which still remain - for
instance in the area around San Giovanni Crisostomo (fig. 18). From
the ninth century onwards, numerous land reclamation projects enlarged
each of the islands until they began to coalesce.'* Moreover, the more
open mercantile society that was evolving began to need land as well
as water transport, to provide quick internal communication. By the
thirteenth century, settlements were growing up in a linear pattern along
continuous streets, such as the Salizzada San Lio (fig. 23), while the exist-
ing closed courtyards were linked by connecting passages. The typical
parish campo is rectangular or polygonal in shape, with the church on
one side and residential developments extending outwards along trans-
verse streets (fig. 50)."

The streets of one parish met those of another almost accidentally
when, in the process of land reclamation, the islands joined up. In con-
sequence, though the principal thoroughfares were linked by bridges over
the canals, the other streets did not fit together so easily. It is still pos-
sible in a map of modern Venice to detect discord in the street patterns
at parish boundaries. At the edges of the parishes, bridges often cross
the canals at an angle because the streets are out of alignment, or come
to a dead end on a canal bank. Because of the absence of fast, wheeled
traffic, there was little need to eliminate kinks in the street network. The
pedestrian could easily scuttle round corners that a horse-drawn coach
could not possibly have negotiated. Some of the streets of Venice are less
than one metre wide. In Goethe’s words: ‘As a rule one can measure the
width of an alley with one’s outstretched arms; in the narrowest one even
scrapes one’s elbows if one holds them akimbo.”'® Other medieval cities
had their share of higgledy-piggledy, narrow, winding streets, but few
such labyrinths have survived on a large scale because of the danger of
fire and the problems of traffic congestion and overcrowding.

All these difficulties struck Venice, too, but it was harder to eliminate
them. Fires were an ever-present hazard in the city, and because of the
closely spaced buildings they spread rapidly, especially in windy con-
ditions. Venice was to some extent fortunate, in that most parts of the
city had nearby canals to supply water for fire fighting, but this did not
prevent numerous, terrible conflagrations. Possibly the most traumatic
of all was the fire that devastated virtually the whole of the island of
Rialto in 1514, but the chronicles and histories of Venice record many
other major fire disasters.

Traffic congestion on both streets and canals was a perpetual worry,
and was controlled by strict government legislation.'” Special magistra-
cies were responsible for keeping the streets and canals free of obstruc-
tion. All private individuals had to apply to these magistracies for
planning permission to build in the city. Careful measurements were then
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taken of the widths of the neighbouring streets or canals, to ensure that
any new buildings would not encroach on public property. There was a
constant struggle to regulate the number of stalls obstructing the streets,
porticoes and public open spaces of the Rialto and Piazza San Marco.
Heavy fines and even short terms of imprisonment failed to deter the
illegal stall-holders, eager for custom in the most frequented parts of
the city.'® A resolution was even passed in 1548 ordering pig owners to
ensure that their animals did not run loose in the streets."”

Keeping the streets clean was not easy. The English visitor James
Howell, who wrote in 1651 that the streets of Venice were ‘. .. so neat
and eevenly pavd, that in the dead of Winter one may walk up and down
in a pair of Sattin Pantables and Crimson Silk Stockins and not be
dirtied’, must have been exceptionally lucky with the weather.”® Writing
in Venice in 1786, Goethe had a lower opinion of Venetian streets:

If only they would keep their city cleaner!...On rainy days a dis-
gusting sludge collects underfoot; the coats and zabarros, which are
worn all year round, are bespattered whenever you cross a bridge, and
since everybody goes about in shoes and stockings — nobody wears
boots — these get soiled, not with plain mud, but with a vile-smelling
muck.”'

Overcrowding was a problem that Venice could do little to remedy, for
there was not much scope for expansion on the margins of the
city. Whereas in a mainland city such as Florence a series of new walls
enclosed progressively larger areas as the city grew, Venice could only
grow by the painful process of draining land from the lagoon (fig. 4).
The shortage of land was most acute in the quarters around the Rialto
and Piazza San Marco. The demand for property in these central zones
made the price of land tremendously high. Sites on the Grand Canal,
which had the advantage of prestige as well as a fine view, were also much
sought after. The high land values led to certain characteristic features in
the city’s architecture. A house owner could more cheaply extend his
accommodation by adding an extra storey on top of his own building
than by acquiring a neighbouring site. One can often see the various floors
of a palace built in progressively later styles towards the top -
conspicuous examples include the Ca’ da Mosto and the Palazzo Priuli-
Bon at San Stae (figs 25 and 56). As Goethe put it: “The houses grew
upward like closely planted trees, and were forced to make up in height
what they were denied in width.”” The most extreme example of this
process of upward growth can be seen in the former ghetto (called by the
Venetian word for iron foundry, since there was once a foundry on the
site) where all Jewish residents were forced to live from 1516 (fig. 33).**

A house owner could also enlarge his living accommodation by build-
ing out his house over a public street, so that the street passed through

33 View of the Ghetto Nuovo from outside
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34 Calle del Paradiso, thirteenth to sixteenth centuries

a short arcade known as a sottoportego (fig. 106). Except in Piazza San i
Marco and the Rialto market, continuous shopping arcades like those ‘I
of mainland cities such as Padua and Bologna are not found in Venice, i
where the streets are too narrow, but these space-saving sottoporteghi '
are very common.

Another means of expanding the interior space in a dwelling was to
project the upper storeys a short distance over the street, supported on '
wooden jetties or stone corbels. One of the most interesting examples
is the street picturesquely named the Calle del Paradiso, adjoining the
Salizzada San Lio (fig. 34). The narrow street is flanked by shops and
workshops on each side, with staircases leading to the living apartments
above, a layout typical of Venetian small-scale property developments.*
The upper floors project on either side almost to within arm’s reach of
each other. At each end of the street they are joined by decorative Gothic
arches — a device commonly used in Venice to indicate property owner-
ship. The arch at the canal end is decorated with a relief of the Madonna
della Misericordia and dated 1407, but the buildings themselves have
probably been replaced in piecemeal fashion, for the dates of the various
parts range from the thirteenth to the sixteenth centuries.

Despite the serious shortage of land, there are open spaces in Venice.
Francesco Sansovino claimed that all the parish campi placed side by




35 Suburban villas on the Giudecca. Detail from Jacopo de’ Barbari’s bird’s-eye-view map of
Venice, woodcut, 1500

side would make an area large enough for the site of a whole city.® There
have always been plenty of private gardens, even in the more central
parts of Venice. The visitor on foot is hardly aware of the gardens, con-
cealed behind high walls; but when seen from the top of the campanile
of San Marco, the city does not in fact lack greenery. Sansovino men-
tioned all the most famous gardens in his guidebook in 1581, admiring
their fountains, rare plants, sculpture and even paintings.”” According
to de’ Barbari’s map of 1500, the island of Giudecca was then occupied
by pleasant suburban villas with extensive gardens (fig. 35). At that time
expansive gardens, orchards and vineyards occupied the peripheral quar-
ters, now mostly built up. Just as any walled city in the later Middle
Ages included cultivated areas, chiefly market gardens, inside the forti-
fications, so Venice had semi-rural areas within the boundaries of the
city, ro provide fresh fruit, vegetables and dairy produce.

Before the twentieth-century wave of emigration, with large numbers
of the inhabitants moving to the neighbouring mainland town of Mestre,
the population pressure in Venice was alleviated only by natural causes,
in the form of high mortality rates and outbreaks of plague. Epidemics
spread easily in the overcrowded conditions, especially since no one
realized that bubonic plague was carried by rats, and typhus by lice. By
far the most terrible pestilence was the Black Death, which killed 50 or
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60 per cent of the population of the city between 1347 and 1349.2* A
series of lesser epidemics struck the city at intervals during the next two
centuries, but these did not have a significant effect on the population.
For instance, after the severe famine of 1527, serious outbreaks of typhus
and bubonic plague occurred, but so many of the victims were starving
peasants from the mainland, who had migrated to Venice in search of
food, that the resident population was reduced by only about 4 per cent.
During the sixteenth century the population rose rapidly, to reach its all-
time peak of 190,000 before the next great plague of 1575-7, when one-
third of the inhabitants of Venice perished. Another outbreak of similar
magnitude occurred in 1630-31. On each occasion there was a rapid,
partial recovery in population, as immigrants from the mainland flocked
into the city to take up the vacant jobs. In general the population of
Venice since about 1300 has remained remarkably stable, fluctuating
between about 100,000 and 140,000 for most of this period. The figures
refer to the city itself, which has no sprawling suburbs on account of its
restricted site. This fact obviously distinguishes Venice from other impor-
tant European cities; but we must not forget that the city did develop its
own suburbs on the nearby mainland and on the Lido.

Building Materials and Techniques

Venice is founded on sand, silt and clay, topped by gravel in the higher
spots such as Piazza San Marco and the Rialto. Most visitors think of
Venice as flat, but anyone who lives in the city for some time soon learns
that there are minor variations in elevation, for the lower parts are more
likely to be flooded in the high tides. In reality Piazza San Marco is no
longer one of the highest points; its level has sunk, not only because of
the subsidence resulting from the removal of artesian water from the
bedrock of the lagoon, which has affected the whole city, but also on
account of the great weight of buildings around the Piazza, which has
compressed the subsoil over the centuries. In the streets, the paving
stones are laid directly on to the sand, as one can clearly see when repairs
are carried out. Before the fifteenth century few streets were even paved
— they were merely paths of beaten earth.

Buildings naturally need a more elaborate substructure than the paving
of streets. In the first areas to be settled, the ground was firm enough to
proceed without special foundations. In these parts, alder stakes about
one metre long supported a horizontal platform (known as a zatterone
or large raft) of elm and larch and foundation walls of large stone blocks.
Elsewhere the foundations depended on the firmness of the subsoil
and the weight of the building to be erected.”” The main principle
of Venetian building construction is that the buildings, in effect, were
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designed to ‘float’ on the wet sand and mud, in order to resist the con-
stant movement caused by the tides. Because of the high cost of oak
timbers, pile foundations were used only when strictly necessary: for
example on the edges of canals, beneath heavy or tall structures, or on
exceptionally soft terrain. It is important to remember that the piles did
not reach solid rock, but served to stabilize structures in the soft lagoon
mud. Every substantial building on a poorly consolidated site had to be
supported on oak piles, driven deep into the alluvial clay by teams of
labourers with heavy hammers, cheered on by rhythmic beating songs.
These piles were at least three metres long. Most were sunk underneath
the structural walls of a building, those that had to carry the greatest
load. Interior dividing walls had less substantial foundations, a fact that
has led to subsidence in many cases. Like the wooden zatteroni, the piles
remain constantly wet, allowing them to resist decay over centuries.
Indeed, pile foundations can be reused over and over again, a factor that
has contributed to the enduring character of Venetian plan-forms.

Preparation of the site for building was an elaborate procedure.
Clay was excavated from within the solid line of piles marking the
perimeter walls. Along the edge of a canal a stockade of piles lined
with wooden planks served to keep water out of the foundations
during building, and a moat was dug around the edge before the site was
drained. If necessary, more piles were sunk beneath the structural walls,
and sometimes in the central space as well, and the ground was built up
with layers of crushed brick and stone and larch rafts set in lime mortar.
The tops of the piles were smoothed off about three metres below the
high-tide level, to serve as a base for the zatterone, formed of two layers
of larch planks, each arranged at right angles to the one below, that
helped to spread the weight on the soft ground. Buildings were liable to
subsidence if loads were unevenly distributed on the zatterone, because
of the continual movement of the tides through the subsoil. The foun-
dation walls were built very wide at their base, narrowing gradually
towards the high-tide level.”® Horizontal layers of impermeable Istrian
stone in the foundations discouraged rising damp. If the whole base wall
was not built of Istrian stone, it would be faced with a layer of the white
stone on the outside, and lined with clay on the inside.

Brick was the most common building material in Venetian architec-
ture, for it was economical, lightweight and permeable (allowing mois-
ture to dry out).’! The bricks made of clay from the nearby mainland
have a rich red-brown colour, which gives a characteristic element of
warmth to the townscape. Terracotta roof tiles came from the same
source. In the brick walls the pointing was composed of traditional lime
mortar, flexible enough to allow a degree of movement on the unstable
foundations.
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THE ARCHITECTURAL 'HESTORY ‘OF "VENICHE

Many of the brick walls that are now exposed were once completely
covered with a thin layer of stucco.’* The typical Venetian stucco was
cocciopesto, made of ground terracotta tiles in a base of slaked lime and
water, producing a warm red colour like that of the brickwork. A more
glistening finish could be obtained from the use of marmorino, a stucco
of a similar composition but with the addition of granules of Istrian stone
without any sand. Examples are still visible, though modern stucco work
is coloured artificially. Some of the stuccoed walls were covered with a
light grey plaster and then frescoed, but the wall-paintings soon perished
in the humid, saline armosphere.” Fragments of frescoed figures by
Giorgione and Titan, rescued from the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, can be
seen in the Ca’ d'Oro and the Accademia.

There is no local stone in the immediate vicinity of the lagoon. The
soft vellowish limestone quarried near Padua, like the sandstone of

36 Antonio da Canal, called Canaletto, The Stonemason’s Yard, before 1725, showing the
preparation of stone for the new facade of San Vidal. The church, monastery and scuola of the
Carita can be seen on the opposite bank of the Grand Canal (National Gallery, London)




37 Detail of fig. 36

Vicenza, weathers so easily that it could not be used in Venice. The build-
ing stone most widely used in the city was the brilliant white, marble-
like limestone from Istria, which could be cheaply transported from the
quarries by sea.** Though hard, Istrian stone is easy to carve because of
its fine, even grain. Yet, being virtually impervious, it is remarkably resis-
tant to weathering, even in the humid, saline and now badly polluted
atmosphere of Venice. Canaletto’s evocative painting in the National
Gallery, London, known as The Stonemason’s Yard, shows stonecutters
preparing huge blocks of Istrian stone for the new facade of the nearby
church of San Vidal (fig. 36). Details such as window frames, capitals
and bases, cornices, gutters, steps, balustrades and doorways are gener-
ally of Istrian stone. As mentioned, the use of the same stone up to the
high-water mark of a building helped to impede rising damp in the walls.
(Unfortunately, as a result of subsidence, these damp courses are no
longer effective.) From the Renaissance onwards, the grander buildings
were faced entirely in Istrian stone, concealing the brick walls beneath.*
These facades radiate a dazzling brightness in sunlight, especially where
they are exposed to the rain that washes away accumulations of grime
and soot (e.g., fig. 74).

In the more expensive buildings, red marble from Verona was
imported for carved details such as portals and fireplaces. This stone
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has a glowing rust-red colour when polished, although it weathers to a
rougher, pale pink surface. The weathering process is well demonstrated
by the two red marble lions in the Piazzetta dei Leoncini behind San
Marco, whose backs are polished to a shiny red by many generations of
Venetian children riding them, while the rest of their bodies have turned
a dull pink. The restoration of the Loggetta at the foot of the campanile
of San Marco in the 1970s revived the red polished surface of the Verona
marble, which had faded through the same weathering effect (fig. 104).
Unfortunately, since then, the silicon resin applied to seal the newly
cleaned stone has turned milky and dulled the rich red colour. A checked
pattern of red marble from Verona or Cattaro and white Istrian stone
was popular for the paving of ground-floor rooms such as androni and
church naves.

Other precious marbles added to the prestige value of a building. As
we have seen, San Marco is adorned with rare oriental marbles, many
of them looted from Constantinople (fig. 16). The facade of the Palazzo
Vendramin-Calergi (now the winter Casino), built at the beginning of
the sixteenth century, incorporates porphyry, serpentine and veined ori-
ental marble (fig. 82). The cleaning and restoration of the facade of the
Scuola Grande di San Rocco in the 1990s revealed a stunning profusion
of rare, costly marbles. As well as the red Verona marble just mentioned,
the Loggetta, built by Jacopo Sansovino from 1538 to 1545, has carved
details of white Carrara marble, Istrian stone and the dark-green stone
known as verde antico, while the columns are of various rare oriental
marbles (fig. 104). The same architect, sent to restore the church at Pola
(now Pula) in Istria, removed the priceless marble columns for use in
his own buildings, chiefly the Library.*® (He replaced them by brick piers,
but within a decade the ‘restored’ church at Pola was a total ruin.) One
of the most remarkable instances of the ostentatious use of costly mate-
rials was the Ca’ d’Oro, built by Marino Contarini in the early fifteenth
century (fig. 59). As we shall see, the building accounts show that the
fagade was not only decorated with precious marbles, but was once also
painted in ultramarine (the most expensive colour pigment of all, made
from ground lapis lazuli) and gold.?”

Wood was the indispensable raw material for the Venetian building
industry.”® It was needed not only for piles but also for ceiling timbers
and roof beams. Dalmatian oak, imported by sea, was the most resilient
wood for piles, though it was restricted in length. Oak supplies were also
floated by river to Venice from Friuli and from the area around Treviso
(fig. 4). By the early thirteenth century coniferous wood, chiefly larch
or fir, was already being floated down to Venice along the rivers from
the forests of Cadore in the Dolomites. This softer type of wood was
especially useful for ceiling beams, not only because of the length of
the timbers but also on account of their light weight, elasticity and high
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resin content to resist damp. The usual length for wooden joists varied
between s and 6.5 metres; this determined the standard spacing of struc-
tural walls, thus giving a remarkably consistent grain to the city. On the
unstable Venetian soil the greatest possible flexibility was needed in a
building to absorb minor shifts in the foundations. For this reason,
vaulted ceilings are rarely found in Venice, except in churches where they
are usually supported by wooden tie beams.

Ceiling beams were closely spaced to spread the load more evenly, and
nailed to a horizontal wooden beam set into the inner face of the wall.
In addition, at regular intervals, iron tie rods secured to blocks of Istrian
stone in the outside of the wall could be fixed to the joists.*” Such blocks
of stone still visible in the facade brickwork indicate the position of the
internal floors. The joists were topped by two layers of wooden planks,
arranged at right angles to each other — the so-called Sansovino ceiling.
The visible timbers were often richly decorated with painted or carved
designs.*” With the huge demand for wood — especially oak - for the
Venetian shipbuilding industry, the mainland forests were becoming
badly depleted by the end of the fifteenth century. As a result the price
of wood rose sharply, but there was no possible substitute in the build-
ing trade. The foundations alone might cost as much as a third of the
total cost of a building.*’ Building accounts preserved from the restora-
tion and extension of Ca’ Giustinian in the 1470s show that wood
accounted for 43 per cent of the total cost of materials.*

Wood was also needed for roof construction. As Francesco Sansovino
remarked, ‘“The roofs of the [private] buildings are usually hipped [in
quattro acque].’* His wording reminds us of the important function of
the roof as a catchment area for rainwater, which had to be collected in
a continuous Istrian stone gutter around the roofline. Like the ceilings,
roof timbers were of larch or pine. The rafters were closely spaced and
overlaid with thinner purlins, above which a layer of flat tiles formed a
base for the characteristic curved tiles, semicircular in section, on the
top.* In all larger buildings a truss system had to be adopted to span
the whole roof, either by placing the trusses over the internal partition
walls, or using the so-called Palladian truss, from which the ceiling below
could be suspended with iron straps.

The need for flexibility also fostered the development in Venice of
special types of flooring.*’ In the simplest houses, the floors were merely
bare wooden boards or sometimes brick tiles, with beaten earth in the
ground-floor rooms. A more elegant surface, known as pastellon, was
composed of ground tiles and bricks set in lime mortar and polished to
bring out the red terracotta colour, which was intensified by the addi-
tion of the pigment cinnabar in the top layer. From the fifteenth century
onwards, pastellon was largely superseded by a more decorative version
called terrazzo.** In living apartments this surface, like pastellon, was
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laid on top of the boards covering the ceiling of the floor below. It was
made up of two layers of crushed brick and stone set in lime mortar,
each layer well beaten down with battering rams for several days. Several
months had to elapse between the laying of the two layers. The top layer
also contained chips of coloured marble, so that when it was smoothed
off with mill stones and oiled with linseed oil the effect was like a random
mosaic. As in the case of pastellon, the lime base and tiny stones gave a
certain elasticity to the floor surface, so that it could resist minor stresses
and strains without cracking. If cracks did appear, it was a fairly simple
matter to lay another thin layer of terrazzo on top. According to
Francesco Sansovino, terrazzo floors were so highly polished that one
could see one’s own reflection in them, and carpets were even put down
to prevent footprints marking the floors.*’

The other Venetian building practice that greatly impressed foreigners
was the extensive use of glass in the windows.* The glass industry on
the island of Murano, and even Venice itself, was flourishing by the end
of the twelfth century. Glass furnaces were finally banned from Venice
in 1291 because of the risk of fire, and the industry became concentrated
in Murano.* Francesco Sansovino, writing in 1581, claimed that even
the humblest buildings in Venice at that time had glass windows, whereas
other cities had to make do with oiled canvas or parchment.*® The round
discs of clear bottle glass were held in place by lead and iron, in wooden
window frames, as one can clearly see in Carpaccio’s painting of the
Dream of Saint Ursula in the Accademia (fig. 38). (This picture gives a
vivid impression of a Venetian bedroom in the late fifteenth century.)
Some bottle-glass windows still exist in Venice, though most have been
replaced by plate glass. As we have seen, Venetian buildings needed the
largest possible windows to admit light in the cramped surroundings,
but without the local supply of glass large windows would have been
unthinkable in the Venetian climate.

Iron was not used very extensively in Venice, for it tends to corrode
in the damp climate, but small quantities of iron were needed in every
building for door locks, window fittings, hinges, railings and other such
details.’’ The usefulness of iron to secure floor joists and to suspend
ceilings from trusses has already been mentioned. From the nineteenth
century onwards it became common practice to secure leaning structures
with iron tie beams. Earlier, iron chains had been used for the same
purpose. Neither method proved very satisfactory in the long run, since
iron is too rigid to accommodate minor movements in the structure.
Buildings restored in this way have tended to develop serious cracks in
the stone blocks in which the iron was fixed. Furthermore, the effect
of the iron rusting where it comes in contact with the atmosphere
has caused corrosion in the walls around the points of insertion of the
tie rods or chains.
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38 Vittore Carpaccio, Dream of Saint Ursula, signed and dated 1495, showing a fifteenth-
century Venetian bedroom (Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice)

Each building technique was carried out by specialist craftsmen
belonging to separate artisans’ guilds.’> There were bricklayers, stone-
masons, ferrazzeri, carpenters, glaziers and smiths. These craftsmen had
to serve an apprenticeship of five to seven years, usually starting at
between 12 and 15 years of age, followed by a period of two or three
years as assistant to a guild member. At the end of the training they had
to take a test to prove their competence, before they were admitted as
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capomaestri or master craftsmen. Sons of guild members, if apprenticed
to their fathers, were exempted from the final examination. The suc-
cessful candidates in the terrazzo-makers’ test, which involved making a
floor of eight Venetian square passi (paces), not only had to pay a fee
but also had to invite the examiners to dinner. The labourers who assisted
the maestri were not guild members, except in the stonemasons’ yards,
but were casual employees paid by the day. Each workshop had one
capomaestro, who employed two or three assistants in addition to his
own sons and his apprentices. The patrons, or groups of individuals,
wishing to erect a building usually did their own subcontracting.’® They
invited estimates from various craftsmen for each job, and awarded the
contracts to the maestri offering the most favourable terms. Only the
stonemasons supplied their own raw materials, for they had to choose
the most suitable stone for each job. Otherwise a patron had to arrange
separate contracts with the suppliers of bricks, lime, sand, wood and
iron, as well as with boatmen to transport heavy cargoes, such as mud
excavated from the canals or rubble for the foundations. By this system
each artisan needed very little capital. He merely had to own or rent a
workshop and provide his own tools. And indeed he had little opportu-
nity to accumulate capital. Both the practice of subcontracting by the
patron, which prevented the growth of larger scale firms of all-round
building contractors, and the statutes of the individual guilds discour-
aged the acquisition of wealth or power by a single craftsman. The skilled
artisan was a respected member of Venetian society, but he was kept
firmly in his place.

As elsewhere in medieval Europe the designers of buildings, like other
artists, were rarely named or recorded in documents, and few of their
works of art were signed. It should not, however, be assumed that in
the Middle Ages buildings grew almost organically, fed by a kind of
communal urge to build. Most architectural designs were probably the
product of close collaboration between the patron and the chief artisan,
usually a stonemason, and it is the identities of the patrons rather than
the architects that have survived to posterity. Before the Renaissance,
when the value of creative genius at last began to command as much
respect as the wealth and enterprise of the patron, it is rarely possible to
identify the artistic personalities of individual architects. The fact that
the title architectus was not used in Venice until as late as the 1470s,
apart from one known isolated example in 1455, is symbolic of the
change in attitude that came about at this time.**
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Essential Services and Other Amenities

The peculiar physical environment of Venice, the building techniques
adopted and the particular functions of the buildings have all contributed
to the special character of Venetian architecture. The provision of essen-
tial commodities such as heat, light, water supply and sewage disposal
also led to solutions that have left their imprint on the urban landscape.
Certain distinguishing features are immediately obvious to the visitor,
others are less easily recognized, but all show a high degree of adapta-
tion to the surroundings.

Every dwelling in the city needed efficient heating. Venetian winters
can be bitterly cold, especially when the piercing wind called the bora
blows from the north-east. Snow is not uncommon, though it rarely lies
for long because of the proximity of the Adriatic sea. The most famous
frost was probably that of 1788, recorded in an anonymous painting in
the Museo del Settecento at Ca’ Rezzonico. But in spite of the fact that
the temperature rarely falls far below freezing point, the constant damp-
ness gives a raw chill to the winter air.

Renaissance portraits show that it was fashionable for those who
could afford it to dress in furs and heavy velvet cloaks — and with reason.
As late as 1849, in a letter of 3 December, Effie Ruskin complained of
the cold in Venetian palaces:

... We went today and looked over several Palaces but although the
outsides are splendid Venetian Gothic I cannot fancy how the Italians
live, for the insides although perfectly clean have such a want of
comfort about them . .. and no fire places, even in this cold weather.
Each member of the family carries about on their arm an earthen
basket or pot with hot charcoal in it...The tessellated floors,
although very smooth and glittering, are extremely cold and all their
arrangements seem made for heat and not cold.”

The great central halls, or porteghi, of Venetian palaces were usually
unheated, and with their huge expanses of window at either end they
must have been extremely draughty. We read in Francesco Sansovino’s
guide of 15871 that:

All the bedrooms have fireplaces, but not the living-rooms. This is cer-
tainly wise, because when one gets out of bed, the fire is nearby, not
only to dry the humidity which one gathers around oneself when sleep-
ing, but also to heat the rooms and to purge the evil vapours which
rise from the air or other sources.’®

Sansovino also believed that centuries of burning fires had in some
way purified the unhealthy air that the first settlers encountered in
Venice.’’
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Fireplaces were usually on the outside walls, arranged one above the
other, their flues connected to the same chimney. The disposition of
windows in pairs, with a space between, commonly seen on the exteri-
ors of buildings such as the facade of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, indicates
a sequence of rooms in the living apartments inside, each with
one window on either side of the fireplace. In the more modest buildings
the chimneys often projected outwards from the side of the building, in
order to save valuable space in the interior.’® The smaller dwellings were
obviously easier to heat than the great palaces, so that the poorer people
could at least survive without fine furs and rich materials.

The distinctive chimney pots, which appear in views of Venice from
Carpaccio to Canaletto, and a few of which still survive today, were one
of the most curious features of the Venetian townscape (figs 28 and 36).
Of unusually large size, they were generally in the form of truncated,
upturned cones, although there were many other variations. It is reveal-
ing that this was also the characteristic shape of the funnels of early
American wood-burning steam trains, wood being the fuel normally used
in Venice. The main function of the chimney pots was to prevent sparks
from escaping from the flues, for the risk of fire in the city was always
a problem. They served not only as cinder traps, but also, of course, to
keep out the rain and perhaps to improve the drawing power of the fires
by impeding down draughts in the chimneys. The Venetians evidently
took pride in embellishing these conspicuous terracotta chimney pots
with painted or relief decoration, as one can see, for example, on the left
side of Carpaccio’s painting of the Miracle of the True Cross (fig. 28).

The small enclosed courtyards that punctuate the dense urban fabric
of Venice were important for the provision of both natural light and fresh
water. Some were private courts inside palaces, usually placed at the back
or on one side; others gave access to a number of more humble houses,
generally the property of a single landlord. Until the sixteenth century,
staircases were generally accommodated in the courtyards, to save space
inside the buildings. The poorer dwellings had simple wooden ramps,
while palaces were provided with elaborate stone staircases with carved
balustrades, some originally roofed with wooden canopies. The most
flamboyant external stairway in the city is the splendid spiral staircase
known as the Scala del Bovolo (bovolo is the Venetian dialect word for
a snail shell), built for a branch of the Contarini family around 1499
(fg. 26).

The provision of an adequate supply of fresh water has always raised
problems in Venice, for the canal water is saline and polluted by the
discharge from the city’s drains. Because the rain normally provided all
the drinking water, elaborate provisions were made for its collection and
storage. Public wells in the parish campi were fed by rainwater collected
in underground cisterns. These yielded enough water except in times of
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drought, when fresh water was brought from the mainland in barges.”
The occupants of private palaces relied on rainwater collected from the
rooftop in Istrian-stone gutters, and funnelled through glass or terracotta
drainpipes within the walls to the well in the courtyard (fig. 39). There
it was filtered through sand, and stored in a cistern beneath the court-
yard. Cisterns were clay-lined, usually about 3.5 metres deep, and filled
with sand for filtration purposes.®® Water falling on to the paving of the
courtyard itself was collected through a series of drains into a small ter-
racotta underground gallery just below the surface, from which it seeped
into the cistern below. Empty cisterns could be replenished with fresh
water imported by boat. Until the mid-fifteenth century, all cisterns were
located in the open air, either in public campi or in private courtyards
or even monastery cloisters. From the sixteenth century onwards it
became popular to construct cisterns beneath the interior of the house.
As late as the nineteenth century, there were still 6,782 functioning
cisterns in the city.®!
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The fine Istrian-stone or Verona-marble well heads, called vere da
pozzo, are a notable component of the Venetian scene. A number of them
are extremely ancient, to judge by their Byzantine-style carved decora-
tion. It is typical of Venetian visual sensibilities that such a basic func-
tional necessity should have become the excuse for decorative expression
and the display of family coats of arms. In the Gothic period many were
give the form of huge Corinthian capitals, reminiscent of the fragments
that still litter antique cities such as Rome and Constantinople.

Sewage disposal was less of a problem in Venice than the water supply,
for the ebb and flow of the tides removed the effluent with great effi-
cacy. Even today the city relies on natural drainage. Unfortunately,
however, in recent decades, pollution of the lagoon by agriculture, indus-
try and domestic cleaning products has disturbed the natural decom-
position of organic waste. The problem of ecological imbalance is
exacerbated by insufficient dredging of the canals. Until the twentieth
century the drains discharged their effluent at mid-tide level, so that the
outlets were actually exposed at low tide, but now they are out of sight.
Houses with no direct access to a canal were connected with covered
drains leading to the nearest waterway. Only those houses that were
furthest from the canals had to be content with cesspits. In this respect
Venice had a great advantage over mainland cities — at least until the era
of mains drainage. Human manure was shipped to the market gardens
of the lagoon for use as night soil. Solid refuse, collected in boats, was
carried to dumps on the mainland, or used to build up land for recla-
mation. In the mid-sixteenth century there were complaints that mud,
rubble and other rubbish supposed to be deposited at Marghera were
being dumped in the lagoon, because the boatmen did not take the
trouble to complete the long journey.®

Finally we should mention the profusion of balconies on Venetian
buildings, and the curious terraces, called altane, on many of the
rooftops. Balconies at piano-nobile windows were not unknown in the
grander town palaces in other parts of Italy, especially after they were
introduced by Bramante in his famous House of Raphael in Rome in the
early sixteenth century. Open logge under the huge overhanging eaves
of Florentine palaces served a similar purpose (though in the hotter
summers of Florence shade was preferred to sun). But in Venice, because
of the shortage of space for gardens and the poor light inside the build-
ings in congested areas, balconies are far more numerous than elsewhere,
especially where the windows offer expansive views of the city.

Early examples took the form of simple Istrian-stone ledges supported
on stone brackets and provided with plain iron railings for safety.
Frequently the balconies are not coeval with the houses, having been
added or replaced at a later date. Very broadly, one can date Venetian
balconies (though not the buildings behind) to within a hundred years




THE MEDIEVAL CITY 69

or so by the form of the balustrade. The typical quattrocento baluster
was a slender classical colonnette, while the stone handrails often had
seated lions or small stone busts at the corners. In the sixteenth cen-
tury Sansovino introduced a new type of baluster borrowed from
Michelangelo in Florence, which became extremely popular (figs 102 and
107). This was broadest in the middle, with a cubic block at the centre.
At the same period Sanmicheli also used balusters that were broader in
the middle, but with a ‘waist’ at the centre (fig. 108). In the seventeenth
century a more baroque type of baluster, broader at the bottom, was
adopted, sometimes alternating with uprights broader at the top, as in
Longhena’s Ca’ Pesaro (fig. 130). The eighteenth century’s rococo taste
favoured little curved balconies with wrought-iron railings (fig. 56).
Naturally this generalized outline does not accommodate all possible
forms of balustrade, for the Venetian decorative imagination ranged
far and wide, as we can see in the marvellous balconies of the Palazzo
Contarini-Fasan (traditionally known as the house of Desdemona) which
are like petrified Burano lace (fig. 62).

The rooftop altane take the form of wooden platforms supported on
brick piers and reached by a dormer window. A good example appears
on the skyline of Carpaccio’s Miracle of the True Cross (fig. 40). The

40 Detail of fig. 28




41 Vittore Carpaccio, Two Venetian Ladies, c.1495 (Museo Correr, Venice). Now known
to be the lower part of the panel known as Hunting in the Lagoon in the Getty Museum
in Los Angeles, this painting shows two noble ladies amusing themselves on a rooftop
altana or balcony
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altana was used for drying washing, beating carpets and taking the sun.
We must not forget that Venetian noble ladies were strictly chaperoned,
and were only allowed out in the streets veiled and accompanied by their
maids.® Instead, they spent much of their time on the altana, bleaching
their hair to the fashionable Titian-blonde colour. For this purpose they
wore special straw hats without crowns, draping their long hair —
anointed with a special preparation called acqua di gioventit — over the
broad brims. Carpaccio’s enigmatic painting in the Museo Correr, long
misleadingly known as The Courtesans, shows two noble ladies idling
away their time on balcony or altana, with the help of a child, two dogs,
a peacock and some other tame birds (fig. 41). It is now known that
Carpaccio’s painting of Hunting in the Lagoon, now in the Getty
Museum in Los Angeles, originally formed the upper part of this
picture.®* Thus, from the confines of domesticity, the ladies could gaze
on their menfolk enjoying the freedom of the natural world. In the corner
of the Museo Correr picture one can see the absurdly high platform-
soled shoes that restricted their movements yet further, for they could
hardly walk unsupported. Coryate saw a lady fall on a stone bridge in
her platform shoes, ‘but I did nothing pitty her, because shee wore such
frivolous and (as I may truely terme them) ridiculous instruments’.®’

Although a number of examples have been drawn from later periods,
it should be remembered that as early as the beginning of the fourteenth
century the city of Venice had already acquired many of the charac-
teristics outlined in this chapter. By that time, a range of building types
had evolved to suit the particular needs of the city. These were to change
only superficially for the rest of the duration of the Venetian Republic,
which ended in 1797. Stylistic changes affected little more than the dec-
orative language, both inside and out. The rest of the book will deal
chiefly with these transformations, which were guided partly by changes
in taste throughout Europe, partly by the personalities of the greatest
architects who worked in the city, and partly by internal developments
within Venetian society itself.






Chapter 4

Gothic

The life span of the Gothic style, which dominated Venetian architecture
through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, coincided with the climax
of the political and economic power of the Venetian Republic. This
was a period of dramatic expansion in trade, which in turn provided the
economic resources needed for territorial enlargement, industrial growth
and population increase. The most rapid rise in prosperity took place in
the first half of the fourteenth century. By the onset of the Black Death
in 1348 Venice had a larger population than any other Italian city except
Naples.! As elsewhere in Europe, growth was checked for a time by the
effects of the plague and the subsequent economic crisis. This was
the first of a series of fluctuations in the fortunes of the Venetian state
in the course of these two centuries.

Each phase of increase in trade brought the merchant fleet into com-
petition with its rivals, particularly the Genoese, and fostered the desire
for territorial conquest. Throughout the fourteenth century rivalry with
Genoa was a major preoccupation, reaching its climax in the Fourth
Genoese War of 1378-80. This war, in which the Genoese, with the help
of the Paduans, actually captured the lagoon town of Chioggia, brought
a very grave threat to the survival of the Venetian Republic. Eventually
the Venetians managed to recapture Chioggia, but in the Peace of Turin
of 1381 they had to make a number of concessions to the Genoese.

In the long term the War of Chioggia did not prove too damaging,
for the period of peace that followed allowed Venice to recover her
political and economic stability. By the beginning of the fifteenth century
she was again powerful enough to undertake further expansion of
her dominion, this time on the terraferma. Venice was still very much a
seafaring nation, with colonies in the eastern Mediterranean, chiefly in
Dalmatia and the Aegean, but very little hinterland on the Italian main-
land. Before 1339, when Treviso and Conegliano fell to Venetian rule,
she had not even controlled Mestre, the nearest town on the mainland.
The main period of terraferma expansion began with the acquisition
of Padua, Vicenza and Verona in the years 1404-6. Subsequently Venice
took over Bergamo and Brescia, but these more distant conquests

42 Santo Stefano, fourteenth to fifteenth centuries, interior
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brought her into conflict with the Milanese. Just as in the fourteenth
century wars with Genoa had repeatedly strained the resources of the
Republic, so the defence of the terraferma made heavy demands on
the economy in the fifteenth century. Meanwhile, at sea, the struggle
against the Ottoman empire prevented any reduction in the strength of
the Venetian navy.

We should not, however, overestimate the strain caused by conflicts
between Venice and her rivals. The constant need to finance military and
naval efforts was not a remarkable feature of the Venetian Republic at
this time. The political map of Italy was continually changing as the
fortunes of each state fluctuated, and military expenditure was a normal
outlay for a large part of the revenue of every country. Undoubtedly
military defeats cause shocks and setbacks, but equally each strategic
conquest made trade and shipping more secure, or alternatively increased
the self-sufficiency of the state by yielding agricultural produce and
natural resources.

It is against this background of a progressive rise in prosperity and
political security, punctuated, but not halted, by the setbacks of war
and plague, that we should view the architecture of the Gothic period in
Venice. Most important, there was an enormous boom in the building
trade to cope with the rising population. The whole of the central part
of the city had been converted from a series of separate island commu-
nities into a densely built-up urban area, and land values were rising
sharply. Many of the new buildings served relatively mundane purposes
as shops and modest dwellings, but the very uneven distribution of
wealth among the city’s residents meant that a small minority of the
population was outstandingly rich and could therefore afford to erect
magnificent houses. The tremendous disparity between the richest
Venetians and the rest of the inhabitants is revealed by an assessment of
property ownership carried out in 1379 during the War of Chioggia, in
order to raise forced loans based on individual means. Only about one-
eighth of the heads of households were rich enough to qualify for the
census, owning property amounting to the value of about 300 ducats or
more. This minimum figure was probably equivalent to about three times
the annual income of a typical skilled craftsman. Of the 2,128 people
assessed, 1,211 were nobles while 917 were not. Even among these fam-
ilies the range of wealth was enormous. Although the balance between
nobles and commoners in the survey was fairly even, the financial
supremacy of the patrician class is still evident. The fortune of the richest
of them all, Federico Corner, amounted to about 150,000 ducats.” In the
richest categories twenty-five were nobles while only six were com-
moners.’ Virtually every noble family was wealthy enough to qualify for
the survey, whereas the great majority of non-nobles were too poor to
be assessed. The financial strain caused by the forced loans levied at this
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time severely reduced the power of the nobility. In consequence, after the
War of Chioggia the patrician class, officially sealed off by the closing,
or serrata, of the Great Council in 1297, was enlarged by the admission
of thirty new families to reinforce its political and economic domination.
These were the last new families to be admitted to the patriciate before
the mid-seventeenth century.

The concentration of wealth and power in the ranks of the nobility
throughout the Gothic period is reflected in the nature of the building
activity. The Republic itself, governed exclusively by the patrician class,
had the resources to carry out the rebuilding of the Palazzo Ducale, while
all the most conspicuous Gothic private palaces were built by members
of the nobility. Since virtually every prosperous family wanted the pres-
tige of a fine new house, palace building in this period was carried out
on a huge scale, as we can see from the number of Gothic palaces shown
in Jacopo de’ Barbari’s bird’s-eye view of Venice of 1500. The middle-
income groups who were rich enough to own land in the city built their
own more modest dwellings; and landowners also built artisans’ cottages
to let to the poorer inhabitants. The wealthier non-nobles, of whom there
were a significant number, financed the erection of the city’s scuole or
guild-halls. Meanwhile the general overall prosperity of the population,
though unevenly distributed, was reflected in the huge scale on which
donations were made to the Church, allowing the building of many fine
new churches, both monastic and parochial. And, just as their functions
and patrons differed, so, stylistically, religious and secular Gothic archi-
tecture in Venice followed separate paths, leading in a similar direction
but rarely converging.

Gothic Ecclesiastical Architecture: The Mendicant Orders

The development of the Gothic style in Venice received a powerful
stimulus from mainland Italy as a result of the introduction of the
mendicant orders in the thirteenth century. These new orders broke
away from the traditions of older monastic communities such as the
Benedictines and the Cistercians, who lived in isolated rural settings
supporting themselves by their own agricultural enterprises. (Venice’s
principal Benedictine monastery lay on the island of San Giorgio Mag-
giore.) Instead they established themselves in the cities, which were now
growing rapidly after the disintegration of the feudal system. As the name
‘mendicant’ implies, the orders were financed exclusively by begging; but
private donations from rich and poor alike, eager to gain salvation in
the after-life through charitable works on earth, swelled their funds and
allowed them to erect new churches all over Europe.
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The great significance of the mendicant orders in the architectural
history of Venice lies in the fact that, unlike most building patrons, they
were not based in the city, but were administered by the superiors of
their orders on an international scale. They brought to the city their own
traditions of church building, which had already begun to evolve outside
the specifically Venetian context, adapted to their particular religious
needs. The mendicant orders aimed, above all, to alleviate the sufferings
of the growing masses of the urban poor. The friars dressed simply and
lived in austere conditions, so that they could identify as closely as
possible with the poverty stricken and the downtrodden. Their days were
still punctuated by regular services (which totally dominated life in the
more reclusive, older orders), but they had more free time for work
outside the cloisters. Thus their churches had to provide not only small
secluded chapels for their own private services, but also spacious naves
in which to welcome the public into the religious community.

Since the orders were dependent on charity, the mendicant churches
were generally founded on pieces of land donated by private individ-
uals. By the thirteenth century sites were not readily available in town
centres, and throughout Europe one finds the new churches scattered
around the peripheries of medieval cities, just as railway stations lie on
the fringes of nineteenth-century conurbations. This pattern applied in
Venice as elsewhere. A map marked with the mendicant-order churches
would indicate that not one of them was built in the densely settled
Rialto-Merceria-San Marco area. The two most powerful of the new
orders were the Franciscans, called the Frati Minori or Lesser Friars,
founded in 1210 by Saint Francis of Assisi, and the Dominicans, called
the Preacher Friars, founded in 1216. Others included the Augustinians,
the Servites and the Carmelites, all of whom established churches in
Venice. As we shall see, these churches made a clean break with the local
tradition of small, centralized parish churches such as San Giacomo di
Rialto (figs ro and r1).

The most imposing and one of the oldest surviving mendicant churches
in Venice is the huge basilica of Santi Giovanni e Paolo, erected on
the northern fringes of the city for the Dominicans or Preacher Friars
(fig. 43). It is said that Saint Dominic himself visited Venice in 1217 and
was granted by the Venetian Republic a small oratory, dedicated to San
Daniele, which stood on the site of the Cappella del Rosario, adjoining
the north transept of the present church. There he founded a small com-
munity of friars. The order soon outgrew the little oratory, however, and
in 1234 a larger site was donated by Doge Jacopo Tiepolo, supposedly
in response to a message in a dream. At this stage the land was still partly
inundated, but evidently it was quickly drained, for the new church,
dedicated to the Roman martyr-saints John and Paul, was begun in 1246
and was well advanced by 1258.* Little is known of the appearance of
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43 Church of Santi
Giovanni e Paolo,
begun 1333, with portal
by Bartolomeo Bon,

1458-63

the original church, for as the needs and resources of the Dominican
friars grew, it, too, soon proved inadequate.’ It is reasonable to postu-
late, however, that like other mendicant order churches erected in the
Veneto in the mid-thirteenth century, notably San Francesco in Treviso
and Santa Corona in Vicenza, it was probably in a simple, early Gothic
style.

The present church was probably begun in 1333; a lost inscription
formerly in the nave arch next to the left transept recorded that this
section of the building was completed in 1368.° The inscription is
decidedly ambiguous, for it may refer to either the east or the west end
of the church. Close examination of the structure by Herbert Dellwing
suggested that the whole ground-plan was probably laid out at one time,
but that after the lower portions of the walls had been erected the choir
section was then brought to completion first.” By the early fifteenth
century the whole building was finished, except for interior furnishings
such as the friars’ choir. The church was finally consecrated in 1430. The
dome is unlikely to have formed part of the original scheme, for
the crossing piers are too slender and the cupola is not integrated with
the rest of the structure.® It was presumably added in the fifteenth century
to emulate the heightened domes of the church of San Marco. The dome
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already appears in a print of 1490, as well as in de’ Barbari’s map of
1500.

The ground-plan reveals a lucid, carefully proportioned design (fig. 44).
The nave consists of five square bays, each one the same size as the
domed crossing, the two transepts and the chancel; the side aisles are
half as wide as the nave. The chancel has a polygonal apse, echoed on
a smaller scale in the two flanking chapels on either side. Although one
cannot possibly make claims for the existence of a Dominican master
plan, similarities between the plan of Santi Giovanni e Paolo and that
of the sister church in Florence, Santa Maria Novella, founded at about
the same date, show that ideas were disseminated rapidly across Italy.’
In its essential features the Florentine church differs from Santi Giovanni
e Paolo only in the two shorter bays that take the place of the fifth square
bay of the nave, and in the absence of polygonal apses in the chancel
and flanking chapels. The long, spacious nave with side aisles must have
impressed the Venetians, for the longitudinally planned basilicas of
Torcello and Murano seem to have had no immediate progeny in the
city. According to Francesco Sansovino, even the cathedral of San Pietro
di Castello was ‘in the Greek style’ before it was rebuilt in the early
seventeenth century.'

In cities such as Florence, the mendicant-order churches were founded
on the faubourg market-places, which formed spacious piazzas to set off
the buildings. In Venice there were no such foils for the new churches.
At Santi Giovanni e Paolo, founded on an island, the land round about
must have been reclaimed little by little. The L-shaped campo in front is
too small to prevent one from being amazed by the enormous size of the
church, which seems quite out of scale with its surroundings. The campo
was once even smaller, for the present extension along the south side
was not opened up until the nineteenth century.!! Before this time, it was
blocked off by the Scuola di San Vincenzo, a building visible in paint-
ings by Canaletto.'? Behind it lay the friars’ cemetery and, beyond, the
Scuola di Sant’Orsola (the original home of Carpaccio’s famous cycle
of paintings of the Life of Saint Ursula now in the Accademia — see
fig. 38)." But the characteristic Venetian materials — warm red brick
and crisp, white, Istrian-stone detailing — help the church to blend with
its urban context.

The exterior of Santi Giovanni e Paolo is extremely simple, and clearly
reflects the internal configuration (fig. 43). As in other great Gothic
churches of the period in Italy, buttressing is provided merely by thick-
ened brick piers placed at regular intervals along the outside walls. There
are no flying buttresses to relieve the heavy contours of the solid hulk of
masonry. The tall, narrow, two-light lancet windows point upward like
arrows, enhancing the effect of height, yet hardly breaking the con-
tinuity of the massive brick walls.”* The cusped pattern in the brickwork
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under the cornices is a characteristic Italian Gothic decorative motif,
perhaps inspired by the defensive machicolations on fortified medieval
buildings. It seems that the original scheme for the church comprised an
articulated facade, but construction never progressed beyond the lowest
tier, consisting of a row of blind Gothic arches. The deep recesses of the
facade, probably intended for tombs, also form part of the Dominican
building tradition. Similar niches are to be found not only on the walls
of Santa Maria Novella but also, closer at hand, on the Dominican
church of the Eremitani in Padua, as well as in the Franciscan church of
San Lorenzo in Vicenza. Significantly, the tomb of the doge who donated
the site, Jacopo Tiepolo (T 1249), occupies one of the niches — it origi-
nally stood in front of the entrance of the earlier church.” After a
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generous bequest in 1458 work on the facade was renewed, but once
again the project lapsed not long afterwards. The only outcome was the
exquisitely carved central portal, with its classical columns supporting a
heavy Gothic arch, executed in the workshop of Bartolomeo Bon.'®

When one passes through this grand doorway into the church the
effect is magical (fig. 45); but the magic is not the same as the spell cast
by the interior of San Marco. This is not an Aladdin’s cave full of riches
and intricacies. Here there are no flickering mosaics, deep shadows or
dancing highlights. The majestic quality of the vast, silent space lies in
its simplicity and stillness. We cannot wonder that the church became
the city’s principal mausoleum. Its walls are graced with the finest
series of tombs to be found in Venice, which in turn add to the dignity
of the impression. In general the mendicant-order churches, with their
more open sites and greater height, were better lit than the older parish
churches, and Santi Giovanni e Paolo is no exception. A serene, even
light enters through the clerestory windows and the lancets and roundels
of the side aisles. The hefty stone piers that separate the nave from the
side aisles are simple cylinders, for the Italian Gothic tradition did not
readily assimilate the elaborate compound piers of northern Europe. As
we have seen, the overall plan, with its rib-vaulted nave and side aisles,
adheres closely to the mendicant order churches elsewhere in Italy. The
only obvious concessions to Venetian building traditions are the choice
of materials and the provision of extra structural support. Brick and
Istrian stone are used alternately for the main vaults of the nave,
producing a subtle, rhythmic pattern of colour. The diagonal ribs of the
vaults and the upper pilasters of the nave are in red brick, while the
shafts of the main columns are built up of Istrian-stone blocks. (Single
monoliths on this scale would have been virtually unobtainable.) The
wooden tie beams, which are needed to support the vaults on the
unstable Venetian terrain, distinguish the church from its mainland coun-
terparts. Here the cat’s-cradle effect of the tie beams serves to orches-
trate the huge space, but it also interrupts the soaring height of the nave.
Typical of Venetian visual sensibilities is the way in which these strictly
functional tie beams are richly decorated as if to justify their existence.
The division of the windows of the main eastern apse into two tiers, with
a more solid band in the centre, also provides additional horizontal
support. The flood of light silhouetting the Gothic traceries of these
apse windows gives a dramatic climax to the architecture, and seems to
emanate from a divine source. In a setting such as this, the poor and the
oppressed, for whose sake the church was ostensibly built, would surely
have felt a sense of spiritual repose.

The establishment of the Franciscan order in Venice followed similar
lines to the introduction of the Dominicans. The traditional belief that
Saint Francis himself visited Venice, and stayed on the island of San




45 Santi Giovanni e Paolo, interior

Francesco del Deserto, gave an extra stimulus to the movement. After
the saint’s death in 1226 his followers set up a community on the little
island.” Two sites in Venice itself were given to the Frati Minori in
the mid-thirteenth century. On one of these plots the friars founded the
church of Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, and on the other (a vineyard
on the northern outskirts of the city) the church of San Francesco della
Vigna. The two original churches must have been very modest, for both
were soon replaced by larger structures. Around 1300 an architect called
Marino da Pisa began the new church of San Francesco della Vigna. This
church is known only from de’ Barbari’s view of Venice, for it was again
rebuilt by Sansovino in the sixteenth century. Still less is known of the
appearance of the first church of the Frari, begun in 1250, although it
remained in use until the fifteenth century.' It stood in front of the
entrance facade of the present church, and was orientated in the oppo-
site direction with its three choir chapels facing the rio. It probably fol-
lowed in the tradition of smaller, single-naved mendicant-order churches
already founded on the terraferma, such as the first church of San Nicolo
in Treviso. The second, larger church on the site of the Frari was begun
in 1330 (fig. 46)." As at Santi Giovanni e Paolo, begun just three years
later, building proceeded slowly. Here, too, the choir section and
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transepts were executed first, together with the campanile, these parts
being effectively completed by 1391. The high altar was finally conse-
crated in 1469, and the whole church in 1492. As in the case of Santi
Giovanni e Paolo we do not know the identity of the designer, though
again he may have been one of the friars of the order.

Just as Santi Giovanni e Paolo shows links with the Dominican
church in Florence, so the plan of the Frari has affinities with that of its
Florentine equivalent, the Franciscan church of Santa Croce.”” The
two plans are.broadly similar in layout, both churches having a row of
smaller chapels on either side of the chancel. But even more remarkable
is the degree to which the Frari resembles its most conspicuous
Venetian counterpart, Santi Giovanni e Paolo, as well as Dominican pro-
totypes on the mainland, for ideas spread quickly among the various
mendicant orders. The two exteriors share many components — the plain
brick masonry with simple buttressing piers, the two-lancet windows,
the dainty Istrian-stone pinnacles crowning the facade and the cusped
decoration under the cornice. The facade of the Frari, like the nave
entirely constructed in the fifteenth century, is at once more complex and
more unified than that of Santi Giovanni e Paolo. The swaying curves
of the topmost screen walls elaborate the basic scheme, and the fine
Gothic doorway harmonizes effortlessly with the whole.

Inside the resemblance between the Frari and Santi Giovanni e Paolo
is again evident (figs 48 and 45). The two choirs with their polygonal
apses and splendid two-tier Gothic windows were erected in the same
years and are very close in style. The articulation of the nave of the
Frari, where again we find hefty stone columns, rib vaults, wooden tie
beams and clerestory lighting, resembles that of Santi Giovanni e Paolo
with only minor variations (although no dome was added to emphasize
the crossing). Yet the effect is subtly different, for the Frari seems less
solemn and awe-inspiring. This is partly due to the survival of the
friars’ choir in the final bay of the nave, which breaks up the huge space
into more intimate compartments (fig. 47). Before the changes associ-
ated with <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>