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About Your Professor
Thomas F. Madden

Thomas F. Madden is a professor of history and director of the Center for
Medieval and Renaissance Studies at Saint Louis University. His publications
include Empires of Trust: How Rome Built—and America Is Building—a New World
(Dutton, 2008), The New Concise History of the Crusades (Rowman and Littlefield,
2005), Enrico Dandolo and the Rise of Venice (Johns Hopkins University Press,
2003), and The Fourth Crusade: The Conquest of Constantinople (University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1997), coauthored with Donald E. Queller. He is a recognized expert on pre-modern history, frequently appearing in such venues as the
New York Times, Washington Post, USA Today, National Public Radio, the Discovery
Channel, and the History Channel. His scholarly awards include the Haskins
Medal of the Medieval Academy of America and the Otto Gründler Prize of
the Medieval Institute.
The following books provide an excellent supplement to the lectures in this course:
Lane, Frederic C. Venice: A Maritime Republic. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press,1973.
McNeill,William. Venice: The Hinge of Europe: 1081–1797. Reprint. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Norwich, John Julius. A History of Venice. New York: Vintage, 1989.

The Venetian Coat of Arms appearing at the beginning of each lecture is only one of many the
city has used over the years. The elements making up the coat of arms, however, have nearly
always been the same: the Winged Lion of St. Mark the Evangelist holding a book with an inscription, the ducal (doge) crown above. The inscription is the first part of a quotation from a medieval
legend, wherein an angel appeared to St. Mark when he was traveling from Aquileia (at the head of
the Adriatic Sea) to Rome and said to him, “Pax tibi, Marce, evanglista meus. Hic requiescet corpus
tuum.” (“Peace unto thee Mark my evangelist. Here your body will rest.”)
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Detail from The Basin of San Marco on Ascension Day
by Giovanni Antonio Canaletto, 1732

Introduction

On first blush, Venice conjures images of romantic splendor. Scenes of gondoliers navigating the splendid oddity of the city’s canals come immediately to
mind. But on deeper introspection, one might naturally ask,Why build a city in
the middle of a lagoon in the first place? Indeed, it is perhaps this question
that lies at the heart of much of Venice’s ongoing allure.
From its founding to its involvement in the Crusades to its rise as a trading
center, Venice has enjoyed a remarkable history. An expert on medieval and
Renaissance history, Professor Thomas Madden is eminently qualified to delve
into the intrigue, defining moments, and notable Venetians who have added to
the historical—and always compelling—chronicle of this extraordinary republic.
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Lecture 1

Refugees of the Lagoon: The Origins of Venice

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Francis Cotterell
Hodgson’s The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to the
Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204.
Venice is picturesque, but beauty does not explain why people chose to build a city in the middle of a lagoon. The first
Venetians chose this place because they were running away
from something—the violent collapse of their world.

In the early fifth century, the Roman world was ending in
the West. In 402, the barbarian group known as the Goths
had invaded northern Italy, conquering and looting many of
the cities of the Veneto region. Some of the native Romans
decided to flee to the safety of the lagoon, which had a number of lowlying, sandy islands. It was not a good life—certainly nothing like the stability and wealth that they had known before—but it was safe. In 410, the
Goths went on to sack Rome itself, leading to the inescapable conclusion
that the empire’s days were numbered. According to tradition, three consuls were sent from Patavium (Padua) to the islands at Rivoalto (Rialto) in
421 to establish a trading post and some rudimentary government for the
scattered islands.
The largest of the towns in the region
of Venice was Aquileia. It fell to Attila
the Hun in 452. The survivors fled to
the coasts and lagoon islands. The
Patriarch of Aquileia, one of the oldest
Christian sees in Europe, fled to the
island of Grado, where he established a
church and an episcopate in exile. This
New Aquileia at Grado would later
fight bitterly with old Aquileia over
jurisdiction after the reestablishment of
that see. Both patriarchs claimed succession from St. Mark. The Patriarch of
Grado, though, would remain the highest ecclesiastical authority in the
Venetian lagoon for centuries.

Illustration of Attila the Hun, the “Scourge
of God,” with goat horns, based on a Roman
coin from the period.
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The early settlers built small communities on various islands, although probably none in the Rialto area that is today Venice. They lived in simple huts and
scratched out a living by fishing, collecting salt, and trading. Although Rome
had fallen in the West, the Venetians continued to see themselves as Romans,
obedient to the emperor who now reigned from Constantinople.When in
539 Emperor Justinian sent forces to Italy to take it back from the Goths, the
people of the lagoon helped them to take Ravenna, which would become the
Roman provincial capital of Italy.

As the lagoon settlements began to grow, they became an increasingly attractive alternative for those who still lived on the mainland.When the Lombards,
a new group of Germanic barbarians, invaded the region in 568, a new, largescale migration of refugees into the lagoon took place. These people had
come to stay, bringing with them what was left of their treasures, including
holy relics. The bishops from the mainland relocated permanently in or on the
borders of the lagoon. Thus the bishopric of Aquileia went to Grado,
Concordia to Caorle, and Padua to Malamocco. A new provincial capital, still
obedient to the emperor, was founded—named Heraclea, after the emperor
Heraclius. Bishop Paul of Altino relocated his entire community to the island
of Torcello. The church, Santa Maria Assunta, was founded in 639 with the
help of Heraclius and the exarch of Ravenna, Isaac. One can still see the original inscription stone in the church today. At this early stage, Torcello was
probably the largest of the island communities. The Rialto area (where present-day Venice is located) was likely uninhabited.

The continued decline of Byzantine authority in the West left the island communities largely on their own. To fill the gap, the leaders of the island decided
to choose a local leader, or dux, which in Venetian dialect would come to be
called doge. Traditionally, the first doge, Orso, was elected by twelve tribunes
in 697. Byzantine power in the region was shattered in 751 with the Lombard
conquest of Ravenna. However, a few years later the Frankish leader, Pepin,
invaded the region and defeated the Lombards. He gave the city of Rome and
the lands between it and Ravenna to Pope Stephen III. These lands would
become the papal states. Because the Franks were Catholic, the problem of
Arian Lombards disappeared. But Venice remained beyond the events, continuing to profess religious loyalty to Rome and political loyalty to Constantinople.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. In the fifth century, why did Romans choose to settle in the middle of
a lagoon?
2. What were Venice’s dual loyalties to Rome and Constantinople?

Suggested Reading

Hodgson, Francis Cotterell. The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to
the Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204.Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing,
2009 (1901).

Other Books of Interest

Norwich, John Julius. A History of Venice. New York: Vintage, 1989.

Websites of Interest

The Virtual History of Venice website provides a timeline and short synopsis of
major events. — http://www.boglewood.com/timeline
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Lecture 2

Coming of Age: The Expansion of Venetian Power

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Francis Cotterell
Hodgson’s The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to the
Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204 and Donald M. Nicol’s
Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural Relations.

The scattered islands of the lagoon that would become
Venice were unlike anything else in the world. Because they
lacked arable land, the Venetians were entirely dependent on
fish and trade for their sustenance. The Venetians produced
salt, but otherwise they made a living through business—primarily by transporting goods between the Byzantine East and
Latin West. They were capitalists, and as such they developed
a strong sense of individualism mixed with a common identity
of themselves as a people set apart. As commercial competitors, they were distrustful of concentrated power among any of them. They
therefore naturally favored, and built, a republic. It was the only one in the
Western world.

The early system of government was simple. The doge had significant powers,
but he was also checked by a pair or more of tribunes who were to ensure
that he did not claim too much authority over the people. Theoretically, all
power resided with the people in the ad hoc assembly known as the arengo. In
practice, the arengo rarely met.Yet when it did, the doge and government
were required to obey it. For truly important matters, the doge would seek
the approval of the arengo before proceeding.
In the 700s, some Venetians began to settle in the islands around Rialto. In 775,
Doge Maurizio Galbaio received authority to establish a new diocese with an
episcopal see on the nearby island of Olivolo. A small church of Saints Sergius
and Bacchus was replaced with a cathedral dedicated to St. Peter. Because the
island was later fortified, it was subsequently referred to as Castello (today, this
is the Island of St. Peter). Thus, the bishop of Castello had authority over all
churches in Rialtine Venice, which would remain the situation until 1807. In turn,
the bishop of Castello and the other bishops of the lagoon were answerable to
the Patriarch of Grado, the metropolitan or archbishop of the region.

The rise of Carolingian (Frankish) power in Europe presented a challenge to
Venice. After Charlemagne was crowned “emperor of the Romans” in 800, he
claimed to be the new legitimate authority in the West. And his “empire,”
which spanned all of central Europe and northern Italy, certainly seemed to
support that claim.Yet, still, Venice remained within Europe, but not of it.
Since Constantinople did not recognize Charlemagne as anything more than a
barbarian lord, the Venetians refused to accept any Frankish authority over
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them. Since Venice alone in the West remained unconquered by invaders, the
Carolingians decided to do something about that.

In 810, the son of Charlemagne, Pepin, launched a major attack against Venice
from his base in Ravenna. This was the first major test of Venice’s watery fortifications. The Venetians blocked the lagoon’s channels and removed the buoy
markers that allowed navigation. Pepin was, however, able to easily capture
those communities on the periphery of the lagoon. Jesolo and Grado to the
east and Chioggia and the lido of Pellestrina to the west fell to him. Frankish
forces were camped just outside the current lagoon capital, Malamocco. Fearing
that it would fall, the people fled to the interior of the lagoon at Rialto—
halfway between the thin islands of the lidi and the mainland. Pepin demanded
that the Venetians surrender, claiming that they lived in his dominions. The
Venetians responded,“We wish to be the servants of the Roman Emperor and
not of you.” When disease struck the Frankish camp, Pepin agreed to withdraw
in return for the promise to pay an annual tribute for residency in his lands.
The hero of Venice’s victory was Agnello Partecipazio (a name that was later
changed to Badoer). He was immediately acclaimed as the new doge. His first
action was to move the capital from vulnerable Malamocco to Rialto, where
the new doge’s own home was situated. At this point it was primarily mud,
wooden houses, and small gardens with a few churches built by various families. The doge was determined to build a true city. He commissioned a doge’s
palace—a fortification placed at the same location as the current palace.
Emperor Leo V in Constantinople sent the body of St. Zacharias and funded
the building of a new convent to house it. Because of its proximity to the
doge’s palace, the convent of San Zaccaria quickly became the largest and
wealthiest such institution in the city.

The entrances to the Basilica di San
Marco are richly decorated with
mosaics, including this one depicting
Venetian merchants secreting the body
of St. Mark from Alexandria in a barrel
of pork.

10

© Dan Spellman/shutterstock.com

Even more important than St. Zacharias was the arrival of the body of St.
Mark in 829. Venetian merchants in Alexandria stole the body, hiding it in a
barrel of pork to protect it from Muslim inspectors. The arrival of the body
was of enormous importance for the history of Venice. Rather than give it to
the Church, the doge took the
relic himself and ordered a
chapel to be built near the
palace to house it. Henceforth,
the winged lion of St. Mark
became the symbol of Venice.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. How did the geography of Venice affect the structure of its government?
2. How did the winged lion become the symbol of Venice?

Suggested Reading

Hodgson, Francis Cotterell. The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to
the Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204.Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing,
2009 (1901).

Nicol, Donald M. Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural
Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Other Books of Interest

Norwich, John Julius. A History of Venice. New York: Vintage, 1989.
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Lecture 3

In a Dangerous World

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Francis Cotterell
Hodgson’s The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to the
Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204 and Donald M. Nicol’s
Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural Relations.
Although the Venetians distrusted concentrated power and
were determined to maintain their republic, that did not stop
doges from attempting to make their position hereditary.
Usually, this was done (in good Byzantine fashion) by having
the son of the doge made co-doge while the doge himself
was still alive. During the ninth century the dogeship was
monopolized by the Partecipazio (Badoer) or other closely
related families. This was a time in which what little order the
Carolingians had managed to restore to Europe was shattered by invasions of Vikings, Magyars, and Muslims. Despite its water home,
Venice was not unaffected by the invasions.
The Magyars (Hungarians) poured into Venetia in 899, quickly capturing
Cittanova (old Heraclea), Equilo, Altino, Treviso, and Padua. Their invasion of
the lagoon almost exactly followed that of Pepin. After capturing Chioggia and
the lido of Pellestrina they camped before Malamocca. Like the Franks, the
Magyars were defeated as much by the elements as by the Venetians. After
their retreat, though, Doge Pietro Tribuno (888–912) attempted to further
strengthen the main city by building a wall that stretched along the waterfront
on what is now the Riva degli Schiavoni from Castello to Santa Maria
Zobenigo. A chain was also suspended across the mouth of the Grand Canal.

Several dynamics strained the fabric of Venetian society in the tenth century.
Internally, Venice was becoming a wealthier and more populous place. Venetian
merchants did business across the eastern Mediterranean, and Venice itself
was a marketplace for goods of all kinds. New wealth meant new families who
wanted political power commensurate with their economic clout. Externally,
there remained the tension between those who wished closer ties with the
growing kingdoms of the West (particularly Germany) and those who insisted
on the traditional (and profitable) loyalty to Constantinople. Both erupted in
factional battles and attempted coups. In 976, the pro-German doge, Pietro IV
Candiano, was locked into the doge’s palace with his infant son and the palace
was burned to the ground. The fire also destroyed the small chapel of San
Marco. The pious Pietro Orseolo delayed his plans to enter a monastery and
became doge. He patched up relations with the German emperor and instituted new taxes to build a better palace, church of San Marco, and other assorted hospitals and charitable institutions. He then fled under cover of night to
12

live out his days as a monk. Pietro Orseolo was the only doge to be canonized
by the Catholic Church.
The lifeline of Venetian trade was the Adriatic Sea. It was crucial that it
remained a safe place to do business, free from pirates. Throughout the tenth
century the Venetians had launched war fleets to police the northern portions of the Adriatic. The Byzantine Empire, which still held southern Italy,
took care of the South. In 1000, Doge Pietro II Orseolo (991–1008) suppressed Dalmatian pirates and obtained loyalty oaths from the towns of the
coast, thus adding the title “doge of Dalmatia” to his lengthening list. In 1071,
the Seljuk Turks defeated the Byzantine armies at Manzikert and subsequently
conquered most of Asia Minor. This crippling blow was compounded by the
Norman conquest of Sicily and southern Italy. The Norman leader, Robert
Guiscard, launched a major attack on Durazzo in order to march all the way
to Constantinople. This would give him control over access to the Adriatic,
something intolerable to Venice. Emperor Alexius I Comnenus requested
Venetian assistance in defeating the Normans, promising rich rewards in
return. The Venetians responded favorably. The war stretched on between
1081 and 1085, with Venice doing most of the fighting. Thousands of Venetians
were captured and/or killed, but in the end they were victorious.With his
empire saved, Alexius I gratefully fulfilled his promises. In a chrysobull (edict
with a golden seal) he gave to Venice substantial properties in Constantinople,
which would become the nucleus of their own quarter in the city. Most
importantly, he granted all Venetians the right to trade tax-free in Byzantine
ports. This gave them an enormous advantage over other Italian merchants
and even the Byzantines themselves. Venetians flocked to Constantinople to
take advantage of the lucrative markets there.

An illustration of Doge Pietro Orseolo
II saving Bari from the siege of the
Saracens. From Francesco Zanotto’s
1856 History of Venice.

© Clipart.com

Although Venice’s assistance had saved the Byzantine Empire from Norman
conquest, the Turkish danger in the East still remained. Alexius I sent envoys
to Pope Urban II asking for military assistance to roll back the Turkish conquests in Asia Minor (modern Turkey). Urban, in 1095, responded by calling on
the knights of Christendom to come to the aid of their Christian brothers
and sisters in the East. The result, which no one expected, was the First
Crusade (1095–1099).
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. What societal problems arose in Venice during the tenth century?
2. What circumstances resulted in the First Crusade?

Suggested Reading

Hodgson, Francis Cotterell. The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to
the Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204.Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing,
2009 (1901).

Nicol, Donald M. Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural
Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Other Books of Interest

McNeill,William. Venice: The Hinge of Europe: 1081–1797. Reprint. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Websites of Interest

1. A short history of the Magyars is provided by Stephen Sisa on The Spirit of
Hungary website. — http://www.hungarian-history.hu
2. A biography of Emperor Alexius Comnenus I is provided on the Agia
Sofia website. — http://www.agiasofia.com/emperors/alexcomn.html

Recorded Books

Hosking, Geoffrey. Epochs of European Civilization: Antiquity to Renaissance. The
Modern Scholar series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2005.
Madden, Thomas F. Empire of Gold: A History of the Byzantine Empire. The
Modern Scholar series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2006.

———. The Medieval World I: Kingdoms, Empires, and War. The Modern Scholar
series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2009.

———. The Medieval World II: Society, Economy, and Culture. The Modern Scholar
series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2009.
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Lecture 4

In the Age of the Crusades

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Francis Cotterell
Hodgson’s The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to the
Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204 and Thomas F. Madden’s Enrico
Dandolo and the Rise of Venice.

Enthusiasm for the First Crusade swept across western
Europe. Venice was not immune. The current doge, Vitale
Falier, was, however, ill and close to death.When he died in
December 1096, the Venetians elected a strong proponent of
the Crusade, Vitale Michiel (1096–1101). Michiel was determined to have Venice participate in a big way. He sent word to
the Dalmatian towns to prepare to contribute men and money
to the effort. He ordered the creation of a massive war fleet
numbering two hundred major vessels—the largest single contribution to the First Crusade. It set sail in the spring of 1099 with some nine
thousand Venetian crusaders on board. Although they did not know it, a few
months after the Venetians’ departure the army of the First Crusade had conquered Jerusalem. Thus, as most Crusaders were returning home, the Venetians
were making their way to the Holy Land. Their help was greatly needed. They
arrived at Jaffa in June 1100 and quickly prepared to attack Acre with the
Crusade leader Godfrey de Bouillon. However, Godfrey died suddenly, so the
Venetians settled for helping Tancred capture the much smaller Haifa on the
opposite end of the bay.
This was Venice’s first Crusade, but it would not be its last. Indeed, no other
state in Europe would be as active as Venice in the cause of the Crusade. In
1110, Doge Ordelafo Falier led a Crusade that dispersed a Muslim fleet trying
to relieve Sidon, which King Baldwin of Jerusalem was besieging. In 1120, Pope
Calixtus II sent ten papal legates to Venice to ask for a new Crusade to
relieve the Kingdom of Jerusalem after a recent Muslim victory. Doge
Domenico Michiel (1118–1129) took up the cross and led his people to the
East with a fleet of 120 major vessels and some fifteen thousand Venetian
Crusaders.When it arrived in May 1123, it engaged the Egyptian navy and
completely destroyed it, thus giving the sea over to Christian powers for many
years. The Venetians then helped to conquer Tyre. In gratitude, the king of
Jerusalem granted Venice one-third of Tyre and a small quarter in all the cities
of the kingdom. These cities-within-cities would be important for Venetian
shipping in the region, just as was their quarter in Constantinople. Doge
Michiel’s successes made him much loved and deservedly famous.
The continued rise of wealth and new families in Venice made dynasties
almost taboo. Although Domenico Michiel’s son had served as vice-doge
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Doge Polani’s reign also witnessed one of
the few church/state conflicts in Venetian
history. The Patriarch of Grado, Enrico
Dandolo, was a strong proponent of the
independence of the Church, along the
lines of Gregorian reform implemented
elsewhere in Europe. In 1145, he conDoge Pietro Polani
demned the long-standing practice of the
doge by nominating an abbess for the rich
convent of St. Zaccaria. Doges usually had their kinswomen placed in the
powerful position. Dandolo refused to allow it, demanding a free election
among the sisters. As a result, the convent had no abbess for many years. He
also promoted the reform of parish clergy into communities of canons
against the wishes of the Bishop of Castello, who was a kinsman of the doge.
The last straw was the patriarch’s condemnation of the doge’s alliance with
the Byzantine emperor, Manuel I Comnenus, in 1147. Polani exiled the patriarch, his supporters, and even his family. The pope responded by excommunicating the doge and placing Venice under interdict—the first time that the
republic had come under ecclesiastical censure.When Polani died in 1148,
the new doge, Domenico Morosini (1148–1155), restored the patriarch and
his family and promised to henceforth respect the liberty of the Church. It
was a promise that Venetian leaders would keep through the centuries.

16

© Clipart.com

during his absence, he was apparently not considered to succeed his father.
Instead, the arengo chose Pietro Polani (1129–1148), who was both a member of a new family and the son-in-law of Michiel. It was during Polani’s reign
that the doge’s court began to expand to include more people of importance. He created a council of sapienti, or wise men, who became indispensible for doing business. It was also at this time that Venice began to refer to
itself as a commune as well as a republic. The change was cosmetic, in keeping with real changes that were happening
in other Italian cities. Unlike them, however, Venice did not achieve independence
from landed lords; nor did it have a contado, or land holdings. Instead, Venetians
understood it to mean that they were
independent and answerable to the people, something that had been true since
the beginning.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. What did Doge Domenico Michiel accomplish?
2. What promise did Domenico Morosini make?

Suggested Reading

Hodgson, Francis Cotterell. The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to
the Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204.Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing,
2009 (1901).

Madden, Thomas F. Enrico Dandolo and the Rise of Venice. Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2006.

Other Books of Interest

McNeill,William. Venice: The Hinge of Europe: 1081–1797. Reprint. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Recorded Books

Madden, Thomas F. “God Wills It!”: Understanding the Crusades. The Modern
Scholar series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2005.
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Lecture 5

A Merchant Republic in a Feudal Age: Political Reform
in Medieval Venice

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Francis Cotterell
Hodgson’s The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to the
Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204 and Thomas F. Madden’s Enrico
Dandolo and the Rise of Venice.

The extraordinary rise of wealth in Venice during the twelfth
century combined with the republican and entrepreneurial
character of the Venetians created a government that was
unlike any other in the world. As new families of wealth began
to work their way into positions of authority, the organs of
government changed and grew. The ducal court, or curia,
expanded and soon the beginnings of what would become the
Great Council were evident. Although these families—both
new and old—were distinguished by their position and service to the state, they did not constitute a hereditary nobility.

Doge Vitale II Michiel (1155–1172), although a man from an old family, greatly
favored the new. The most prominent men in his court were Sebastiano Ziani,
Orio Mastropiero, and Vitale Dandolo—all from new families. These secondgeneration new men were pragmatists. They sought above all stability, because
it was good for Venice and good for business. They were determined to maintain good relations with trade partners.

That was difficult in the turbulent world beyond the lagoon. The German
Emperor, Frederick I Barbarossa, was determined to force the northern Italian
cities to give him the loyalty and obedience that they, in theory, owed him. He
waged war in the region, causing great destruction, and in 1162 captured and
destroyed Milan. In response, the Italians formed a Lombard League to defend
themselves. Pope Alexander III supported the League and strongly opposed
Frederick, who had his own string of anti-popes. Venice took no part in the
struggle, although it did oppose Frederick. The Venetians took in refugees from
the war and funneled Byzantine and Norman aid to the Lombards and the pope.
In Constantinople, Emperor Manuel I Comnenus hoped to use the disruption
in Italy to restore Byzantine control in the southern peninsula. In 1167, the
emperor sent a request for Venice’s “customary aid” in an attack against the
Normans there. Although Venice had often fought with Byzantium against the
Normans, this time it was impossible. To do so would have alienated the
Lombards and the pope. Manuel was outraged. He opened Constantinople to
Venice’s competitors in Genoa and Pisa.When some Venetian residents in the
imperial city attacked the Genoese, Manuel decided to end the Venetian problem. On March 12, 1171, he ordered the mass arrest of all Venetians in the
18

empire. More than ten thousand men, women, and children were thrown into
prisons or abandoned monasteries. They would remain the emperor’s
hostages for many years.

When word reached Venice of the arrests, the people were inflamed with
rage. They demanded that the doge outfit and lead a massive retaliatory
strike fleet against the Byzantine Empire. Doge Michiel and his councilors
preferred negotiations, yet they were overruled by the passionate arengo.
The fleet was launched in 1172. Although it attacked Negroponte, the doge
continued to pursue negotiations with the emperor, breaking off the siege
when it seemed that talks were imminent. Then plague hit the fleet, forcing it
ultimately to return home in defeat. The Venetian people were angry. In an
emotional meeting, the people denounced the doge, who ran for his life. He
was stabbed and killed.

Detail from a reproduction of The Envoy of Pope
Alexander III 1105–81
and Doge Sebastiano Ziani
d. 1178 with Emperor
Frederick Barbarossa
1122–90 by Jacopo
Tintoretto, ca. 1546.

© First Art Reproductions

The death of the doge led to much soul searching among the Venetians. The
doge’s councilors convinced them that, had their conservative advice been
heeded, many who were dead would still live.What Venice needed, they
argued, was a body of wise men who could serve as a buffer against the
whims of the people or doge. As a result, they put together an eleven-man
commission to choose the next doge. This was the first time that the election was taken out of the hands of the people. The choice of the commission

19

still required the arengo’s acclamation for approval, but it was no longer a
direct election. The new doge, who was now beholden to the growing councils of wise men, was henceforth required to swear an oath of office, which
increasingly limited his powers as the years went on. As a result, the power
of the republican bodies, such as the Great Council, Small Council, and others, grew and proliferated, while the power of the doges and the people of
the arengo declined.

The commission selected Sebastiano Ziani, the richest man in Venice and a
product of the new families. It was Doge Ziani who created the current Piazza
San Marco, filling in a river and moving the church of St. Gemiano further
away. He also erected the two famous columns that still stand at the Molo,
one with the lion of St. Mark and the other with St. Theodore. The newly
beautified place—looking now much more like it does today—was put to
good use in 1177. It was then that Pope Alexander III and Frederick
Barbarossa came to San Marco to finally make peace. The spot of Frederick’s
submission to the pope is still marked in the church today.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. Why did Manuel become outraged with the Venetians?

2. How did the eleven-man council come about in Venice?

Suggested Reading

Hodgson, Francis Cotterell. The Early History of Venice: From the Foundation to
the Conquest of Constantinople, A.D. 1204.Whitefish, MT: Kessinger Publishing,
2009 (1901).

Madden, Thomas F. Enrico Dandolo and the Rise of Venice. Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2006.

Other Books of Interest

Nicol, Donald M. Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural
Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Websites of Interest

The Architecture Week magazine provides a short history (with images and
drawings) of the Piazza San Marco. —
http://www.greatbuildings.com/buildings/Piazza_of_San_Marco.html
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Lecture 6

Birth of a Maritime Empire:
Venice and the Fourth Crusade

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Thomas F. Madden’s Enrico
Dandolo and the Rise of Venice and Donald E. Queller and Thomas F.
Madden’s The Fourth Crusade: The Conquest of Constantinople.
In 1187, the unthinkable happened. The Muslim leader,
Saladin, unified Egypt and Syria under his rule and attacked the
Crusader Kingdom. Jerusalem itself was lost, as well as almost
all of the rest of the Christian-held territories. The Third
Crusade, which was led by Europe’s most powerful monarchs,
failed to recapture the Holy City. In 1198, the new pope,
Innocent III, called a new Crusade to redeem Jerusalem. He
sent a papal legate to Venice to seek naval support for the
operation. The doge at the time was Enrico Dandolo
(1192–1205), the son of Vitale Dandolo and nephew of the patriarch. Dandolo
was an old man in 1198, perhaps in his nineties, and blind. After some negotiations, Dandolo agreed to help the Crusade, should it materialize.

Doge Enrico Dandolo
Recruiting for the Crusade
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by Jean Leclerc, 1621

© Palazzo Ducale, Venice

It did. In 1200, at a tournament in Champagne, powerful French barons took
the cross and prepared for the Crusade. They sent six envoys to Venice to
arrange transportation of the crusade army. There Dandolo and the envoys
reached a deal in which
Venice would produce a fleet
sufficient to carry 33,500 soldiers and more than eight
thousand horses. Venice
would also provide all provisions for approximately one
year. The passage costs would
be collected individually from
the Crusaders after they rendezvoused at Venice the following year. In addition,
Venice would join the
Crusade with fifty fully
manned war galleys.

The Fourth Crusade was an enormous undertaking for Venice. All overseas
commerce was suspended for one year and vast amounts of money were
spent producing the fleet and acquiring the tons of provisions. In 1202, the
fleet was ready and the Crusaders began to appear in Venice. They were ferried to the still largely deserted Lido, where they made camp. However, the
French envoys had drastically miscalculated the number of recruits. Only
twelve thousand came to Venice.With one-third the number of Crusaders,
only one-third the amount of the contract could be paid. The leading barons
paid more, but it was still not enough. The Venetians were upset. The mistake,
which was not their own, put them at great financial risk. At last a compromise was approved. The Venetians agreed to allow the fleet to sail without full
payment provided that the Crusaders promised to pay it out of booty collected and agreed to winter at Zara, which was currently in rebellion against
Venice. The Crusaders agreed. Zara, however, was under the protection of the
King of Hungary, who was (in theory, at least) a Crusader. Thus Zara was protected by the Church. Despite the threat of papal excommunication, the
Crusaders attacked and conquered the city. Although the French later begged
and received forgiveness, the Venetians did not. They believed that it was their
right to reclaim the city.
By April 1203, the Crusade was not much closer to its destination. Even
worse, the Crusaders had eaten all of their provisions and they were out of
money. To make ends meet they agreed to assist a young Byzantine prince,
Alexius Angelus, who claimed to be the rightful emperor. He promised them a
large amount of money, support for the Crusade, and even to accept papal
primacy in Constantinople if he were placed on the throne. That summer the
Crusade brought the young man to the city and managed to topple the current emperor, Alexius III. The newly crowned Alexius IV paid half of what he
owed the Crusaders, but refused to pay more. As a result, in April 1204, the
Fourth Crusade attacked the greatest Christian city in the world,
Constantinople. It fell and was put to the sack. The Crusaders then elected a
new emperor, their leader Baldwin of Flanders. Thus ended the Crusade.

Venetians were dismayed by the fall of the Byzantine Empire, for the
Crusaders were never able to create a stable government there. Instead, the
empire broke apart into competing states and general anarchy—all of which
was bad for business. To protect its shipping, Venice was forced to extend its
power for the first time outside of the Adriatic. Dandolo had purchased Crete
while on Crusade and the Genoese quickly moved against it. Venice could not
allow its enemy to hold this important island. After a short war, in which
Enrico Dandolo’s son Ranier was killed, Crete became a Venetian possession.
There would be others as Venice extended its reach into Greece and the
Aegean Sea. Although they had not wanted it, the Venetians found themselves
with a true maritime empire.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1.What problem arose for Venice while organizing the Fourth Crusade?
2. How did Venice attain a maritime empire?

Suggested Reading

Madden, Thomas F. Enrico Dandolo and the Rise of Venice. Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2006.

Queller, Donald E., and Thomas F. Madden. The Fourth Crusade: The Conquest of
Constantinople. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997.

Other Books of Interest

McNeill,William. Venice: The Hinge of Europe: 1081–1797. Reprint. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Websites of Interest

The online history community All Empires provides a biographical sketch of
Enrico Dandolo and discusses the Fourth Crusade. —
http://www.allempires.com

Recorded Books

Madden, Thomas F. “God Wills It!”: Understanding the Crusades. The Modern
Scholar series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2005.
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Lecture 7

Birth of Modern Finance in Venice

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Jean Favier’s Gold and
Spices: The Rise of Commerce in the Middle Ages and Reinhold C.
Mueller’s The Venetian Money Market: Banks, Panics, and the Public
Debt, 1200–1500.

In the Middle Ages, money was worth its metal content.
That meant that it was not necessary for every state to
mint money, and few did. Venice, which relied on a money
economy, did not mint coins until the twelfth century.
However, a devaluation in the coinage of the Byzantine
Empire threatened the Venetian economy, leading to several
coin innovations. These include the minting of the grosso
around the year1200—the first silver coin to be produced
in Europe since the fall of the Roman Empire. It also included the gold ducat in 1284, which would become an international standard
across the West.

Money lenders from the late
fourteenth-century Italian manuscript Treatise on Seven Vices.

© The Art Archive/British Library

Historians still debate just where modern deposit banking originated. It was
certainly in Italy, and a fair amount of evidence suggests that it began in Venice.
It grew organically out of the need to deal with many currencies in a large
marketplace. One of the largest marketplaces in Europe was the Rialto at
Venice. Businessmen there bought and sold using many different coins. That
meant there was a large market for moneychangers. In time, the moneychangers in Venice began taking deposits, keeping the money on their ledgers. This
allowed funds to be transferred between two people who both deposited with
the moneychanger without the need to deal with the coins themselves. From
this practice it was only a small step to have people regularly deposit their
money with moneychangers,
simply writing short notes to
pay people (or checks) when
they needed to purchase
something. The moneychangers
in Venice sat on benches, or
bancherii, from which we get
our word “bank.”
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As deposit banking grew in Venice it found new ways to provide financial services. These included safe deposits, in which the depositor would receive the
exact coins deposited, as well as interest bearing timed deposits. Bankers,
whose stalls can still be seen in the Rialto market area today, did business with
a table, a ledger, a bag of coins, pen and ink, an assay scale, and an abacus. By
the fourteenth century banks also went into the business of providing loans
by allowing depositors to overdraw or with outright payments. Deposit banking was not just a convenience, it dramatically expanded the supply of working
capital. Money that would otherwise be inactive was loaned out to create
more economic activity.
In order to keep track of the increasingly complex financial transactions in
Venice, the Venetians also invented double entry bookkeeping. It was first
described in the fifteenth century by Fra Luca Pacioli, a mathematician. By
recording the dual nature of all transactions, double-entry bookkeeping allows
businesses of all sorts to calculate profit and loss as well as to more easily
detect fraud and error. This new bookkeeping necessitated the move to
Arabic numerals, thus relegating Roman numerals to the Church or other traditional uses.Without these innovations in Venice, the complex corporations
that created the Industrial Revolution would not have been possible.

Although these innovations
were important, Venice continued to be a place where
older forms of business continued to take place as well.
Small scale money lending was
still necessary, and usually
practiced under the form of
pawn brokering. Venice’s Jews,
who lived on the island of
Giudecca during much of the
Middle Ages, were active in
this money lending, thus giving
rise to the caricature of
Shylock in Shakespeare’s
Merchant of Venice.
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Portrait of Fra Luca Pacioli and an Unknown Young Man
by Jacopo de’ Barbari, ca. 1510

© Clipart.com/Museo Nazionale di Capodimonte, Naples

The Venetians were also on the ground-floor of numerous other financial
innovations during the Middle Ages. These included the creation of investment
markets with the colleganza. This contract allowed the risks of sea travel in
overseas trade to be spread out through diversification. A ship’s captain could
sell shares of a voyage in which all profits would be split so that he would
receive one-quarter and the investors three-quarters. Investors, therefore,
would purchase shares in many voyages. By the fourteenth century insurance
was also being offered in Venice.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. What prompted the need for modern deposit banking?
2.What did double-entry bookkeeping enable?

Suggested Reading

Favier, Jean. Gold and Spices: The Rise of Commerce in the Middle Ages. Teaneck, NJ:
Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1998.
Mueller, Reinhold C. The Venetian Money Market: Banks, Panics, and the Public
Debt, 1200–1500. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997.

Other Books of Interest

Lane, Frederic C., and Reinhold C. Mueller. Money and Banking in Medieval and
Renaissance Venice. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985.
———. Venice: A Maritime Republic. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press,1973.

Websites of Interest

A biography of Fra Luca Pacioli is provided by J.J. O’Connor and E.F.
Robertson of the School of Mathematical and Computational Sciences at the
University of St. Andrews (UK). — http://www-groups.dcs.st-andrews.ac.uk

Recorded Books

Hosking, Geoffrey. Epochs of European Civilization: Antiquity to Renaissance. The
Modern Scholar series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2005.
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Lecture 8

The Rise of Venice: Prosperity and Power in the
West and East

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are Laurence Bergreen’s
Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu and Donald M. Nicol’s Byzantium
and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural Relations.

The blessings of empire brought new levels of wealth and
power to Venice, yet also new problems as well. The Fourth
Crusade had brought back rich items to adorn San Marco—
including the famous bronze horses—but it had also forced
Venetians to take a more active role in Byzantine East, now
ruled by Westerners. In Constantinople, Venice controlled
three-eighths of the city. Although the capital had declined in
population and wealth, it still remained a very lucrative marketplace. As long as the new Latin Empire of Constantinople survived, Venice could exclude its enemies from that marketplace.
Venetians also found themselves increasingly pulled into problems in the
West. During the thirteenth century, a new German emperor, Frederick II,
threatened the independence of northern Italy. As with Frederick I, Venice
assisted the Lombard League and the popes who opposed the emperor. The
Italian towns were themselves growing in wealth and power, and with that
growth came intense factionalism, division, and bloodshed. Because Venice
lacked these problems and gained a reputation for fair-minded statesmen,
Venetians were often hired by Italian cities to take over their governments.
These podestas became a common feature of the period.

The thirteenth century was also the period in Europe of the mendicant
orders. A new piety swept through the increasingly large and affluent cities,
leading to the creation of groups who sought holiness in poverty. The two
most important groups were the Franciscans and Dominicans. Doge Giacomo
Tiepolo welcomed both orders to Venice in 1230. To the Dominicans he gave
a vacant, marshy area just north of S. Maria Formosa. They founded a church
there called SS. Giovanni e Paolo. The Franciscans received an abandoned
abbey, which they later rebuilt as a new church, S. Maria Gloriosa. Both
churches would grow to become massive structures by the fifteenth century,
impelled by generous contributions to the friars and not a little competition
between themselves. SS. Giovanni e Paolo quickly became a favorite location
for the doge’s tombs. Indeed, Giacomo Tiepolo himself was placed in a tomb
just outside the façade of the church. It remains there still, although it is frequently used as a soccer goal by young Venetian boys.

Venice’s expansion occurred at the same time that Genoa was experiencing a
similar expansion. The two competitors naturally became sworn enemies.War
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broke out in the Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1255. The War of St. Sabas would
end with Venice victorious and Genoa ejected from Acre, an important point
for eastern goods coming from the Silk Road. However, Genoa turned the
tables in 1261 when they assisted Michael Palaeologus recapture
Constantinople, thus ejecting the Venetians. In time, though, the Byzantines
realized that they needed Venice and allowed them back into Constantinople
as well as the increasingly important Black Sea.

As the city of Venice then held more than one hundred thousand souls, its
geography began to change. More land was needed, so islands were expanded and rivers were filled in. The city as it is known today was taking shape.
In addition, the modest dwellings that faced the family campo were giving
way to palazzi, which faced the watery avenue of the Grand Canal. The first
of these was the Ca’ Farsetti (today part of the city hall), which was built by
Ranier Dandolo.

Departure of the explorer Marco Polo (1254–1324), from Venice, from the manuscript Li Livres
du Graunt Caam, Travels of Marco Polo, ca. 1400 (Bodley 264 folio 218r).

© The Art Archive/ Bodleian Library Oxford

It was also in this century of growth that the most famous Venetian of all,
Marco Polo, made his voyage. Marco’s father and uncle had traveled to Beijing
to meet Kublai Khan in 1260. They returned in 1270 as messengers to the
pope, who sent them back to the Khan. On their return journey they brought
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young Marco, who was quickly made an official in the Khan’s court. In that
capacity he had the opportunity to travel across China, India, and even Japan—
the first European ever to do so. Marco remained in China for more than
twenty years.When he returned in 1292 with his father and uncle, no one in
Venice recognized them, thinking they were long dead. They then revealed that
the linings of their shabby clothes were filled with rubies, emeralds, pearls, and
other precious stones. Marco so often spoke of the vast quantities of riches,
of people, of everything in China that the Venetians referred to him as “Il
Milione,” or The Million. The area of his home near S. Giovanni Crisostomo is
still called that today. In 1298, Marco Polo dictated his memoirs while in a
Genoese prison. The book, which became a sensation, was the first to
describe the Far East for many centuries.
New governmental changes were implemented in Venice during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. The Great Council was greatly enlarged
and became the bases of all power. The Serrata expanded the council further,
while simultaneously closing it to all but those hundreds of families that had
previously served in it. These families, now referred to as patricians, were
inscribed in the Book of Gold. However, much of the power also lay with
other magistrates and committees open to the cittadini, who were inscribed
in the Book of Silver. The arengo became further weakened, but power was so
diffused among so many that the Republic remained stable and free of problematic factionalism. In short, it worked.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. How did Venice change in the thirteenth century?

2. Why was Marco Polo referred to as “The Million”?

Suggested Reading

Bergreen, Laurence. Marco Polo: From Venice to Xanadu. Reprint. New York:
Vintage, 2008.
Nicol, Donald M. Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural
Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Other Books of Interest

Hodgson, Francis Cotterell. Venice in the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries.
London: George Allen & Sons, 1910.

Lane, Frederic C. Venice: A Maritime Republic. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press,1973.
McNeill,William. Venice: The Hinge of Europe: 1081–1797. Reprint. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Websites of Interest

1. National Geographic magazine website provides a video and further
resources on Marco Polo from their series entitled The Marco Polo Odyssey.
— http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com

2. The Island of Korĉula, Croatia, website provides numerous articles by Dr.
Zivan Filippi, who wrote extensively about the role played along the
Dalmation Coast of the Adriatic Sea when it was part of the Republic of
Venice. This portion is entitled “The Battle Before Korĉula” and describes
part of the Venetian-Genoese War in which Marco Polo was captured. —
http://www.korcula.net/mpolo/mpolo7.htm
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Lecture 9

A Time of Wars: The Thirteenth and
Fourteenth Centuries

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is John Julius Norwich’s
A History of Venice.

Venice had been at war with Genoa off and on until 1270,
when a truce was signed and then later renewed. It expired in
1291. That was an important year for all of Europe. It was then
that the Muslims conquered Acre, thus ejecting the last remnant of the Crusader states from the Middle East. Because of
its powerful position in Acre, Venice used it as a means to
bring eastern goods to market in the West. Now that it was
gone, all that was left was the Black Sea, in which Genoa dominated. In an attempt to strangle Venice’s luxury trade, the
Genoese closed off the Bosporus, thus denying the Black Sea to Venetian merchants. They followed up by attacking Crete as well as the Venetian Quarter in
Constantinople. The result was a war in which Venetian forces were led by
Rogerio Morosini Malabranca (the evil claw). He broke the Bosporus blockade,
entered the Black Sea, and seized Caffa. The war continued for three years
with victories on both sides. At last, in 1299, an uneasy peace was concluded.
As eastern trade became more difficult, some in Venice began considering
expanding Venetian holdings onto the terra firma in the West. Doge Pietro
Gradenigo made an attempt to claim Ferrara, which was a papal holding. The
pope declared a Crusade against Venice, excommunicated the doge, and placed
Venice under interdict. As a result, Venetian goods everywhere were no longer
protected by law. The loss of the war and the costly peace with the pope led to
a coup against the doge. It failed, but only because of bad weather on the night
of the overthrow. Gradenigo responded by arming Venice, making each of the
sestieri (neighborhoods) responsible for providing guards who would come to
San Marco at a moment’s notice. The Great Council was surrounded by guards
and the members were allowed to be armed. This also led to the creation of
the Council of Ten. Its initial purpose was to gather intelligence and deal with
emergencies. However, it soon gained the power to act in place of the Great
Council during emergencies, thereby with the doge and the Six. Members of the
Ten were elected from the Great Council and could serve only one year.
Doge Giovanni Soranzo (1312–1328) brought peace and prosperity back to
Venice.Yet the dynamics pulling Venice onto the mainland had not disappeared.
In Italy, this was the time in which powerful men or families were taking over
the cities, toppling the old communal governments. This did not happen in
Venice, of course, but it was nonetheless troubling. The Della Scala family took
control of Verona and began rapidly conquering other nearby cities, such as
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Vicenza, Feltre, Parma, and Lucca. In September 1328, they captured Padua and
in July 1329, Treviso. Thus the Della Scala controlled the mainland near Venice,
which meant the city’s vital food supplies. The threat was clear. Since the
Venetians were sailors, not soldiers, they hired mercenaries to attack the Della
Scala in October 1336. The war ended the following year with secession of
Padua, Treviso, and the surrounding territories to Venice.

This was the first time that Venice had ever owned territories on the terra
firma. Its maritime empire was becoming a landed empire. The Venetians governed the new territories by producing smaller versions of the Venetian
Republic. A large council and a podesta (high officials) were chosen from among
the citizens, allowing local rule to continue. Venice, however, placed a Rector
there who was answerable directly to the Ten and who could, if need be, overrule local decisions and laws.

In 1341, a new palace of the doges—the current one—was begun after the
old one was destroyed. It took more than eighty years to build. The ground
floor, which housed the Great Council, was completed first. It was built to be
beautiful, traditional, and stately. Unlike every other government palace in Italy,
it was not a fortress. Because of its republican nature, the Venetian government
had no need to defend itself against its own citizens.
In 1349, the Black Death, which would dramatically alter the history of western Europe, descended on Venice. More than half of the population of the city
was lost. Outlying islands were filled with mass burials. The plague, which traveled with ship rats, would be a constant problem for Venice, returning at intervals for centuries.

Doge Marino Falier’s “portrait” in the Great Council
Hall in Venice is a black shroud painted in place of an
image and bears the Latin phrase, “Here is the place
of Marino Faliero, beheaded for his crimes.”

© Michael Wood

The world was pressing in on Venice in the fourteenth century. Venetian fleets
were constantly kept busy defending against Genoese or Turkish attacks in the
east. Some in Venice appear to have believed that the future was in emulating
the other Italians, adopting a system in which one man ruled. The aged Doge
Marino Falier allowed himself to become the center of a plot to overthrow the
Great Council. The plan was discovered and the conspirators, including the
doge, arrested.While elsewhere summary executions would have been
ordered, in Venice the entire problem was dealt with in the regular courts.
Doge Falier confessed and was beheaded. In the chamber of the Great Council,
where the portraits of all of the doges can still be seen, the portrait of Falier is
replaced with that of a black drape bearing the words,“Hic est locus Marini
Faletro decapitati pro criminibus.”
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A map showing the major Venetian and Genoese trade routes by the fourteenth century. Common trade routes were shared
between the two republics and were the cause of continued conflict generally known as the Venetian-Genoese Wars. The inset shows
the location of Chioggia and Venice in the lagoon.

The fourth and last war with Genoa would be the largest and most dangerous. The so-called War of Chioggia stretched on between 1379 and 1381.
Genoa allied itself with Hungary, the Visconti rulers of Milan, and the Carraras
of Padua. The Genoese and allies were thus able to completely close off the
Venetian lagoon. Venice was, for the first time in many centuries, perilously
close to conquest. But the Venetians were once again able to turn the tide,
defeat their enemies, and eject them from the lagoon.
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. Who was “the evil claw”?

2. What did Doge Falier attempt?

Suggested Reading

Norwich, John Julius. A History of Venice. New York: Vintage, 1989.

Other Books of Interest

Kirk, Thomas Allison. Genoa and the Sea: Policy and Power in an Early Modern
Maritime Republic, 1559–1684. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2005.
Lane, Frederic C. Venice: A Maritime Republic. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press,1973.
McNeill,William. Venice: The Hinge of Europe: 1081–1797. Reprint. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2009.

Websites of Interest

1. The American University in Washington, DC, provides a detailed description
of the Black Death in Venice in an article by Cara Murphy entitled “The
Bubonic Plague and the Impact on Venice.” —
http://www1.american.edu/ted/ice/plague.htm
2. The National Geographic news website provides an article entitled “Mass
Plague Graves Found on Venice ‘Quarantine’ Island” by Maria Cristina
Valsecchi from August 2007. — http://news.nationalgeographic.com
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Lecture 10

A New World: The Fall of Byzantium and the
Rise of the Renaissance

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Iain Alexander Fenlon’s
The Ceremonial City: History, Memory and Myth in Renaissance Venice.
Venice emerged from the War of Chioggia as a major power
on the Italian mainland. In 1420, those holdings more than
doubled with the defeat of the Patriarch of Aquileia, who
ceded Friuli to Venice. By this time Venice was firmly in the
business of hiring condotierri (hired mercenary leaders) who
criss-crossed Italy waging wars. In 1426, Venice allied with
Florence in a war against Milan. Venice received Brescia in
1426, and Bergamo in 1428 as a result.War with Milan continued until the Treaty of Lodi in 1454, which confirmed Venice’s
now-substantial Italian holdings.

As Venice grew in the West, its position in the East was increasingly precarious. The Byzantine Empire, which had given birth to Venice, was on its
deathbed. The Ottoman Turks had long ago conquered Asia Minor and most
of Greece, leaving little more than dilapidated Constantinople to the impoverished emperors. In 1438, Emperor John VIII Palaeologus made a journey across
Europe seeking aid against the Turks. For Venice, this was a powerful moment.
The people who had fled to the lagoons to keep the Roman empire alive
were at last welcoming the emperor himself to their island home.While the
courts of Europe treated John as a sensation, the Venetians treated him as an
emperor. Like the rest of the Europeans, the Venetians promised much to
John. Unlike them, the Venetians delivered. They always did.
John VIII died in 1448 and was succeeded by his brother, Constantine XI. The
new Ottoman sultan, Mehmet II, began final plans to conquer Constantinople.
Venetians assisted with the defense of the city and wrote to courts throughout Europe urging assistance. None came. The Venetians sent a relief fleet in
early May 1453, but it arrived too late. The city was lost. It would become the
new capital of the powerful Ottoman Empire.

Europe mourned the loss of Constantinople. In 1459, Pope Pius II brought
representatives from most of the European kingdoms together at the
Congress of Mantua, where they committed themselves to a major crusade to
reconquer Constantinople. The aged pope announced that he would personally take the cross and lead the papal forces on Crusade. The Venetians enthusiastically joined the effort, providing a large fleet under the command of Doge
Cristoforo Moro. Venice made an alliance with Hungary against the Turks. But
when the Crusade was to depart from Ancona in 1464, only the Venetians
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showed up. Pius II was there, but died, and his forces returned home. Alone,
Venice faced the might of the Turks. Sultan Mehmed II decided to end the
Venetian problem. He captured Negroponte and other Aegean islands. It was
not until 1479 that Venice was finally able to buy peace from the sultan. By
marriage, though, Venice did acquire the island of Cyprus.

The sack of Rome in
1527 brought a flood of
new talent to Venice,
making it a center for
Renaissance style.
Sansovino brought a
new architectural style
to Venice, including the
imposing Scala dei
Giganti in the courtyard
of the ducal palace.
Andrea Palladio was
known for his distinctive
architectural style used

Mehmed II
by Gentile Bellini

© The Art Archive/Bodleian Library Oxford

Throughout this turmoil in Italy the artistic and literary movement known as
the Renaissance was bubbling up. The Venetians’ style had always been
Byzantine and eastern. That influence can still be seen in the ducal palace, San
Marco, the island of Torcello, and in some of the oldest palazzo, such as the Ca
Farsetti or Bernardo. The Renaissance was born in Florence and came to
Venice through Padua. Donatello came there in the 1440s and stayed for ten
years, creating the equestrian statue of Gattamelata that is now outside the
church of St. Anthony. Influenced by him, Jacopo Bellini and his sons, Gentile
and Giovanni, set up a workshop in Padua and then Venice. As it turned out,
Venice was fertile soil for the new artistic movement. Because of its humidity
and moisture, frescoes did not last long in Venice. The solution was to paint
wall-sized canvases to be hung in the chambers, homes, and churches. The
Bellini brothers painted
massive canvases to
cover the faded frescoes
in the Great Council
chamber. (They were
later destroyed by fire.)
Gentile Bellini became
an international sensation. In 1479, he painted
a portrait of Sultan
Mehmed II and went on
to do many other heads
of state.
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Above: The Scala dei Giganti in the courtyard of the
ducal palace, Venice, designed by Jacopo Sansovino.

In 1529, Sansovino became chief architect and superintendent of properties (protomaestro or proto) to the
Procurators of San Marco, making him one of the most
influential artists in Venice.
Right: Portrait of Jacopo Sansovino
by Jacopo Tintoretto, 1571
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in Venetian patricians’ lavish villas on the mainland. His published works
became the blueprint for classical architecture for his age and beyond. They
were the inspiration behind Monticello and the buildings of Washington, DC.
The sixteenth century also saw the rise of Venetian painters such as Titian
and Tintoretto. By the eighteenth century, Venice was so well known for its
art treasures that the Ten had them inventoried so as to keep wealthy foreigners from purchasing them all. This created a new market for paintings of
Venice itself. Canaletto made a career of selling these Venice-scapes to English
nobles on the Grand Tour.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. What major work did Donatello leave in Venice during his ten-year
stay there?
2. What effect did the sack of Rome in 1527 have on Venice?

Suggested Reading

Fenlon, Iain Alexander. The Ceremonial City: History, Memory and Myth in
Renaissance Venice. New Haven:Yale University Press, 2008.

Other Books of Interest

Chambers, David S. The Imperial Age of Venice: 1380–1580. New York: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1971.
Nicol, Donald M. Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural
Relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Websites of Interest

1. The Hellenica website provides a brief biography of Sultan Mehmed II. —
http://www.mlahanas.de/Ottoman/MehmedII.html

2. The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, provides the Rivals in Renaissance Venice
website devoted to the Renaissance artists Titian, Tintoretto, and Veronese.
— http://www.mfa.org/venice
3. Images of many of the works of Jacopo Sansovino are provided by the Web
Gallery of Art. —
http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/s/sansovin/jacopo/index.html
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Lecture 11

A Medieval Republic in a Modern World:
The Decline and Fall of Venice

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Felix Gilbert’s The Pope,
His Banker, and Venice.
Although Venice remained opulently wealthy, by the sixteenth
century one could see the seeds of its decline. The simple fact
is that a new world was dawning, one that would leave most
of the medieval powers behind. In 1492, a Genoese captain
under Spanish patronage, Christopher Columbus, discovered
the New World. Seven years later, in 1499, Vasco da Gama
returned to Lisbon from a round-trip naval voyage to India.
These expeditions ushered in a new Age of Exploration in
which Europeans reached out on a global level. Behind it all
was trade. The rich luxury goods of the Far East could be purchased in India
for a tiny fraction of their costs in Ottoman markets of the eastern
Mediterranean. By finding a direct (if long) route to India, the Portuguese had
the opportunity to make obsolete the trade routes on which Venice had
relied for many centuries.
This was not lost on the shrewd businessmen of Venice. Although some
insisted that the new route around Africa would not catch on, most knew
better. The Venetians created a special committee in 1502 to deal with the
emergency. But there was little that they could do. Beyond the loss of profit
from the spice trade, the Venetians also had to accept the unprecedented levels of wealth that were now flowing into Atlantic countries like Spain, France,
and England. The Mediterranean was no longer the center of the world.
In 1508, Venice found itself at war with Pope Julius II. The League of Cambrai
that the pope formed consisted of all of Venice’s neighbors: France, Spain,
Germany, the Papal States, Hungary, Savoy, Mantua, and Ferrara. Venetian
ambassadors and spies worked overtime to break the dangerous alliance, but
with little success. Sensing weakness, the League wished to dismember
Venice’s Italian empire. The history of the War of the League of Cambrai is a
maze of shifting alliances and outright treachery. When it was finally over in
1516, though, nothing had changed. Venice retained all of its former properties. But it made clear to Venetians that they were no longer a match for
other major European powers. Only diplomacy and intrigue had saved them.
They were determined to use those tools to maintain peace in the West.
The eastern Mediterranean was a different story. There the Turks continued
to grow in strength—although they, like Venice, remained aloof from the new
age that was dawning. Venice fought a war with the Turks from 1537 to 1540,
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losing more Aegean islands and the coast of the Morea in Greece. In 1571, the
Turks conquered Cyprus after a long siege. The Venetian commander,
Marcantonio Bragadin, was brutally tortured and killed. He was remembered as
a martyr in Venice. A shrine to his memory can still be seen in the church of
SS. Giovanni e Paolo. Later that year the Venetian fleet joined with Genoese,
papal, and Spanish fleets under the command of Don Juan of Austria. In one of
the largest naval engagements since the ancient
world, the combined
fleets met the Ottoman
navy at Lepanto in
October 1571. The
Christian victory was
total. The bells across
Europe rang with joy at
the news. This was the
first major defeat of
The Battle of Lepanto
Ottoman forces, bringing
artist unknown, ca. 1600
great relief to Europeans
who had come to accept
the idea that one day the Muslims would conquer all.

Public Domain

The seventeenth century saw the dramatic increase of wealth and power in
the European states—particularly England and France. Venice and the Turks
were left behind, yet they still fought in the Mediterranean. In 1645, the Turks
attacked Crete. After a siege of twenty-three years the island finally fell in
1669. The land that had ushered in Venice’s maritime empire was lost. It
would return to the Adriatic, although even there it could not stop European
ships from entering at will.
What Venice lacked in military power it made up in culture during the eighteenth century. Indeed, the decline of Venetian trade meant that homegrown
culture was one of its
most important commodities. Venice had a
population of 160,000
and seven full-time
opera houses. Elites
from across Europe
flocked to Venice to
hear the operas and
soak up the culture.
These were the days
of masters such as
Antonio Vivaldi.
Illustration of the interior of La Fenice (The Phoenix) Opera

House in Venice upon its reopening in 1837.
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In a world of great powers, Venice had no hope for survival but remaining
strictly neutral. It had even failed to keep up in new naval technologies. The
Battle of Lepanto was fought with oared galleys—a medieval technology. In
England and France, massive galleons were outfitted with heavy cannons
below deck. It was not until 1700 that the Venetian Arsenal was able to produce the first of these ships-of-the-line, but they were never fully embraced
by the Venetians.

Neptune Offers the Wealth of the Sea to Venice
by Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, 1748–1750

This painting is an allegory of the power of the Republic of Venice, as the wealth and power of
La Serenissima (a name for the Republic of Venice, from the title Serenissimo, literally meaning “the
most/very serene”) was based on the control of the sea.
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The end for Venice came, ironically, from a new Republic—France. In 1796,
Napoleon invaded Lombardy in a war with the Austrians. Since Venice did not
stop the Austrians from retreating across their lands, Napoleon accused them
of breaking their neutrality. Subsequent attempts to cool his temper failed. On
May 12, 1797, the French army prepared its cannons on the shore to bombard
Venice. The lagoon could no longer protect its people. The Great Council met
and voted to dissolve the Republic of Venice. The last doge, Lodovico Manin,
took off his corno, handed it to his valet, and said “Take it. I will need this no
longer.” The oldest state in Europe was thus snuffed out. A republic of more
than one thousand years was destroyed in the name of republicanism.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. How did the new Age of Exploration affect Venice?
2. What happened at Lepanto in 1571?

Suggested Reading

Gilbert, Felix. The Pope, His Banker, and Venice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1991.

Other Books of Interest

Chambers, David S. The Imperial Age of Venice: 1380–1580. New York: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1971.
Rapp, Richard T. Industry and Economic Decline in Seventeenth-Century Venice.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976.

Websites of Interest

The Museum Planet website’s extensive slide show of the interior of the
Doge’s Palace in Venice includes notable events from the history of Venice. —
http://www.museumplanet.com
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Lecture 12

The Grand Tour and Carnevale

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Robert C. Davis and Garry
R. Martin’s Venice, the Tourist Maze: A Cultural Critique of the World's
Most Touristed City.

Carnevale is, or was, a religious
festival. It is the “good-bye” to
meat, the opportunity to spend
some time in revelry before the
disciplines of Lent. It is perhaps
not surprising, then, that the earliest form of the Venetian
Carnevale came directly out of a
religious dispute. Today, the
Catholic Church in the Veneto is
governed by the Patriarchate of
Venice. However, before the fifteenth century, the area was split
into two rival patriarchs—the
ancient Patriarchate of Aquileia,
on the mainland, and the later
Patriarchate of Grado, on a small
island in the lagoon. Both claimed
to be the true patriarchate founded by St. Mark himself, and
throughout the Middle Ages both
vied against the other in the papal
curia and Church Councils.
However, in 1162, Patriarch Ulrich
of Aquileia decided to take a
more forceful approach. He led a
44

Robert Spencer (1640–1702), 2nd Earl of Sunderland, painted in classical dress in Rome by Carlo
Maratta, in1661.
The Grand Tour

Young upper-class English gentlemen who intended to pursue careers in government or succeed in
business often spent months or even years on the
Grand Tour. They generally visited cities through
Belgium, France, and Switzerland, then crossed the
Alps into Italy to stay at Turin, Milan, Bologna,
Venice, Florence, and Pisa. The usual destination
was Rome. Many side trips and adventures were
often taken to climb mountains, visit natural or
man-made wonders, and study at different institutions of higher learning.

Public Domain

In the century or so before Napoleon extinguished the
Republic of Venice, it acquired a place of extraordinary importance in the culture of Europe through the Grand Tour and,
especially, Carnevale. The Grand Tour was an itinerary that
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries it was
assumed that any cultured English gentleman would have
taken. Rome was the highlight of the Tour, but Venice was not
far behind. Like Rome, it was a place out of time. But unlike
Rome, Venice had the Carnevale.

contingent of German soldiers across the water and captured the island by
force. The cathedral of Grado was ransacked and Ulrich announced the end of
its patriarchate. But the Venetians were not willing to lose their patriarchate so
easily. Doge Vitale II Michiel led a counterattack that not only repulsed the
invaders but captured Ulrich and his twelve canons. As a condition of their
release, Ulrich promised that he and his successors would henceforth send to
the people of Venice on every Fat Tuesday a bull and twelve pigs, meant to represent the patriarch of Aquileia and his canons. Thus began one of the most
enduring civic ceremonies in Venetian history. Each year for centuries the animals were solemnly brought to the Piazza San Marco, where, under the watchful eye of the doge and his council, they were tried and condemned to death.
The revelers would then chase them around the piazza, then capture, decapitate, roast, and eat them. The event was so popular that in the fifteenth century, when the patriarchate of Aquileia was merged with that of Grado, the
Venetian government agreed to continue to provide the annual bull and pigs
at public expense.

Shrove Tuesday Festival in Saint Mark’s Square
by Gabriele Bella, ca. 1760

The scene depicts Il volo del turco (flight of the Turk) or, later, Il volo del l’angelo (flight of the
angel)— a man sliding down rope from the tip of the campanile to the pope’s balcony in the
Doge’s Palace.

© The Art Archive/Querini Stampalia Foundation Venice/Gianni Dagli Orti

The history of Venice’s Carnevale celebration after 1162 is not as well documented. It was probably very like the similar celebrations in Rome, Florence,
and Milan. In these, revelers wore masks and costumes, taking different parts
and thereby upending the normally rigid social structure. However, by the midsixteenth century Venice’s Carnevale was gaining a reputation across Europe
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as one in a league of its own. This was in large part because of Venice’s extraordinary wealth coupled with an increasingly decadent patrician class. As
Venice’s empire collapsed the Carnevale grew. One thing that made the
Venetian Carnevale especially attractive was its length, unusual by the standards of carnivals elsewhere in Italy or in Europe. By the mid-1600s it usually
kicked off the day after Christmas or, at the latest, on Epiphany, and would
therefore have a run of anywhere from six weeks to a good two months
before Ash Wednesday. Later, in the spring, Lent had barely run its course
when the Venetians were gearing up with their mid-May Ascension Fair, the
Festa della Sensa. And there were many other smaller festivals throughout the
year, which meant that by the mid-seventeenth century nearly six months of
the year was festival. And the peculiarly Venetian way of reveling was in masks.
Visitors to Venice came for Carnevale for several reasons. First, there was
the opera, which was invented in Venice for the Carnevale. The first opera
was staged in 1637 and the opera houses were always full during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Second, there were the ridotti, or gaming
establishments, which were open only during Carnevale. The largest of them
was the Ridotto Grande on Calle Vallaresso, near Piazza San Marco. There the
game was bassetta, a simple form of blackjack. All of the ridotti were run by
patricians, who would frequently dismiss foreigners who were too lucky.

When Napoleon conquered
Venice in 1797 the Carnevale
was ended and the prostitutes
were ejected. The ridotti were
closed and opera houses largely closed. The party, along with
the Republic, was over.

Brilliantly hand-painted traditional Carnevale masks
are displayed outside a street shop in Venice, 2008.
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The third and by far the greatest attraction to Venetian Carnevale was the
sex. Venice was awash in various forms of prostitutes during the celebrations.
They were everywhere, including the Piazza San Marco. Visitors complained
that their clothes were constantly being tugged at or torn by the throngs of
prostitutes seeking their attention. Taking a gondola ride did not make things
better, since the gondoliers frequently had deals with brothels to deliver customers. Syphilis was rampant among the street prostitutes, although one
could also patronize the more exclusive cortezane, who charged much more,
but who were generally disease free. Although the Venetians did not set out
to make Carnevale a sex market, once it had taken root it was difficult to
remove.With the decline of
Venice’s trade, the income from
sex and gambling was crucial to
the Republic.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. What are the origins of Carnevale?

2. What was the greatest attraction of the Venetian Carnevale?

Suggested Reading

Davis, Robert C., and Garry R. Marvin. Venice, the Tourist Maze: A Cultural Critique
of the World’s Most Touristed City. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004.

Other Books of Interest

Redford, Bruce. Venice and the Grand Tour. New Haven:Yale University Press, 1996.

Websites of Interest

1. The Metropolitan Museum of Art website provides collections, essays, and
timelines about the Grand Tour on their “Heilbrunn Timeline of Art
History” page. — http://www.metmuseum.org
2. The Venetian Masks Shop website provides an article by Michel J. Tieuli
entitled “A Short History of Venetian Carnival Masks.” —
http://www.venetianmasksshop.com
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Lecture 13

The Empty House: Venice and the State of Italy

The Suggested Readings for this lecture are John Julian Norwich’s
Paradise of Cities: Venice in the Nineteenth Century and Margaret
Plant’s Venice, Fragile City: 1797–1997.
Napoleon believed that he was wiping away the barbarism of
the Middle Ages and replacing it with the enlightened reason
of republican government. He and the French prided themselves on crushing nobility and privilege and liberating the
common people. In Venice’s case, this rhetoric took on a
bizarre character. Venice had never been ruled by kings and
had been a Republic before France existed. Nonetheless, what
Napoleon wanted, he got. The Great Council was required to
dissolve the Republic and accept a new constitutional government on the model of France.

The symbol of Venice, the
winged lion of St. Mark, was
ordered to be defaced or
removed across Venice and its
former domain. (Fortunately, as
any visitor to Venice can attest,
this was poorly done.)
Although Napoleon himself did
not enter the city in 1797, he
did order plenty of Venice’s art
work to be crated up and sent
to Paris. Much of it still
The bronze horses removed from Venice by
remains in the Louvre. The
Napoleon were placed atop the Arc du Triomphe du
Carrousel near the Louvre in Paris to commemorate
famous bronze horses, brought
Napoleon’s conquests in 1805.
from Constantinople in 1205,
were sent to Paris and placed
above the Arc du Triomphe du Carrousel.

In 1798, Napoleon ceded Venice to Austria as part of a peace negotiation. He
took it back in 1805 and even visited it in 1807. He hoped to modernize the
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For the first time in its thousand years of history, Venice was garrisoned by
foreign troops. The French commander ordered a liberty tree erected in Piazza
San Marco. During a special ceremony the new French-controlled municipal
government publicly burned the doge’s corno, the robes of state, and the Libra
D’Oro (the “Golden Book” was the official list of the Venetian nobility, who
alone could vote or hold office in that remarkable republic of aristocrats).

In 1861, the Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed under the titular leadership of
Victor Emmanuel II. Most Venetians, now
affected by modern nationalism, wanted
to join Italy. In 1866, Austria, recently
defeated by Prussia, released Venice and
allowed it to join Italy. The following year,
in 1867, the American author Mark Twain
visited Venice. In his Innocents Abroad, he
depicts a city that is a pale shadow of its

Modelled by Luigi Borro, a monument
in honor of Daniele Manin was erected
in 1875 and stands in the middle of
Campo Manin, a few blocks from St.
Mark’s in Venice.

A photograph of Vittorio Emanuele II
di Savoia, King of Italy, ca. 1862.

© Clipart.com/Museo nazionale del Risorgimento, Torino

After Napoleon was defeated by England
and its allies, the Congress of Vienna
returned Venice, the Veneto, and
Lombardy to Austria, in 1815. During the
next decades Venice remained a poor,
dilapidated place. The Venetians were
split between a few modern-style liberals
who hoped for union with an Italian state
and others who longed for a return of
the Republic. There were a few uprisings
against Austria, but nothing substantive
until 1848—the year in which revolutions
spread across Europe. On March 17, a
popular uprising ejected the Austrians
and released two patriots, Daniele Manin
and Niccolo Tommaseo. Manin was
declared the president of a new Republic
of Venice. After putting down its other
revolutions, the Austrians returned to
Venice and bombarded the city. Manin
appealed for external support, but no
other state recognized Venice’s sovereignty. At last they surrendered.

© Sally Tangen/shutterstock.com

city sufficiently to use it as a center for
eastern trade for the French Empire.
During his stay in the city he ordered a
few rather large changes. The church of S.
Gemiano was demolished and replaced
with the Napoleonic wing between the
Procuratorie in the Piazza San Marco. A
public park and broad avenue—both considered essential features of enlightened
modern cities—were constructed in
Castello in what is now the Giardini.
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The Grand Canal and Santa Maria della Salute church at evening in Venice.
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former glory. Although he was impressed by the maritime skill of the gondoliers, he considered the city to be a worn-out and crumbling relic. And yet,
when he saw it at night, with the hundreds of gondolas lit by lanterns making
their way through the canals and across the city, even the hardened Twain was
entranced. “Every gondola that swam by us, with its crescents and pyramids
and circles of colored lamps hung aloft, and lighting up the faces of the young
and the sweet-scented and lovely below, was a picture; and the reflections of
those lights, so long, so slender, so numberless, so many-colored and so distorted and wrinkled by the waves, was a picture likewise, and one that was
enchantingly beautiful.”

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. What were Napoleon’s hopes for Venice?
2. What was Twain’s impression of Venice?

Suggested Reading

Norwich, John Julius. Paradise of Cities: Venice in the Nineteenth Century. New
York: Vintage, 2004.
Plant, Margaret. Venice, Fragile City: 1797–1997. New Haven:Yale University
Press, 2002.

Other Books of Interest

Trevelyan, George M. Manin and the Venetian Revolution of 1848. London:
Longmans, Green, 1923.

Websites of Interest

1. A brief biography on the life of Daniele Manin. —
http://www.ohio.edu/chastain/ip/MANIN.HTM

2. The Ohio University website provides an article by Frank J. Coppa about
the role played by Count Camillo Benso di Cavour (1810–1861) in the
founding of the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. —
http://www.ohio.edu/Chastain/ac/cavour.htm
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Lecture 14

Modern Venice

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Robert C. Davis and Garry
R. Martin’s Venice, the Tourist Maze: A Cultural Critique of the World’s
Most Touristed City.
Through the remainder of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Venice was simply one more city in Italy. It remained a
tourist destination, as it had been since the twelfth century,
but it was in poor repair. Like a fly frozen in amber, it was a
place from another world whose purpose was long since lost.
The trade fleets that had sustained and built the city had long
since left and a new age was well underway. Even World War
II passed Venice by with only a few, albeit profound, effects.
The Jewish community in Venice living in the famous Ghetto
were deported under Nazi orders. Today only a fragment of that community
still lives in the Ghetto.

During the postwar period Venice again relied on tourism for its survival.
Pleasure seekers came to the usual places—the Rialto Bridge, Piazza San
Marco, and the Bridge of Sighs—as well as new modern resorts on the Lido
and near the broad sandy beaches. By the 1950s and 1960s, though, the beaches (which were never very good) were increasingly avoided for visits to the
city itself. Most of the tourism occurred during the summer. Increasing world
affluence in the 1970s led to an increase in tourism and that trend only continued in the 1980s.
In 1979, the Venetians resurrected the Carnevale. At first it was a local celebration, since few tourists were in Venice during February. But it had struck a
chord. The Venetian Carnevale of masks and costumes was still known around
the world. The idea that one could now take part in that was too good to
pass up. Indeed, most visitors assumed that the Carnevale had always existed,
a continuing tradition from the medieval period. In 1982, the weekend before
Fat Tuesday, approximately 70,000 visitors arrived in Venice. In 1984 and 1985,
over 120,000 attended. Hotels and restaurants that used to close during the
winter prepared to remain open year long.Within a few years corporate
sponsors joined in, particularly Coca-Cola and Volkswagen.

Carnevale soon became so large that many Venetians began to resent it.
What had been a local festival was now completely owned by the hotels,
restaurants, and foreigners. In 1988, the City Council allocated no money for
the Carnevale at all. The crowds came anyway, dressed in their costumes and
engaging in their revelry. The local newspaper, Il Gazzetino, ran the headline
“Great Crowd Around Nothing.” But like the Carnevales of the eighteenth
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century, the Venetians found that it was just too profitable to turn down.
Greater world prosperity in the 1990s helped spur Carnevale to even greater
heights. In 1994, 450,000 revelers came to Venice. That number rose to
650,000 in 1996. By 2005 it was over one million. Indeed, the celebration,
which now stretches over many weeks, has become so popular that most
Venetians leave the city when it occurs.

Tourists throng the Piazza del Marco on a chilly fall day in Venice.

© Rostislav Glinsky/shutterstock.com

Although Carnevale is the time of the greatest tourist influx, there is no
longer any time in the year that Venice does not have a large influx of
tourists. At the same time, life in a tourist attraction has become so difficult
that each year more Venetians flee the city. Although the population of the
city in the Middle Ages was around 140,000, it is less than half that number
today. On November 15, 2009, various resident groups organized a mock
funeral for the city when its population dipped below 60,000. This is not to
say that Venice is empty. More than 13 million tourists visit the city each year.
This has led many Venetians and outside observers to conclude that Venice
has become a theme park. (And, indeed, Disney does now offer packaged
tours of the city.) All of this has led to a strange relationship between the
Venetians and the tourists. On the one hand, they recognize that Venice cannot survive, let alone thrive amid glorious beauty, without the money that the
tourists bring. On the other hand, they hate the fact that the foreigners jam
the streets, fill the vaporetti (the water buses), and find their way into every
nook and cranny of the maze-like city. Above all they hate the “day-trippers,”
who take the train into Venice, walk to San Marco, eat food that they have
brought with them, and then return to the mainland in the evening having
parted with none of their money but leaving behind their garbage.
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It is not only the floods of tourists that Venice must contend with, but also
the floods of water. During the twentieth century new wells were established
on the terra firma to support the growing industrialization of the region. The
large-scale pumping of ground water led to the slow sinking of the islands of
the lagoon, including Venice. The wells have been banned since the 1960s, but
the problem remains. During high winds and especially during the winter
Venice now experiences “acqua alta” (high water). These floods are usually
just a curiosity for tourists, who are tickled when it happens if they are there.
But it is a danger to the city itself. It may be that Venice has stopped sinking.
But dealing with the current situation has become mired in politics. The current solution, known as the Project MOSE (Modulo Sperimentale
Elettromeccanico), is to have underwater gates close off the lagoon before
acqua alta can strike. Environmentalists oppose this solution, however, because
it will stop the regular refreshment of the lagoon water by the daily tides.
Since much of the sewage in Venice goes untreated into the lagoon, this could
become a health concern.

Top: Despite an acqua alta event in
2007, tourists wearing waterproof
boots and using raised sidewalks
negotiate the flooded streets of
Venice and its surrounding islands,
while vendors hawk their goods.
Bottom: Project MOSE provides
for seventy-nine flood gates (as
shown in this illustration) to be
placed at the three inlets along
the entrance to the lagoon. These
gates would open when tides are
high and remain closed when tides
are low.
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Venice today remains prosperous, but it still faces many challenges.
Nonetheless, it remains a city that evokes wonder and awe as much today as
it did centuries ago.

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
Questions

1. Who are the “day-trippers”?

2. What are the possible solutions (and concerns with) Venice’s problem of
“high water”?

Suggested Reading

Davis, Robert C., and Garry R. Marvin. Venice, the Tourist Maze: A Cultural Critique
of the World’s Most Touristed City. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004.

Other Books of Interest

McGregor, James H.S. Venice from the Ground Up. Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2008.

Websites of Interest

1. Scientific American magazine article (August 2002) entitled “Saving Venice:
An Ambitious Plan Seeks to Prevent a Modern Atlantis.” —
http://www.scientificamerican.com

2. The Discovery Channel provides a video from its How Stuff Works television
series entitled “Extreme Engineering: Plan to Save Venice.” —
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3. London’s Telegraph newspaper online provides an article from November
14, 2009, by Roman correspondent Nick Squires entitled “Venice Stages Its
Own ‘Funeral’ to Mourn Its Population Decline—60,000 and Falling.” —
http://www.telegraph.co.uk
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