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 Ethno-symbolism is the study of nationalism through symbols and myths. Anthony D. 

Smith argued that nations are created from the shared memories of a core ethnie. This thesis 

applies Smith‘s framework to the Venetian population in Italy. Modern Venetians based their 

national identity on the Myth of Venice, positive memories about the independent Republic 

which existed from 697-1797. Venetian national identity developed in three waves. First, the 

Myth was molded from a cultural explosion in the face of political decadence during Il 

Settecento (Eighteenth Century). Then, Venetian intellectuals idealized their past in order to join 

the Kingdom of Italy during Il Risorgimento (Italian Reunification). Finally, a conservative 

philosophy against modernization arose during the twentieth century in response to globalization 

and mass tourism. Nationalist movements developed during contemporary times as modern 

Venetians established their national identity,  
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Introduction 

 ―The logical implications of an exemplary Venetian Republic, with blue-blood 

paternalism on the one hand and happily powerless masses on the other, are dubious 

lessons for our own day... It is a noble myth, and with its decline Venice loses some of its 

sparkle; but it is difficult to sustain as a model for future historical interpretation.” 
1
 

~James S. Grubb (1986) 

 This thesis was written because of anti-tourist sentiment I confronted in Venice during a 

study abroad from May to June 2018. Just like the foreigners before me, I went to Venice 

because of its legacy as the beautiful city in the water. While I was there, I realized that 

Venetians believed in a mythos that was different than the mere picturesque. They heavily 

promote and preserve the history and legacy of the Republic of Venice. I resided in a residence 

for six weeks in the southern part of the city, away from the tourist sections in the northern part. 

In other words, I lived liked a local. My apartment had light and modern plumbing, but the bricks 

which kept these buildings standing for centuries can be seen underneath the stucco. I felt the 

local anger towards tourists. I saw signs and spray-painting blaming foreigners for destroying the 

city. I was even directly impacted when a Venetian refused to let me in a club without my 

passport. She said it was the only way the club owners could ensure that Americans would not 

steal musical headphones. Instead of being offended, I was intrigued. So much so, that I was 

present at a No Grandi Navi protest on June 2018. ―What made the Venetians so proud and 

protective?‖ In this thesis, I researched how this strong local identity came into being. Using 

Anthony Smith‘s ethno-symbolist framework as a basis, this thesis has attempted to describe 

how the Venetians developed a national identity.  

                                                           
 

1
 James S. Grubb, ―When Myths Lose Power: Four Decades of Venetian Historiography,‖ The 

Journal of Modern History 58, no. 1 (1986):  60. 
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 Scholars who study the Venetian Republic, which lasted from 697 to 1797, found themes 

applicable to the modern world: growth, power, decline, and collapse. It is fascinating to study 

how a state based in a lagoon, a shallow body of water separated from a larger body of water by 

a barrier island, could become a European power and cultural icon. Venetians built a society on 

the islands of the Venetian Lagoon, nestled behind the Lido and Pellestrina barrier islands in the 

Adriatic Sea (see Figures 1 and 2). James S. Grubb described how Venetian historiography 

began by affirming myths of grandeur and decadence. As Venetian studies flourished into a 

multidisciplinary field by the 1960s, scholars could never really avoid discussing the myths 

surrounding the Venetian past. The first generation of scholars after the collapse of the Republic 

either discussed a positive myth which portrayed the Venetian past as a golden age of human 

history or a negative myth which portrayed the final decades of the Republic as a morally and 

spiritually corrupted society. Myths play a crucial role in framing the memory of a population. 

Conrad Hyers characterized myths as ―storied vehicles of supreme truth, the most basic and 

important truths of all…people regulate and interpret their lives and find worth and purpose in 

their existence.‖
2
  

 Part of a historian‘s job is to dispel the strong influence of myths and see what truly 

happened. For this reason it is reasonable to expand Venetian studies to neglected areas of 

research, such as populations in the Republic who did not live in the city. Yet, when it comes to 

Venice, we can never push the myth to the sideline. The myths of Venice had been invoked for 

centuries after the collapse of the Republic by the local inhabitants who missed being sovereign 

and the foreign observers who saw in Venice uniqueness unlike anywhere else in the world. This 

thesis is a history of how the mythology of Venice influenced the actions of modern Venetians 

                                                           
 

2
 Conrad Hyers, The Meaning of Creation: Genesis and Modern Science (Atlanta: John Knox 

Press, 1984), 107. 
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seeking to find their identity after the Republic had collapsed in 1797. Venice‘s transformation 

into a modern cosmopolitan city is a natural progression of a place which used to be ―the nexus 

between Western [Europe] and the East.‖
3
 I argue that the myths of the past have transmuted into 

a Venetian national identity, and in order to describe this identity I use an ethno-symbolist 

analysis of nationalism developed by Anthony D. Smith. By the twenty-first century, Venetian 

nationalism became a political force in regional politics, and Venetians developed national 

identity as they reconciled with their traditional myths. 

 

 

Figure 1. A photograph of the Venetian Lagoon. Photo by NASA, ―Venice Lagoon,‖ (December 2001). 

Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Venice_ 

Lagoon_December_9_2001.jpg.  

                                                           
 

3
 John Julius Norwich, A History of Venice (London: Penguin Book, 2003), 117. 
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Figure 2. A bird‘s-eye of the city of Venice. Photo by Chris 73, ―Venice as seen from the air with bridge 

to mainland,‖ (July 2009). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Venice_as_seen_from_the_air_with_bridge_to_mainland.jpg. 

 

 When one examines the myths of Venice they see that it is divided between a positive 

one and a negative one. The positive portrayal of the Republic is one that the local Venetians 

want to invoke, while the negative one has wider influence amongst foreign visitors. The 

juxtaposition of these two myths gives rise to a certain idea of Venice. At its core the positive 

myth is the idea that Venice is the exemplar Republic. Beliefs surrounding this idea include that 

the Venetians were descended from humble refugees who sought shelter in the lagoon during the 

4
th

 century from barbarians, that Venice was a city never subjected to foreign domination for 

eleven centuries, that the Republic was a wealthy maritime empire which was the custodian of 

the Adriatic Sea, that the government was wisely maintained by unified and wise participate who 

ruled for the common good, that the common citizen was part of a pious society protected by 
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Providence yet ecclesiastically independent from Rome, and that the Venetian constitution was 

unique in its separation of powers so that the Republic was never ruled by either tyranny or mob 

democracy.  

 On the other hand a negative counter-myth was created which, as James S. Grubb 

summarized, ―urged a vision of a Venice tyrannical, oppressive, unstable, contentious, divided, 

inconstant, treacherous, covetous, and impious.‖
4
 The positive myth had its origins during the 

15
th

 century Renaissance when ruling families evoked traditional customs and entrenched state 

symbols to justify their role as the rightful sovereign. Meanwhile, the counter-myth established 

itself during the 18
th

 century, when the Venetian Republic entered genuine political decline and a 

perceived cultural decadence. The Republic thus fell in 1797 with two myths as the progenitors 

of its historiography. Of course there is no official narrative of Venice despite what the early 

historians of Venice presumed, but it is true that the city has been ―washed by many pasts.‖
5
 

Both foreigners and locals have elaborated on this ―multi-layered confection known as the myth 

of Venice.‖
6
  Venetian studies are alluring due to the richness of state archives which extends 

back centuries, the breadth of its empire, and the unquestionable charm of the city itself. Yet, 

Venice ultimately ―exists in the imaginations of both visitors and residents.‖
7
  

 Venetians embrace their otherness. Venice is the only major city in Italy which was not 

built by the Romans, and so Venetians take pride in having their own legacy. There is also their 

special relationship with the sea as they call themselves the Queen of the Adriatic. There has 

always been a contentious relationship with foreigners. Declarations of Venetian decadence 

originated from outside sources, and the French in particular were blamed for physically and 

                                                           
 

4
 Grubb, 45. 

 
5
 Richard J.B. Bosworth, Italian Venice: A History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 

xvi. 

 
6
 Grubb, 43. 

 
7
 Margaret Plant, Venice: Fragile City 1797-1997 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 3. 
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intellectually destroying the glory of the Republic. The great irony is that Venice always 

depended on foreigners for economic survival; whether it through trade in the Republic era or 

tourism in modern times. The myth of Venice holds appeal to Venetians in contemporary times. 

The myth is now used to distinguish Venetians from the rest of the Italian population. For 

example, on 9 May 1997, an armed group called the Veneto Serenissimo Governo occupied the 

Piazza di San Marco, the historical center of Venice with a truck disguised as a tank (see Figure 

3). They called for the independence of Veneto, the north-eastern region of the Italian state 

which was once the territory of the Venetian Republic. While Venetian separatists have not 

formed a strong united front, their grievances have wide popular support. Due to mass tourism 

and lack of environmental regulations, locals protest for autonomy under the banner of ‗Venice 

is for the Venetians.‘  

 

 

Figure 3. The ‗tank‘ used by Venetian nationalists. Photo by Semolo75, ―Tanko1,‖ (September 2007). 

Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tanko1.jpg.  
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 Now we have reached the most important question in this thesis, what is a nation? This 

question has great relevance in modern history. This essay uses Anthony D. Smith‘s definition. 

A nation is ―a named human population sharing an historic territory, common myths and 

historical memories, a mass public culture, a common economy, and common legal rights and 

duties for all members.‖
8
 It could be argued that Venice does not have a common economy nor 

common legal rights and duties, yet the government of the Veneto Region does have certain 

autonomous powers which would become important by the late 20
th

 century. The three common 

frameworks scholars use for the study of nations are perennialism, modernism, and ethno-

symbolism. Perennialists perceive nations as natural phenomenon like race or ethnicity. They 

define nations as ―a historical dictum whose origins and lineaments could ultimately be traced to 

human biology, but which manifested itself as a specific type of socio-cultural community.‖
9
 

Perennialism lost favor after World War II as it was superseded in the intellectual field by 

modernism. Neo-perennialism responded to criticisms which associated classic perennialism to 

blind patriotism and controversial studies like eugenics. Steven Grosby, for instance, saw nations 

as continuous, where ―histories can trace their origins back to the Middle Ages or, occasionally, 

antiquity,‖ and recurrent, where ―nations appear in every period of history and throughout the 

world.‖
10

 Nationalities can accordingly be seen as ―temporally deep and natively bounded.‖
11

 

Modernists argue that nations are relatively recent social phenomenon which began during the 

late eighteenth century, notably during the French Revolution. With the modernist model, one 

can trace how ―nations were built through urbanization, social mobility, rising literacy rates, 

                                                           
 

8
 Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (Reno, University of Nevada Press, 1991), 14.  

 
9
 Anthony D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism and Nationalism: A Cultural Approach (New York, 

Routledge, 2009), 3. 

 
10

 Steven Grosby, ―Perennialism,‖ In The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Race, Ethnicity, and 

Nationalism, eds. A. D. Smith, X. Hou, J. Stone, R. Dennis and P. Rizova (John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 

2015). 

 
11

 A.D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism, 10. 
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media exposure, and voting patterns.‖
12

 Modernists have been criticized for ignoring the pre-

modern building blocks of nations. For example, the modernist scholar Ernest Gellner stated that 

―nationalism is not [his emphasis] the awakening of an old, latent, dominant force,‖ but a 

―consequence of a new form of social organization.‖
13

 The third theory, ethno-symbolism, seeks 

to mend the bridge between perennialism and modernism. For ethno-symbolists like Anthony 

Smith, it is essential to understand ―the inner world of ethnicity and nationalism through an 

analysis of symbolic elements and subjective dimensions.‖
14

  

 The purpose of this essay is not to evaluate each theory. Rather, the purpose is to analyze 

the development of the Venetian nationalist myth from the eighteenth century towards 

contemporary times. Most studies of nations have common themes of ―autonomy, unity, and 

identity.‖
15

 Perennialists would be correct in saying that a sense of Venetian identity started in 

the pre-modern era, but would err in saying that it is primordial. According to Venetian legend, 

the city was founded on 25 April 421, the annunciation day of St. Mary.
16

 Politically, the state 

was created on 697 CE when the first Doge took power.
17

 The modernist framework, on the 

other hand, cannot accurately determine why both locals and foreigners resist change. The city‘s 

identity is firmly rooted in its past as an independent Republic, and the Venetian identity is 

firmly rooted in that city‘s myth of grandeur. This study adopts Smith‘s approach laid out in his 

book Ethno-Symbolism: A Cultural Approach because Smith‘s approach reconciles national 

identity with mythology in way that the other accounts would not. A nation is best studied by the 

―shared values, memories, ritual, and traditions‖ that have both ―shaped the social structure‖ and 

                                                           
 

12
 Ibid, 4. 

 
13

 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Blackwell: Oxford, 1983), 48. 

 
14

 A.D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism, 23. 

 
15

 John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith, ―Introduction,‖ In Nationalism, eds. John Hutchinson 

and Anthony D. Smith (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 5. 

 
16

 Plant, 9. 

 
17

 Norwich, 13. 
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―ensured a sense of community with past generations of the community.‖
18

 The methodology of 

this thesis applies Smith‘s framework through three historical eras. Each chapter represents one 

century and describes how historical events allowed Venetians and foreign observers to draw on 

the memories and symbols of the past.   

 The first chapter discusses how the positive and negative myths developed during the 

Eighteenth Century (Il Settcento). This century is considered by both scholars and 

contemporaries of that era as Venice‘s age of decadence, when the political center unraveled and 

an ongoing Carnivale season became symbolic of a morally bankrupt culture. In actuality, 

Venice became a cultural capital of Europe and a major stopping point on the Grand Tour. While 

it is true that Venice‘s political power declined, the state still maintained vast wealth and 

promoted art which protected the image of a vibrant state. Using Smith‘s method, the myth of 

Venice is used to construct the building blocks of national identity: the core ethnic group (ethnie) 

and the homeland.  

 The second chapter discusses how the Venetians attempted to reestablish their lost sense 

of self during the age of Italian Reunification (Il Risorgimento). After 1797, Venice was under 

the foreign occupation of France and Austria. Venetian intellectuals denounced foreign criticisms 

of their city‘s past by creating a historiography that saw the Republic as a golden age which 

―represented a period, or moment, of pristine glory when the creative energies of the nation were 

at their most vigorous and their virtues most apparent.‖
19

 During this era national identity was 

established among the populace through two processes which Smith calls bureaucratic 

incorporation and vernacular mobilization. These processes went hand-in-hand with Italian 

nationalists who used the Venetian past to integrate the northeast into the new Italian state. The 

                                                           
 

18
 Ibid, 25. 

 19
 A.D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism, 98. 
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figurehead of this era is Danielle Manin, who led an independent Venetian state in 1848 against 

foreign rule.  

 The third, and final, chapter deals with Venice in the 20
th

 century. This is the century 

where the roots of 21
st
 century nationalism originated. Smith argued that the core components of 

a nationalist movement are identity, unity, and autonomy. Identity can be defined by the 

prominent philosophy is ‗how it was, where it was‘ (‗com‟era e dov‟era) which suggested the 

importance of a Venetian resistance to change. Margaret Plant says, ―This inertia in the face of 

the new is a resistance which comes from within Venice itself.‖
20

 Venetians have meticulously, 

and sometimes obsessively, preserved the city‘s medieval appearance. However, this means that 

the Venetians are opposed to modernization despite problems of housing, pollution, and 

congestion. Unity can be analyzed through anti-tourist sentiments over the Venetian diaspora, 

and a belief that only Venetians could be the custodians of their city. The city center has become 

a mass tourist city which attracts ―20 million every year.‖
21

 Richard James Boon Bosworth 

noticed how Venetians complicated matters of ―modernization and the nationalization of the 

masses [into Italy]‖ from obedience to their historical past.
22

 As Venetians reengage in 

traditional prejudices against foreign populations and the government in Rome, movements for 

autonomy began by the 1990s. More precisely, nationalism began. Smith defines nationalism as 

―an ideological movement for attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity on behalf 

of a population deemed by some of its members to constitute an actual or potential nation.‖
23

 

 Smith‘s ethno-symbolist framework gave me a means to look at Venetian identity in-

depth. The sentiments against mass tourism are neither recent nor reactionary. Rather, these 

                                                           
 

20
 Plant, 2. 

 
21

 Jason Horowitz, ―Venice, Invaded by tourists, Risks Becoming Disneyland on the Sea,‖ New 

York Times, August 2, 2017. 

 
22

 Bosworth, 28. 

 
23

 A.D. Smith, National Identity, 73. 
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feelings originated from a centuries-long process of a society who developed a local modern 

identity after the fall of their sovereign state. A city built from the ground-up in a supposedly 

uninhabitable environment, and the center of a powerful medieval maritime empire, is reverently 

admired by modern Venetians. These Venetians hold dear the ancient moniker bestowed to them, 

La Serenissima or The Most Serene Republic (see Figures 4 and 5). 

 
 
Figure 4. Official flag of the Republic of Venice used by the doge Domenico Contarini. Picture by 

Facquis, ―Flag of Republic of Venice 1659-1675.‖ (February 2020). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed 

April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_Republic_of_Venice_(1659-1675).svg. 

 

 
 

Figure 5. War flag used by the Republic of Venice, and popular flag used today by Venetians. Picture by 

Arch, ―Flag of the Republic of Venice.‖ (2011). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_the_Republic_of_Venice.svg.  
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Chapter 1: 

 The Double Myth during Il Settecento 

“Our Venice was born over there in the Rialto; she dispersed herself in these estuaries, shelter 

and refuge of a few poor people, but lovers of liberty, equality, and goodness, who, animated by 

the fire of virtue, preferred true equality and liberty to every other comfort and pleasure…Our 

regeneration must be celebrated with the solemn happiness of a people returned to their rights. 

The day destined for the erection of the sacred Tree of liberty will be a day of joy for all true 

citizens, who will bless the generosity of France.”
 24

 

~Angelo Talier (1797) 

Introduction 

 Angelo Talier, the President of Venice during the Municipality, French rule during 1797, 

blended both the positive and negative views of Venice. On the one hand, he invoked the 

creation myth of refugees seeking shelter in the lagoon, and building their homeland. On the 

other hand, he concurred with the view that Venice had become decadent, plagued by moral and 

political decline, and openly accepted French values of democracy and liberty over Venetian 

conservatism and paternalism. Myths of Venice affected Venetian identity since the immediate 

collapse of the Republic in 1797, but its influence can be observed throughout Venetian history. 

Paintings, music, operas, and literature were all employed by the Republic‘s government to 

preserve Venetian exceptionalism. The Venetian past was set as a golden age through art. The 

architecture blended Byzantine, Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque influences. Paintings 

affiliated Venice with water, justice, and providence. Plays revealed the beauty of the Venetian 

                                                           
 

24
 Martha Feldman, ―Opera, Festivity, and Spectacle,‖ In Venice Reconsidered: The History and 

Civilization of an Italian City-State 1297-1797, eds.  John Jeffries Martin and Dennis Romano, 217-260 

(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2000), 230-231. 
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language, told stories of non-noble citizens, and idealized the past. The positive myth was 

effective state propaganda. However, the positive view of Venice ultimately lost its hegemony 

during the eighteenth century (Il Settecento) as a noticeable political decline, and a perceived 

immoral culture, doomed the Republic to the label of decadence. The eighteenth century was a 

paradoxical era when Venice culturally expanded but politically stagnated. This chapter explores 

how Venetians had constructed a positive myth using their history, and analyzes whether the 

negative myth of decadence accurately depicts 1700s Venetian society. 

 Contemporaries of the eighteenth century saw Venice as ―an anachronism in an age of 

more democratic aspirations.‖
25

 Yet few could deny the Republic‘s accomplishments in the arts, 

or how the state‘s innovative constitution distinguished it from the absolute monarchies of 

Europe. Venice was ―a city like no other.‖
26

 Il Settecento gave rise to the counter-myth framed 

by decadence, and thus made defenders of the positive myth solidify their ideals. Venice became 

a prominent tourist destination during Il Settecento. Foreigners attended Carnivale and the 

Ascension Day festival. Visitors marveled over the Venetian architecture, the colorful Venetian 

paintings, the distinctive lion sculptures, and the burgeoning opera houses. There was no lack of 

wares sold to visitors in the maritime republic centered on trade. Local artisans sold Murano 

glass, Burano lace, locally printed books, and Carnivale masks. Painters from the Venetian 

school were employed by royal courts across Europe. Eighteenth century Venice was an essential 

spectacle for outside observers on the Grand Tour, and maintained its identity as La Serenissima, 

Most Serene Republic, and The Jewel of the Adriatic. Yet, there existed underlying tensions 

which threatened Venice‘s existence.  

                                                           
 

25
 John Jeffries Martin and Dennis Romano, ―Reconsidering Venice,‖ In Venice Reconsidered: 

The History and Civilization of an Italian City-State 1297-1797, eds.  John Jeffries Martin and Dennis 

Romano, 1-35 (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2000), 3. 
 26

 Ibid, 2. 
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 Only superficially did the Republic thrive. Contemporaries believed La Serenissima was 

in decline. Future scholars and contemporaries considered Il Settecento as Venice‘s age of 

decadence. The term ‗decadence‘ is controversial. In essence, decadence is ―a pejorative concept 

which most frequently is applied to a civilization, a culture, the arts or a way of life.‖
27

 Some 

believe decadence is a normative aspect of civilization as part of a cyclical history with a rise and 

a decline. Others believe it is merely a form social criticism. The exact meaning is debated 

amongst philosophers and political scientists, but there is a running theme that those who see 

their society as decadent ―advocate… for a return to norms which are rapidly disappearing from 

the cultures in which they find themselves.‖
28

  

 Critics pointed to multiple problems facing Venetian society in the eighteenth century as 

evidence of decadence. Carnivale was used as a symbol of wealth and as a symbol of uninhibited 

vice. Paintings depicted masked people dancing in the streets, drinking heavily, and playing in 

the new gambling houses. The political establishment stagnated as noblemen shrank in size and 

made enemies with new members of the legislature. Despite the liberalism and democratization 

of European societies, the hereditary oligarchy refused to surrender power. Enlightenment 

philosophers criticized the government as an autocratic regime with a repressive secret police. 

More evident of the Republic‘s decline was how overseas possessions (Il Stato di Mar) in the 

Aegean Sea were conquered by Ottoman invaders from the fall of Negroponte in 1479 to the loss 

of the Peloponnese in 1718, while her land territories (Domini di Terraferma) were threatened by 

European powers such as the French and Austrians. The Venetian navy, the core of her military 

power, fell in disrepair due to a policy of neutrality. Foreign powers also developed new sea-

faring technology which opened up new trade routes circumventing the Adriatic Sea, cutting off 
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the lifeblood of Venetian economy. When the French came in 1797, the politically crippled 

Venice failed at reaching a diplomatic solution and was too weak to militarily defend itself. 

 Nonetheless, the world was shocked when the Venetian government surrendered to 

Napoleon Bonaparte on 12 May 1797. The city protected in the lagoon waters had been breached 

by a foreign army for the first time in eleven centuries. More shocking was how the Venetians 

accepted the French values of liberté, égalité, fraternité and demonized their own history. 

Smith‘s ethno-symbolist framework is used to analyze how symbols are incorporated into myths, 

and how people with common history construct core ethnicities. For Smith, locating these ethnic 

cores ―tells us a good deal about the subsequent shape and character of nations.‖
29

 He defined 

ethnic community or ethnie as ―a named and self-defined human community whose members 

possess a myth of common ancestry, shared memories‖ and ―one or more elements of common 

culture.‖
30

 This chapter argues that during the eighteenth century, the Venetians framed their 

identity based on two contrasting myths: one that characterized Venice positively and one which 

saw Venice negatively. 

 

An Age of Transition 

 The Venetian age of decadence must be put in context with the eighteenth century in 

European history. This era witnessed Europeans transition away from medieval customs towards 

modernity. First, intellectuals transitioned from religious faith towards faith in reason. The 

Enlightenment is traditionally seen as a unitary phenomenon which overhauled tradition. 

Dorinda Outram reasonably argued that a regional approach to the Enlightenment is required 
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because this era ―affected so many levels of society and politics.‖
31

 A regional analysis of 

Venetian Enlightenment reveals that Venice‘s role appears contradictory. Despite the city‘s 

reputation for intellectuals and prominent artists, art historian Margaret Plant saw Settecento 

Venice ―as a caricature of life lived in sensual gratification which cancelled all responsibility and 

intellectuality.‖
32

 The city which became a Grand Tour destination because of its beauty and 

uniqueness became the city of continual carnival. Second, in the eighteenth century republics 

became a more popular form of governing as absolute monarchies collapsed or reformed. 

European revolutionaries fought to end the ancien régime, the traditional orders of monarchs. 

Venice was caught in the crossfire. Despite being the oldest living republic with a constitution, 

Venice was governed by an oligarchy. Part of the city‘s political decadence during this era 

stemmed from the fact that ruling families refused to surrender power. Intellectuals like Jean-

Jacque Rousseau, who served in the French embassy to Venice from 1743-1744, denounced 

Venice as a poor representation of a republic which makes laws for the good of the people,  

whose ―shadow still exists, solely because its laws were suited only to bad men.‖
33

 Third, 

national identities tended to solidify as nationalist movements erupted across Europe. Elie 

Kedourie argued that nationalism is ―an affirmation that men have the right to stand on their 

differences from others‖ and thus these ideas build societies.
34

 Ernest Gellner believed the 

inverse, in that nationalism sprang from the impact of modernity on society as a ―means of 

general diffusion of a school-mediated, academy supervised idiom, codified for the requirements 
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of a reasonably precise bureaucratic and technological communication.‖
35

 Venice does not fit 

neatly into either model as the established Republic ironically collapsed in the century of nation-

building.  

 The age of decadence did not begin until mid-eighteenth century. However, it is 

necessary to understand the years preceding Venice‘s final decline. The year 1700 began with 

the deaths of two European heads, ―the immensely able and intelligent Doge Silvestro Valier of 

Venice,‖ and King Charles II of Spain.
36

 The former‘s death was felt only in Venice, the latter‘s 

death plunged Europe into the Spanish War of Succession. Ambassadors from the two warring 

belligerents, the Habsburg Holy Roman Empire and the Bourbon Kingdom of France, pleaded 

for the Republic‘s support. The government of Venice chose a ―position of armed neutrality.‖
37

 

This shift in foreign policy from her traditional active intervention sowed the seeds for France‘s 

later conquest. Granted, at the time, the neutrality policy did not spare Venice from bloodshed. 

While the Republic‘s territorial possessions in the Italian mainland were relatively unscathed, its 

sea colonies were under threat by the Ottoman Empire. In 1715 the Ottomans conquered Morea, 

the Venetian colony which encompassed the Peloponnese. Since Habsburg forces stopped further 

Ottoman expansion in 1716, Venetian territories along the Dalmatian coast were saved.
38

 Venice 

was expelled all of her major Greece possessions, and Venetian dominance over the Eastern 

Mediterranean never recovered. The Treaty of Passarowitz was signed on 21 July 1718 between 

the Republic of Venice, the Ottoman Empire, and the Holy Roman Empire. The Republic was 

sidelined by the Habsburgs and the Ottomans. The preamble of the treaty explicitly stated it ―was 

a treaty of peace‖ between Emperor Charles VI of the Holy Roman Empire and Sultan Ahmed 
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III of the Ottoman Empire.
39

 The Peloponnese, the Venetian colony of Morea, was transferred 

unceremoniously as the proper domain of the Sultan, ―emperor of Ottomans, Asia, and 

Greece.‖
40

 Venice was effectively sidelined during the diplomatic proceedings.
41

 In the 

meantime, the conclusion of the Second Morean War, along with the Republic‘s policy of 

neutrality towards Europe, ensured that Venice remained in a relative state of peace for the next 

eight decades.  

 

An Ethno-Symbolist Approach to the Positive Myth of Venice 

 After 1718, Venetian power effectively came to an end. There would be no more political 

or military achievements to the Republic‘s name. The Republic as a political body was now 

running on fumes. Venetians were motivated by looking at their past with rose-tinted glasses as 

their future had become bleak. Paintings made during the 1700s characterized the ―self-

contradictory effort to preserve the status quo in the increasingly difficult myth of grandeur and 

prestige.‖
42

 Canaletto focused his paintings on Venice‘s unique architecture, the blend of the 

Byzantine, Gothic, and Palladian styles. His 1726 painting, View of the Piazza looking west 

towards San Germano, depicted Piazza San Marco from the viewpoint of the Basilica (see 

Figure 6). This piece of art captured the church dedicated to the original patron saint St. 

Theodore, which would later be torn down by Napoleon in order to build a ballroom. Francesco 
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Guardi based his work on the lagoon. His 1765 painting, The Lagoon Looking toward Murano 

from the Fondamenta Nuove, is from the point of view of someone standing in the city looking 

towards the lagoon (see Figure 7). At the foreground is a gondolier, the unique Venetian 

profession. In the midground is the murky lagoon water, the place the first Venetians used as 

refuge from barbarian invaders. In the background is Murano, an island that Venetians populated 

and based their glass-making industry. Pietro Longhi was a painter of eighteenth century of 

Vedutismo Domestico (Venetian Life).
43

 His 1760 painting, The Ridotto in Venice, depicted a 

basic scene of Carnivale (See Figure 8). Longhi captured the supposed decadence of Venice by 

depicting a gambling house full of masked figures, and the man in the foreground attempts to lift 

the skirt of a woman. Antonio Canova was a neoclassical sculptor who wanted to embellish his 

city. For example, he was commissioned by the Venetian government to create a stele of 

Admiral Angelo Emo, Venice‘s last naval hero (See Figure 9). Granted, this commission was 

evident of decline as Emo‘s heroism in 1784 involved attacking Barbary pirates in Tunis with a 

small squadron of ships, a shell of Venice‘s past naval superiority.
44

 Venetian artists were clearly 

inspired by the uniqueness of their city. The myth of Venice works for national identity because 

it is a form of symbolic cultivation, whereby a community ―promotes a distinctive self-image 

and reinforces a sense of common ethnicity.‖
45
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Figure 6. Canaletto, Piazza San Marco looking west towards San Geminiano, (1726). Wikimedia 

Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Canaletto_-

_Piazza_San_Marco_looking_west_towards_San_Geminiano_RCIN_405935.jpg.  

 

 

Figure 7. Francesco Guardi, The Lagoon Looking toward Murano from the Fondamenta Nuove, (1765). 

Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Francesco_ 

Guardi__The_Lagoon_Looking_toward_Murano_from_the_Fondamenta_Nuove_-_WGA10846.jpg. 
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Figure 8. Pietro Longhi, The Ridotto in Venice, (c. 1750). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 

2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pietro-longhi-ridotto.jpg.  

 

Figure 9.  Antonio Canova, Monument to Admiral Angelo Emo, (1795). Web Gallery of Art. Accessed 

April 24, 2020. https://www.wga.hu/html_m/c/canova/1/5emo.html.  
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 Two concepts which best embrace Venetian exceptionalism are longevity and 

uniqueness. Venetians believed that their city was protected by providence due to the protective 

waters of the lagoon. Indeed, the city has not been occupied by a foreign entity for eleven 

centuries. The myth of Venice is thus centered on the city within the lagoon rather than on its 

territories overall. The idea of the amphibious city made Venice distinct, and emulated 

throughout the world. Yet, the Republic‘s longevity was not as unmolested as the myth 

described. The Venetian Domini di Terraferma (land possession) was ravaged by war against by 

other European powers.
46

 Meanwhile, the Venetian Stato di Mar (sea-based colonies) had been 

continuously attacked by Slavs, Turks, and rebels against Venetian rule.  

 Frederick Lane argued that during the eighteenth century the story of the Republic was 

woven by both locals and tourists, and this created a quilt of ideas in which ―just as the early 

history of Venice is wrapped in the myth of pristine independence and the period of greatness is 

veiled by myths of the unfailing wisdom of the Venetian Senate, so old age of the Republic is 

befogged by a myth of unsurpassed vice.‖
47

 Two myths of Venice exist. One classified Venice as 

an ―Exemplary Republic,‖ while the other condemned the government as a ―Repressive State.‖
48

 

While scholars in the 1970s shifted focus to an overall social history of Venice which 

emphasized the complexity of public relations across the territories, the dual myth frameworks 

helped frame Venetian identity. The myth of Venice is described by John Jeffries Martin and 

Dennis Romano as ―an ideal republic, a strong maritime empire, and an independent state in 
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which the Venetian nobles were devoted to the ideals of civic humanism and the commercial 

virtues of sobriety, hard work, and self-sacrifice.‖
49

 

 Many symbols have been used by Venetians throughout history. Two stand above all 

else: water and St. Mark. The lagoon serves as a foundation myth, the canals which crisscross the 

city are world-renowned, and the Arsenale was an emblem of naval superiority. The Venetian 

legacy of a society based on merchant trade is apparent in the urban fabric of the city. Canals 

were built in accordance to the natural ebb and flow of the Adriatic Sea, and most houses had 

their own water gates. For the mythology of Venice, ―the lagoon was thus the cornerstone for the 

city‘s independence and power.‖
50

 Second, according to Venetian myth, the city came into being 

―at the stroke of non on Friday 21 March 421,‖ same day as the Annunciation Day of St. Mary.
51

 

Venice ―subtly but aggressively appropriated the image of the Virgin [St. Mary]‖ to symbolize 

its own birth and the fact that it remained unmolested by foreign powers for eleven centuries.
52

 

According to legend the evangelist St. Mark once reached the lagoon whereby an angel said, 

"Pax tibi Marce, evangelista meus. Hic requiescet corpus tuum" or "Peace be with thee, O Mark, 

my evangelist. Here thy body will rest."
53

 This prophecy imbued Venice with the protection of 

Providence and inspired one of history‘s greatest heists. It is said that in 828 C.E., two Venetian 

merchants stole St. Mark‘s relics from Alexandria in Egypt by covering the remains in ham so 

the Muslim trading customs officers would not check the crate he was in. Even if Venice did not 

actually obtain these important relics, the myth ―endowed Venice with Apostolic patronage and 
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placed her on a spiritual level second only to Rome itself.‖
54

 The Byzantine-style St. Mark‘s 

Basilica was built to inter these important relics, and the Gothic-style Doge‘s Palace was built 

next to the Basilica. Along with the public square in front of these two buildings, Piazza San 

Marco, this area became the cultural and political heart of the Republic (see Figure 10). Perhaps 

the most important symbol to come from St. Mark was the winged lion, which ―extended across 

the whole Venetian empire‖ as the state symbol.
55

 Art historian David Rosand argued that St. 

Mark was the Venetian alternative to the ―Greek St. Theodore,‖ Venice‘s first patron saint, and 

―the Roman St. Peter.‖
56

  In other words, the Republic used these symbols to prove their political 

sovereignty relative from its Byzantine past and spiritual sovereignty with respect to the papacy.  

 

Figure 10. Saint Mark‘s Basilica is seen in the center, with Campanile to its right, and the left half of the 

Doge‘s Palace further right. Canaletto, Piazza San Marco, (c. 1720). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed 

April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Giovanni_Antonio_Canal,_il_Canaletto_-

_Piazza_San_Marco_-_WGA03883.jpg.  
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 The question of who exactly can be called a Venetian has intrigued scholars since the era 

of the Republic. According to Smith, ―a nation is a community of myths of common myths and 

memories.‖
57

 An ethno-symbolist approach is best suited to analyze why positive and negatives 

myths developed. The positive and negative myths of Venice are important because they 

constitute ―myths of national identity‖ which ―typically refer to territory or ancestry (or both) as 

the basis of political community.‖
58

 Venice‘s fate is intrinsically linked with the waters of the 

Adriatic Sea. Elizabeth Crouzet-Pavan argues that ―reality cannot be separated from its mise-en-

scène [its setting].‖
59

 In other words, social and political institutions arose with a relationship 

with the lagoon environment. The Venetian homeland is the lagoon, and this fact influences the 

myths Venetians tell themselves about their origins. The first economic activities in the lagoon 

were salt, fishing and game trades. The first historical mention of Venice came from the prefect 

Cassiodorus, who served the Ostrogoth king. He observed how ―the inhabitants have one notion 

of plenty, gorging themselves with fish… [where] living in this moderate style they escape that 

vice [of envy] to which all the rest of the world is liable.‖
60

 The lagoon communities focused 

their ―whole attention‖ on salt-works, and how they tethered their ―ships…like so many beasts of 

burden, to your walls, [to] be repaired with diligent care.‖
61

 This account from 537 C.E. 

established the ―two pillars on which the greatness of Venice was to be based: trade and sea 

power.‖
62

  Two questions asked by ethno-symbolists must be considered. First, who makes up 

the core ethnic group? Second, what are the nation‘s territorial boundaries? Not only do these 
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questions frame what is the nation is, but they help understand for whom the myths of Venice 

were created.  

 It appears uncontroversial to say that the inhabitants of the Republic‘s old territories are 

Venetians, but it is necessary to look at the historic past. Some groups which lived within the 

Republic‘s territories have rejected the Venetian label. For this reason Venetian nationalism in 

the 21
st
 century is not spread across the whole Veneto. Venetians are those who share a common 

history and culture centered on the lagoon city. The lagoon community was founded by refugees. 

In the early fifth century C.E., the Goths invaded the Italian mainland and the populations of the 

northeast ―sought a refuge at once unenviable and inaccessible, where their enemies would have 

neither the incentive nor the ability to follow them.‖
63

 The lagoon community was a refuge that 

the Germanic invaders could not breach as they had no means to cross the shallow waters. Then 

in 568 C.E., people fled the Lombard invasion of the Italian mainland and established more 

permanent settlements in the lagoon.
64

 Dispersed throughout the lagoon, the refugees settled at 

Torcello, Chioggia, and the Lido. The city where it is located today at the Rivo Alto was not 

founded until 810 C.E., following the attempted invasion by the Franks under King Pepin of 

Italy. The ruling families in the Republic ―exaggerated the nobility of the early immigrants and 

traced their ancestry…back to the distinguished families in the plundered Roman cities.‖
65

 As 

such, the core Venetian ethnic group was made up of people who descended from the original 

refugees. Smith would say an ethno-genesis occurs when ―networks and communities‖ become 

―subject to the same variety of social, political, and cultural influences.‖
66

 In the name of Venice, 

                                                           
 

63
 Norwich, 4.  

 
64

 Lane, 4. 

 
65

 Ibid, 5. 
 

66
 A.D. Smith, Ethno-Symbolism, 45. 



27 
 

the ruling oligarchs ―imposed their versions of communal origins and descent on other clans.‖
67

 

This idea is embodied by the government‘s Golden Book and Silver Book which documented 

aristocratic families and common citizens, respectively, who supposedly traced their lineages 

back to the original lagoon communities.  Unfortunately, these vital primary sources were lost 

when they were burned by zealous Venetians inspired by French revolutionary ideals in 1797.
68

 

 For ethno-symbolists, territory is fundamental for nation-building. Smith emphasized that 

national communities ―feel a strong attachment to [their historical homelands].‖
69

 The Venetian 

origin is so unique that as a myth it is exceptional. The Venetian homeland is clearly the lagoon. 

How Venetians tamed the lagoon environment and literally built the ground they stand on was 

through ―an endless series of public and private works.‖
70

 In the beginning, settlers built 

―wooden huts, raised on stilts to protect them from the high tide.‖
71

 Little by little, the Venetians 

―colonized water and mud.‖
72

 When the historic city was founded on 810 C.E., ―the only means 

of establishing a firm enough foundation for it was to drive thousands of wooden piles into the 

ooze, so close that they touched one another and their sawn-off tops made a virtually unified, 

solid surface.‖
73

 Even today, Venice‘s buildings reside on the wooden piles driven into the 

ground more than a millennium ago (see Figure 11). For the mythology of Venice, ―the lagoon 

was thus the cornerstone for the city‘s independence and power.‖
74

 An annual ceremony 

correlating this connection was the Marriage of the Sea, where the Doge dropped a gold 

consecrated ring into the water. The first historical ceremony in 1000 C.E. commemorated 
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Venice‘s conquest of Dalmatia and thus the beginning of the Stato di Mar. The Republic 

conquered the Dalmatian coasts for its wood, and spread onto the mainland for stable agriculture. 

It later established Greek strongholds in the Aegean Sea to protect its trade. At the crux of this 

sea power was the Arsenale shipyards built in 1104, responsible for the bulk of the Venetian 

republic's naval ships. This fleet ensured control over the Adriatic Sea and, at times, the entire 

Eastern Mediterranean. Venetian identity thus arose from its relationship with the lagoon, and its 

purpose as a refuge from foreign oppressors.  

 

 

Figure 11. Venetian pile drivers who laid down the foundation of the city. Giovanni Grevembroch, Pile 

Drivers, (1780).  Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/ 

wiki/File:Pile-drivers-by-giovanni-grevembroch-from-goy-001.jpg.  
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Shackled by the Negative Myth of Decadence 

 Il Settcento undermined the exceptionalism of the positive myth of Venice because it was 

perceived by scholars as its age of decadence. John Norwich called it ―the most godless era of 

their history.‖
75

 Frederick Lane called them decadent because ―they were so much concerned 

with what their ancestors had done, and because they did not build new institutions contributing 

to the making of the future Italian state.‖
76

 In hindsight, one can determine a civilization‘s 

decadence as the age leading to collapse. However, decadence was used to describe Il Settecento 

Venice by its contemporaries. Critics directed their attacks on government and society. They also 

ignored advancements in this era like in the economy and culture. When Napoleon conquered 

Venice in 1797, it solidified the counter-myth that Venice was decadent and morally debased. 

This view was not merely the Venetians changing their views on their history because the 

positive myth described in the last section still remained. It leaves the question open of whether 

the Republic could have reformed and survived had it not been for foreign intervention.  

 The counter-myth that Venice has become decadent deserves its own analysis. The issue 

is answering what parts of the myth of decadence were based in reality, and which parts were 

exaggerations. The most exaggerated part of the myth of decadence was that Venice was a 

society of vice. The prime example given for this claim was the ongoing Carnivale, an annual 

festival, which grew in popularity during the eighteenth century and became a major reason to 

visit the city. Masks became the ―public face of Venice,‖ which served to allow some sort of 

anonymity amongst participants.
77

 The practice of masquerade grew from ―a culture in which 
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secrecy was prized and self-revelation not always prudent.‖
78

 When one wore a mask, that 

person adopted a persona in relation to that mask. Critics decried this practice as purposefully 

deceitful and based in debauchery. In other words, masks represented a type of decadence in 

which people lost their authentic selves. Alexander Limojohn de Saint-Didier ―resolutely 

associated the vacuity of carnival…with the government‘s laxity.‖
79

 Giovanni Tiepolo‘s 1756 

painting, The Minuet, depicted two masked people doing a social dance in the middle of the 

streets (see Figure 12). Common masks depicted were the male bauta mask designed to 

communicate and eat while preserving anonymity. Pietro Longhi‘s painting 1751 painting, Clara 

the rhinoceros, not only depicts an animal that went on the Grand Tour but also the female 

moretta mask (see Figure 13). This mask is telling of women‘s subservient role in society 

because it was designed to keep them mute, as it could only remain on one‘s face by biting on a 

button inside the mask. The historian James Johnson believed that Carnivale reinforced the 

traditional social roles depicted in the masks and ―permitted contact among unequals through 

fictive concealment.‖
80

 The claim that Venice became a decadent society of vice has its strongest 

evidence in the fact that the government increased the funding for the festivities and almost made 

them year-round.  
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Figure 12. Giovanni Tiepolo, The Minuet, (1756). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Giovanni_Domenico_Tiepolo_-_The_Minuet_-

_Google_Art_Project.jpg.  

 

 

Figure 13. Longhi, The rhinoceros, (1751). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 24, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ca%27_Rezzonico_-_Il_rinoceronte_1751_-

_Pietro_Longhi_.jpg. 
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 One Venetian of the eighteenth century, in particular, became the most prominent symbol 

of a society based in vice. Giacomo Casanova from 1725 to 1798 and was bred by the social 

milieu of Venice. Although he was educated, having graduated from the University at Padua 

with a law degree in 1742, his wit and insatiable curiosity made him adventurous. He wrote his 

memoir during the 1790s, following the collapse of the Venetian state. His life has been used as 

the exemplar of licentiousness in eighteenth century Venice, but his memoirs may be 

exaggerated as he was fondly reminiscing about his youth.
81

 Nonetheless, one can focus on three 

events in his life to get a glimpse of growing up during this era. First, Casanova was a famous 

womanizer. He viewed ―the fairer sex‖ as ―evidently superior to men in simple reasoning, in 

delicacy in feelings, and in that species of merit which appertains to the heart rather than the 

mind.‖
82

 During one adventure Casanova falls in love with Bellino whom he believes is a woman 

but is actually a castrato, a man who is castrated in his youth to maintain a high pitched musical 

voice. Instead of getting angry at Bellino‘s deception, Casanova thanks him for experiencing 

―happiness which overwhelmed the senses‖ and encouraged the castrato to become female in the 

eyes of society.
83

 Second, Casanova followed a personal philosophy of living in the moment. In 

just a one year span, 1745-1746, Casanova went from having an ecclesiastical career to joining 

the Venetian military to becoming a violinist at the San Samuele Theater.
84

 Third, Casanova 

continuously inspired the ire of Venetian oligarchs. In 1755 he was arrested by the State 

Inquisitors for being a con man, a Freemason, and a blasphemer, and imprisoned in ‗The Leads‘ 

of the Ducal Palace.
85

 It is commonly assumed that Casanova was actually imprisoned because 
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he slept with one of the Inquisitor‘s mistresses, but this was never definitively proven. Solitude 

in the prison meant for state criminals ―drove him to despair,‖ and by this time he did not have 

money so he could not bribe an official.
86

 Nonetheless, in 1766 he escaped by making a hole in 

the wall and going out through the State Archives. Casanova would not return to his home and 

lived out his final years as a librarian in Paris. He wrote, ―I am depressed and vexed‖ for ―I saw 

that I must expect to be the butt of many jokes.‖
87

 Casanova died lamenting his lost youth, but 

his memoirs are a model of what Phillipe Monier saw as ―people becoming the children of their 

own fancies and whims, and the only philosophy left was that which teaches its devotees to obey 

their own instincts and desires, and to follow every natural inclination.‖
88

 Casanova provided 

evidence that Venetians lived in a society of vice. However, we must be aware that he was truly 

a unique figure. Few could have had his adventurous personality. Also, he wrote his memoirs as 

a disgruntled old man living in exile so it is possible that he exaggerated some his stories for his 

own contentment.  

 The myth of a morally debased Venice does not seem based in reality. It does make for a 

compelling literary and artistic theme. However, there is another component to the myth of 

decadence which is indicative of actual decline. The most damning criticisms were directed at 

Venetian political institutions. The government had been led by an oligarchy since 1297, when 

membership in the Grand Council became hereditary in an event called La Serrata (The 

Closing). Rousseau claimed that the Council of Ten, which held police powers, was a ―tribunal 

of blood, horrible alike to patricians and the people, far from protecting the laws.‖
89

 Montesquieu 

agreed, ―Venice had no more strength, commerce, riches, law: only debauchery there in the name 
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of liberty.‖
90

 Voltaire chided that ―the Doge had his problems and the gondoliers had theirs…but 

the difference seems to me so small that it is not worth examining.‖
91

 Historically, Venice 

occupied a delicate position in European geopolitics, as it was situated between the Latin West 

and the Byzantine, later Ottoman, East. Not only did its relative isolation ensure the Republic‘s 

sovereignty, but it allowed the government to be either an arbitrator or a shield for Christian 

powers. However, the Republic‘s policy of neutrality in the eighteenth century contrasted its 

traditional foreign policy. As Lane bluntly stated ―the policy of unallied neutrality took less 

effort.‖
92

 This neutrality might have preserved peace for a few decades, but would ultimately 

leave the Republic unable to fend off an encroaching French army. 

 Domestically, the government shrunk in its numbers. This problem was caused by the 

noblemen‘s‘ refusal to change their traditional ways. In order for their massive wealth to remain 

within the family, there was an enforced celibacy. Amongst all their sons oligarchs had only let 

―one son - often the youngest - marry.‖
93

 This way, wealth was only dispersed amongst the heirs 

of the youngest son. However, the lack of men with ―sufficient wealth and capacity to hold the 

highest offices‖ crippled the government‘s operation.
94

 Thorough the eighteenth century, only 

forty-two families ruled the oligarchy.
95

 The Grand Council resorted to selling membership to fill 

empty seats. For example, after the plague in 1630 killed thirty percent of the city‘s population, 

―nobility was conferred upon 127 persons each of whom put up 100,000 ducats and was 

personally recommended by the Collegio‖ between 1645 and 1718.
96

 In 1775, forty families 
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from the mainland were sold positions to the Grand Council.
97

 The problem is that, by adhering 

to traditional lifestyles and prejudices, the government irrevocably split between the old 

established families, the new families who bought their seats, and the impoverished nobility or 

barnabotti. Fierce and demeaning debates tore apart the unity of the government. Examples 

include Andrea Tron, a ―vociferous upholder of the old Venetian values‖ who scapegoated 

foreign tourists for Venice‘s decadence, and Giorigo Pisani, who ―thundered against the 

government‖ for corruption and criminal mismanagement.
98

 Venice became increasingly 

ungovernable. 

 Despite political decline, the Republic put up a façade. Diplomatically, ―it projected the 

traditional image of a frivolous and brittle society with elegance and taste and money to burn, but 

invisibly supported by a monolithic infrastructure…of grave and experienced men.‖
99

 Indeed, the 

Republic showed clear advancements in two areas: the economy and culture. As Venice did not 

maintain its military prowess, spending went down. Cloth and silk, along with agricultural 

products from the mainland, allowed Venice to maintain its trade despite losing its lordship over 

the Adriatic. The activities of the scuola, or guilds and fraternities, allowed the government to 

borrow at a law rate. These activities allowed for low depreciation of money, which allowed the 

debt to fall to 44 million ducats by 1797.
100

 Meanwhile, Venice became a major European 

cultural center. The artists of the Venetian School were known for use of color and light. Patrons 

in Italy and the royal courts of Europe looked to the Venetians ―almost exclusively for 
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altarpieces and decorative frescoes.‖
101

 The amount of opera houses increased in the city, and 

Venetian productions would be an enduring legacy of the eighteenth century. Despite political 

decadence, the city‘s ―cultural life was not limited, parochial, or retardataire [outdated].‖
102

 

 

The Collapse  

 The Serenissima Repubblica di Venezia met its end in 1797. Napoleon Bonaparte began 

his Italian conquests by capturing Milan in 1796. The only thing between him and his Austrian 

rivals was the Venetian terraferma. He gambled that the Republic was committed to neutrality, 

and thus would not raise an army against the French invaders. His gamble worked as he pillaged 

Venetian territory in his war with the Austrians without an official government reprimand from 

the Republic. However, Napoleon wanted to keep the Italian states he occupied and thus needed 

to undermine the Venetian state. On 14 April 1797, French General Junot presented an 

ultimatum from Napoleon to the Grand Council of Venice, ―All the mainland of the Most Serene 

Republic is in arms. On every side, the rallying-cry of the peasants whom you have armed is 

‗Death to the French!‘…if you do not take immediate measures to disperse these militias, it you 

do not deliver up to me those responsible for the recent murders, war is declared.‖
103

  

 On 17 April the Veronese, living within the Republic‘s territory, were incited by a 

manifesto to rise up against their French occupiers. The Venetian Grand Council buckled under 

French pressure and did not reinforce the Veronese. The original manifesto which incited the 

locals was of Napoleon‘s doing, as he used the Veronese uprising as proof that the Republican 

government conspired against him. On 18 April the French signed the Treaty of Leoben with the 
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Holy Roman Empire, initiating a brief armistice. The Veronese rebels were crushed by 25 April, 

but the Republic could have been spared had they not committed what Norwich called, ―an act of 

supreme foolishness [which] played straight into Napoleon‘s hands.‖
104

 On 20 April the artillery 

at the Fort of Sant'Andrea sunk the French ship Le Libérateur d'Italie (The Liberator of Italy) 

and killed its captain. On 25 April Venetian ambassadors attempted to placate Napoleon, but 

were unaware of the incident in the lagoon. Napoleon screamed, ―I want no more Inquisition, no 

more Senate, I shall be an Attila to Venice.‖
105

 On the morning of 12 May, between rumors of 

imminent French attack, the Ground Council met with the presence of only 537 of its 1,200 

members. In a vote of 512 votes in favor, 5 abstentions, and 20 against, the Republic was 

declared abolished in the face of French demands. According to his valet, Doge Lodovico Manin 

took off the ducal cap and remarked, ―I shall not need it again.‖
106

 Napoleon framed the Republic 

as a tyrannical government, thus justifying his conquest. This characterization fueled the counter-

myth of Venetian decadence which began in the eighteenth century, and would cause intellectual 

fighting in the following century between advocates of the positive and negative myths. 

 At the end of the Republic, ―Venetian history was being rewritten in accordance with 

French history.‖
107

 Under French rule during the Municipality of 1797, the fallen Venetian 

Republic was demonized as an evil autocratic state. The Padua dramatist Antonio Simeone 

Sografi transformed the opera houses ―from a tool of the old order ―into the ―face of a new 

regime.‖
108

 Tragic endings and especially ―the theme of tyranny‘s challenge through death‖ 

became the norm.
109

 One of Sografi‘s first acts revived Domenico Cimarosa‘s 1796 opera Gli 
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Orazi e i Curiazi with a libretto which showed a sororicide. On-stage death was a fairly new 

feature in Italian opera, and Sografi‘s change countered the old patriarch‘s message of familial 

loyalty.
110

  Sografi‘s wanted to create a democratic theater which extolled French values, and 

rebranded Venetian history to reflect this values. In Sografi‘s history, Venice used to be truly 

democratic until La Serrata of 1297 narrowed government membership to the noble families.
111

 

Of course, Sografi ignored the famous check and balances instituted by the Venetian government 

to prevent an absolute monarch, given that the early doges attempted to make a hereditary 

regime. Bajamonte Tiepolo became a hero in Sografi‘s history, as the Venetian led a coup in 

1310 to dismount the oligarchy.
112

 Traditionally, Venetian folklore condemned Tiepolo as a 

traitor. According to legend, the Tiepolo coup was stopped when a woman dropped a vase which 

killed the conspirator‘s flag-bearer, a miraculous act which scared them away.
113

 Noticeably, 

liberal Venetians joined the French in attacking the old order. A tree of liberty was planted on 4 

June in Piazza San Marco as a part of a large festival sponsored by the French. The Venetian 

president of the Municipality, Angelo Talier said, ―Our regeneration must be celebrated with the 

solemn happiness of a people returned to their rights…a day of joy for all true citizens.‖
114

 Most 

shocking was how it was the Venetians, not the French, who burned the Golden and Silver books 

which contained the names of the noble families.  

 

Conclusion 

 The eulogies for the fallen Republic show how both foreign observers and local 

Venetians who did not sympathize with the French felt that something important had died. In his 
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1802 poem, On the Extinction of the Venetian Republic, William Woodsworth invoked the myth 

of virginity, ―Venice, the eldest Child of Liberty. She was a maiden City, bright and free; No 

guile seduced, no force could violate.‖
115

 In his 1802 book, Journey to Syracuse, German author 

Johann Gottfried Seume lamented the abandoned Piazza di San Marco and widespread 

poverty.
116

 More importantly is ―that there can be no doubt of Venetian patria‖ during the 

eighteenth century.
117

 Works from Marco Foscarini, Doge from 1762-1763, studied the history 

of the Venetian language and advocated for the peaceful neutrality policy.
118

 Gaparo Gazzi wrote 

plays about folk heroes such as Marco Polo, the famous Venetian explorer who worked in 

Kubulai Khan‘s court, and Enrico Dandolo, the legendary Doge who led the Fourth Crusade.
119

 

The French may have instilled a counter-myth condemning the Venetian Republic as tyrannical, 

but the positive myth of Venice as La Serenissima would never die. After all, it was at the core 

of Venetian identity. But after 1797, the winged lion of St. Mark was caged for fifty years. 
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Chapter 2: 

Venetian Legacy during Il Risorgimento 

 “What need of myth, when we have history?” 

~ Niccolò Tommaseo (1838)
120

 

Introduction 

 Silenced for fifty years, the lion roared again in 1848. The city of Venice rose in rebellion 

against a foreign power which imprisoned locals for political activism, and censored the 

Venetian press. The previous generation remembered 1797, when an eleven century old 

sovereign power was silenced by an external power. The generation which led the 1848 

revolution grew up in an age when intellectuals across the Italian peninsula were fighting for a 

national cause, but they also held dear the memory of La Serenissima. Venetians were torn 

between the prospect of a unified Italy and a revival of their fallen Republic. Venetians had 

given their lives for both causes. Two Venetian brothers, the Bandieras, led a failed expedition to 

the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies believing that all Italians were content with unification. 

Arrested for inciting public insurrection, on 25 July 1844 they sang a chorus written by Salverio 

Mercandante, ―who dies for the motherland has lived long enough,‖ as they marched towards a 

Neapolitan firing squad.
121

 Italian nationalism was neither as popular nor as unified as the 

brothers hoped. Nonetheless they became martyrs for intellectuals who wanted Italy to be more 

than just the name of a peninsula (see Figure 14).  
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Figure 14. Execution of the Bandiera brothers.  Unknown artist, Fratelli Bandiera, (1887). Wikimedia 

Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fratelli_Bandiera.jpg.  

 

 Three years after their deaths, a short man in spectacles made a powerful statement at the 

Ninth Italian Scientific Congress held in Venice on 13 September 1847. Daniele Manin, slighted 

by critiques who claimed that Venice was not loyal to Italy, told observers ―it is ungenerous to 

insult the fallen Lion on such bitter terms.‖
122

 Of course, the critique offered by Cesare Cantu 

was not unfounded, ―This part of Italy [Venetia] must unite its destinies and interests with those 

of its immediate neighbors.‖
123

 Cantu was Milanese, so butting heads with the Venetian Manin 

was not unusual given the historical rivalry between the two cities. Indeed, Italian nationalism 

was marred by dual loyalties. The Ninth Congress, despite attracting the brightest Italian 
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intellectuals of the era, was ―an expression of Venetian-ness.‖
124

 A new map of the lagoons was 

charted, and significant books were published such as Samuele Romanin‘s Storia documentata di 

Venezia. It was never doubt that ―in [Manin‘s] scale of priorities, Venice would always come 

before Italy.‖
125

 Manin became the central figure of the independent Venetian state which existed 

from 1848 to 1849 against Austrian rule. Nonetheless Venice could not secede from her Italian 

destiny and was finally integrated into the Kingdom of Italy in 1866. Il Settecento (Eighteenth 

Century) saw a positive myth of Venice challenged by decadence. Il Risorgimento (Age of 

Italian Reunification) saw the positive myth of Venice develop into a national identity.  

 The fall of the Venetian Republic in 1797 coincided with an era of nation building across 

Europe. Two separate concepts of the nation-state influenced the European continent by the end 

of the eighteenth century. The first, represented by the French Revolution, was a democratically 

elected assembly representing the people. The second, characterized by Habsburg Austria, was a 

monarchy supported by an enlightened bureaucracy. In many ways Austria was a continuation of 

the ancien regime, but rulers since the Enlightenment had wanted to show their intellectual merit. 

Liberal elements leaned towards a national assembly, while conservative elements wanted strong 

national leaders. The Napoleonic French Empire after 1804 offered a third path, one which fused 

liberalism and absolutism. Italian intellectuals during the first half of the nineteenth century had 

to not only decide on what governmental system could unite the city-states, but also had to create 

a common identity. As the Italian peninsula had not been unified under one state since Roman 

times, unification began as a romantic ideal rather than a practical movement. Historians called 

this era Il Risorgimento, or resurgence, because of the romantic ideal of returning to an Italian 

golden age, such as the expansive Roman Empire or the artistic achievements of Italians during 
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the Renaissance. Yet this romanticism ignored bitter rivalries which existed between the 

medieval city-states in eras such as the Renaissance.  

 As the Venetian case shows, Italian nationalism was historically hindered by regional 

affiliations. Four big powers ruled the Italian peninsula during the first half of the nineteenth 

century. The Kingdom of Sardinia (or Piedmont) held northwest Italy and the island of Sardinia. 

The Papal States had direct control of central Italy and Rome. The Kingdom of the Two Sicilies 

held southern Italy. Finally, the Italian northeast was under the control of the Lombardo-

Venetian Kingdom. Besides these four were also the independent states of Tuscany, Modena, 

Parma, and San Marino. Foreign influence was apparent from the beginning of the century. The 

Papacy was beholden to all of Europe‘s Catholics, not just those on the Italian peninsula. The 

Kingdom of Two Sicilies, based in Naples, was ruled by the Spanish House of Bourbon. 

Meanwhile, the medieval territories of the Duchy of Milan and the Republic of Venice were 

under direct Austrian rule by the House of Habsburg.  

 Venice was part of Habsburg Austria from 1815–1866 (see Figure 15). The French had 

originally gave the city to Austria in the Treaty of Campo Formio signed on 17 October 1797, 

then retook it from Austria in 1803, and ultimately surrendered it back to Austria after the 

Congress of Vienna in 1815. Foreign oppression helped suppress nationalist movements in the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. The Austrians created an effective censorship system which 

checked all printed sources in their lands to prevent dissent. Venice even had its own department 

for censorship, maintained by Austrian authorities.
126

 Austrian officials ―emphasized the general 

inability of the Habsburg Empire to adapt to the new age of the nation and identified a specific 
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failure to grant Venice serious priority in the plotting of imperial policies.‖
127

 Venetians missed 

the Republic and these emotions were allowed to be exposed publically as the Italian peninsula 

rose in nationalist fervor during the 1848 revolutions. 

 

 

Figure 15. Map of Italy 1843. Created by Gigillo83, ―Italy 1843,‖ (July 2012). Wikimedia Commons. 

Accessed April 25, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Italy_1843.svg 
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 Scholars of Venetian studies have to answer how the myths of Venice can be 

incorporated with the multi-ethnic composition of the Republic‘s former territories, and the 

foreign communities in the historic city center. For starters, Smith suggests analyzing a 

population‘s proper name.
128

 Cassiodorus called the lagoon people ―Venetiae praedicabiles.‖
129

 

Thomas Hodgkin translated this phrase as ―Venetia the praiseworthy,‖ arguing that it comes 

from the Greek word Αινετοι meaning 'the laudable.'
130

 Marino Sanuto the Younger, a Venetian 

historian from the sixteenth century, believed the demonym comes from the Latin phrase ‗veni 

etiam,‘ meaning ―return again‖ or ―I have come.‖
131

 Sanuto clearly alluded to the foundation 

myth of the lagoon refuge. The definitive root of the word ‗Venetia‘ might be unknown, but it is 

regularly seen as an optimistic mood. The Republic‘s famous nickname amongst both locals and 

foreigners became ―La Serenissima,‖ the Most Serene Republic. The nickname came from a 

Byzantine title bestowed on the Doge, ―Serenessimo” (Most Serene). Venetians calling 

themselves the most serene inevitably created a first amongst equals view with other Italians. 

This contention played a prominent role in how Venice framed itself during Italian Reunification 

in the nineteenth century.   

 The central paradox ―lies in the sharp contrast between the tendency of Venetians…to 

think about themselves in terms of fixed categories‖ and ―the underlying reality of…fluidity.‖
132

 

Smith‘s ethno-symbolist approach offers one answer. Nations are formed from two types of 

ethnic communities: the vertical, where common culture unites different classes, and the lateral, 
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composed of bureaucrats and aristocrats.
133

 These two communities are formed from vernacular 

mobilization ―of the people by intellectuals and professionals in popular ethnic communities‖ 

and through bureaucratic incorporation ―in the process of bureaucratic incorporation of lower 

strata.‖
134

 This chapter analyzes how Venetian exceptionalism moved along two lines in the 

nineteenth century using Smith‘s model. Vernacular mobilization is analyzed by how Venetian 

intellectuals established a historiography of the Republic along the lines of the positive myth of 

Venice from the fall of the Republic in 1797 to the Ninth Scientific congress in 1847. 

Bureaucratic incorporation is studied through how the Venetians attempted to remove foreign 

influences from the fall of the Republic in 1797 to the fall of the new Republic state in 1849. 

These events are juxtaposed with Il Risorgimento when Italian intellectuals fought for a unified 

nationality on the peninsula and waged war with each other and foreign powers. This chapter 

argues that during the nineteenth century, the Venetians established a modern nation through 

vernacular mobilization and bureaucratic incorporation.  

 

Vernacular Mobilization: The Intellectual Debate over Venice  

 Vernacular mobilization is ―the main task of ethnie intelligentsia: to mobilize a formerly 

passive community into forming a nation around the new vernacular historical culture it has 

rediscovered.‖
135

 Before the Venetians briefly held an independent Republic from 1848-1849, 

they had to rediscover their legacy during fifty years of foreign occupation. La Serenissima 

during the eighteenth century had been smeared by the label of decadence, so intellectuals 

looked further back. They wanted to make the people, the Venetians, ―the source of salvation, 
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and the saints and sages of old as the manifestation of the people‘s national genius.‖
136

 In 

essence, the intellectuals looked back towards a myth of the golden age, an idyllic period in the 

past when a civilization supposedly had peace and prosperity. Smith argues that when people 

appeal to a golden age, their appeal is often preceded by ―a sense of decline…[which] provide 

the impetus to revive the old belief in ethnic election, return the citizens to the intimate 

landscapes of their homeland, and recall to mind the examples of former great ages an heroic 

deeds of their illustrious ancestors.‖
137

 Venetian history is replete with grand character and great 

events from which the intelligentsia can draw inspiration.  

 Venetian studies began in earnest during the nineteenth century. Perhaps no city 

―provided more material for historical contemplation and exaggeration than did Venice,‖ as ―the 

fallen Republic and its perceived hubris provoked operas, paintings, plays, poems, and 

novels.‖
138

 In 1819, Pierre Antoine Noël Daru published his scathing History of the Republic of 

Venice. Count Daru followed a French tradition that identified the Venetian Republic as ―a 

decadent political system ran by an oligarchic ruling class.‖
139

 He wrote that ―the government 

proceeded relentlessly toward oligarchy since the time of its foundation,‖ and ―the inequality of 

wealth eclipsed the equality of rights and enabled the privileged to create dependent relations 

within the equestrian order.‖
140

 The Venetians were reduced ―to envying not just free men (of 

other republics) but even the inhabitants of monarchies.‖
141

 Likely, Daru juxtaposed the failed 
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Republic with the successes of Napoleon. No one envies the monarch because his responsibility 

is too high, and Daru suggested it was given by fate or a mandate from heaven. Venice did not 

have a democratic system which in theory could take away power from corrupt people. Rather, 

the Venetian government was controlled by a self-sustaining class, an ―aristocracy where the 

subjects could only pay and obey.‖
142

 In other words, Daru argued that the French National 

Assembly, and later Napoleonic system, prevailed over the defunct Venetian oligarchy. Daru did 

not believe that Venetian decadence originated in the eighteenth century neutrality policy. After 

all, conceding that the Venetians were neutral undermines how Napoleon justified his conquest. 

Rather, Daru believed that Venetians were democratic until La Serrata of 1297, when Grand 

Council membership was restricted to the patrician families. However, this argument is 

historically dubious as in the early decades of the Republic, doges continuously attempted to 

establish hereditary monarchies. When the oligarchs took control they prevented the doge from 

becoming an absolute monarch. Nonetheless, Daru gave a scholastic justification to an idea 

Venetian decadence had deep historical roots. 

 Venetian intellectuals responded to the overall negative view of their history by either 

accepting the criticism, but promoting how their sovereignty was maintained, or completely 

negating the negative view with an unequivocally positive appraisal of the Venetian myth. In 

1828 Domenico Tiepolo directly responded to Daru in Discorsi sula storia veneta. Tiepolo 

rejected the negative oligarchical view of the Venetian government because ―citizens who 

entered into relations with a noble…had no obligation attached.‖
143

 Nobles, in turn, received no 

influence from the relationship, and helped others out of ―benevolence for the individual…or 
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justice of the cause.‖
144

 There were no official titles in these patron-client systems, and even 

within subject cities on the mainland the Venetians allowed locals to maintain autonomous 

councils.
145

 Agostino Sagredo, in his essay for the 1847 anthology Venice and its Lagoons, 

praised the aristocracy for creating institutional homogeny. He observed, ―Rich, middling, and 

poor nobles had equal rights in the Ground Council, the true sovereign of the Republic.‖
146

 

Venetians should not hate their old government, for it was ―one with good laws establishing 

hereditary equality among nobles, and this guaranteed political independence for so many 

centuries.‖
147

 However, Sagrado accepted that the nobles failed by refusing to allow the richest 

and most illustrious of citizens into the ruling class.
148

 Samuele Romanin, through his 1853 

Documented History of Venice and 1857 Lessons in Venetian History, was highly influential 

because he rebranded Venetian history under the positive myth. According to Romanin, ―the 

general population loved Venice because they knew it did everything possible to find solace and 

solutions for ills.‖
149

 He took it further in saying that ―[the old Venetians] never would have 

imagined a future where learned writers and famed lawyers would fault the Venetian 

governments for introducing judicial reforms that did not even exist until the nineteenth 

century.‖
150

 Romanin discounted the myth of decadence as the inevitable criticisms of subjects 

who had rights of speech, and said that the Republic was close to modernizing its institutions. 

The Republic was going to ―broaden national presentation by including provincial nobles [into 
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the Grand Council].‖
151

 As the Venetian State Archive became assessable to scholars, ―the 

ancient and vast documentation produced by Venice‘s magistrates accelerated the evaluation of 

the past, and organized a cult of the city‘s memory.‖
152

 The polemic between Venetian scholars 

attempting to understand their past pitted those who adhered strongly to the positive myths 

established in the 1700s against those who want an unfiltered critique of the Republic.  

 How foreigners observed the city contributed to the Venetian‘s sense of self. Guidebooks 

written during the 1800s captured an ideal Venice. Following from the Grand Tour, taken by 

European aristocrats in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries, more middle class visitors went to the city in 

the 19
th

 century. They influenced global perception and confirmed popular Venetian symbols. In 

1842, Sir Francis Palgrave wrote, ―At the extremity of the Piazzaeta [of San Marco] are the two 

granite columns…these columns so completely formed as a part of the IDEA of Venice, that they 

were copied in most of the cities subject to their domestication.‖
153

 Guidebooks described in 

detail all of the Venetian landmarks and monuments. Concurrently, the invention of the 

daguerreotype in 1839, the first commercially available photograph, served as the precursor to 

the modern postcard (see Figure 16). The idea of Venice ―is realized through its buildings, and 

through the sense of the city‘s continuity which survived for more than seven centuries.‖
154

 Take 

for instance Italy, A Poem by Samuel Rogers: 

 There is a glorious City in the Sea, 

 The Sea is in then broad, the narrow streets, 

 Ebbing and flowing; and the salt sea-weed, 

 Clings to the marble of her palaces… 
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 As to a floating city - steering in,  

 And gliding up her streets in a dream, 

 So smoothly, silently…
155

 

Foreigners relished the idea of Venice as a beautiful relic. In doing so, they ignored 

contemporary political strife and economic deprivation among the locals. Looking back, David 

Laven lambasted Lord Byron‘s beautiful poems about Venice because he ―has taken virtually no 

notice of either the political or the economic situation.‖
156

 This is partly true. Lord Byron noticed 

the genuine decay of Venice through the lens of romanticism. Take for instance his poem Ode to 

Venice: 

 Even the Lion all subdued appears,  

 And the harsh sound of the barbarian drum,  

 With dull and daily dissonance, repeats  

 The echo of thy tyrant‘s voice…
157

 

Byron clearly alluded to the city under Austrian occupation. Yet, he used the setting as part of 

the myth of decadence which exerted a powerful romantic appeal.  

 But these are better than the gloomy errors,  

 The weeds of nations in their last decay,  

 When vice walks forth with her unsoftened terrors,  

 And mirth is madness, and but smiles to slay.
158

 

                                                           
 

155
 Samuel Rogers, Italy, A Poem, (London: George Rutledge and Sons, 1890), 61. 

 
156

 David Laven, ―Lord Byron, Count Daru, and Anglophone myths of Venice in the nineteenth 

century,‖ MDCCC 1 (2012): 10. 

 
157

 Geroge G. Byron, ―Ode to Venice, 1818,‖ Bartelby.com, 

https://www.bartleby.com/270/5/418.html. 

 
158

 Ibid. 



52 
 

The city of Venice became affiliated with multiple romantic themes: death, love, and mystery. 

John Ruskin, more than any other person, reveled in the theme of decadence. In his 1851 Stones 

of Venice, Ruskin focused on the degrading architecture whose ―very stones show how the rise 

and fall of the Venetian builder‘s art depended on the moral or immoral temper of the state.‖
159

 

Beauty is found ―in the cracks and the stains.‖
160

 Ruskin foreshadowed a fierce conservative 

philosophy that Venetians adopted in the twentieth century, one that adamantly opposed any 

modern changes to the historic city. Contrasting Ruskin is the French architect Eugène Viollet-

le-Duc who promoted restoration, ―To restore a building is not to preserve, to repair, or rebuild 

it, it is to reconstitute it in a more complete state than it could have been at a given moment.‖
161

  

 

Figure 16. John Ruskin, ―Daguerreotype-Venice,‖ (c.1851).  Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 25, 

2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Daguerreotype-venice.jpg. 
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 It is no coincidence these discussions occurred congruently with Il Risorgimento. Italian 

intellectuals appealed to a Golden Age to justify unification. The House of Savoy was ―painfully 

aware that the overwhelming bulk of the population was at best indifferent and at worst actively 

resentful‖ over the prospect of a unified Italian peninsula.
162

 The new Italian State under the 

House of Savoy adhered to the legacies of the Italian cities‘ past republics. For example, leaders 

in the kingdom of Italy dreamed of Adriatic nationalism by appealing to the memory of Il Stato 

di Mar (Venetian sea-based colonies). The Italian state‘s imperialism ―played an important role 

in making Venice less inward-looking, less likely to seek refuge in venezianita, and thus was 

able to position them at the center of Italian nationalism.‖
163

 Venetian history inspired Italian 

painters. Francesco Hayez depicted Venetian subjects such as Pietro Rossi, Vittore Pisani, 

Bianca Cappello, Caterina Corner, Marino Faliero, and Francesco Foscari (see Figure 17).
164

 

However, Hayez was not as pro-Venetian as his paintings might make him appear. Plant 

described how Hayez was motivated by the Milanese View of Venice, depicting history ―in 

which patriotic deeds or testing examples of loyalty were uppermost.‖
165

 Venetians may have 

been ambivalent about Hayez‘ paintings but the Milanese was deeply inspired. After all, it is 

their revolt against Austrian rule in March 1848 which jumpstarted the wars of independence.  
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Figure 17: Francesco Hayez, The Two Foscari (c.1854). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Francesco_Hayez_-_The_Two_Foscari_-_WGA11217.jpg 

 

Bureaucratic Incorporation: A New Republic 

 Venetians finally and fully cemented what it meant to be Venetian during this era. In the 

previous section, it was discussed how intellectual debate reframed the Republic‘s history for 

multiple purposes. This section will discuss the political side of early modern Venice. The lateral 

ethnie is composed of bureaucrats where ―membership was an exclusive and all-pervasive 

one.‖
166

 The Grand Council of the Republic is a perfect example of this type of ethnic 

community. However, its collapse brought forth a new political system developed through 

bureaucratic incorporation, Early modern Venice ―may not have been wrenched into a new 
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Enlightened shape, but it was jostled physically and spiritually.‖
167

 In order to bring about a 

nation, administrative, economic, and cultural revolutions saw all classes ―incorporated into the 

dominant lateral ethnic culture through the agency of the bureaucratic state.‖
168

 In other words, 

the intellectuals defined national identity and the political leaders enforced these ideas among the 

whole populace. For the Venetians, the myths of Venice formed during the nineteenth century 

reinforced their common connection to the Republican past and fostered modern nationalism.  

 Venice was passed along as a war trophy by the warring French and Austrian nations in 

the first half of the nineteenth century: French (1797), Austrian (1798-1806), French (1806-

1814), and Austrian (1814-1848). These periods of foreign rule changed the historic city center 

which had maintained its general appearance since the 1500s, seen in Jacopo de' Barbari‘s 

woodcut with the only major difference being that the Rialto Bridge was no longer wooden (see 

Figure 18). The city‘s traditional appearance was its biggest appeal. Locals reveled in it, and 

tourists flocked to the city center to witness it. However, this traditionalism ignored the fact that 

the city under the Republic was an ―endless series of public and private works.‖
169

 The city could 

not stay idle when its well-being meant controlling the lagoon‘s water and maintaining a growing 

population within a very limited space. The only thing which changed was who sponsored the 

public works. Up until 1797 it was the duty of the Venetian government led by rich oligarchical 

families, but in the early nineteenth century it became the prerogative of the foreign powers. 
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Figure 18. Jacopo de‘ Barbari, View of Venice (c.1500). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jacopo_de%27_Barbari_-_View_of_Venice_-

_Google_Art_Project.jpg 

 

 The French were, according to Venetians, ―cultural imperialists of the crassest kinds.‖
170

 

French spoliation deprived churches and parishes of the famed paintings from the Venetian 

School, while also physically changing the Venetian cityscape. In the northeastern sestiere (the 

city was divided into six sections) of Castello, Napoleon ordered demolition of houses and 

interment of canals to create a space for a public garden (see Figure 20). The road created 

alongside it, originally called Via Eugenia and later called Via Giuseppe, is Venice‘s widest and 

is reminiscent of a French boulevard (see Figure 19).
171

 Not only did the French level some of 

Venice‘s oldest buildings, but Napoleon ordered the destruction of winged lion figures which 
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were emblems of the old government. Two events commanded by Napoleon angered the locals. 

First, the French took away the Four Horses of San Marco, a war trophy that the Venetians 

displayed on the Basilica di San Marco following the Fourth Crusade in 1204. Second, the 

Church of San Geminiano, honoring Venice‘s original Byzantine patron saint, at the west side of 

Piazza San Marco was demolished. By 1813, the Procuratie Nuove was extended to the west 

wing of Piazza di San Marco, the Ala Napoleonica. The ―two main stories of [of the new wing] 

reproduced the forms of the repeating bay system of Sansovino‘s library [built in 1480s] in order 

to harmonize the new wing with the rest of the buildings of the Piazza.‖
172

 However, the neo-

classical style of the new additions clashed with the Gothic and Byzantine styles of the Basilica 

of Saint Mark and the Doge‘s Palace. Upon all of this, in 1813 the French erected a colossal 

statue of Napoleon in the Piazza.
173

 In a cruel irony, the French did not even occupy their new 

palace as Napoleon was forced to abdicate in 1814. Granted, Napoleon was not keen on 

dedicating himself to public works. Feeding his army and forcing his foreign subjects to submit 

themselves to his absolute rule was his prerogative. The Emperor plainly stated, ―It is not a 

question of building roads and canals, it is first necessary to feed my army. I have without doubt 

treated Venice as a country of conquest.‖
174
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                      Figure 19: Via Giuseppe.       Figure 20: Venetian Public Gardens. 

                 Photo taken by author, (June 2018)                     Photo taken by author, (June 2018)                                                     

 

 The Austrians brought a different kind of foreign occupation. On the one hand they were 

less keen than the French on taking Venice‘s prized possessions. Venice and Vienna shared a 

love of music, art, and opera. During the eighteenth century, the Habsburgs actively employed 

Venetian painters to decorate their courts. The Austrians also created civilian departments 

dedicated for maintaining the streets and canals, and even allowed the Venetians to create their 

own academy of letters in 1805. More importantly, ―the Austrian Empire represented the 

continuity of monarchial and aristocratic values and could expect allegiance from the old 

Venetian patriciate.‖
175

 Indeed, in 1815 the Austrians brought back the Four Horses of Saint 

Mark that the French had taken to Paris. When the Austrians came back in April 1814, they were 
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greeted with regatta and festival. Despite respecting Venetian culture, the Austrians left their 

legacy on the cityscape. Perhaps the most ―striking visual legacy of the Austrian period is the 

magnificent series of iron bridges they built, with some of them replacing old wooden and stone 

structures.‖
176

 After centuries of dominance, the Rialto Bridge was no longer the only bridge 

across the Grand Canal. In 1854 the Ponte dell‘ Accademia was built, and in 1858 the Ponte 

degli Scalzi was erected. Undoubtedly the most controversial Austrian project was the 

construction of the Milan-Venice railway and bridge in 1842, and subsequent Venezia Santa 

Lucia railway station in 1861. Perhaps foreshadowing the events of 1848 and 1866, the railway 

definitively ended Venetian isolation. With ―its inescapable symbolism,‖ Venice was no longer 

an artificial island shielded by the lagoon. Now it was now physically attached to the 

mainland.
177

  

 While the French damaged Venetian culture, the Austrians sapped any remaining vestiges 

of political sovereignty. Arguably, the most unpopular, at least most well-known, facet of 

Austrian rule was censorship. The Austrians ―prohibited affronts to religion, works that could be 

seen to abuse authority, inspire democracy, or exhibit undue nostalgia towards the old Venetian 

government.‖
178

 Censorship was so effective that ―Venetians were prevented from travelling 

abroad or reading uncensored material lest they become infected with liberal or revolutionary 

ideals.‖
179

 How ironic that the Republic which developed one of Europe‘s most highly regarded 

printing presses would be silenced by harsh measures. Conscription ―had a remarkable degree of 

integrity and efficiency,‖ but it was ―marred by bureaucratic pettiness.‖
180

 Furthermore, Austrian 

rule saw Venice definitively lose its economic power as the prime merchant port city in the 
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Adriatic Sea. Venice was ―the least of the Habsburg regimes worries‖ since Milan was the 

―bustling center of political and economic activity‖ and Trieste became the Austrian‘s preferred 

port city for southern trade.
181

 Heavy taxation ―penalized property owners so severely that 

palaces and houses were demolished merely because their owners could not afford to maintain 

them.‖
182

 It was only a matter of time before tensions broke across the entire Kingdom of 

Venetia-Lombardy. It is important to note that the Austrian Empire was on the decline as well. 

The House of Habsburg which once held both the Holy Roman Empire and France was a shell of 

its former self. Squabbling bureaucrats undermined Austrian hegemony among her foreign 

subjects, and even among the citizens in Vienna. Take for example the Venetian censors. The 

directives were inconsistently applied, there were overlapping spheres of tension and 

misunderstandings between officials in the capital and the periphery, insufficient devolution of 

authority, excessive paperwork, and there was inadequate staffing.
183

 

 The popular image of Austrian control was that of people ―groaning under grievously 

incompetent or tyrannous rule.‖
184

 Furthermore, the image of Venice in the early nineteenth 

century continued to be defined by its degraded status as the former capital of an ancient 

sovereign power whose wealth and splendor had vanished with the same dramatic suddenness as 

its independent statehood.‖
185

 However as Jonathan Keates, historian and chairman of the Venice 

in Peril Fund, perfectly stated, 

―Though there was never any likelihood that Venice would regain the prosperity enjoyed 

under the doges, a new confidence was discernible among merchants, bankers, and 

shopkeepers, as inhabitants of something more than a ghost town nurturing the 
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melodramatic fancies and cheap moralizing of tourist visitors. The newly enriched 

Venetian bourgeoisie had largely taken the place of the aristocracy as the most 

significant social echelon [emphasis added].‖
186

   

Keates identified the new bureaucracy that would promote the ideas that intellectuals had been 

concurrently using to mold Venetian identity. As patriotic feeling grew in conjunction with a 

broader Italian identity, modern bureaucratic incorporation truly began with the Ninth Italian 

Scientific Congress held in Venice on June 1847. The Venetians made use of their printing press 

to publish important studies such as Samuele Romanin‘s Storia documentraia di Venezia (the 

first comprehensive study of Venetian history by a Venetian), Giovanni Correr‘s edited Venezia 

e le sue lagune (the first anthology of Venetian studies), Gianjacopo Fontana‘s Venezia 

momumentale (a study on Venetian palaces), Pietro Salvatico‘s Sulla Architecctura e sulla 

scultura in Venezia dal Medio Evo (a study of Ventian medieval architecture), and the 

Combatti‘s new map of the Venetian islands.
187

 Despite the clear Venetian leanings of the 

Congress, Italian nationalists were doing their own vernacular mobilization and bureaucratic 

incorporation of their own. Leading Italian intellectuals were present: Giovanni Prati, Andrea 

Maffi, Aleardo Aleardi, Saverio Mercandate, Cosimo Ridolfi, Raffaele Lambruschini, and 

Cesare Cantu.
188

 The Italian unification advocates criticized the regionalism of the Venetian 

intellectuals, but this Congress proved that both sides shared goals. First, Venetians shared a 

gripe with Austria, whose overall stance on the Italians was as a backwards people. Second, 

some Venetians, especially Niccolo Tommaseo, saw Pope Pius IX as a central leader for Italian 

independence. Third, the Venetians followed the trend of the 1848 Revolutions to establish a 

local independent state and hold hope for a central Italian state to emerge. 
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 By 1848, two Venetians carried the hopes of the Venetian people: Daniele Manin and 

Nicolo Tommaseo. Manin was a Jewish lawyer determined to achieve real legal change without 

violent revolution. Yet, he was an unimposing spectacled short man. Tommaseo, by contrast, 

was a sharp-tongued intellectual who was known for both his wit and repellent demeanor. As the 

leaders of a popular protest, ―these two were radically dissimilar - one was a skeptical pragmatist 

preoccupied with facts…the other an ideologue poised on the edge of fanaticism.‖
189

 Both men 

were arrested by Austrian officials on 18 January 1848. Officials raided their homes and found 

correspondence between the two leaders and with Italian nationalist groups on the mainland. 

Manin annoyed officials by talking about reforms through local bodies the Austrians established 

to communicate with locals, even though these bodies were infamously ineffective. Tommaseo, 

for his part, was a target due to his seditious writings attacking Austria and calling for Italian 

unity. Both men were convicted for espionage at an unfair trial without defense counsel. During 

January and February 1848, Italy erupted in revolutionary reforms: King Ferdinand in Naples 

granted a constitution following a Sicilian revolt, King Charles Albert conceded to Sardinian 

subjects a constitution as well, the Grand Duke of Tuscany granted his Florentine subjects 

freedom of press, and Pope Pius IX issued a papal bull which seemed to sanction Italian liberal 

initiatives.
190

 In Venice, the people broke Manin and Tommaseo out of jail (see Figure 21). At 

the Arsenale, the workers murdered their Austrian manager. On 22 March 1848 the Venetians 

expelled the Austrian governor and secured ―total independence, but in a form that ruled out any 

likely upsurge of that lawlessness which was always Manin‘s deepest fear…the new 
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administration took the shape of a true republic, a representative authority with an elected 

assembly.‖
191

 With Manin at the helm, the Venetians established the Republic of San Marco.  

 

 

Figure 21: Napoleone Nani, Daniele Manin and Niccolo Tommaseo Freed from Prison (1876). 

Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 

Daniele_Manin_Repubblica_di_Venezia.jpg.  
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 Obviously the Austrians wanted to punish the Venetian rebels, but they were more 

concerned with a revolutionary movement in Milan. From 18-22 March 1848, the Milanese 

revolted and drove the Austrian army out of the city. This development inspired King Charles 

Albert of Sardinia/Piedmonte, who invaded the Austrian possessions in northern Italy with intent 

to liberate the Italians. Austrian general Joseph Radetzky von Radetz was determined to maintain 

his Empire‘s authority over her lands. Thus began the first Italian War of Independence. Italian 

intellectuals across the peninsula debated whether to join King Albert‘s kingdom, the fusionists, 

or recreate the independent Italian city states. In Venice, the fusionists briefly undermined 

Manin‘s authority until news came of the Sardinians crushing defeat at the Battle of Custova on 

25 July 1848 and brief armistice. It is important to note that King Charles wanted first to expand 

his kingdom to Milan and Lombardy, while leaving the Veneto ―as a scrap of empire to salve 

Austrian pride during any peach negotiations.‖
192

 The Venetians distrusted King Albert because 

they remembered secret negotiations that Napoleon did in Treaty of Campo Formio which 

initiated the first part of Austrian rule. At the same time, Venetian authority in Venetia dwindled. 

Cities like Vicenza, Treviso, and Padua adamantly defended their territories but distrusted their 

Venetian overlords as they remembered the mistreatment they endured during the era of the 

Republic. By mid-June 1848, the Austrians had retaken Vicenza and Treviso, leaving Venice as 

the sole obstacle in the region.  

 In 27 October 1848, ―a mixed professional and volunteer force‖ raised by the Venetians 

fortified their positions in Mestre, the closest mainland town to the historic center.
193

 The young 

volunteers ―embodied a spirit of resilience that would remain undimmed throughout the Venetian 
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revolution.‖
194

 They actually managed a victory over the Austrian forces which bolstered 

Venetian patriotism. As the Austrians began bearing down on Venice, Manin was granted 

essential dictatorial powers. King Albert had since rejoined the war, but was decisively defeated 

at the Battle of Novara on 23 March 1849. With his main foe vanquished, Admiral Radetsky put 

his whole focus on taking Venice. On 4 May 1849, the Admiral ordered a full siege on the 

industrial center of Maghera. The Venetians defended this city until 26 May 1849, when the 

remaining defenders fled across the railway bridge and blew up part of it to prevent a land 

invasion. After Novora a sort of Italian counter-revolution happened: the Grand Duke 

reestablished authoritarian rule over Tuscany, Charles Albert abdicated the Sardinian throne in 

humiliation for his son Victor Emmanuel II, King Ferdinand repressed the liberal elements in 

Sicily, an Austrian contingent invaded the Papal states to reestablish the Pope who fled after 

refusing to formally acknowledge an Italian state, and French forces mobilized to defeat the 

Roman Republic.
195

  

 Since foreign nations refused aid and Italian allies fell, Venice became the sole carrier of 

Risorgimento values when it finally fell under siege. Continuous artillery bombarded the city 

(see Figure 22). The Venetians maintained their independent fervor. The general cry was 

―Resisteremo fino all‟ultima polenta! (We‘ll hold out till thee last slice of polenta!‖
196

 Venetians 

did not surrender until 22 August 1849 when famine and cholera finally threatened to decimate 

the population. Radetzky's entrance to Venice on 27 August 1849 marked the complete surrender 

of Venice to the Austrian Empire, restoring the ante bellum status quo and causing Manin to flee 

to Italy. Long afterwards, King Victor Emanuel II changed his states‘ name to the Kingdom of 

Italy on 17 March 1861. He continued his father‘s legacy and reengaged Austria, while also 
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defeated rival Italian states. In 1866, the Italian Army defeated the Austrians in the Third War of 

Independence, and Venetians almost unanimously voted to join the Kingdom of Italy. 

Nonetheless the 1848 Republic left behind a reinforcement of national identity. This identity was 

firmly cemented when Daniel Manin‘s body retuned to the city in 1868 amidst a huge festival, 

and interned next to Saint Mark‘s Basilica. He was the only Venetian ever given this honor, an 

befitting the father of a nation.  

 

 

Figure 22: Luigi Querena, The church of San Geremia in Venice hit by the Austrian bombardment of 

1849, (c. 1850). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Assedio_Venezia_Chiesa_San_Geremia_(1849).jpg  
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Conclusion 

 The nineteenth century was an important epoch for modern Venetians. The French 

removed remaining vestiges of the old ruling class and stole important symbolic art from the 

city. Later, the Austrians heavily restricted civil liberties and changed the city‘s landscape. These 

acts were seen as injustices to the Venetians. They may have lost the Republic, but they still held 

dear to the title of La Serenissima. Using Smith‘s ethno-symbolist model, this chapter analyzed 

how the Venetians developed a national consciousness under foreign occupation. Through 

vernacular mobilization, Venetian intellectuals framed the history of their city under the positive 

myth of Venice in order to delegitimize the myth of decadence established in the eighteenth 

century. Through bureaucratic incorporation, leaders like Daniele Manin motivated a united front 

against Austria and actually created a free Venetian state. The question now becomes how 

Venetians who had created their own national identity could be integrated into Italy. 
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Chapter 3: 

Venetismo in the Twentieth Century 

“The Veneto Serenissima Armata has liberated Piazza San Marco. Today the Serene 

Republic of Venice is reborn. It resumes life because we have not abandoned our 

unshakeable faith that it is alive. We know it was and always will be an ornament of 

Europe and a bulwark of Christianity.” 

~A militant Venetist, 1997
197

 

Introduction 

 Since the birth of the Republic the Venetians had a particular form of national pride as 

―the consciousness of being a race apart, springing from a different element, and pursuing an 

individual destiny.‖
198

 Venetians were uncertain of what their purpose was in Italy. The 

transition of Venice from the Austrian Empire to the Kingdom of Italy on October 1866 was not 

as simple as it appeared. Even though the Venetian ―population voted overwhelmingly to accept 

unification with Italy‖ and King Victor Emmanuel II was given traditional Venetian fanfare, 

locals came to terms with their republican past (see Figure 23).
199

 Mournful memories of Il 

Risorgimento were still fresh: the failed promises of Charles Albert, the isolation of Venice 

during the 1849 Austrian siege, and the fact that Emmanuelle II annexed Veneto last. Plant‘s 

words ring true, ―The lion could roar again, but its voice was muted.‖
200

 Passion for the city 

never vanished as Venetians acknowledged they were now Italians. A statue dedicated to the 

new king, designed by Ettore Ferrari, was erected in 1887 (see Figure 24). Similar to what 

happened in the 1847 Scientific Congress, distinct Venetian loyalty undermined the Italian 
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message. On the pedestal of the equestrian statue are two symbols of Venice: on one side is a 

fallen woman sitting next to a chained lion of St. Mark, and on the other side is a woman of 

liberty standing with the roaring lion of St. Mark breaking the chains. Italy is recognized for 

defeating the Austrians, but the years 1848-1849 are conspicuously engraved. A campo, a public 

square, was renamed after Daniele Manin and a statue in his image, made by Luigi Borro, was 

erected there in 1875 (see Figure 25). Venetians adopted a conservationist philosophy towards 

the city they saw as the center of their homeland. Shouldering a long history, Venetians 

developed a local nationalism which was distinct from their Italian reality.  

 

Figure 23: Unknown artist, The King Victor Emmanuelle II in Venice, (1866). Wikimedia Commons. 

Accessed April 25, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Einzug_Vittorio_Emanuels_ 

in_Venedig_1.jpg 
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Figure 24: Statue of Victor Emmanuel II in Venice. Photo taken by Didier Descouens, (May 2017). 

Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 

Monument_to_Victor_Emmanuel_II_(Venice).jpg 

S  

Figure 25: Statue of Daniele Manin. Photo taken by Didier Descouens (May 2019). Wikimedia 

Commons. Accessed April 25, 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 

Daniele_Manin_by_Luigi_Borro.jpg 
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 Smith defined nationalism as ―an ideological movement for attaining and maintaining 

autonomy, unity, and identity on behalf of a population deemed by some of its members to 

constitute an actual or political nation.‖
201

 He clarified that ―nationalism is the ideology of the 

nation, not the state.‖
202

 Venetian nationalism is distinct from Italian loyalty. This chapter applies 

the three core concepts of Smith‘s ethno-symbolist approach to nationalism: identity, unity, and 

autonomy. The straightforward meaning of identity ―is sameness.‖
203

 Venetians share a regional 

language, cultural history, and homeland. The concept of identity is best represented by the 

philosophy of com‟era e dov‟era (‗how it was, where it was). This conservative philosophy 

values old Venice over any modern changes, and is strongly felt with public works and 

restorations. The concept of unity refers ―to a unification of the national territory or homeland, if 

it is divided, and the gathering together within the homeland of all nationals.‖
204

 For Venetians, 

the struggle comes from Venice‘s status as a museum city. The Venetian economy has always 

depended on foreigners, but the merchant past was overtaken by the modern mass tourist. Lastly, 

autonomy involves ―instilling a genuinely national will so that the members of the nation will be 

truly free of alien ideas and ways that are liable to destroy and stunt their development and that 

of the community as a whole.‖
205

 In other words, autonomy means self-determination. This 

chapter argues that Venetian nationalism developed during the twentieth-century from an 

―interrelated language or discourse‖ which had ―its expressive ceremonials and symbols.‖
206
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Identity: ‘Com’era e dov’era’ 

 La Serenissima rested heavily on the Venetian mind. The positive myth of Venice was 

revitalized by 1897, the centennial of the Republic‘s collapse. A wave of conservationism 

checked the zeal for modernization. This struggle was not solely a Venetian problem as new 

administrations across Italy dealt with ancient Roman architecture and medieval infrastructure. 

The city went through centuries of public works under the Republic but time came to a standstill 

in 1797. Venetians accepted French and Austrian interventions out of fear from censure. After 

liberation in 1866, locals and foreigners wanted to preserve the picturesque old Venice.  

 This dispute can be traced to the 1850s architectural debate between conservation 

advocate John Ruskin and restorations advocate Eugene Viollet-le-Duc. After the 1866 Italian 

annexation, architectural debates in Venice were taken up by Alvise Pietro Zorzi and Camillo 

Boito. These two respectively made up the conservare (conservation) and ristorare (restoration) 

positions. Other factions included represtino (renewing), lucidata (cleaning), salvaguardi 

(preservation), and sventramento (demolition).
207

 Zorzi was a close acquaintance of Ruskin. 

Zorzi makes his position clear in his Observations on…the Restoration of the Basilica, ―Love for 

memories of the homeland (patrie) must go above ridiculous regards which do not tie up an 

independent person.‖
208

 Ruskin wrote a letter to Zorzi admiring his commitment to the ―revival 

of the spirit of the Past,‖ and in exposing ―the folly of throwing away the priceless marbles of the 

original structure.‖
209

 Meanwhile, Boito occupied a moderate position between the Ruskin and 

Viollet-le-Duc extremes. Boito understood that buildings should preserve memory, but did not 

want to leave them in rot. He followed the seven points of the 4th Congress of Italian Engineers 
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and Architects and particularly agreed with point 2, ―Additions or renovations must be made in 

our contemporary style.‖
210

 Boito pointed out how the Republic‘s government had the mosaics of 

St. Mark‘s Basilica cleaned twice annually.
211

 In the early years of Italian Venice each main side 

had their own victory: the Fondaco dei Turchi was restored in 1869 and conservationists 

prevented demolition of the church of San Moisè in 1870.  

 Plant argues that 1887 was the definitive year when ―the city was fetishized and its face 

was turned to the past.‖
212

 The victory of the conservationists was sparked by Pompeo Molmenti 

who protested, ―We remember another Venice, picturesque, poetic, and full of fascination and 

mystery that is destroyed…because of the desire to renovate.‖
213

 Molementi was both a Senator 

in the Italian government and a historian of Venice. His works are a spiritual successor to 

Samuele Romanin as they sought to preserve the Myth of Venice against critiques of decadence 

and decay. Molmenti reaffirmed Venetian spirit, ―The fatherland might now be said to be 

established and secure…The people of the lagoon with the fervor of youth acknowledged no 

master. They constituted themselves into a vigorous state, gathering from amidst the injuries, the 

shame, the ruins of the Peninsula, the old, the hallowed name of Italy.‖
214

 True Venetians should 

preserve the past, rather than endure for the future. Not only were traditional Venetian 

monuments and buildings supposed to be preserved, but Molmenti wanted the entire ambience 

(ambiente) to be saved. Venice must look and feel like The Most Serene Republic.  

 Granted, modernization efforts never stopped. Liberal politicians wanted urban change 

focused on accurate information through a belief in science. Venetian poverty and deprivation 
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was rampant. Infant mortality by 1890 was 27.7.
215

 Cholera remained a constant concern for the 

crowded city. Old houses became uninhabitable especially on the ground floors. Unemployment 

reached 50% by 1869, exacerbated by the loss of traditional artisan trades such as 

shipbuilding.
216

 The Venetian ambience could not reasonably stay static. Steam engines 

fundamentally changed traffic in the Grand Canal and developed into the vaporetto (water bus) 

public transport system in April 1881.
217

 Industry and factories were built. One of the most well-

known examples is the Molino Stucky built on the Giudecca in 1895 for flour and pasta 

industry.
218

 Polemics over change continued throughout the twentieth century as problems 

continued to mount: disease, war, rising sea levels, overpopulation. The question of who Venice 

belonged to ―remained a key issue in any study of the city‘s identity.‖
219

 Molmenti reveled in the 

international love for the city, but this undermined the local adherence to the traditional myth of 

Venice. Calls for com‟era e dov‟era‟ came from both foreign and local sources in the twentieth 

century. They were most prominent in four major events.  

 First, St. Mark‘s Campanile collapsed on 14 July 1902 (see Figure 26). A crack had 

developed and expanded in the preceding days, but the government did not react. The mayor of 

Venice, Fillipo Grimani, ―received telegrams from all over the world as a result of the fall.‖
220

 

This bell tower is the third most recognizable landmark in the Piazza di San Marco after the 

Basilica and Ducal Palace. As Molmenti explained, ―Neither the Piazza nor Venice can be 

thought of without the Campanile, which arose above the city almost like a protector…like the 
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mast of a ship.‖
221

  It existed since the reign of Doge Pietro Trubino in 912 and its most 

recognizable form was finalized in 1514. Some newspapers blamed modernization efforts, ―it is 

stated that the constant dredging…in order to permit the entrance of larger ships, caused the earth 

to slide.‖
222

 Other foreign observers were quick to ―whip the locals for perceived failings, with 

the impertinent assumption that they were but caretakers of a cityscape that mattered more to the 

world than to them.‖
223

 The decision to rebuild the Campanile was made unanimously by the city 

council on the same day it collapsed. Architects like Otto Wagner believed it was the perfect 

opportunity to build a bell tower in a new location in a fresh aesthetically-pleasing contemporary 

style, but his view was ardently rejected by the Venetians. The mayor of Venice proclaimed the 

Campanile would be built com‟era e dov‟era‟.
224

 The new Campanile incorporated as much of 

the original brick and clay as possible, was built on the exact same site, and reached the exact the 

same height of 98.6 meters (323 feet). St Mark‘s Campanile was rededicated on 25 April 1912, 

one millennium after the initial foundations was built and the Feast of St. Mark. This event 

confirmed the success of ―preservation, replication, and civil self-congratulation.‖
225
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Figure 26: Ruins of the Campanile. Unknown author (1902). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 26, 

2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ruins_of_St_Mark%27s_Campanile.jpg 

 

 Second, building Porto Marghera in the 1920s undermined the central role of the 

Arsenale. The Italian government saw the Venetian lagoon as a strategic naval base. After the 

1866 liberation, the government had already somewhat revitalized shipbuilding in the Arsenale, 

the ancient center of military might for the Republic. In the late nineteenth century Italians 

constructed new dry docks and supplied industrial cranes. Venetians responded favorably by 

naming the first ship built in the revamped Arsenale after Francesco Morosini, the Doge who 

conquered the Peloponnese from the Turks.
226

 The founder of Futurism, F.T. Marinetti, hated 

„com‟era e dov‟era‟. On 27 April 1910, Marinetti went to the city and gave out pamphlets 

stating,  
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We renounce the old Venice…We want to prepare the birth of an industrial and military 

Venice that can dominate the Adriatic Sea, that great Italian lake. Let us hasten to fill in 

its little reeking canals with the shards of its leprous crumbling palaces. Let us burn the 

gondolas, rocking chair for cretins, and raise to the heavens the imposing geometry of 

metal bridges and howitzers plumed with smoke, to abolish the falling curves of the old 

architecture.
227

  

In the 1920s the newly installed fascist regime under Benito Mussolini used the Republic‘s past 

as one the greatest naval powers to inspire Italian irredentism.
228

 However, the Venetians were 

sideswiped in the long run. Mussolini saw the Roman Empire as Italy‘s true precursor, not the 

Venetian Stato di Mar. The fascist leader was also influenced by Futurist ideals, of which ran in 

direct contrast to Venetian conservatism. Instead of making the Arsenale a functioning port 

again, the fascists looked towards the mainland. A new port would be built at Marghera, one 

large enough to make warships that the Arsenale could not. To add insult to injury the one 

overlooking the project was a Venetian, Count Giuseppe Volpi.  

 Plant says that Volpi ―is the most influential figure in the history of modern Venice.‖
229

 

Boswroth agrees and called Volpi ―the last Doge.‖
230

 It is true that Volpi held high positions in 

the fascist government and kept the worst of the regime out of Venice, owned the companies 

which brought electricity to the city, and even controlled the coining in the city.
231

 He also 

founded the famous Venice Film Festival in 1932. While it is arguable whether Volpi is the most 

important modern Venetian, he was the certainly the biggest force for modernization. In the 
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choice between ―a pure but dying Venice or modern one‖ Volpi chose the latter.
232

 However, this 

stained his legacy among Venetists. Porto Maghera was praised at first because it took industry 

away from the old city, but it quickly became extremely unpopular. Venetians migrated across 

the lagoon to work in a port with poor labor conditions and live in the underdeveloped city of 

Mestre. The dream of creating Mestre an ―elegant modern garden city of 30,000 inhabitants‖ fell 

flat with only 5,000 living in less than ideal conditions.‖
233

 The fact that most workers came 

from the hinterlands rather than the historic city (only 400 Venetian workers) made the area 

seem like a foreign settlement. The most drastic change from the Maghera development was the 

construction of a road bridge between the mainland and the old city in 1933. The Venetian myth 

of being nestled safely in the lagoon was finally gone, and the legacy of la Ponte della Libertà 

would be seen in mass tourism. Volpi was active in his life doing what he thought helped his city 

survive, but was unceremoniously put in a tomb in Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari. There was no 

fanfare as there had been with Manin. Volpi‘s son Giovanni used the catchphrase ―Venezia 

ingrata‖ (Ungrateful Venice).
234

  

 Third, the worst Venetian flood in its history occurred on 4 November 1966 (see Figure 

27). The acqua alta (high water) is a seasonal natural phenomenon. During autumn the waters 

the Adriatic Sea reach their highest. The lagoon dwellers have dealt with acqua alta since they 

inhabited the region in the 400s. It was part of the amphibious nature of Venice as locals had 

adapted to the seasonal flooding for centuries. However, the flood in 1966 was unprecedented. 

Water from the canals rose to a height of 194 (6 ft. 4 in). The residents were trapped in higher 

floors. The destruction was vast and would only exacerbate the exodus from the old city, with 
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―7,000 retail venues destroyed and 15,000 dwellings inundated.‖
235

 In the artistic world the 

theme of the dying Venice took hold. The idea had become a cliché but it alluded to the forgotten 

―physical environment of the lagoon and the social fabric of the city.‖
236

 No longer was Venice 

in continual decay since 1797, the city seemed to be destined for a watery grave.  

 

 

Figure 27. Venetian Flood of 1966. Author unknown, (1966). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 26, 

2020.https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Alluvione_di_Venezia_del_1966.jpg 

 

 Foreign charity groups such as Save Venice Inc., Venice in Peril Fund, World 

Monuments Fund, and UNESCO gathered money. International response was unified in its 

message to save Venice but uncertain on how to do it. The most immediate response was 

criticizing Maghera for its industrial impact on the lagoon. In a volte-face from the fascist era, 

                                                           
 

235
 Ibid, 203. 

 
236

 Plant, 360. 



80 
 

Venetians defended the port and called it ―the salvation of Venice and not the big bad industrial 

wolf.‖
237

 The port had been ingrained into the overall Venetian landscape and Venetians wanted 

to assert their control over it. The Italian government in 1971 allowed for regions to establish 

their own governments but it was not going to be a full-fledged federalist system. The Italian 

government passed Law 171 on May 1973 to assert its central control over the regional 

governments and did not allow them full local autonomy.
238

 Over the course of thirty years the 

Italian government determined that ―the only practicable way to keep out the high tides was to 

have gates fixed to the lagoon floor that would hinge upwards to close it off to at times of 

emergency.‖
239

 This scheme was called the MOSE project. It went through multiple visions and 

various delays as governments in Rome changed. It finally began construction under Prime 

Minister Silvio Berlusconi in 2003. Not surprisingly, Venetians complained. „Com‟era e 

dov‟era‟ was raised once again as the proposed dams would change the appearance of the lagoon 

environment. Some Venetians have focused on the corruption and scandals that followed the 

MOSE project, and the clear denial of regional control. Other Venetians think the storm gates 

will simply fail due to rising sea levels. Foreign observers believe the dams are ―likely to cause 

damage to the ecological health of the surrounding lagoon and, in the long run, could have no 

effect on Venice‘s preservation.‖
240

 The Republic built a stone dam called the murazzi in 1716 to 

combat floodwaters, and it was heavily damaged in the 1966 flood. Given com‟era e dov‟era‟ 

the Venetians were more open to refortifying the old structure rather than building new dam 

networks. The flood debates were again exacerbated when residents relived their fears after 

Venice suffered the second worst flood on 4 November 2019.  
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 The twentieth century ended as it began with a major Venetian landmark collapsing. On 

29 January 1996, an opera house burned to the ground in apparent arson. Befitting its name, La 

Fenice (The Phoenix) had already burned down in 1836 and was rebuilt by the Austrians. This 

irony did not stop Venetians from appealing to com‟era e dov‟era‟. The chief architect for the 

project was Aldo Rossi, who used photographs and acoustic measurements to rebuild the opera 

house in its signature rococo style. The only modern changes that slipped through were extra 

rehearsal areas, newer equipment, more bathrooms, and more seating.
241

  Nonetheless, it was as 

faithful to the 18
th

 century design as it could get. Some modernizers like Lionello Puppi 

complained, ―It‘s extraordinary and worrying that…when (Venice) should be opening herself at 

last to the modern world, Venetians talk of nothing but a stale, reactionary return to the status 

quo.‖
242

 On one hand, the dedication to preserving the Republic‘s memory two centuries after its 

collapse is impressive. On the other hand, com‟era e dov‟era‟ appears as a doomed philosophy 

as the city appears destined to become the real-life Atlantis. What is unquestionable is that 

Venetians maintained a certain identity through the trials and tribulations of the twentieth 

century.  

 

Unity: Mass Tourism and Mass Protest  

 Venice is world-renowned for its amphibious design and function. Venice‘s legacy as La 

Serenissima attracts ―20 million tourists every year.‖
243

 Despite the economic importance of 

urban tourism, many locals feel suffocated by foreign visitors. Tourism is a difficult industry to 

regulate. Too much regulation will impair the local economy. Too little regulation will 
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undermine cultural identity and sovereignty. As Plant wrote, ―History had blurred, becoming but 

a vague background to picturesque sights, gondola rides…the ordinary people and their crafts, 

sea bathing, romance and mystery.‖
244

 Venetians are desperate to find the sweet spot which 

would allow tourists to enjoy the city without having them conquer its infrastructure. Tourism 

allowed Venetian trades such as gondolas, lacemaking, glass-making, and mask-making to 

survive into the modern age.  At the same time, as the increasing rate of foreigners decreases the 

local population. The tourist economy replaced the merchant past out of necessity. Venetians 

who remain in the city fight to maintain their identity, and preserve their unity. 

 Modern tourism originated from the Grand Tour, a trip taken by northern European 

intellectuals and aristocrats across Europe during the 17
th

 and 18
th

 century. Unlike its modern 

counterpart, the Grand Tour was ―far more concentrated in the period of youth…and of greater 

duration.‖
245

 These trips could last years because they were intended to educate affluent youth on 

European culture and history. Major cities such as Paris and Rome were considered 

quintessential stops for these tourists since they had both traditional artworks and contemporary 

music. Visiting Venice was typical during the Grand Tour and sometimes visited more than 

once. The city already acquired a reputation for its blend of architectural styles, distinct school of 

colorful paintings, and its famed courtesans. The Republic government also invested heavily in 

the Carnival season during the eighteenth century. Of course, it was this very festivity which 

would pinned the label of decadence on the city. Venice represented adventure depicted in the 

memoirs of Casanova. Given the modern Venetians refusal to modernize, modern tourists come 

to the city for similar reasons as did the aristocrats. The Venetian problem is that tourists finance 
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the old city, a goal extremely important to the locals, but the influx of tourists challenges local 

autonomy.  

 During the years of foreign occupation (1797-1866) the Venetians could do little to 

challenge the steady influx of visitors. After becoming part of the Italian state in 1866, Venice 

became increasingly accessible. Modern changes such as the railway, the road bridge, and the 

vaporetto water buses made transport easy. Palaces, once the houses of the Venetian aristocrats, 

were converted into hotels. The first notable example of a palatial hotel is Hotel Danieli, a palace 

once owned by the powerful Dandolo family converted into a hotel in 1824. The trend increased 

in the early twentieth century when Volpi took control of hotel infrastructure in 1906 with his 

company, Compagnia Italiana Grandi Alberghi. The Italian government was intent on 

converting Venice into a museum. In 1930 the control of the La Biennale di Venezia (Venice 

Biennale), an art exhibition founded in 1895, passed from the Venice City Council to the Fascist 

government.
246

 Granted, Venetian locals imposed their own unique exhibitions such as Murano 

glass sculptures and Burano lace-making. Yet, the event became increasingly international. 

Permanent art pavilions dedicated to different nations were constructed in the Napoleonic public 

garden, Giardini della Biennale. After fascists gained control of the Biennale organization, Volpi 

was made its president. He added three new events throughout the 1930s which only served to 

increase the Bienalle‘s international popularity: a music festival, a theater festival, and the 

Venice Film Festival.
247

 The Bienelle was not the only event which indicated Venice‘s 

transformation into the museum city. In 1922 the Museo Correr relocated from the Fondaco dei 

Turchi to the Procuratie Nuove in St Mark‘s Plaza.
248

 The Museo Correr can be considered the 

Venetian national museum as it holds various artifacts from the era of the Republic. Other 

                                                           
 

246
 Plant, 295. 

 
247

 Bosworth, 146. 

 
248

 Plant, 304. 



84 
 

museums were created across the city to focus on specific exhibits: Carlo Goldoni‘s House for 

theater, Ca' Rezzonico for eighteenth century art, Fortuny Museum for fabrics, and decimated 

glass and lace museums. In 2008 eleven museums were consolidated under the authority of the 

Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia (MUVE). It became Venice‘s destiny to ―purvey leisure, 

charm, and beauty for its cosmopolitan visitors.‖
249

  

 At first, Venetians attempted to move the brunt of mass tourism to the Lido barrier island. 

The island was given to the Commune of Venice in 1883 as the bathing industry expanded. 

Indeed, the Lido offered a beach experience which appealed to the overall aquatic aesthetic of 

Venice (see Figure 28). Tourists can experience the soft silky sands of the lagoon and the 

beautifully green waters of the Adriatic Sea. Historically, the Lido held the Republic government 

until it relocated to the Piazza di San Marco in 810 AD.
250

 The ancient capital Malamocco, once 

the position of ducal power in the lagoon, was destroyed by a flood in 1100 AD.
251

 It is ironic 

that the original island where Venetian power was centered would be developed by unfettered 

modernization. Away from the historic city center the Lido was advertised as having ―the most 

modern facilities combined with the historical city across the water.‖
252

 The paramount symbol 

of a modern Venetian island was the Hotel Excelsior:  

Its first stone laid in February 1907, it was feverishly erected in seventeen month, in the 

Moorish style mixed with the period neo-Lombard and neo-Gothic; in 1914 part of the 

hotel was furnished in  the ‗Louis Quinze manner,‘ while a pavilion in the sea was 

described as artistically Chinese. No wonder the hotel complex could be hailed as the 

grandest and most artistic of tourist haunts…Its inauguration [in 1908] was fittingly 
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lavish. The building and its canals were set ablaze with light. More than 3,000 guests 

danced sway the hours with a four piece orchestra. A further 30,000 onlookers arrived by 

boat from the city to gawk at the plush scene.
253

 

The Lido represents the Belle Époque, the transition into the new twentieth century, while actual 

Venice represented „com‟era e dov‟era‟, the refusal to leave the past behind. The juxtaposition of 

these two areas, connected by the vaporetto system and maintained by the same city officials, 

leaves an undeniable appeal for tourists.  

 

 

Figure 28: John Lavery, Bathing in the Lido (1912). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed April 26, 2020. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bathing_in_the_Lido,_Venice,_John_Lavery.jpg 
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 The longest lasting effect of tourism can be seen in the Venetian exodus. A local 

population which peaked at 164,000 in 1931 has declined to around 60,000 by 2010.
254

 The city 

is mostly populated by foreigners now. The exodus began in earnest after the 1966 flood because 

many homes and businesses were destroyed. There was also the entrenched housing issue of old 

dwellings being essentially uninhabitable as modern renovations were continuously rejected. As 

tourism established itself as the main industry, factories built in the late nineteenth century have 

shut down or moved to the mainland. As seen in the Marghera debacle, Venetians who wanted 

work were incentivized to leave for the mainland. Noticeable Venetian communities abroad can 

be found in Chipilo, Mexico and Serra Gaúcha, Brazil. The tourists are ironically ―slowly killing 

off the same Venice street life that they dream of witnessing close up.‖
255

 For instance the Strada 

Nova, a street built to connect the train station with the Piazza di San Marco, has become the 

domain for unending tourist stands and multiple fancy restaurants. Meanwhile the locals have 

been pushed to the poorer, somewhat quieter, southern districts of the city.  

 On any given day the Piazza di San Marco, especially during the summer months, is 

absolutely packed with people. Undoubtedly the Pink Floyd concert held in Venice on the July 

15, 1989 was the day where the Piazza held the most people at once as it took ―forty-five 

minutes to edge two hundred meters in any given direction.‖
256

 Local newspapers deplored the 

event as ―a sack on the city by 200,000 or more people.‖
257

 This one day revealed the absolute 

worst of tourism. The train station was packed with people and smelled of marijuana, it became 

impossible to navigate the road bridge due to the large amounts of cars, people without hotel 

rooms slept on the street, the lack of public facilities meant excrement could be found on the 
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floor and in the canals, a whole section of the city was covered in litter, and arguably worst of all 

the city was reduced to a mere backdrop unconnected to its long history.  

 While that day can be seen as the worst day in Venetian tourism, it was only one day. In 

the long-term the worse of tourism is seen in the so-called ‗day trippers.‘ These tourists come 

aboard cruise ships which barely fit inside the Giudecca Canal and do not spend enough time in 

Venice to contribute to the local economy. As the city council and Italian government promote 

the museum city, locals are left with the feeling that ‗Venice is not for the Venetians.‘ This 

would become the greatest cry for unity by the twenty first century. 

 Since 2012, around 2,000 locals have annually protested against the negative effects of 

cruise tourism. The No Grandi Navi (No Big Ship) campaign is an ongoing public demonstration 

showing unity amongst the Venetians. This public demonstration can be analyzed through four 

contextual layers: the nation, the mobilizing context, the demonstrators, and the demonstration. 

Jesus Casquete defined public demonstrations as ―a collective gathering in a public space whose 

aim is to exert political, social, and cultural influence on authorities, public opinion and 

participants through the disciplined and peaceful expressions of an opinion or demand.‖
258

 

Casquete‘s definition is incomplete as not all demonstrations are completely peaceful or 

disciplined. Viviana Abreau-Hernandez, a political scientist at the University of Puerto Rico, 

claimed direct action is ―non-violent in the sense of rejecting injury to persons as an intentional 

part of the action in question.‖
259

 Hernandez allowed for non-personal violence, such as 

destruction of property or blockades of government buildings. Protests are public demonstrations 

which utilize direct action. However, physical harm to people distinguishes protests from riots. 

The goal of a protestor is to influence a positive change in a society, while the goal of a rioter is 
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to destabilize and overthrow the social structure. No Grandi Navi is a demonstration because it 

seeks to exert influence, and is a protest because it ―uses direct action against…exploitation.‖
260

  

 Bert Klandermans argues that protests follow scripts that are broken down into four 

contextual layers: the national context, the mobilizing context, the demonstrators, and the 

demonstration.
261

 First, the national context is the most distant context. Venice is in a separate 

sphere from the Italian mainland. One common Venetian mindset is that ―the government of 

Rome‖ is a separate, almost foreign, entity.
262

 The No Grandi Navi protests have to be 

understood as though Venetians are their own nation, united by common descent, history, 

culture, language, and inhabiting a particular territory. Michele Vianello argues that No Grandi 

Navi is comprised of the centri sociali, traditional associations, and private individuals.
263

 The 

centri sociali (social center) is a physical space that the Venetians created in the Castello district 

called Laboratorio Morion. The existence of a public space allows members to gather and hold 

regular meetings. 

 Venetian nationalism allows one to analyze the second contextual layer, mobilization. In 

a general context, urban tourism has become a contentious issue in Europe. Historic centers such 

as Paris, Berlin, and Barcelona have erupted in protests as tourists challenge local culture. The 

problem arises as cities are involved in ―a profound restructuring of their economic bases…away 

from manufacturing towards service and knowledge-based industries.‖
264

 Increase in tourism is a 

result of globalization and of increasing medium income as people are given more opportunities 
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to explore an interconnected world. City governments sacrifice traditional industries to adopt a 

global entrepreneurial attitude. Yet, building a tourist industry comes at the price of a city‘s 

identity. One Venetian lamented how one neighborhood in Canaregio, Venice‘s most northern 

district, lost its local artisans to corporate stores.
265

 Another Venetian commented on how the 

historic city center of Piazza San Marco is ―jammed with day-trippers and dotted with bancarelle 

(souvenir stands).‖
266

  

 Venice‘s issue-specific context comes from its location. Venice is small, with an area of 

160 square miles. Before Austrians built a bridge and railway to the mainland in 1860, Venice 

was only assessable by boat. The design of the city, an artificial island with crisscrosses of canals 

and alleyways, reflects its amphibious and isolated past. The city of Venice cannot easily hold 

the 20-30 million tourists that visit every year. The cruise ships which go through the city‘s 

biggest canal, the Giudecca, are an environmental hazard. Cruise ships pollute waterways with 

hazardous waste, pollute the air with noxious gas, and contribute to noise pollution.
267

 These 

issues are intensified in Venice‘s narrow waterways, as pollution becomes concentrated. The 

canals are also polluted by people. The lagoon system‘s annual acqua alta (high tide) in autumn 

flood the city, and drags trash from the street into the water. Cruise tourism has become the 

target for protestors. 

 The third and fourth contextual layers, the demonstrators and demonstration, allow for a 

psychological analysis of the people involved. Venetian locals are the main protesters, yet protest 

in the low thousands. These low numbers are not a result of low motivation, but because of local 

population decline. A population which peaked at 164,000 in 1931 dropped to around 60,000 in 
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2009, and again dropped to 55,000 in 2017.
268

 There is a mass exodus to the mainland as 

traditional jobs have disappeared. The formal organization which organizes the protests is called 

Comitato No Grandi Navi - Laguna Bene Comune (No Big Ships - Lagoons as a Commons 

Committee). It was established on January 6, 2012. Their first protest was on September 16, 

2012. The No Grandi Navi Committee is a ―fluid, internet based, societal bond‖ with no 

hierarchical structure, but does have one spokesperson.
 269

 Everyone in the group has equal right 

to propose and discuss activities. The association‘s mission statement is stated in a White Paper 

on their website, where the committee wants ―every technical and administrative act to take 

place with the real involvement of the citizenship and with the support of technicians and 

experts…freed from the interests of those [the government and tourist industry] who in recent 

decades have put hands on the city and the lagoon.‖
270

 

 The targets of the protests are the local government and the tourists. No Grandi Navi 

adopted a protest ritual of ―regularly occurring symbolic performances.‖
271

 Every year during 

peak tourist season in the summer, the protesters gather at the entrance of the city in the early 

morning. They begin their march over the Calatrava Bridge, built in 2008. The bridge is 

symbolic because its modern glass architecture was designed to welcome visitors to the city, but 

it clashed with Venice‘s medieval and renaissance architecture. The protestors then march past 

the train station, Venezia Santa Lucia. They proceed along the Strada Nova, Venice‘s longest 

street and tourist shopping area. Two smaller groups split and occupy the Ponte dell'Accademia, 

and the Rialto Bridge. The Rialto holds special significance as a symbol due to it being the first 

bridge built over the Grand Canal. Any vaporettos (water buses) and gondolas going under the 
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bridges will see the No Grandi Navi banners. The main march reaches Piazza di San Marco, the 

main tourist attraction and historic center of Venetian political power. From the Piazza, the 

protestors reach the Giudecca Canal. Some Venetians board boats and block the path of cruise 

ships. The police protect the protestors by forming defensive lines at the front and at the back of 

the march. The main symbol is the white and red No Grandi Navi flag. Banners portray messages 

like ‗Venice is for the Venetians,‘ ‗No more hotels,‘ and ‗Venice is not Disneyland.‘ Common 

phrases spray-painted onto walls are ‗antifa,‘ and stern messages like ‗Tourists are not 

welcome,‖ and ―All tourists are bastards.‖‘
272

 

 Casquete created a framework for demonstrations as ―social movement X is said to have 

influence over [authority-complex and public opinion] Y whenever Y takes a given course of 

action or internalizes a set of values because it is convinced of the persuasive force of X‘s 

argument.‖
273

 The No Grandi Navi campaign has not gone unnoticed. Tourists have felt the 

discontent of the locals such as when they directly criticized by local volunteers wearing orange 

vests, who hassle tourists when they feed pigeons, litter, or sit on landmarks. The local Venetian 

government has taken action as well, but the current administration of Luigi Brugnaro, Venice‘s 

first conservative mayor, is unpopular. In May 2018, furious protestors removed government 

installed tourist barriers and turntables intended to segregate the locals from the visitors because 

of May Day celebrations.
274

 The Venetians did score a victory when the Italian government 
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agreed to change the routes of cruise ships by 2021 so that they go around the lagoon, instead of 

through the Giudecca Canal.
275

  

 The No Grandi Navi protests are framed around the issue of cruise tourism, but the 

discontent goes further than economic and environmental concerns. First, Venetian nationalism 

is growing stronger. Second, Venice is part of an overall European anti-tourist movement and 

acutely suffers the negative effects due to its unique location. Third, the demonstrators are part of 

a declining local population. Fourth, the demonstration has become a recurring public ritual. 

Venetians chose public demonstration and direct action because the street is a stage to voice 

discontent. The main goal of the Venetian protestors is to revive the spirit of La Serenissima that 

Venetian intellectuals preserved in the early nineteenth century, and fortify a national identity. 

Between government ineptitude and tourist disrespect, Venetians protest to affirm their 

sovereignty. Venice should not be seen as a tourist city, but as the home of the Venetians (see 

Figures 29, 30, 31, 32 and 33). 

 

Figure 29: Anti-tourist message on a wall in Venice. Photo taken by author (May 2018)  
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Figure 30: The No Grandi Navi protest flag. Photo taken by author (May 2018) 

 

Figure 31: A pamphlet for the 10 June 2018 protest. Photo taken by author (May 2018) 
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Figure 32: Protesters at the entrance of the city at Piazzale Roma. Photo taken by author (June 2018) 

 

Figure 33: Protesters on the Constitution/Calatrava Bridge, marching into the city. Photo taken by author 

(June 2018) 
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Autonomy: Development of Nationalist Groups 

 The Veneto, a region of Italy, roughly comprises the same size as the Terraferma (dry 

land) of the Venetian Republic. Their flag is an updated version of the traditional Venetian one 

and the lion of St. Mark is once again the government emblem for the region. Instead of the 

traditional six tails representing the sestieri (six districts) of the historic city, the flag of Veneto 

has seven tails representing the provinces of the region: Vicenza, Verona, Venice, Treviso, 

Rovigo, Padua and Belluno. However, the capital and seat of regional government remains in 

Venice. Genuine nationalist claims did not develop until the late twentieth century, but Venetians 

since the fall of the Republic slowly created their own sense of self. Their identity transformed 

through French and Austrian foreign rule from 1797-1866, a brief republican experience under 

Daniele Manin from 1848-1849, and contemporary problems such as exodus. Venetian national 

identity developed throughout the history of the Republic and the two centuries thereafter, but 

support for nationalism ebbed and flowed. Venetian nationalism as a movement originated from 

requests to the Italian government to become a recognized autonomous region in Italy.  

 Early instances of modern nationalism came during World War I. Venetians patriotically 

joined their Italian brethren to fight their long-standing Austrian foe. The locals of the historic 

city center no doubt were remembering their last stand against the Austrians in 1849, and the 

legacy of foreign occupation opened old wounds. Venice was once again a target for the Austrian 

air force and subjected to air raids. The greatest piece of Venetian art lost during this time was a 

fresco by Giambattista Tiepolo depicting the Translation of the House of Loreto in the Church of 

the Scalzi on 24 October 1914. Some Venetians joined the Italian army at the front lines on the 

Piave River. Others stood on their altane (house terrace) to shoot enemy planes with anti-air 

guns. The most dramatic act of Venetian resistance occurred on 9 August 1918 when the poet 
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Gabriele D'Annunzio led a squadron of planes called ‗La Serenissima‘, painted yellow and red 

and with the lion of St. Mark, over Vienna.
276

 They dropped leaflets proclaiming, ―We are flying 

over Vienna; we could drop tons of bombs. All we are dropping on you is a greeting of three 

colors: the three colors of liberty.‖
277

 While these leaflets were propaganda for the Kingdom of 

Italy, Venetian symbolism on the planes carried a different message of regional strength (see 

Figure 34). 

 

 

Figure 34: A plane used by Venetians during the Flight over Vienna. Photo by Alan Wilson, (October 

2011). Wikimedia Commons. Accessed on April 26. 2020. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File: 

Ansaldo_SVA5_11721_(6401327535).jpg 
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 The first Venetist political party was founded in 1921. Italico Corradino Cappellotto, a 

member of the Italian People's Party (PPI), formed the Lion of Saint Mark party (Leone di San 

Marco, LdSM). The LdSM followed a platform which aimed ―for social justice inspired by the 

doctrine of Christ.‖
278

 In 15 May 1921 LdSM won 6.1% of the votes in the province of Treviso 

in Veneto. Any chance of Venetist growth ended when Benito Mussolini became Prime Minister 

on 31 October 1922. The victory of the Fascist National Bloc in the April 1924 elections ended 

LdSM and other anti-fascist parties. Venetism died down as Mussolini repressed regionalism in 

the name of an Italian empire. Yet Mussolini also bolstered the Venetian myth by appealing to 

their past as the Queen of the Adriatic. Fascist control over Venice consolidated under Giuseppe 

Volpi who enacted modern changes despite firm conservationist attitudes. The Italian Republic 

replaced the monarchy on 1 January 1948. Italians kept Mussolini‘s dream to maintain an 

indivisible state. Federalism was rejected in favor of a unitary government. Veneto became a 

stronghold for the Christian Democrat Party (Democrazia Cristiana, DC), the dominant political 

party in the Italian Parliament from 1948 to 1994. Leftists complained that priests in Veneto 

went as far as to ―hide near the voting booths to influence Catholic voters.‖
279

 DC won 60.4% of 

the vote in Veneto during the 18 April 1948 general elections. For the time being, Venetians 

followed the overall post-fascist attitude to simply move on.  

 Italians wanted some form of federalism to address regional issues. Limited regional 

autonomy was promised in Article 114 of the Italian Constitution, ―Metropolitan Cities and 

Regions are autonomous entities having their own statutes, powers and functions in accordance 
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with the principles laid down in the Constitution.‖
280

 Article 123 of the Italian Constitution says, 

―Each Region shall have a Statute that…shall lay down the form of government and basic 

principles for the organization of the Region.‖
281

 Yet the DC controlled national government 

delayed in order to prevent its communist rivals (PCI) from gaining power in regional 

governments. It was not until 1970 that the Italian government finally gave regions their 

constitutionally mandated statutes. The Statute of Veneto was approved on 22 May 1971 by the 

Italian government, allowing the region to create its own government. Article 2 of the Statute 

says, "Self-government of the Venetian people is realized in forms corresponding to the 

characters and the traditions of its history.‖
 282

 However, Veneto is not an autonomous region. 

Article 116 of the Italian Constitution only grants true autonomy to five regions: Sardinia, Sicily, 

Trentino-South Tyro, Aosta Valley, and Friuli-Venezia Giulia.
283

 Venetian under Italian law is a 

regional moniker and not a legitimate minority.  

 Venetians were not content with the Veneto statute. In the beginning the Veneto 

government merely reflected the Italian Parliament. The first regional elections on 8 June 1970 

resulted in a Christian Democrat victory, with 51.8% of the vote.
284

 The Venetians dissatisfied 

with the Veneto election outcome created cultural associations, social clubs, in the 1970s to 

promote their own political parties and promote their own local agendas. Venetians were not the 

only northern Italians who wanted more autonomy, with the Region of Lombardy (what used to 

be the Duchy of Milan) creating their own associations. Throughout the 1970s these new cultural 
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associations in northern Italy ―shaped their grievances as internal colonies of the Italian 

states.‖
285

 These feelings mirror the ones felt by African and Asian nationalists during 

decolonization. Venetian and Lombard nationalists saw themselves as an oppressed minority 

under a tyrannical state. They continuously referred to the Italian government as ‗the government 

in Rome,‘ as though it were a foreign entity. The biggest difference between northern Italians 

and colonial Africans, however, is that the Italians are allowed to participate in the central 

government.  

 The most notable example of a Veneto cultural association was the Venetian Philological 

Society (Società Filologica Veneta, SFV). It was founded by Franco Rocchetta in 1978 as a club 

which explored ―the historical civilization of the Venetian economy, law, state and people.‖
286

 

The Lombard nationalists, meanwhile, wrote articles for their newspaper Lombardia 

Autonomista. The Lombardy-Venetian alliance was influenced by both the historical rivalry 

between Milan and Venice, and the fact that these regions both suffered from French and 

Austrian occupation. Venetian nationalists justified their ethnicity by referring to the period of 

the Republic as a golden age. SFV promoted the Venetian language as the first step to 

nationalism. They promoted the speaking of Venetian through school courses at the University of 

Padua and local radio talk shows. SFV‘s efforts were rewarded when the Venetian language was 

recognized in amendments to the Statute of Veneto on April 2007. The regional government 

considered ―the protection, enhancement and promotion of the linguistic and cultural heritage of 

the Veneto region to be a central issue for the development of regional autonomy (emphasis 
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added).‖
287

 Venetians are their own people, what Smith called a core ethnie, because they share a 

unique historical legacy, common mythos, and a distinct language. Venetian autonomy came to 

the forefront in the 1980s. Members from the SFV founded a political party called the Venetian 

League (Liga Veneta, LV) on 16 January 1980.  

 In the beginning the LV lacked sufficient organization. It only obtained signatures, 

necessary for regional representation, from Padua and Vicenza. Their message of freedom for the 

Venetian people was primarily promoted through sporadic articles in local newspapers. Their 

1982 party platform stated, ―For thousands of years, the Venetians have constituted a nation, 

wholly defined on the basis of their own constant cultural, ethnic, social, moral, linguistic and 

other characteristics.‖
288

 LV won around 4% of Veneto votes in the 1983 general elections 

resulting in one seat in the Italian Parliament. While it might seem like a small victory, 1983 

marked the first time a northern Italian nationalist party had success. The LV predated Umberto 

Bossi's Lombard League (Lega Lombarda, LL) by four years and Lega Nord by eleven years, 

thus calling itself ‗the mother of all leagues.‘  

 LV could not overthrow the dominance of the Christian Democrats in Veneto throughout 

the 1980s, and their party fragmented into multiple smaller Venetist groups. In order to bolster 

their support LV allied with LL in the 1989 European Parliament election. Although this 

combined group, Allienza Nord, only won 1.8% of the vote, other regionalist parties in the north 

joined the alliance. On 8 January 1991 the Northern League (Lega Nord, LN) was created. LN 

ran on a platform which labeled the national government in Rome as thieves, wanted to prevent 

the influx of illegal immigrants, and promised to promote northern regionalism. Unlike other 

European regional and nationalist parties, LN wanted to create a state called Padania 
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encompassing the regions of North and Central Italy, but ―Padania has never existed 

geographically or historically.‖
289

 In an act of historic revisionism, the LN created stories and 

myths to justify the Padanian nation. One revision was using the Lombard League, a medieval 

alliance formed in 1167 to combat the encroachment of the Holy Roman Empire, as the starting 

point of the Padania nation. Of course this revision glosses over the historic rivalries between the 

northern city-states, such as between Milan and Venice.  

 The central focus on Venetian nationalism would be undermined by the new concept of 

Padanian nationalism. Unlike La Serenissima the Pandanian nation-state never existed. However 

the appeal to regionalist attitudes gave LN a political success that LV could not achieve on its 

own. In the 1996 Italian general election the LN won 10.1% of the overall vote. This means that 

the party ended up in third place, although its leader Umberto Bossi lost his seat. Part of the LN 

success was due to the collapse of the Christian Democrat and Communist Party dichotomy as a 

result of the dissolution of the Society Union in 1991 and a huge corruption investigation 

launched by Italian courts in 1994. The LV founder Rocchetta left in 1994 because his view that 

―the Lega should be a federalist body squared badly with Bossi‘s centralization and ambition.‖
290

 

Venetian nationalism lost its coordination in the process. From Lega Veneta came smaller parties 

such as the Partito Nasional Veneto, the Liga Venezia Repubblica, Veneto Stato, and 

Indipendenza Veneta. During the 1990s Venetian nationalism took a subordinate role to 

Pandania. However, this did not stop the passion of Venetian nationalism. As problems in the 

historic city center mounted the appeals for autonomy only increased. From 8-9 May 1997 a 

group called the Venetian Most Serene Government (Veneto Serenissimo Governo, VSG) 

occupied the Piazza di San Marco. Three days before the two hundred year anniversary of the 
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fall of the Republic armed radicals with their tankette, a truck disguised as a tank, had ―sought to 

connect themselves and their city with history in a fashion that lay outside of the established 

global discourse.‖
291

 The Italian authorities quickly escorted these activists away but it showed 

that Venetian nationalism was not stopped by the internal issues of Lega Veneta. By the twenty-

first century the calls of autonomy became calls for outright independence.  

 

Conclusion 

 As we approach contemporary times, the twenty-first, century we can see how Venetian 

identity has transmuted after the fall of the Republic in 1797. In the eighteenth century, Venetian 

identity was framed by a positive myth of exceptionalism and a counter myth of decadence. In 

the nineteenth century, Venetian intellectuals worked hard to remove the label of decadence by 

reframing their history along the positive myth. Opposition to foreign rule even developed into a 

full-blown revolt that resulted in a brief independent state. By the twentieth century, Venetians 

have maintained their unique identity amongst the Italian regions and a minority fostered a sense 

of nationalism. The chapter traced the development of Venetian nationalism using Anthony 

Smith‘s core concepts of identity, unity, and autonomy. When it came to identity, the majority of 

Venetians adopted com‟era e dov‟era‟ as a powerful conservationist attitude towards their city. 

In terms of unity, the Venetians attempt to protect their culture from being overtaken by mass 

tourism. Foreigner‘s views of Venice have shaped local identity as well, but the way they did it 

changed over time. In the eighteenth and early-nineteenth century, foreigners saw Venice as a 

decadent society which has fallen from glory. When romanticism became the literary trend in the 

mid-nineteenth century, foreign writers began writing about Venice as a decaying city, as a place 

which is beautiful by being in ruins. The sense of decay became more radical by the twentieth 
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century when Venice became connected to the very concept of death itself, a city not just in ruins 

but in a watery grave. To say it artistically, the blossom which was the Republic had withered 

and finally disintegrated. Venetians have in a sense unified themselves in trying to prove these 

foreign views wrong. For the Venetians, their city was still vibrant and alive. Finally, as 

Venetians crafted their identity throughout the centuries, actual nationalist groups were created. 

By the end of the twentieth century, these small groups were heavily divided and did not have 

much influence. By the twenty-first century, however, a changing Italian political landscape gave 

regionalist groups more authority. Venetian nationalist groups became something that neither the 

Veneto government nor the Italian government could ignore any longer. 
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Conclusion: 

Venetian Identity for the Twenty-First Century 

Vuoi che alla Regione del Veneto siano attribuite ulteriori forme e condizioni particolari 

di autonomia? (Do you want further forms and special conditions of autonomy to be 

attributed to the Region of Veneto?) 

~ Venetian Autonomy Referendum (2017)  

 The Republic of Venice is not the only period of Venetian history which merits dedicated 

research. Modern Venice is equally as interesting. A city stuck in the past with its inhabitants as 

faithful custodians helps scholars understand how identity is created among the populace. The 

collapse of the Republic occurred during the era of nation-building, but this did not stop the 

Venetians from adopting a unique regional identity. In many ways, this identity mimics those 

found within a nation. The aspirations of modern Venetians has for two centuries been 

autonomy, in a world where everyone else wants to claim the city of Venice.  

 The first chapter started at the end of the Republic of Venice. The eighteenth century was 

essential because two myths arose from a state that was in decline. On the one hand, the 

Venetians established a myth which remembered their past in a positive and confident light. I 

used Smith‘s model to explain what the Venetians considered their central component, their core 

ethnie. I argue that being a Venetian meant claiming an ancestry back to the foundation myth of 

refugees building a sanctuary in the lagoon. Symbols like the lion of St. Mark gave this 

foundation myth a sense of Providence. Indeed, the ruling class justified their position by tracing 

their ancestry to the original lagoon inhabitants in the Golden Book. At the same time, the 

Republic‘s decline gave rise to a counter myth of decadence. Scholars of civilizations have 

frequently used the Republic of Venice as a case study for ages of decadence. I sought to divide 
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the myth from reality. The claim that Venice was decadent because it became a society of vice 

was over-exaggerated. While Carnivale did become common during this era it did not 

necessarily mean that the Venetians became morally corrupt. Indeed the Venetians even had a 

cultural revolution during this century as royal courts around Europe contracted Venetian 

painters. What is true, however, is that Venetian political institutions needed to modernize. The 

traditional oligarchy did not allow new and intellectual members from joining the government. 

Internal fighting made the Venetian Grand Council ignore duties such as maintaining military 

and diplomatic strength. Thus, the eighteenth century saw the complete collapse of the 

Republic‘s sea territories and its ultimate conquest at the hands of the French. 

 The second chapter discussed how the Venetians developed an identity after their 

Republic collapsed. I used Smith‘s model on how nations are created. Through vernacular 

mobilization, Venetian intellectuals framed the history of their city under the positive myth of 

Venice in order to delegitimize the myth of decadence established in the eighteenth century. 

These intellectual discussions happened concurrently with a wider debate on the future of Italy. 

The mid-nineteenth century is called Il Risorgimento in Italy history because there were ongoing 

discussions on making a unified Italian state. However, the Venetians showed that local divisions 

would continuously undermine the Italian cause. Through bureaucratic incorporation, Venetian 

leaders motivated a united front against Austria. Two leaders came to lead the initial 

insurrection, Daniele Manin and Niccolò Tommaseo. Unlike the Republic‘s oligarchical ruling 

class, these two were popular intellectuals of moderate means. An independent Venetian state 

lasted from 1848-1849 after the people revolted and kicked out the Austrian governor. 

Establishing a representative democracy, the people voted for Daniele Manin to lead as a 

president, with dictatorial powers if necessary. Manin defeated factions within the new 
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government that wanted to unify under King Albert as one Italian state, and maintain a pro-

Venetian stance. The locals held off against an Austrian siege for months until starvation made 

them surrender. This event showed that the Venetians had a dream of self-governance and Manin 

essentially became part of the myth of Venice as the father of the nation. 

 The third chapter analyzed how Venetian identify would slowly transform into a 

nationalist movement. The chapter was divided into sections based on Smith‘s three core 

concepts of nationalism: identity, unity, and autonomy. Identity was seen in the conservative 

philosophy of com‟era e dov‟era‟, where the Venetians preferred to maintain the transitional 

look of the city over modern changes. Unity was discussed through the Venetians attempt to 

protect their way of life from being overtaken by mass tourism, and how they seek to prevent 

foreign interpretations of Venice from overwriting their cultural history. Autonomy was 

discussed through the Venitist political parties that were created in the twentieth-century arguing 

for more regional autonomy from the Italian government. These groups started off small and 

with little support, but their influence slowly grows in the region as the central Italian 

government became more destabilized through constant political changes.   

 The Venetians are still developing their own identity, and have even found some 

successes in the twenty-first century. On March 21, 2014, an informal online referendum saw 

2.36 million Venetians (63.2% of all eligible voters) vote for independence, and 89.1% of them 

voted "yes".
292

 On October 22, 2017, the government of the Veneto held an informal referendum 

for autonomy, and saw 98.1%, from a turnout of 57.2%, vote ―yes.‖
293

 On May 2018, Venetian 

protests tore down checkpoints that Mayor Luigi Brugnaro installed in order control tourist 
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access to the city. The Venetian protestors were offended by these checkpoints because it made 

Venice look like the entrance to an amusement park, with ‗Venice is not Disneyland‘ being the 

adopted slogan. The protesters passionately argued that ―Venice is not in reserve, we are not on 

the verge of extinction.‖
294

 The, Mayor Brugnaro imposed a tourist tax of day-trippers where 

―for the rest of 2019, visitors will be charged €3 ($3.40),‖ but from 1 January 2020 ―it will 

mostly be €6 ($6.80).‖
295

 The locals responded better to this policy because the profits would go 

towards waste management and restoration efforts. On June 2019 the central goal of No Grandi 

Navi was finally achieved when, after a cruise ship collided with a dock, the Italian government 

announced that ―it will be rerouting cruise ships away from central parts of Venice (the Giudecca 

Canal).‖
296

 The devastating flood on November 2019, the second worst in Venetian history, 

reinvigorated global efforts for funding towards the city and local calls for further autonomy. 

Mayor Brugnaro blamed climate change for Venice‘s flooding woes, while locals advised 

tourists to stop visiting the city in November and December and stop putting Venetian misery on 

Instagram since they ―hate it when tourists do that.‖
297

 Most recently, the coronavirus pandemic 

of 2020 gave some Venetians hope that they have the ―opportunity to move towards intelligent 

tourism…with tourists who take the time to understand and get away from the frenetic tours.‖
298

 

The pandemic caused the pendulum to move from a city flooded with tourists to a city devoid of 
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people on the streets. On the one hand, the loss of tourism revealed Venice‘s complete 

dependence on the industry as the local government‘s finances collapsed. On the other hand, the 

loss of tourists revealed how negatively the industry impacted the city. Without boat traffic, silt 

settled down on the lagoon floor and made the canals transparent, making it look cleaner. 

 The future of Venice is uncertain, but Venetians continue to hold on to their title as La 

Serenissma. Perhaps by the 300 year anniversary in 2997 of the Republic‘s fall, the region of 

Veneto could be completely autonomous region within Italy or a new Venetian state could be 

created. What is certain is that ―Venice is in a perpetual process of gathering up its long, rich 

history, in anticipation of being born again.‖
299
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