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Introduction

Venice is at once a marvel and a mystery—a city whose beauty seems to float on the
surface of reality itself. Dubbed La Serenissima, "The Most Serene," this legendary city
has for centuries bewitched travelers, artists, and dreamers with its dazzling interplay
of water and stone, art and spirit. With its intricate lattice of canals, sprawling piazzas,
soaring domes, and vibrant festivals, Venice stands as one of history’s most iconic and
alluring urban masterpieces. Yet, alongside its grandeur, Venice remains profoundly
vulnerable, pressed by forces both ancient and urgently modern.

The tale of Venice is a tapestry woven from contradiction. It is the only city in the
world built entirely on water, a living palimpsest shaped by necessity, genius, and a
relentless tide of human ambition. Its architectural marvels—St. Mark’s Basilica, the
Rialto Bridge, the palazzi lining the Grand Canal—testify to centuries of ingenuity and
power, while hidden alleyways and quiet campos whisper of a daily life shaped by
resilience, intimacy, and adaptation. For much of its history, Venice thrived as a
crossroads of trade, innovation, and cosmopolitan culture, willing itself into existence
at the edge of land and sea. Today, these same waters pose an existential question to
the city’s future.

Yet, Venice’s grandeur is not simply a relic of the past. Its beating heart is vibrant with
living traditions. The city’s calendar brims with pageantry—the exuberance of
Carnival, the solemnity of the Redentore, the spectacle of regattas and the shutter
flashing of the Biennale. Its artisans—qglassblowers, gondola makers, lace weavers,
and gilders—still practice time-honored crafts, while modern artists and thinkers find
in Venice an endless source of inspiration. At the same time, the rhythm of Venetian
daily life—its markets, its greetings, its slow communal pace—anchors the city’s
present in enduring rituals and connections.

Beneath this surface brilliance, however, urgent crises loom. Venice daily confronts
the relentless incursion of acqua alta, when rising tides flood ancient stones with
saltwater and uncertainty. Climate change accelerates these threats, pushing the
limits of infrastructure, tradition, and imagination. Meanwhile, the city’s population
dwindles and ages, driven away by soaring housing costs and an economy dominated
by tourism. Waves of visitors outnumber locals, straining the city’s fabric and
challenging the balance between preservation and survival.

Despite these daunting challenges, hope endures. Venice's story is not only one of
fragility, but of constant reinvention and resistance. From the innovative MOSE
barriers that shield the city from the sea, to grassroots efforts by residents, artists,
and activists, Venetians work tirelessly to shape their own destiny. Every act of
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restoration, every celebration of local tradition, every commitment to sustainable
tourism, is part of a global dialogue about the fate of this irreplaceable treasure.

Vanishing Venice is a journey into the heart of this extraordinary city. Through history
and myth, art and activism, daily life and visionary ideas, this book seeks to illuminate
what makes Venice singular—and ask what it might yet become. In exploring Venice’s
art, architecture, festivals, ecology, and the tenacious spirit of its people, we will
uncover not only a captivating story of survival, but an urgent call for imagination and
action. Venice matters—not only for what it has been, but for all it still might inspire in
a world increasingly poised at its own crossroads between beauty and peril.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Venice: Founding Myths
and Early Settlement

The story of Venice begins not with grand pronouncements or imperial decrees, but
with a desperate exodus. Imagine the fertile plains of northeastern Italy in the twilight
of the Roman Empire, a land once blessed with peace and prosperity, now a chaotic
battleground. As the 5th century dawned, barbarian tribes—Visigoths, Huns, and later
Lombards—swept across the continent, bringing fire and sword to Roman cities like
Aquileia, Altinum, Padua, and Concordia. The inhabitants, Romanized people
accustomed to a structured life, faced an agonizing choice: stand and fight, or flee.

Their gaze, surprisingly, turned not to stronger fortifications on land, but to the
seemingly inhospitable Venetian Lagoon. This vast, shallow expanse of water, dotted
with marshy islands, mudflats, and sandbanks, offered an unlikely sanctuary. To these
desperate refugees, the shifting sands and brackish waters, which could barely
support the weight of a human body, were less a hindrance and more a shield. The
barbarian invaders, primarily adept horsemen, were unfamiliar with the complexities
of navigating such a watery maze. Thus, the lagoon became a watery fortress, a place
where those with little left to lose could hope to live free.

The precise origins of Venice are shrouded in the mists of legend and time, a
testament to its improbable beginnings. While historical records directly detailing its
founding are scarce, tradition and available evidence point to a narrative of successive
waves of refugees. One enduring myth, a favorite among Venetians, places the city's
birth at the precise stroke of noon on March 25, 421 AD, on the islet of Rialto, marked
by the dedication of the church of San Giacomo. This date, however, is more of a
compelling founding myth than a verifiable historical fact, a powerful narrative crafted
by the Republic of Venice centuries later to legitimize its unique sovereignty.

The true narrative of early settlement is likely more gradual and organic, beginning
around the 6th century. Initially, the lagoon was home to small fishing communities,
known to late Roman sources as "lagoon dwellers" (incolae lacunae). These early
inhabitants engaged in fishing and salt extraction, recognizing the lucrative potential
of salt as a vital food preservative in the medieval world. The Venetians would later
proclaim salt as "il vero fondamento del nostro stato" - the true foundation of our
state.

The major influx of refugees truly began in the 5th century, with the Huns under Attila

devastating mainland cities like Aquileia in 452 AD. The people of Aquileia fled to
Grado, while those from Padua sought refuge in Malamocco on the Lido. The citizens
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of Altinum, a prosperous Roman town close to the lagoon, found their new home in
Torcello, one of the earliest and most significant settlements in the northern lagoon.
These early ventures into the lagoon were sometimes tentative, with many returning
to the mainland once the immediate danger passed.

However, the relentless nature of the barbarian invasions, particularly the Lombard
conquest of 568 AD, made a return to the mainland often impossible. This forced
permanence solidified the settlements within the lagoon, transforming temporary
havens into burgeoning communities. Each small island became an independent
community, often centered around prominent families. The island of Eraclea, for
instance, became an early political center.

Life in these nascent settlements was a constant negotiation with the environment.
The marshy islands offered little solid ground; stepping onto them could mean sinking
to one's waist. Fresh water was scarce, and the constant shifting of sands and regular
flooding presented formidable challenges. What began as simple stilt houses,
constructed from wood, reed, and clay, gradually evolved into something far more
sophisticated. The necessity of survival spurred innovation, as settlers learned to drive
wooden piles deep into the soft, muddy ground, creating stable foundations where
seemingly none existed. Oak, pine, alder, larch, and elm, sourced from distant forests
like those in Croatia, proved durable and resistant to decay when buried in the mud.

These communities, though initially dispersed, began to coalesce. By the 7th century,
there is evidence of established settlements at Torcello and Malamocco. The
Byzantine Empire, having maintained a presence in Italy from Ravenna, initially
appointed an outside ruler for these lagoon communities. Venice, in its earliest form,
became part of the Exarchate of Ravenna, under the protection of the Eastern Roman
Empire. This period saw the development of new ports in the lagoon, further
integrating the islands into a wider network.

The increasing autonomy of Venice, driven by its isolated position and the Byzantine
Empire's dwindling power in northern Italy, led to a pivotal moment in 697 AD.
Wealthy merchant families, who had emerged within these burgeoning settlements,
took advantage of the Exarchate's weakened state and selected their own leader: a
dux, or duke, who would later be known by the Venetian dialect term, Doge. The first
of these was Paolo Lucio Anafesto, marking the beginning of an unbroken line of
Doges who would rule Venice for a thousand years.

While the earliest political center of the nascent Venetian state was initially at Eraclea,
and later at Malamocco, a crucial shift occurred in the early 9th century. Following an
attack on Malamocco by Pepin, the Frankish king of Italy, Duke Agnello Particiaco
(811-827) moved the ducal seat to the more protected islands of the Rivo Alto
group—the "High Shore"—which would eventually become the heart of modern
Venice, known today as Rialto. This relocation marked the true beginning of the
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urbanization of the central Venetian islands, laying the groundwork for the unique city
we know today.

The Venetians, forged in the crucible of necessity and shaped by their watery
environment, developed a distinctive character from these early days. They were a
determined people, resilient in the face of constant challenges, loyal to their
burgeoning state and to one another. Their decision to make a home in the water was
not one of preference, but of survival, and in doing so, they inadvertently laid the
foundation for one of the most remarkable and enduring urban centers in history. The
constant interplay with the sea, initially a defensive strategy, would soon become the
very source of their wealth and power.
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