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    Welcome to Venice


    
      
        
          There’s something heart-stopping about leaving the mainland behind you and crossing the Venetian lagoon towards this unlikely jewel in its marshy wilderness, and it doesn’t matter whether you’re doing it on a boat or in a train, for the first time or on a repeat visit.


          Once in Venice, you’re faced with an embarrassment of riches. How many other areas of not much more than five square kilometres can boast artistic and architectural marvels in such concentration? You won’t know where to begin (though we hope this guide will help).


          But as you delve into the Venetian labyrinth, that won’t be your only dilemma. The better you get to know the city, the more confidently you venture off the well-beaten trails and into the backstreets (and you should do this as soon as possible, for it’s here that many of Venice’s most rewarding, lesser-known treasures lie), the more you’ll have to cope with famously tetchy veneziani who grumble as they push past you on their crowded streets and bridges, and charge you a tourist ‘premium’ in their already expensive restaurants and bars. However much you love Venice, it isn’t always easy to love the Venetians.


          Ironically, this is because the locals want you to see their city the same way that they do: these proud citizens want Venice to be marvelled at and appreciated by cultural connoisseurs, not goggled at by raucous day-trippers to an historic theme park; they want to be considered a normal city with a stunning, uplifting difference.


          This guide, then, aims to bring visitors and hosts closer by providing an insight into the Venice of the Venetians. We show you the iconic sights, naturally, but also the brand-new openings, the restaurants where locals eat, the bars where they flock to munch cicheti and down a spritz . We share amusing Venetian anecdotes and enlightening insider knowledge. And we fill you in on brave efforts being made by some Venetians to give La Serenissima a raison d’être beyond tourism.


          Will all this help make the Venetians more indulgent towards you? It’s difficult to say. It will certainly round out your Venetian experience, showing you that, far from being merely a magnificent showcase, La Serenissima is a living, breathing wonderland. Anne Hanley, Editor

        

      

    

  


  


  
    Venice in Brief
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      IN CONTEXT


      
        Venice’s history is marked by parabolas. From a group of fishing huts to world mercantile leader to washed-up backwater; from mecca for curious travellers to crumbling has-been to major tourist attraction. And if its cultural offerings are on an upwards curve, its social scene seemed to be dipping ever downwards. We ask whether a new breed of dedicated Venetians can help avert creeping Disneyfication.


        → see In Context.
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      SIGHTS


      
        In a relatively tiny area, Venice harbours a wealth of artistic and architectural wonders that even many large nations couldn’t lay claim to. Some of Venice’s unique and overwhelming sights are displayed in showcase churches and major galleries. Others are harder to find, concealed along warrens of medieval streets. Arm yourself with a map and a sense of adventure.


        → see Sights.
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      CONSUME


      
        Venice is famous for its tourist-trap restaurants and overpriced hotels. But we show you how to avoid them all, by eating where locals go and eating what locals eat, and by choosing your moment to benefit from some extremely tempting accommodation deals. There’s shopping advice, too, to steer you away from cheapo glass and made-in-Taiwan masks.


        → see Consume.
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      ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT


      
        Once Europe’s party capital, Venice is a quieter city now, and you’ll have to look hard to find an after-hours scene. But in its own way, Venice has it. Expect things to be low-key, though… except during the summer months when the nearby beach resorts rock. For a burst of high culture, there’s La Fenice; and fans of the seventh art should check out the film festival.


        → see Arts & Entertainment.
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      THE VENETO


      
        Venice spread its control over terra ferma for centuries, encouraging a Renaissance building boom and also providing deep-pocketed patronage for church adornment. The cities of the Veneto each have their own character and their own treasures. In between are some beautiful Palladian villas; to the north are the magical winter playgrounds of the Dolomites.


        → see The Veneto.

      

    


    

  


  


  
    Venice in 48 Hours
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        DAY 1: THE ART AND CULTURE AT VENICE’S HEART


        
          10AM Dedicate your first day to getting some of Venice’s major sights under your belt. Start at the heart, with a visit to the Basilica di San Marco, and don’t forget to climb up to the loggia to see the famous bronze horses. If you’re not culturally overwhelmed already, tour the Palazzo Ducale (Doge’s Palace) next door. Alternatively, take the lift to the top of the Campanile for a bird’s-eye view.


          NOON Get your breath back by fleeing culture for an hour or so: from the San Zaccaria stop, hop on a vaporetto to the Giudecca and grab a canalside table for lunch at I Figli delle Stelle or Alla Palanca. Keep an eye out for Palladio’s magnificent San Giorgio Maggiore en route.


          2PM Sail back to Zattere, and head for the Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice’s foremost artistic treasure house. If your preference is for more modern art, choose between the Peggy Guggenheim Collection and the Punta della Dogana (see The Whole Punta).


          4PM Take the route through campo San Barnaba to campo Santa Margherita and refresh yourself in one of the many café-bars in this lively square before heading on to I Frari for another art feast.


          7PM It’s aperitivo time, and Venice’s cool crowd will be lining up drinks and cicheti in the bars at the north-western foot of the Rialto bridge. Stake your claim at a Grand Canal-facing table at Naranzaria or Bancogiro. You may get so comfortable, you’ll end up eating here too. An after-dinner stroll across the Rialto bridge, to peer down at passing boats, is memorable.
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        DAY 2: INTO THE LABYRINTH FOR LESSER-KNOWN GEMS


        
          10AM Explore further afield today, starting off at the charming Museo Storico Navale for a glimpse of Venice’s magnificent maritime past, then head north towards the Arsenale. If there are Biennale events on in spaces inside the Arsenale, make sure to take advantage and visit: whether or not you’re interested in what’s on show, the buildings are worth a look.


          NOON There are some great, little-visited churches to explore in the city’s north-eastern reaches: make your way past San Francesco della Vigna, with its facade by Palladio, and on to Santi Giovanni e Paolo (San Zanipolo). For lunch, try Algiubagiò, with its fantastic terrace on the northern lagoon.


          3PM Hop on a vaporetto to Orto, and treat yourself to more Tintorettos at the lovely Madonna dell’Orto church. From here it’s a pleasant walk through quiet northern Cannaregio to the original Jewish Ghetto (see Il Ghetto).


          5PM At the Guglie vaporetto stop, take a number 42 boat for a ride past the new Ponte della Costituzione, through Venice’s industrial wasteland (such as it is), and across to Palanca on the Giudecca. There are few finer places in the world to watch the sun set than the Skyline Bar on the roof of the Molino Stucky Hilton.


          7PM From Palanca, the 42 continues back to San Marco. Nearby, the Osteria San Marco is great for bar snacks and gourmet Venetian specialities. An after-dinner stroll through piazza San Marco, accompanied by the palm orchestras of the cafés around the square, is a hopelessly romantic end to any day.


          

        

      

    

  


  


  
    Venice by Area
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      THE GRAND CANAL


      
        No other city in the world can boast quite such a magnificent main street as Venice: a graceful backwards-‘S’ sweep of water, flowing between sumptuous churches and historic palazzi of breathtaking beauty. Whether you’re doing it for the first time or the 1,000th, making your water-borne way down the Grand Canal is always an extraordinary experience.


        → see The Grand Canal.
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      SAN MARCO


      
        The eponymous piazza and basilica are the beating heart of this sestiere. In the alleys that wind from this hub towards the Rialto and Accademia bridges are snazzy shops, a great opera house and glowing Madonnas in awe-inspiring churches.


        → see San Marco.
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      CASTELLO


      
        A sestiere of many parts, Castello stretches from luxury hotels on the lagoon-side riva degli Schiavoni to glorious churches such as Santi Giovanni e Paolo in the west. Further east, beyond the monumental Arsenale, lie the quiet streets of residential workaday Venice.


        → see Castello.
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      CANNAREGIO


      
        Bustling with life along the Cannaregio Canal, quiet and echoing in its alleyways and understated campi, this sestiere of surprises conceals the original Jewish Ghetto and some great nightlife on the fondamenta della Misericordia.


        → see Cannaregio.
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      SAN POLO & SANTA CROCE


      
        The hectic produce and fish market at the foot of the Rialto Bridge sets the tone for these busy residential sestieri, packed with the kind of intimate restaurants and cafés frequented by true Venetians. At the sestiere’s heart is the magnificent Frari basilica.


        → see San Polo & Santa Croce.
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      DORSODURO


      
        Artsy Dorsoduro is home to the Peggy Guggenheim Collection and the new Pinault gallery at the Punta della Dogana. But there’s lots of nightlife, too, around campo Santa Margherita, plus a vibrant student scene further west in the former industrial zone.


        → see Dorsoduro.
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      LA GIUDECCA & SAN GIORGIO


      
        With a character all of its own, the Giudecca has an industrious past and an alternative future: from boatyards to galleries, this island just gets trendier. Palladio’s San Giorgio is a Venetian icon.


        → see La Giudecca & San Giorgio.
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      LIDO & LAGOON


      
        There’s a whole other world in the lagoon, from the rather fin-de-siècle beach resort on the long, sandy Lido to misty waterlands dotted with characterful islands.


        → see Lido & Lagoon.

      

    


    

  


  


  
    Venice Basics


    
      THE ESSENTIALS


      
        For practical information, including visas, disabled access, emergency numbers, lost property, useful websites and local transport, please see the Directory.

      


      THE LISTINGS


      
        Addresses, phone numbers, websites, transport information, hours and prices are all included in our listings, as are selected other facilities. All were checked and correct at press time. However, business owners can alter their arrangements at any time, and fluctuating economic conditions can cause prices to change rapidly.


        The very best venues in the city, the must-sees and must-dos in every category, have been marked with a red star ( ). In the Sights chapters, we’ve also marked venues with free admission with a  symbol.

      


      PHONE NUMBERS


      
        The area code for Venice and its province is 041; for Padua it’s 049, for Verona 045 and for Vicenza 0444. You must use the code, whether you’re calling from inside or outside the area.


        From outside Italy, dial your country’s international access code (00 from the UK, 011 from the US), followed by the Italy country code (39), 041 for Venice (without dropping the initial zero) and the rest of the number as listed in the guide. For more on phones, including information on calling abroad from Italy and details of local mobile phone access, see Telephones.

      


      FEEDBACK


      
        We welcome feedback on this guide, both on the venues we’ve included and on any other locations that you’d like to see featured in future editions. Please email us at guides@timeout.com.

      


      NAVIGATING THE CITY


      
        You’ll need a good map and a well-honed sense of direction to navigate Venice’s maze of streets, but getting lost is half the fun. When your feet can’t take any more pavement pounding or bridge climbing, make for a vaporetto stop.

      


      PACKAGE DEALS


      
        The on-line Venice Connected (www.veniceconnected.com) service allows you to pre-book and pre-pay transport passes, tickets for civic museums and public toilets (yes, that’s no joke) with variable discounts. You must book at least one week before you arrive; any later, and you pay full price.


        Administered by Hellovenezia, the Venice Card is a three-day (€73, €66 reductions) or seven-day (€96, €87 reductions) pass covering vaporetto use and free entrance to civic museums and all Chorus churches, plus discounts elsewhere. A pricier version also includes the Alilaguna boat service to/from the airport. You can buy your card at tourist offices in Venice, at Treviso airport or by calling 041 2424 and picking it up on arrival. Under-5s travel free with a Venice Card-holder. The transport-only Venice Card is not as good a deal as a standard transit pass. There has been talk of fusing the Venice Card with Venice Connected. Hellovenezia also offers the Rolling Venice card (€4) which gives hotel, restaurant and transport discounts to 14- to 29-year-olds.


        The Museums of St Mark’s Square pass (€13, €7.50 reductions) covers the Doge’s Palace and the Museo Correr trio of museums, plus one other civic museum of your choice (but not St Mark’s basilica). Venice’s civic museums’ Museum Pass (www.museiciviciveneziani.it) includes the above plus six further attractions, including Ca’ Rezzonico. It costs €18 (€12 reductions) and is available at all participating sights. Both are valid for single entry for six months.


        The Gallerie dell’Accademia, Ca’ d’Oro and Museo Orientale can be visited on the State Museums ticket at €11 (€5.50 reductions), available from participating sights.


        Sixteen of Venice’s churches belong to the Chorus scheme (www.chorus.org). A year-long pass, valid for one visit to each, costs €9 (€6 reductions) and can be purchased in churches and at Hellovenezia outlets.

      

    


    

  


  


  
    In Context


    History


    Venice Today


    Venetian Painting


    Architecture


    The Biennale

  


  


  
    History


    


    [image: History]


    From a tiny island state to a mighty empire – and back again.


    TEXT: ANNE HANLEY


    
      
        In the fifth century AD, rampaging barbarians forced inhabitants of the towns in the far north east of the Italian peninsula to flee for their lives on to the sandy banks of a desolate lagoon. If this beginning was ignominious, what followed was anything but. From that scared and scattered community – which eked a living by trading in salt and fish – would grow the Most Serene Republic of Venice, one of Europe’s most powerful city-states: a republic with a rock-solid system of government that flourished for over a millennium, and a maritime power that wielded almost total control over the shipping routes of the eastern Mediterranean for six centuries. Envied for its luxurious extravagance, hated for its insolent self-assurance, Venice was the exotic odd-piece-out in the patchwork of Europe.

      


      LIFE ON THE LAGOON


      
        Until the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century AD, the islands of the Venetian lagoon hosted only transient fishing hamlets. The nearby cities on the mainland, on the other hand, were among the most prosperous in Roman Italy. With the final disintegration of any semblance of security in the late sixth century, their inhabitants fled for their lives into the marshes.


        These influxes were meant to be temporary, but as economic life on the mainland collapsed, the lagoon islands came to be thought of as permanent homes. They offered enormous potential in the form of fish and salt – basic necessities. Once settled in the lagoon, the fugitives could also enjoy the relative peace and tranquillity that would be denied to the peoples of mainland Europe for centuries to come.


        Enormous public works were necessary almost from the start to shore up and consolidate the islands of the lagoon (see Mud Houses). Huge amounts of timber had to be cut down and transported here. The trunks were sunk deep into the mud as foundations for the mainly wooden buildings of the island villages. And above all, the mainland rivers, which threatened to silt up the lagoon – had to be tamed and diverted.


        And yet this battle against nature helped to unite the early lagoon dwellers into a close-knit community and eventually into a republic that was to become one of the strongest and most stable states in European history. The fight against the sea never ended. Even in the 18th century, when the French army was advancing on the lagoon and the Venetian Republic was living its decline and fall, the government invested its last resources in the construction of the murazzi, the massive sea walls that run between the Lido, Pellestrina and Chioggia.

      


      EASTERN PROMISE


      
        In 552, Byzantine Emperor Justinian I was determined to reconquer Italy from the barbarians. His first object was the city of Ravenna. But his troops were confronted with an almost insuperable problem: they had made their way overland, via the Dalmatian coast on the eastern side of the Adriatic, but were blocked by the barbarian Goths who controlled the mainland to the north of Venice. The only way they could attack and take Ravenna was to bypass the Goths, crossing the lagoon.


        Already by this time, the lagoon communities had adopted a practice that was to be the keynote of Venetian diplomacy for 1,250 years: staying as far as possible from, and (where possible) profiting by, other people’s quarrels. Justinian’s request presented a dilemma: helping him would be seen as a declaration of war against the Ostrogoths in Ravenna, with whom the lagoon communities had reached a comfortable modus vivendi, assuring safety on the mainland for their traders. Yet the Eastern emperor was offering vast monetary and political rewards for transporting his troops.


        The communities eventually threw in their lot with Byzantium. Justinian conquered Ravenna and marched on to Rome. From this time on the communities of the lagoon became vassals of the Eastern Empire; Venice would remain technically subject to the Byzantine emperors until considerably later than the Sack of Constantinople – an attack led by Venetians – during the Fourth Crusade in 1204.


        It was not until 697, under the growing threat of the barbarian Lombards who then controlled the mainland, that the communities scattered around the lagoon – now officially recognised by Byzantium as a duchy – decided to convert their fragile confederation into a stronger, more centralised state. In this year (or maybe not: some historians have dismissed the story as a Venetian myth), they elected one Paoluccio Anafesto to be their first doge, as the dukes of Venice became known. Yet right from the beginning il doge was very different from the other feudal strongmen of Europe.


        In the first application of a system that would be honed into shape over the centuries (see Machinery of State), the doge was elected for life by a council chosen by an assembly that represented all the social groups and trades of the island communities. Technically, therefore, the leadership was elected democratically, although the strongest groups soon formed themselves into a dominant oligarchy. Yet democracy of a kind survived in the system of checks and balances employed to ensure that no single section of the ruling elite got its hands on absolute power.


        The first ducal power struggle took place in 729. The doge in question, Ipato Orso, achieved the duchy’s first outstanding military victory when he dislodged Lombard forces from Ravenna. Success, though, went to Orso’s head, and he attempted to transform the doge’s office into a hereditary monarchy. Civil war racked the lagoon for two years, ending only when a furious mob forced its way into Orso’s house and cut his throat. Troubles continued with the two succeeding doges: both were accused of tyranny, and were not only deposed and exiled but also ceremonially blinded.

      


      CIVIL STRIFE, COMMERCIAL STRENGTH


      
        The lagoon dwellers were becoming a commercial power to be reckoned with in the upper Adriatic, the eastern Mediterranean, the Black Sea and North Africa. Craftsmen were sent abroad to Dalmatia and Istria to study the art of shipbuilding; they learnt so swiftly that by the seventh century the construction and fitting out of seagoing vessels had become a thriving industry. Mercantile expansion and technical advances went hand in hand, as tradesmen brought back materials and techniques from afar – especially the Middle and Far East, where technical and scientific culture was far in advance of the West.


        In 781, Pepin, son of the Frankish king Charlemagne, invaded Italy and attacked the Lombards. Wariness of mainland struggles still dominated the duchy’s policy and it played for time, unsure whether to sacrifice the alliance with Byzantium to this new and powerful player on the European scene. In the end, however, Pepin’s designs on Istria and Dalmatia – part of the Venetian sphere of influence – caused relations to turn frosty. Exasperated by the duchy’s fence-sitting, Pepin attacked its ally Grado on the mainland, taking all the mainland positions around Venice, and besieging the lagoon communities from the sea.


        In the mid eighth century the confederation had moved its capital from Heraclea in the northern lagoon to Malamocco on the Adriatic coast, where it was at the mercy of Frankish naval forces. In 810, a strong leader emerged in the form of an admiral, Angelo Partecipazio. He abandoned the besieged capital of Malamocco, moving it almost overnight to the island archipelago of Rialto.


        Next he ordered his fleet to head out of the lagoon to attack Pepin’s ships, then to feign terror and retreat. In hot pursuit, the deep-keeled Frankish ships ran aground on the sandbanks of the lagoon; the locals, with their knowledge of deep-water channels, picked off the crews with ease: thousands were massacred.


        After his great victory against the Franks, Partecipazio was elected doge. During his reign, work began on a ducal palace on the site of the current one, and the confederation of islands that made up the lagoon duchy was given the name ‘Venetia’. Around the same time, the flourishing city of Torcello began to decline, as the surrounding lagoon waters silted up and malarial mosquitoes took over.

      


      THE MAKING OF MYTHS


      
        It was also around this time that Venice set about embroidering a mythology worthy of its ambitions. After Venetian merchants stole the body of St Mark from Alexandria and brought it back with them to their city – traditionally said to be in the year 829 – the city’s previous patron, the Byzantine St Theodore, was unceremoniously deposed and the Evangelist – symbolised by a winged lion – set up in his place. A shrine to the saint was erected in the place where Basilica di San Marco would later rise.


        Angelo Partecipazio’s overwhelming success in both military and civic government led to another tussle for power. Before he died in 827, he made certain that his son Giustiniano would succeed him. When Giustiniano died two years later, his younger brother Giovanni was elected doge, despite dissent and jealousy from rival families. It was a measure of Partecipazio’s importance that his surname was to feature repeatedly in the ducal roll of honour over the next century.
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      BLIND CUNNING


      
        The development of the vast Venetian empire grew out of the mercantile pragmatism that dominated Venetian political thinking. They embarked upon territorial expansion for two main reasons: to secure safe shipping routes and to create permanent trading stations. Harassed by Slav pirates in the upper Adriatic, the Venetians established bases around the area from which to attack the pirate ships: gradually they took over the ports of Grado and Trieste, then expanded along the coastlines of Istria and Dalmatia. In some cases, Venetian protection against pirates was requested; in others, ‘help’ arrived unbidden.


        With the coast well defended, the Venetians rarely bothered to expand their territories into the hinterland. There was, for many centuries, a certain mistrust of terra ferma; Venetian citizens were not even allowed to own land outside the lagoon until 1345.


        The crusades presented Venice with its greatest opportunity yet for expanding trade routes while reaping a profit. Transporting crusaders to the Holy Land became big business for the city. More importantly, the naïve crusaders were easy prey for the professional generals – the condottieri – who commanded Venice’s army of highly trained mercenaries: the eager defenders of the faith were, as often as not, exploited to extend and consolidate the Venetian empire.


        Never was this more true than in the case of the Fourth Crusade, which set off proudly from Venice in 1202 to reconquer Jerusalem. The Venetian war fleet was under the command of Doge Enrico Dandolo, who, though 80 and completely blind, was a supremely cunning leader, outstanding tactician and accomplished diplomat. Other European crusader leaders were persuaded to take time out to conquer the strategic Adriatic port of Zara, thus assuring Venice’s control of much of the Dalmatian coast. Even more surprisingly, they let themselves be talked into attacking Constantinople.


        Venice’s special relationship with the Eastern Empire had always had its ups and downs. In 1081 and 1082, Venice had done the Byzantine emperor a favour when it trounced menacing Normans in the southern Adriatic. But, in 1149, Venice’s trading privileges were withdrawn in disgust at Venetian arrogance during a siege of Corfu.


        As the Fourth Crusade set out, Dandolo saw that this was an ideal opportunity to remove the Byzantine challenge to Venetian trade hegemony once and for all. He pulled the wool over his fellow crusaders’ eyes, with the apparently noble argument that the Eastern emperor must be ousted and replaced by someone willing to reunite the eastern Orthodox and western Roman churches.


        They acquiesced, but there was nothing noble about the brutal, bloody, Venetian-led sacking of Constantinople on 13 April 1204, nor about the pillaging that ensued. The Venetians looted the city’s greatest treasures, including the celebrated quartet of antique Greek horses that was transported back to Venice and placed above the entrance of St Mark’s basilica. Innumerable other artefacts – jewellery, enamels, golden chalices, statuary, columns, precious marbles and much more – were plundered: they are now part of the fabric of Venice’s palazzi and churches.


        But the booty was only a minor consideration for the Venetians and their pragmatic doge: the real prize was the one handed out when the routed Byzantine empire was carved up. The Venetians were not interested in grabbing huge swathes of territory that they knew they couldn’t defend. This was left to the French and German knights, who, indeed, lost it within a few decades. Putting their intimate knowledge of eastern trade routes to excellent use, the Venetians hand-picked those islands and ports that could guarantee their merchant ships a safe passage from Venice to the Black Sea and back. These included almost all the main ports on the Dalmatian coast, certain strategic Greek islands, the Sea of Marmara and a number of strategic Black Sea ports.


        For many years after the conquest of Constantinople, Venetian ships could sail from Venice to Byzantium without ever leaving waters controlled by their city. Venice marked the turn of events by conferring a new title upon its doge: Quartae Partis et Dimidiae Totius Imperii Romaniae Dominator – Lord of a Quarter and Half a Quarter of the Roman Empire.

      


      AGE OF UPRISINGS


      
        In 1297, in what came to be known as the Serrata del Maggior Consiglio, the leaders of the Venetian merchant aristocracy decided to limit entry to the Grand Council to those families which had held a seat in the maggior consiglio in the previous four years, or to descendants of those who had belonged at any point since 1172. Under these rules, only around 150 extended families were eligible for a place, but the number of council members leapt to some 1,200.


        Up-and-coming clans were understandably indignant at the thought of being forever excluded from power and from a coveted place in the Libro d’oro – the Golden Book – of the Venetian aristocracy. In 1310, a prosperous merchant, Baiamonte Tiepolo, harnessed the discontent in a rebellion against the aristocratic oligarchy. Had Tiepolo’s standard-bearer not been felled by a loose brick knocked out of place by an old lady watching the shenanigans from her window, the uprising may have succeeded. However, as it was, his troops fled in panic, the uprising was savagely crushed, and the much-feared Council of Ten was granted draconian powers. An extensive network of spies and informers was set up to suppress any future plots.


        In 1354, Doge Marino Faliero made a bid to undermine the powers of the Venetian oligarchy while increasing and consolidating his own powers as a permanent hereditary leader. This plot, too, was mercilessly suppressed and Faliero was beheaded.


        The Council of Ten – along with the Venetian Inquisition that was also established after the Tiepolo plot of 1310 – wielded its special powers most effectively after the Faliero incident, ensuring that this was the last serious attempt to attack the principle of rule by elite. It was at this time that lion’s-head postboxes first appeared at strategic points around the city: Venetians were encouraged to drop written reports of any questionable activity that they noticed through their marble mouths.

      


      LAVISH LOVE AND LUXURY


      
        While Venice’s mercantile power was at its zenith from the 13th to the 15th centuries, vast fortunes were amassed and lavished on building and decorating great palazzi and churches. It was at this time that the city took on the architectural form still visible today. For sheer luxury, Venice’s lifestyle was unequalled anywhere else in Europe.


        In the 14th and 15th centuries Venice was one of the largest cities in Europe, with an estimated population of between 150,000 and 200,000 (see Population Implosion). International visitors were generally astounded by La Serenissima’s legendary opulence and phenomenal economic dynamism.


        When ships set sail from Venice for the Middle East, their holds were crammed with Istrian pine wood, iron ore, cereals, wool, and salted and preserved meats. These were traded for textiles, exotic carpets, perfumes, gold and silverware, spices, precious stones of all kinds, ivory, wax and slaves; with a virtual monopoly on all these much sought-after commodities, Venice was able to sell them on to the rest of Europe’s moneyed classes at enormous profit.


        The Venetian aristocracy certainly liked to live in domestic comfort. ‘The luxury of any ordinary Venetian house,’ wrote one traveller in 1492, ‘is so extraordinary that in any other city or country it would be sufficient to decorate a royal palace.’ The Venetians were also investing huge amounts of money in their summer villas on the mainland, designed and decorated by the leading Veneto architects and painters.


        Venetians lavished the same kind of attention on their appearance. Fortunes were spent on the richest textiles and jewellery. Venetian women were famous for the luxury of their clothing, of their furs and of their fabrics woven with gold and silver thread. Their perfumes and cosmetics were the envy of all Europe, as were the beauty and fascination of the courtesans (see Profile: Veronica Franco) who dominated the social and cultural life of the city.


        So dedicated were Venetians to the cult of love and earthly pleasures, that the Patriarch, Venice’s cardinal, was compelled to issue orders forbidding the city’s nuns from going out on the town at night. Sumptuous festivals of music, theatre and dance were almost daily occurrences during these wild times. The visit of a foreign ruler, a wedding or funeral of a member of the aristocracy, a religious festival, a naval or military victory, or delivery from an epidemic – all these were excuses for public celebrations. The city’s foreign communities – Jews, Armenians, Turks, Germans, French and Mongols, many of them permanent residents in this truly cosmopolitan city – would also celebrate their national or religious feast days with enormous pomp.


        Despite the wealth of the city and the full employment created by its many trades and industries (at full stretch, the shipyard was capable of launching one fully equipped ship every day), life was not easy for the city’s poorest residents, who lived in damp, filthy conditions. Epidemics of disease were also frequent; indeed, more than half the city’s population is estimated to have died in the Black Death of 1348-49. Social tension and discontent were rife.

      


      GENOESE JEALOUSY


      
        Meanwhile, the enormous wealth of the Venetian Republic and its rapidly expanding empire inevitably provoked jealousy among the other trading nations of the Mediterranean – above all with the powerful city state of Genoa, Venice’s main rival for trade with the East.


        In 1261, the Genoese had clashed with the Venetians when the former obliged the Byzantine emperor by helping to evict Venice’s high-handed merchants from Constantinople. Skirmishes between the two Italian powers continued throughout most of the 14th century, regularly flaring up into periods of open warfare, and often resulting in disastrous defeats for Venice.


        By 1379, the situation had become desperate for La Serenissima. The Genoese fleet and army had moved into the upper Adriatic and, after a long siege, had taken Chioggia, at the southern end of the lagoon. From here the Genoese attacked and occupied much of the lagoon, including the passage to the open sea. Venice was under siege and began to starve.


        Then, in 1380, the city worked another of its miracles of level-headed cunning. Almost the whole of the Genoese fleet was anchored inside the fortified harbour of Chioggia. Vittor Pisani, the admiral of the Venetian fleet, ordered hundreds of small boats to be filled with rocks. Panicked by a surprise Venetian attack on the mouth of the port, the Genoese failed to notice that the small boats were being sunk in the shallow port entrance, preventing any escape. The tables had been well and truly turned, and Venice besieged the trapped Genoese fleet until it was forced to surrender unconditionally. Genoa’s days as a great naval power were over, and Venice exulted.


        Ironically, however, this victory was to spell the beginning of the end for La Serenissima. For though the Republic had reached the climax of its prosperity and had re-acquired its supremacy in the East, concentrating its energies on fighting Genoa was to prove a costly foreign-policy mistake. Venice’s leaders badly underestimated the threat posed by the emergence of the Turks as a military power in Asia Minor and the Black Sea area. Convinced – wrongly and ultimately fatally – that diplomacy was the way to deal with the threat from the East, Venice turned its attention to conquering other powers on the Italian mainland.

      


      MAINLAND EXPANSION


      
        For centuries, Venice had followed a conscious policy of steady neutrality towards the various powers that had carved up the Italian mainland. Europe’s political upheavals from the end of the 12th century to the end of the 14th century put paid to that neutrality. The bitter rivalry between Venice and the other Italian maritime states, especially Pisa and Genoa, inevitably brought it into conflict with their mainland allies: the Pope, the Scaligera dukes of Verona and a succession of Holy Roman emperors.


        The defeat of the vast Scaligera empire (which included much of the Venetian hinterland) by Count Gian Galeazzo Visconti of Milan in 1387 brought the Milanese much too close to the lagoon for comfort. All-important trade routes through north-eastern Italy, across the Alps and into northern Europe beyond were threatened. Venice began a series of wars that led to the conquest of Verona and its enormous territories in 1405, and also of near neighbours Padua and Vicenza.


        By 1420, Venice had annexed Friuli and Udine; by 1441, La Serenissima controlled Brescia, Bergamo, Cremona and Ravenna. The land campaign continued until 1454, when Venice signed a peace treaty with Milan. Though Ravenna soon slipped from Venice’s grasp, the rest of the Republic’s immense mainland territories were to remain more or less intact for almost 300 years.

      


      PORTUGUESE SPICE THINGS UP


      
        Even as Venice expanded into the mainland, events were conspiring to bring its reign as a political power and trading giant to a close. In 1453, the Ottoman Turks swept into Constantinople, and Venice’s crucial trading privileges in the former Byzantine Empire were almost totally lost. In 1487, Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope; in 1489, he became the first European to reach Calcutta by sea, shattering Venice’s monopoly on the riches of the East. The arrival of Portuguese ships laden with spices and textiles in Portuguese ports caused a sensation in Europe and despair in Venice. The Venetians hastily drew up plans to open a canal at Suez to beat the Portuguese at their own game, but the project came to nothing.


        Instead, cushioned by the spoils and profits of centuries and exhausted by 100 years of almost constant military campaigning, the city sank slowly over the next two centuries into dissipation and decline.


        That decline, naturally, was glorious. For most of the 16th century few Venetians behaved as if the writing were on the wall. Such was the enormous wealth of the city that the economic fall-out from the Turks’ inexorable progress through the Middle East went almost unnoticed at first. Profits were not as massive as before, but the rich remained very rich and the setbacks in the East were partly counter-balanced by exploitation of the newly acquired terra ferma territories.


        As revenue gradually declined through the 16th century, spending on life’s little pleasures increased, producing an explosion of art, architecture and music. Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese and Giorgione were at work in the city. Meanwhile, Palladio (Profile: Anrea Palladio ), Sanmicheli and Scamozzi were changing the face of architecture and litterati dazzled with their wit and learning. La Serenissima rang with music (see City of Music).


        On the mainland, however, Venice’s arrogant annexation of territory had not been forgotten by the powers that had suffered at her hands. When Venice took advantage of the French invasion of Italy in the final years of the 15th century to extend its territories still further, the Habsburgs, France, Spain and the papacy were so incensed that they clubbed together to form the League of Cambrai, with the sole aim of annihilating Venice.


        They came very close to doing so. One Venetian military rout followed another, a number of Venetian-controlled cities defected, and others that did not were laid waste by the hostile forces. Only squabbling within the League of Cambrai stopped Venice itself from being besieged. By 1516, the alliance had fallen to pieces and Venice had regained almost all its territories.

      


      TURKISH DELIGHT


      
        Its coffers almost empty and its mainland dominions left in tatters, Venice was now forced to take stock of the damage that was being done by the Turks.


        In 1497, as the Ottomans stormed through the Balkans, La Serenissima had been obliged to give up several Aegean islands and the port of Negroponte; two years later, it lost its forts in the Peloponnese, giving the Turks virtually total control of the southern end of the Adriatic. And though Venice was jubilant about securing Cyprus in 1489 – won by pressuring the king’s Venetian widow Caterina Cornaro into bequeathing control of the island – the acquisition involved the Republic in almost constant warfare to keep the Turks away from this strategically vital strip of land.


        In 1517, Syria and Egypt fell to the Turks; Rhodes followed in 1522; and by 1529 the Ottoman Empire had spread across the southern Mediterranean as far as Morocco. The frightened European powers turned to Venice to help repulse the common foe. But mistrust of the lagoon republic by its new allies was deep and, in their determination to keep Venice from deriving too much financial profit from the war against the Turks, the campaign itself was botched.


        In 1538, a Christian fleet was trounced at Preveza in western Greece; in 1571, Venice led a huge European fleet to victory against Turkish warships in the Battle of Lepanto, in what is now the Gulf of Corinth. But despite the self-glorifying propaganda campaign that followed, it became apparent that the Turks were as strong as ever. In a treaty signed after the battle in 1573, Venice was forced ignominiously to hand over Cyprus, its second-last major possession in the eastern Mediterranean. (Crete, the final one, held out until 1669.)

      


      TRADE DEFICIT


      
        By the 17th century, Venice was no longer under any illusion about the gravity of its crisis. The Savi alla Mercanzia (state trading commission) noted on 5 July 1610 that ‘our commerce and shipping in the West are completely destroyed. In the East only a few businesses are still functioning and they are riddled with debt, without ships and getting weaker by the day. Moreover, and this must be emphasised, only a small quantity of goods is arriving in our city, and it is becoming increasingly difficult to find buyers for them. The nations which used to buy from us now have established their businesses elsewhere. We are facing the almost total annihilation of our commerce.’


        Venice was down but not quite out. Between 1681 and 1687, Francesco Morosini, the brilliant strategist then in command of the Venetian fleet, reconquered much of the territory taken by the Turks in the preceding century, including Crete and the Peloponnese. But these moments of glory, celebrated with colossal pomp and ceremony in Venice itself, were invariably short-lived.


        Exhausted by debts and the sheer effort of its naval campaigns, the Venetian Republic lacked the resources needed to consolidate its victories. By 1718, it was struggling to keep its head above water as the Austrians and Turks forced it to cede most of its gains in the humiliating Treaty of Passarowitz.


        By the time the Venezia Trionfante café (now Caffè Florian) opened for business in piazza San Marco in 1720, the Republic was virtually bankrupt; its governing nobility had grown decadent and politically inert. But decadence was good for the city’s growing status as the party capital of Europe. Aristocratic women of all ages and marital states were accompanied in their gadding by handsome young cisibei (male escorts), whose professions of chastity fooled nobody. Masked nuns were a common sight at the city’s gambling houses and theatres; church officials who tried to confine nuns to the convent by the church of San Zaccaria would be met with a barrage of bricks.


        Priests too were not slow to join in the fun: composer-prelate Antonio Vivaldi’s supposed affairs with members of his famous female choir were well publicised (see Walk: In Vivaldi’s Footsteps). And though Giacomo Casanova, the embodiment of sexual excess, never actually donned a cassock, he had been a promising student of theology before he realised where his true vocation lay.

      


      THROWING IN THE CAP


      
        Bankrupt, politically and ideologically stagnant and no longer a threat to its former enemies, Venice directed its final heroic efforts not against those erstwhile foes but against the forces of nature. Even as Napoleon prepared to invade Venice in 1797, the city was spending the meagre funds left in its coffers on building the murazzi, the vast stone and marble dyke designed to protect the city from the worst ravages of unpredictable Adriatic tides. On 12 May 1797, the last doge, Lodovico Manin, was deposed by the French, who, even before the Republic bowed to the inevitable and voted itself out of existence, had handed control over to Austria. Manin gave his doge’s cap to the victors, saying, ‘Take this, I don’t think I’ll be needing it any more.’


        In 1805, Napoleon absorbed Venice back into his Kingdom of Italy. Until 1815, when the French emperor’s star waned and Venice once again found itself under Austrian control, Napoleon’s Venetian plenipotentiaries were given free rein to dismantle churches, dissolve monasteries and redesign bits of the city, including the wide thoroughfare now known as via Garibaldi and its adjoining public gardens.


        The last spark of Venice’s ancient independent spirit flared up in 1848, when lawyer Daniele Manin (no relation of the last doge) led a popular revolt against the Austrians. An independent republican government was set up, holding out against siege for five heroic months. It was doomed to failure from the outset, however, and the Austrians were soon firmly back in the saddle, keeping their grip on this insignificant backwater until 1866, when a weakened Austria, badly beaten on other fronts by the Prussians, handed the city over to the newly united kingdom of Italy.

      

    


    

  


  
    Profile: Veronica Franco


    La più onorata cortigiana – the most honoured courtesan.


    
      It’s estimated that at one point in the 16th century, 12,000 of Venice’s 100,000 residents were prostitutes. Perhaps it was to be expected, then, that such a significant social grouping should break down into sub-classes. At the very top of the pyramid – living lives which differed from those of other wealthy women only in the small matter of virtue – were le più honorate cortigiane: ‘most honoured courtesans’.


      In a world where wives were part and parcel of mercantile dealings, bringing dowries and/or prestige, and haggled over in the matrimonial marketplace, it was to the honoured courtesans that rich Venetian men turned for cultured company and entertainment, as well as sex.


      Veronica Franco made her appearance in the Catalogo di tutte le principale et più honorate cortigiane di Venezia in 1565, when she was 20. Her fees, the catalogue stated, were to be paid to her mother. By that time, she had married, had a child and then left her husband, demanding her dowry back so that she could set up her own household.


      A well-read polyglot and skilled player of the spinnet and lute, Veronica published poetry and other writings that rubbished the concept of ideal love for an ideal woman – so popular since Petrarch – in favour of a more down-to-earth assessment of the lot of women, particularly those women who earn their own way with their wits.


      So highly esteemed was this meretrix that France’s King Henri III sought her company when he visited Venice in 1573. But her most assiduous patron was Domenico Venier, a nobleman whose literary salon was the city’s most renowned and illustrious. Venier stood by her when she was driven from Venice during a bout of plague in 1577, when superstitious locals alleged the disease was punishment for the city’s vices. (Her absence gave those same locals a chance to ransack her richly appointed home.) And he spoke in her defence in 1580 when the Inquisition charged her with, and acquitted her of, witchcraft.


      It’s not clear what happened to Veronica between Venier’s death in 1582 and her own in 1610. Deprived of her wealth and of her patron, she no doubt discovered the other feature that set the courtesan apart from the ‘honest’ married woman: security.

    

  


  
    Machinery of State


    Navigating the corridors of power.


    
      The longevity of the Venetian republic was due, to a large extent, to a finely honed system of checks and balances that kept the powerful merchant aristocracy closely involved in the machinery of state without allowing any one person or dynasty to lord it over the others. Rules, numbers and duties changed. At the end of the 13th century, what had started out as something close to a democracy became an oligarchy, with only the members of the 200-odd powerful clans included in the Libro d’oro (Golden Book) eligible for office. Later, anyone with the necessary funds could buy into the machinery of state.


      The main ruling bodies were:


      

    


    Collegio dei savi


    
      College of Wise Men – a group of experts, elected by the senato, who staffed special committees to oversee all aspects of internal, marine and war policy.


      

    


    Consiglio dei dieci


    
      Council of Ten – appointed by the senato, the council’s extensive network of spies brought any would-be subversives to a closed-door trial, in which defence lawyers were forbidden. In time, the increasingly powerful consiglio dei dieci would have the Inquisition to assist it in its task.

    


    Il doge


    
      The Duke – elected for life in a complicated, cheat-proof system of multiple ballots, the sumptuously robed Duke of Venice was glorious to behold. He could not, however, indulge in business of his own, receive foreign ambassadors alone, leave Venice without permission, or accept personal gifts. If his city state tired of him, he could be deposed. With the doge’s extended family banned from high office for the term of his reign, many doges hailed from less politically adept clans. Most were very old by the time they donned the biretta, the distinctive horned hat – the average age of doges between 1400 and 1570 was 72. However, the doge was the only official privy to all state secrets and eligible to attend all meetings of state organs; he could, if he played his cards right, have a determining effect on Venetian policy.


      

    


    Maggior consiglio


    
      Great Council – the Republic’s parliament – made up of all voting-age males from the clans that were included in the Libro d’oro – which elected (and provided the candidates for) most other state offices, including that of the doge.


      

    


    Minor consiglio


    
      Lesser Council – elected by and from the maggior consiglio, this six-man team advised – or kept tabs on – the doge.


      

    


    Pien collegio


    
      Full College – made up of the minor consiglio and the collegio dei savi, this became Venice’s real government, eventually supplanting the senato.


      

    


    Quarantie


    
      The three supreme courts; the 40 members were chosen by the senato.


      

    


    Senato


    
      Senate – known until the late 14th century as the pregadi, the senato was the upper house of the Venetian parliament; by the 16th century it had some 300 members.


      

    


    Serenissima signoria


    
      Most Serene Lordships – the minor consiglio, the heads of the three quarantie courts and the doge; this body was vested with ultimate executive power.

    

  


  
    Population Implosion
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    As tourist numbers rise, the tally of residents keeps on falling.


    
      As the world watches to see whether Venice will sink into the Adriatic, Venetians have their eye on a dramatic drop of another kind. In the window of the Farmacia Morelli in campo San Bartolomeo, a digital clock flashes a constant tally of the residents of La Serenissima. And it’s going down.


      On the cusp of the 14th century, Venice had as many as 200,000 residents, placing it among the largest European cities of the time. It’s a moot point how they all squeezed into a city which still today – after massive landfill operations from the late 19th century has a solid surface area of just 5.2 square kilometres.


      Through its heyday and its decline, Venice’s population ebbed and flowed between this high point, and a low of almost 100,000. By the 1951 census it had bounced back up to 175,000. By 1981, however, that figure had plunged to 93,600. And on 31 December 2008, the population stood at 60,311.


      So who is left, and where have the others gone? Locals will complain that Venice is now a ghost town, its residents all elderly and invisible among the tourist hordes. They will tell you that former island dwellers are now in comfortable, dry accommodation on the Venetian mainland. But the average age is not, as many think, well over 65: it’s 49 years in the centre, little above the average in Venice as a whole.


      The 60,000-odd who remain place island Venice on a demographic par with Margate in Kent or Pine Bluff, Arkansas. Neither of which, clearly, had 2.1 million tourists staying one night or more in 2007, or an average of 34,000 visitors dropping in for a quick look each day. And neither of which has anything to offer that comes close to St Mark’s basilica or the Gallerie dell’Accademia.


      In 2008, 456 new Venetians were born (and 887 old ones died). In the previous year, the city spawned over 100 new B&Bs, some 50 new registered room-renters and 20 new hotels. All this as locals struggled to afford sky-high rents, exorbitant house prices and crippling maintenance costs in this unique but very difficult city. Perhaps if more people are to be attracted back to stay in the lagoon city, fewer hotels and more help with homes is the secret.

    

  


  


  
    Venice Today
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    Still keeping its head above water.


    TEXT: ANNE HANLEY


    
      
        How do you follow a millennium at the top of the tree – artistically and economically? How do you cope when ignominious decline sets in and you slide into a backwater? Another historical Italian metropolis – Rome – has had time to come to terms with the dilemma, and has expanded and adapted into something approaching a 21st-century city. But Venice, hemmed in by its lagoon and burdened with its unique concentration of riches in a damp, hostile environment, has yet to come to terms with its fate.


        Venice today is a place of contradictions, a theme park without the irony and a museum without sufficient true connoisseurs. Its main industry is being gawped at, but it’s furiously and famously reticent about accommodating prying outsiders. So what hope is there for the future? The 21st century, with its advanced information technology and footloose workforce, may provide the answer: handled in enlightened fashion, new trends in the way we work could save Venice from irreversible Disneyfication.
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      CITY OR THEME PARK?


      
        In June 2006, UK economist John Kay provoked outrage among Venetians and Venice-lovers alike when he wrote in the Financial Times that the lagoon city could only be saved by Disney – or some corporation with a solid grasp of organising tourist masses.


        ‘Venice is already a theme park,’ Kay argued. ‘As a centre of business, politics and culture, it died centuries ago and only the flow of visitors brought it back to life. Today, most people in the city are tourists and most people who work there have come for the day to service the needs of tourists… The economics of the city are the economics of Yosemite and Disneyland, not the economics of Bologna or Los Angeles.’


        This is, in part, a gross over-simplification. Most people in Venice at any given moment are Venetian residents. A new generation of young professionals finds this unique city congenial for their IT- or design-oriented purposes (see 40xVenezia). And people do (occasionally) come to Venice for reasons other than tourism.


        But lose yourself in the St Mark’s square maelstrom, and you’d never know it. Or wander across the Rialto bridge and you may find yourself asking what are these mounds of the tackiest possible souvenirs doing in one of the world’s most perfectly preserved artistic and architectural treasure troves?


        Is it inertia, or are the city fathers actively encouraging the kind of hit-and-run tourism in which droves of package-tour day-trippers are herded into the most heavily touristed spots in the centro storico, never ploughing any more back into the local economy than the price of a plastic gondola? Even those visitors who choose to bed down in La Serenissima stay for an average 2.5 nights, against a considerably healthier average in Rome of 3.5 nights.


        Cynics might say that this state of affairs suits Venetians, for whom St Mark’s square is a no-go area, and who know alternative routes to just about everywhere: utterly predictable madding crowds confined to easily avoidable areas means that the city’s residents can get on with life.


        Venice lives on tourism but considers its visitors annoying obstacles; its beauty is unimaginable but quality control is lacking. It’s too early to say whether a 2009 attempt by city hall to rectify the hit-and-run situation with an all-encompassing online booking service (you can even pre-reserve your right to use the city’s public toilets) will entice visitors to plan better and appreciate Venice more fully. The initial impression is that it’s so complicated, it may put people off.

      


      MEANWHILE, ON TERRA FERMA


      
        Beyond island Venice is another world again, that of the Veneto region. While La Serenissima continues to hold the world in her thrall, the terra ferma side of the lagoon has come quietly but steadily into its own. Besides being one of Italy’s biggest economic success stories, it now has a burgeoning tourist industry as well. In 2007, the Veneto was Italy’s most-visited region, with 16 per cent of the national share. Over 14 million people, including 8.7 million non-Italians, checked into a hotel here, spending a total of 61 million nights; admittedly, 55 per cent of these headed for Venice and its province, but Verona clocked up a healthy 21 per cent. And if visitors staying in the Veneto fell by almost one million in 2008, this reflected a national downward trend, largely in response to the global economic climate.


        Any success that Venice and the Veneto have experienced has been recent. Venice had slipped far into decline before the city capitulated to Napoleon’s troops in 1797. Under Austrian rule (1815-66) it was relegated to the status of a picturesque, inconsequential backwater. But if the city suffered, the fate of its former mainland territories was even worse: with no industry to speak of, and agriculturally backwards, the Veneto ran the semi-feudal south a close race for the title of Italy’s own Third World. Between 1876 and 1901, almost 35 per cent of the 5.2 million desperate Italians who sought a better life abroad fled from the crushing poverty of the Veneto and the neighbouring Friuli region.


        Massive industrialisation in Venice’s mainland Porto Marghera between and after the wars shifted the more impoverished sectors of the population from agricultural to urban areas. But the poverty remained. As recently as 1961, 48 per cent of homes in the north-east had no running water, 72 per cent didn’t have a bathroom and 86 per cent had no central heating.


        What the people of the Veneto did have, however, was a deep-rooted attachment to their traditional crafts, and a cussedness of character unmatched anywhere in Italy. In the past, both had proved detrimental: when captains of heavy industry sought meek vassals to man the furnaces, many of the natives of the Veneto who protested were forcibly deported to populate Fascist new towns in the malarial swamps south of Rome.

      


      THINGS CAN ONLY GET BETTER


      
        It was not, in fact, until the 1970s that north-eastern determination came into its own. With industrial downscaling all the rage, those family-run workshops that had ridden out the bad times gradually became viable business concerns. Giuliana Benetton’s knitting machine gave birth to a global clothing empire centred in Treviso; Leonardo del Vecchio’s metalworking lessons in an orphanage spawned Luxottica, the world’s biggest spectacle frame maker, based in Belluno; and Ivano Beggio progressed from tinkering with bikes in his father’s cycle shop in Noale to running Aprilia, one of Europe’s largest manufacturers of motorcycles and scooters. Through the mid to late 1990s a third of the country’s huge balance of trade surplus was generated in the north-east. In 1997, local industrialists boasted that the unemployment rate had fallen to zero; in 2007, it stood at 3.3 per cent, well below the national average of 6.1 per cent.

      


      
        The 21st century has seen a tarnishing of the Veneto’s Midas touch, however. The competitive edge for exports created by a weak lira was lost with the introduction of the euro. Crippling labour costs have forced many businesses to relocate eastwards; a manpower shortfall has been bridged by hiring immigrant workers (at the end of 2007, some 250,000 migrant workers were legally employed in the region, a huge leap from 97,000 in 2000), resulting in an unprecedented ethnic potpourri: learning to live with social and cultural differences is one of the biggest challenges the famously insular Veneto must face today.


        The post-war parabola described by island Venice was, if anything, bleaker. As the terra ferma became industrialised, workers looked across the water for employment. Realising housing on the mainland was cheaper, drier and easier to park in front of, they moved out in an exodus that brought the population of island Venice plunging from around 175,000 in 1951 to 60,000 or so today (see Population Implosion).


        For an area of 5.2 square kilometres (2.0 square miles), however, that’s still a respectable figure. Few such small cities, moreover, can lay claim to a population comprising gondoliers, mask-makers, glass-blowers, fishermen, monks, nuns, musicians, artists, writers, architects, historians, academics, restoration experts and many of Italy’s rich and famous. Add to that a sizeable student population, a dedicated group of expats and part-time residents and the result is a solid base of ‘locals’ that gives Venice its distinct flavour.


        Because there is a ‘real’ city where dogged residents are prepared to persevere – despite exorbitant prices, grocers turning into mask shops, and the chance that acqua alta may cause irreparable damage to their carpets.


        And there are initiatives under way to keep Venice above water – both literally and figuratively – in the 21st century. For every headline-grabbing problem project – such as Santiago Calatrava’s fourth bridge over the Grand Canal (see Path of Light) – others carry on with no fanfare and much success. Take Insula (www.insula.it), for example: a consortium that has worked its way around Venice since 1997, dredging clogged canals, removing hundreds of thousands of cubic metres of mud, and rebuilding footpaths in a quiet but vital maintenance programme. Or 40xVenezia, which is prodding Venetians to take positive action to make their city liveable.


        On the mainland, too, things are on the move. In Mestre, the piazza and campanile have been restored. Among the high-tech businesses attracted to the rapidly developing Science and Technology Park at the northern end of Porto Marghera is a nanotechnologies laboratory that makes Venice a world leader in the field.

      


      THE HIDDEN CITY


      
        Dazzled, disorientated and besieged by pigeons, the average visitor to La Serenissima may not even realise that a traipse from St Mark’s to the Rialto tells them as much about the city as a guided tour of the Tower of London or a lift to the top of the Empire State Building tell about those other metropolises. Much of Venetian life takes place behind closed doors, concealed from the casual observer.


        An isolated culture, hedged about by water, one that remained an independent republic for over a millennium, one that once lorded it over the entire Mediterranean, cannot be easily penetrated by an outsider, although everyone and anyone is welcome to try. Otherwise, feel free to sit back and enjoy the show.

      

    


    

  


  
    40xVenezia
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    A virtual social network with real-world impact.


    
      All Venetians will tell you that Venice has problems: not sinking problems so much as lifestyle problems, as the population ebbs away (see Population Implosion) and the trek to the baker’s gets ever longer with useful traders being pushed out by shops peddling glass animals made abroad. What most Venetians won’t do, though, is go much beyond a generic and oft-repeated moan. Solutions have long been thin on the ground. As for direct action: no more than the occasional cry in the wilderness. Until now, that is.


      In September 2007, seven friends set up 40xVenezia (quaranta per Venezia, 40 for Venice), a social networking website (www.40xvenezia.it). The idea was to attract thirty- and fortysomething professional Venetian residents to pool concerns and ideas with a view to plugging gaps that successive city councils have failed to address adequately. By the end of 2008, the group had over 1,550 members, making it one of Italy’s largest social networks. Copycat 40x networks have since sprung up in places as far as Cagliari in Sardinia and Catania in Sicily.


      If the idea seemed outlandish – given the habitual resignation of the city’s dwindling population – the effect has been galvanising. The 40x group has gone head-to-head with city hall over proposed new regulations that would have effectively meant any space, just about anywhere, could be transformed into tourist lodging. The group’s architect and planner members got drawing to provide an alternative to a new zoning map being drawn up by city planners. In other developments, members intervened en masse to debate and improve the new Venice Connected system. Already, it seems, when 40x raises its voice, the city authorities listen.


      The flip side of 40xVenezia is its strictly social(ising) role. Social life in La Serenissima was a slow-moving tide until residents discovered Ning (www.40xvenezia.ning.com). Now, one post can bring dozens of people to a canal-side bar to discuss pressing issues… or just to enjoy an ombra and cicheto. With its wired participants in a compact centro storico, Venice’s social network has a truly (real-world) village feel.
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