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Praise for Paula Weideger’s
Venetian Dreaming

“Weideger deftly describes her quest to spend a year living in that enchanting island city . . . . The book’s strength is Weideger’s obvious delight with the city’s beauty and rich past . . . her observations are sharp and fresh. [Venetian Dreaming] serves up a feast of historic nuggets, too.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

“[Venetian Dreaming] appeals as a personal glimpse of one of Italy’s most unusual cities.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Here is Venice for our century where life is lived and recorded by the passionate eye of Paula Weideger. Taste with her delectable olive ascolane, enter with her the Jewish cemetery, watch as the elegant gondolas built in the squero race in the Vogalonga and join her for a Christmas party at Palazzo Donà. This is an enchanted world and you’re in it the moment you open Venetian Dreaming.”

—Nancy Milford, author of Savage Beauty: The Life of Edna St. Vincent Millay
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To Judith Curr


Preface

I got out of the train, passed through bland, 1950s Santa Lucia station with its shops selling newspapers, knickknacks, and chewing gum. I walked down the broad, shallow steps to the pavement and was surprised by what I saw; surprised by one of the most often reproduced views in the world; a sight I myself had seen ten years earlier. Nothing—not photographs or movies, memories or paintings, nor all the words of Henry James—is a match for Venice in person.

Straight ahead was the sunlit blue water of the Grand Canal. Men in flat straw hats rowed standing up in the back of black gondolas. White vaporettos, the city’s public transportation system, came and went from the docks. I walked over and boarded one of them and, as the boat pulled away, a big, goofy smile came on to my face.

One fantastical building after another rose up at the water’s edge. I was tickled and impressed. I was also a little wary. Was this a fairyland or a trumped-up stage set, this small city with so very many lavish palaces? Later when I learned that it’s both, I didn’t feel put off. I liked Venice even more.

On my first visit to Venice I’d been too tired, too sweaty, and too befuddled to be charmed. I even lost weight on that trip because by eight every night I was so tired that sleep was more tempting than dinner. Now the weather was as hot as it had been then and the vaporettos were just as packed, but I was enchanted and didn’t care. A decade hadn’t changed Venice, but it had changed me, domestically and geographically.

A New Yorker at heart as well as by birth and upbringing, I now made my life with a Londoner. Henry had lived in New York before we met and didn’t want to do it again. I knew how he felt. There are people born elsewhere who seem to feel their “true”—that is, their more graceful, amusing, discerning selves—when speaking French, say, or just walking down a Paris street. London did not have this effect on me.

Neither Henry nor I wanted to move to the other’s hometown. Then H., who is a fair-minded fellow with a belief that fairness can be quantified, came up with a plan: We would divide the year into equal shares.

Soon I was “bicontinental” (this learned from a woman who shuttled between California and New York and called herself “bicoastal”). It may have seemed glamorous to some people but I wasn’t one of them.

I found dividing the year tricky; what with my dog in New York and the unyielding characters who made up my Manhattan apartment’s coop board. Then there was Christmas. It fell during the six months we had decided were mine. But Christmas, it turns out had to be spent in London.

It seemed as if I was always sitting down and getting up again. Yet in order to feel I could do my work, I needed to have the illusion that time was just rambling along with no roadblocks in sight. The airline ticket tacked to the bulletin board made that impossible.

This awkward if numerically equitable arrangement continued for eight years. Then I made a tactical mistake. I started to work on an English book.

There was no time to be in New York, not even for Thanksgiving. I didn’t mind, really. I was smitten by my subject, the National Trust, Britain’s largest public charity with more members than all its political parties put together, and an abundance of treasure houses, great gardens, romantic landscapes, and aristocrats. There is nothing like it anywhere else in the world. Only later did I realize what I’d done.

While I’d been absorbed by research, touring the countryside, meeting foresters, farmers, gardeners, and baronets, and then later when I was up at the top of the house writing, Henry had dug in. After the book was published and all the carrying on had stopped, he did not want to go back to the previous regime. And I?

I was in a muddle. By now my giant, curly poodle had endured quarantine and had joined us in London. He was not only my companion, he was an outpost of New York. It helped. So did living in a house and having a garden. While my patch was tiny, I felt like a Bronx Vita Sackville-West about to create another Sissinghurst as I brooded about which roses to order and wondered whether or not peonies would thrive.

Public politeness was something I came to appreciate, too. In London, even a fellow with studs in his lip says “Please” when asking for stamps at the post office, having first stood in line for ten minutes, silently, along with everybody else. But I could not get used to the dark. In winter the days were so short and gray that it seemed as if all the shades had been pulled down and would never be raised again. And then there was the mismatch of temperaments.

In London a cough can be a way of communicating disapproval; the flutter of an eyelid a sign of welcome or even affection. In both cases the action is assumed to be quite sufficient. I went around twitchily alert trying to pick up signals that usually I failed to detect until it was too late. As for my own efforts at friendliness, these were seen as pushiness or an attempt to ingratiate myself.

In the beginning I was miserable, then I graduated to detachment. This state of being had its advantages and in time I came to savor and maybe even fancy them. I even appropriated a few of the natives’ techniques. For instance, when asked a question that I did not wish to answer, I learned to sit still and not say a word. There were a few other diabolical delights in the English social arsenal that I managed to make my own as well. But often I felt I was shriveling up in what appeared to be a normal temperature to everybody else but for me was a terrible chill.

I couldn’t live in London full time. A return to the restless life of being bicontinental was not appealing either. In this uncomfortable condition I set out for my second visit to Venice.

• • •

It was June. A painter I knew was representing Britain at the Biennale and I was joining the group of friends gathering in Venice to celebrate this honor. I had left the train and boarded the vaporetto.

The sky was sunshiny, the water sparkled. Pink and white and terra cotta buildings lined the Grand Canal as the boat chugged along and I grinned my dopey grin. I was still beaming when I left the boat and walked to the only campo in town called a piazza.

There, sprawling across the top of the grandest square in Venice like the sultan’s favorite odalisque, was the pride and prize of the “Serenissima,” San Marco. Everything about the church was marvelously, absurdly glorious. The pale yet colorful stone columns out front (once carried as booty or ballast in ships returning from the republic’s overseas outposts), were so different each from the other that they seemed marked with their own swirling fingerprints. The pastel pillars standing before me had become a three-dimensional encyclopedia of marble patterning. The golden mosaics over the arched front doors, warmed by the setting sun, seemed to turn a molten orange. As for the roof, the basilica is the most feminine of churches in a city everyone refers to as female, yet its many domes reminded me less of breasts than a platter of gigantic, feather-light profiteroles.

On that June evening standing opposite San Marco, I fell in love. I couldn’t know it, of course, as I stood gazing at the basilica’s radiant beauty, but the pleasure I felt, aesthetic yet also sensual, is both an extraordinary and an everyday thing in Venice.

“Good night,” Italians say, sogni d’oro,“golden dreams.” During that first week in Venice mine were, even when my head wasn’t on the pillow. I kept feeling happier and ever more besotted. Not only was the city afloat, my spirit was too.

Lovestruck, I longed to get to know this exotic, astonishing, labyrinthine town better. I wanted to learn everything I could about her.

Millions of people travel to Venice each year and thousands confess to the same passion as my own. “Oh, if only I could live there,” they say. The odd thing is that I managed to do it. Or maybe it isn’t as odd as all that since, you might say, I did it for love.

I had settled down late-ish, following years in which I had not been romantically idle. I was both old enough and had fallen in love often enough to be convinced that Cupid can send his arrows flying all day long and if you’re not in the mood, they bounce off your heart and fall to the ground.

Or, to put it another way, while it may not feel like it, falling in love always has a practical, solution-to-a-problem aspect. Nevermind that it can make a problem worse.

It was my inability to manage life as a transatlantic commuter or a full-time resident of London that made me ripe for love. But above all I have Venice to thank for being Cupid with a quiverful of arrows, and so very much more.

By the time I had to leave for London I was determined that I would be back as soon as I could manage it, with Henry, to stay. Surely he would agree; the English after all, have been in love with Venice for centuries.
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A Dice Game

How was I going to find a place to live in Venice? I didn’t want to go to a Venetian real estate agency. Ciao and buon giorno was all the Italian I knew. Either people wouldn’t understand me or, if they did, they’d assume I was after one of those apartments especially done up for Americans. I could do without the power shower and the inflated rent.

Then I learned that there are freelance experts in Venetian rentals who run their businesses from offices or kitchen tables in London, New York, Paris—and, for all I knew, Berlin and Tokyo. By fax or e-mail or on their Web sites they give out details about properties, complete with color photographs. I got the name of one of these cottage industrialists and called to ask for her list.

A week later it came. I sat at the breakfast table, looked at the professionally produced brochure and drooped. I might as well have been studying a catalogue of mail-order brides. I couldn’t connect the pictures and the descriptions with me. Or with Venice.

While there was a certain amount of variation in the size, fanciness and price, all of them had the homogenized look of photographs in glossy travel magazines. I wanted something else.

I tossed the booklet on the table, hrumphing.

I got no sympathy from the man across the table.

“I’m not going. I never said I would,” was Henry’s response.

I reminded him that we had agreed to spend half our time in his hometown and half in mine. But I’d been in England for ages and had accumulated quite a stack of fair-is-fair days, say a couple of years’ worth. I wanted to start drawing on them. It was only right.

Henry saw my point. Unfortunately, he was more convinced than ever that life was meant to be lived in his house in London with all his papers, his books, his things.

We made a deal. I could have my way. Gradually.

We would go to Venice for a month. Then, if I still wanted to, we could go again, trying a different season, maybe staying a little longer. You get the idea. He wasn’t promising anything, but . . .

Now all I had to do was to find us a place to live.

“You can’t expect me to be involved if I don’t want to go,” was the message from across the table. The conversational circle was complete. The search for an apartment was to be mine and mine alone.

We had no friends in Venice. In fact, we didn’t know anybody there. And, most inconveniently, I’d concluded that real estate agents, amateur or professional, were not for me.

I had little choice. I would have to trust to chance.

I do not mean that all of a sudden I turned passive. I told every person I met, every stranger and friend, that I was looking for a place to rent in Venice. I rolled the only dice I had. I rolled them again and again.

I had been back from the Biennale more than three months. It was autumn and I wanted to return to Venice in the winter or early spring. Nothing was happening on the apartment front so I put my energy into what I could do something about. I prepared myself for our eventual return.

Diligently, one hour every day I labored at a home study course in Italian. I listened to the tapes, read the grammar book and did the written exercises. Just me and the course. I didn’t have to suffer by comparison with the faster learners. I could stop, rewind the tapes, and repeat the lesson as many times as I needed to get the exercises right. I would never master Italian in two months or whatever absurdly breezy estimate the company had dangled before me, but I was learning something. That was progress enough given my history with languages.

I understand some Yiddish because my mother and hers spoke it when they didn’t want me to know what they were gabbing about. And in high school and college I had taken French. Too little stuck. Even a spell living in Paris did not result in much improvement.

This time I was determined to stay with it. Knowing Italian seemed essential if I was going to get close to Venice. For that reason, too, I studied Venetian history.

Blessed London Library. The unaired paper smell of its stacks and the reverberating ping of the wobbly, openwork metal steps as I clambered from history to typography to literature are part of the pleasure of spending time there. But above all, of course, there were the books—books that I could take home.

I had piles of books on my desk. I did my Italian lessons, read my books about Venice and I waited. Then, at last, I got lucky.

My friend, “the garden designer to stars,” called one night from New York. I’d known Debby when she was an architectural historian who longed to create gardens but was doubtful she could earn a living doing it. Now, she was overseeing everything from the placement of instant, mature apple orchards to the creation of ornamental vegetable patches on the grounds of ranches, haciendas, country estates and oceanfront cottages. Debby was forever flying around the United States or to her clients’ hideaways offshore.

It wasn’t strange that she called instead of sending a letter. Debby’s life is so frenetic that she doesn’t have time to sit down to write her friends. Yet unusually for someone who is so rushed that her own mail often piles up unread at home, she told me that she’d just been browsing through the classifieds in The New York Review of Book’s.

“There’s an ad for an apartment in Venice,” Debby said. “Are you still looking for one?”

“Yes,” I answered.

“I’ll fax it to you,” she replied.

Minutes later the ad came chugging through my machine:

RENT AN APARTMENT IN A VENETIAN PALACE FOR LESS THAN THE COST OF A MOTEL ROOM IN KANSAS CITY.

The ad was cute, astute and effective. I was convinced this place wouldn’t be too expensive and, with such a canny, funny person promoting it, the apartment probably would be sympathetic, too.

Immediately, I wrote asking for more information. As I was about to send my fax, I noticed that the phone number was for Brooklyn, not Italy. Was this an apartment owned by some American who was now trying to pay off his/her mortgage via short-term rentals? I felt a little bit let down.

One week went by. No response. Then two. Since I’d decided that I’d found the place I was looking for—and because I had no other leads—I was desperate.

Hoping that the Brooklyn fax was also a telephone, I dialed. It was. In my antsiness, however, I’d muddled the time difference. The woman who answered sounded groggy. I apologized for waking her.

The apartment did not belong to her, she told me. She was only taking messages for her friend. She would pass my query on to him. He was home, in Venice.

I perked up on hearing the owner was Venetian.

I didn’t want to be in Venice only to be enveloped by her beauty, I wanted to become as intimate with the city as I could. It seemed to me that renting an apartment from another American would keep me at a remove. Maybe this was sentimental, naive and/or romantic, possibly even bogus, yet the funny thing is it did make a difference to be dealing with a Venetian. For one thing it meant that our business was conducted in Venetian time: His reply to my first fax took five and a half weeks. This was not a sign of disinterest on Filipo’s part.

His faxes to me always began “Dear Ms. Weideger.” To me he was always Mr. Pontini. This was lesson number two. Venetians are formal people.

The apartment Mr. Pontini wished to rent was in Palazzo Dolfin, he wrote. It had two bedrooms, two baths, a living room and a good kitchen. The rent was $1500 for the month.

“I’ll take it,” I shouted to the fax machine.

To ensure that I would be satisfied, Filipo Pontini suggested I telephone the current tenants. They were American, too.

The woman who answered the phone was a New Yorker in fact. And enthusiastic. She described the furniture, pictures and layout.

“The place has everything you’ll need,” she told me. “The only thing I had to bring was my kitchen knife.”

While I was turning this one over, she amplified. “I’m a cooking maven,” she announced.

My mavenhood is more in the department of views. “Can you see water?” I asked.

“The apartment is on a canal,” she said, sounding guarded. “If you look straight down, out of the window, you can see it.” She was speaking so slowly, I imagined she was sticking her head outside to double-check before committing herself. “But you can hear gondoliers singing all day long,” she added in a rush. This, she seemed to believe, should do the trick. After all, where there are gondoliers there must be water, so it was practically the same thing.

I faxed Mr. Pontini as soon as I hung up. I said I would like to take the apartment for the month of November, or February if that was not possible.

His reply came in the form of a contract for November. (February was already spoken for.) This document was not a stock item purchased from a legal stationery store but a personally crafted, exceptionally detailed list of my obligations and the monies due. There was information about the security deposit, telephone charges, cancellation fee. It was so detailed that I realized I’d been wrong when I’d taken Mr. Pontini for an advertising copywriter. Clearly he was a banker, accountant or stockbroker. (A long time passed before I discovered that Filipo is a radical, left-wing journalist. I enjoyed the joke, although he did not, when I let him in on it.)

“Shall I send the security and rent by wire transfer?” I inquired.

“No, that’s not necessary,” Mr. Pontini replied.

I was to mail it. Again I received explicit instructions about what to do.

With care I followed every one. Then I double-checked that the account number and the spelling of the name of the man at the bank was exactly as he’d told me. I took the letter to the post office. The deal was done.

But I wouldn’t believe it until the check was safely deposited.

The silence which followed was terrible. The closer I came to getting what I wanted, the more anxious I was about losing it.

More silence. Finally, shaking a little, I telephoned Venice.

“Ah hello,” said Mr. Pontini, in a guarded if cheerful voice. Then he paused. It was a long pause.

“There has been a problem,” he said.

He did not sound chirpy anymore.

“What problem?” I asked tensely.

“Someone else has taken the apartment for November, December and January.”

“How could they?” I bleated. “I sent you a check immediately, exactly as you asked.”

“Um, yes,” he acknowledged, “but the money from the people in Canada got to my bank first.”

“I hadn’t realized it was a contest,” I said sharply.

Obviously the Canadians contacted him after me and, not wanting to lose a three-month rental, he’d had them cable money to his bank.

If I had still been living in New York this would have catapulted me straight into battle. Well I wasn’t. So I employed a tactic I’d picked up from the English: I climbed onto the moral high ground. Venice wasn’t London but you never could tell.

“How can you go back on our agreement?” I asked Filipo Pontini in what I trusted was a deeply affronted voice. “I did everything you asked. I followed every instruction.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, soothingly. “I have a solution. I have arranged for you to rent another place. It is the apartment of my sister. It is comparable in every way—except there is only one bathroom. But the view is even better,” he assured me.

I did not feel trusting, but I could hardly call his sister and ask “Is your apartment nice?” Either I gave up the plan to spend November in Venice or I accepted his offer.

“Okay,” I said. “But since there is one less bathroom, how about subtracting a hundred dollars from the rent?”

Starting out life as a Jewish girl in New York had certain things in common with being born and raised a Venetian, it seemed. Mr. Pontini and I had made a deal.

• • •

HENRY AND I FLEW TO MARCO POLO AIRPORT. Marco Polo. Even the name of Venice’s airport sounds romantic. (Now that I think about it, that’s probably why local people insist on calling it Tessera, the name of the district where it was built.)

The airport, on the mainland directly across the northern lagoon, is so close that people in Venice can almost see the planes touching down. However, getting from the airport to the city by public transportation is hardly speedy, whether by land or sea.

We had been advised to take the blue bus to Piazzale Roma. The bus doesn’t have outside storage bins so we hoisted our heavy suitcases on board. For ten minutes we sat and waited and then with a jolt we were off. Two hours earlier in London the grass was green and a few delicate pink roses were still tossing their heads in my garden. But all along this route the fields were brown and the trees bare.

The houses and factories we passed, together with the flatness of the terrain, made me think of New Jersey. They’d reminded Hemingway, a Midwesterner, of Hammond, Indiana. Much the same, I imagine: blighted, ungainly, sad. And so was Piazzale Roma, the last stop for the bus that crosses low over the lagoon on the causeway that connects mainland Italy to Venice. Piazzale Roma is a large, asphalt-covered, open space with a row of grim, gray, multistory parking garages at one end. We were entering the city through its scruffy back door.

Ah but once we passed through it, there was Venezia. . . . Pink and ocher against the slate blue gray sky, its palaces standing erect or listing slightly on both sides of the Grand Canal, Venice became Byron’s “fairy city of the heart.”

We followed Mr. Pontini’s instructions and took the vaporetto to the Rialto stop.

Henry is usually our navigator. But I’d found the apartment and I was responsible for us being in Venice, so I was going to lead the way.

I wish someone had told me that it’s possible to hire a porter at Rialto (also at San Marco). He would have stacked our luggage on a dolly and taken us to our new home. It wouldn’t have cost more than ten or fifteen dollars. A bargain. Instead we pulled our heavy suitcases along, heading inland from the Rialto vaporetto stop. Fortunately, there was plenty to distract me as we walked: the narrow streets, the canals and the furs.

Never before had I seen such coats: Long, short, fingertip length. There were furs with ruffles, furs with pleats or gathers; deep cuffs, double collars. Furs with swing, others belted and straight hanging. There were furs that looked like ski parkas and others modeled on a general’s overcoat, complete with hairy epaulets. Some furs climbed up and down while others ran around the body horizontally. As for the colors: there were blue coats and mauve ones, maroon furs as well as those that were in such approximately natural tones as tawny, toffee and chocolate.

I did not have a fur coat of any sort or shade. I came to Venice from London where even cloth coats with interlining are scarce. (England has two fashion seasons: summer and the rest.) But for the moment I didn’t notice how cold it was. The labor of carrying my bags through the streets kept me all too toasty.

I’d worked out where Campo Santa Marina was on my street map and I’d planned a route. In a few minutes we came into a square lined with shops selling dresses, suits and linens. This was Campo San Bartolomeo just as it should be according to the itinerary in my head.

At the center of the square was a statue of a man in a frocked coat and tricornered hat. He was standing on a tall plinth. When we got closer we discovered that this was Carlo Goldoni. Not long before we’d seen one of his plays in London—in Venetian dialect. Not that I would have understood it in pure Italian. But it was one of those plays that you can follow, broadly, without knowing the language. Everybody had carried on with such gusto that even when, supposedly, they were suffering, I felt buoyed up just watching them. I was feeling much the same right now.

Clumps of people were milling around Goldoni. Teenagers, scraggly and smart; mothers with babies in strollers. There were carefully dressed men in soft camel’s hair coats and slicked-back gray hair. Matrons, too, had congregated. Most of them were wearing suits; a few also wore buttery gloves. But what struck me most was the marvelous noise.

Everyone was babbling away. We had traveled south over the Alps. The city of heavy silences was now far behind us. I wasn’t merely pleased, I was thrilled.

Feeling bouncy, I led the way out of Campo San Bartolomeo. Not five minutes later, we were in hell.

“You said you knew the way,” Henry remarked, grimly.

“I thought I did,” I answered weakly. Evidently somewhere between my scrutiny of the map and our setting off, the route had run away from me. I had no idea which way to go next.

Henry glowered. He opened his map and began studying.

From San Bartolomeo with its jaunty statue of Goldoni and its lively Venetians, we had marched off in the wrong direction. We would have to backtrack and set out again.

My suitcase was stuffed with books and winter clothes. I was also carting a carry-on bag holding both my laptop and camera. All this would have to be hauled back over the terrain we’d just negotiated. I huffed and lugged, going up the steps of bridges and then struggling to keep control of my suitcase as it bounced and twisted wildly down. By the time we found Campo Santa Marina we were red-faced, tired and late. We were also not speaking.

Entering the square I noticed a small white poodle standing outside a pet shop. He seemed a comical circus performer compared to our serene giant Zephyr. But I took it as a welcoming sign just the same. A stack of birdcages was piled up behind him. In one of them there was a restless mynah. Many mornings during the month that followed, I was greeted by its metallic ciao.
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The Launching Pad

The door we were looking for was in a narrow alley leading out of the campo. In my communications with Mr. Pontini, I had not thought to ask for a description of the building and he had not volunteered one. Now, even before we rang his sister’s bell, I could see that while the apartment we were about to occupy might be the equivalent of the one we’d lost, architecturally we hadn’t been winners. His place was in a palace; hers was not.

The building was part of a row of houses which were all three or four stories high. When the buzzer sounded, we pushed open the door and came into a small lobby. It was damp and grimy and looked as if it hadn’t been painted in years. A straw basket dangled on the end of a string in the stairwell. I’d grown up on a block where most of the buildings were six-story walk-ups and had often seen baskets just like this being lowered by a mother from her top-floor window. Sometimes she was sending keys down to her children so they could open the lobby door, sometimes the basket was empty, waiting for the bottle of milk or loaf of bread brought from the store.

Were we about to dislodge the owner of this basket? I steeled myself for a trek to the top of the house.

Mr. Pontini’s sister was waiting for us at the first landing. She was tiny and slim with short red hair. Antonella looked bewildered and doubtful. Who were these foreign creatures about to take over her house? I suspected she’d never rented her apartment before.

We introduced ourselves. She knew about as much English as we knew Italian so the three of us communicated mainly by pantomime.

There was no escaping the first “feature” of the apartment. A room divider, all too cleverly designed, stood a few feet in from the door. It was about five feet wide. Shaped like a half moon, sturdy and breast high, it was covered in industrial gray carpet. An identical half moon curled behind it. Sunk into the small gap between these heavenly bodies was a thicket of plastic philodendrons and ferns.

Obviously the idea was to carve out an entrance hall. The concavity of the arc, which faced the door, sheltered boots, umbrellas, coats and shopping bags. The whole business looked like a castoff from a dentist’s waiting room. Mercifully, once we passed this eyesore, the place improved.

The layout of the apartment was simple: The central room into which we had walked was a long, generous rectangle running from the front door to a wall of windows opposite. The space between the door and the divider became the foyer; the remainder was the dining room, which was mostly given over to a highly varnished dark wood table and matching sideboard. All the other rooms opened off this one.

The kitchen, then the bath and finally the bedroom were to the left. On the right was a small study and then, at the far end of the apartment, the living room. Apart from the dining room, most of the furniture was modern. The seats and backs of the kitchen chairs, for example, were made of strings of black rubber. By far the most stylish room in the house was the bathroom. Its walls were lined with rich, tobacco-colored cork—except for the wall behind the toilet, bidet and sink which was covered with mirrored tiles. From the burled wood cabinets under the sink to the curved glass of the shower door, the bathroom could have come from a first-class cabin on a 1930s ocean liner.

• • •

WE WERE IN THE BEDROOM, at the back of the apartment, looking at closets hung with tiers of Ms. Pontini’s beautifully pressed clothes, in which a small but adequate space had been made for us, when Filipo Pontini arrived. He was in his forties and wore one of those German or Austrian pea green loden coats with a pleat down the back, which many Italian men favor. The frames of his glasses were translucent, icicle blue plastic. He looked both eager and tightly sprung.

Our conversation was amiable, if strained.

In spite of the ghastly divider—I couldn’t wait to start yanking out its artificial foliage—I liked the apartment. The bathroom with its SS Normandie chic appealed to me; the bedroom, dining room and living room were all light and airy; the kitchen was both larger and better equipped than mine at home; the studio was supplied with an entertainment center and stacks of CDs. But the main thing was the place had a good feeling. And it had a view.

According to Horatio Brown, who early in the nineteenth century lived in Venice, “the two great constituents of the Venetian landscape, the sea and the sky, are precisely the two features in nature which undergo most incessant change.” Here we were going to have a ringside seat for this never-ending show.

We didn’t know how fortunate we were. It was a while before we realized that a large number of Venetian houses overlook buildings you can almost reach out and touch or have windows facing a cortile, a courtyard so small that in New York it would be called an air shaft. Such places are dark and life is turned inward, by necessity. But from this apartment we could see water everywhere we looked. And the sky too.

Antonella’s building was on a corner. If we continued walking past her door, the street became a bridge crossing the Rio Santa Marina. That rio slapped up against the back wall of the house as it cut through from the Grand Canal to the Arsenale in the east of the city. We could see it from our bedroom, dining and living room windows, if we looked straight down. Those windows, in fact, overlooked a T-junction. The Rio Santa Marina along the back of the house was met, perpendicularly, by the rio delle Panada which seemed to head straight for our dining room.

On the right of the T-junction stood a decaying ancient palace. From our books we learned that this was Palazzo Pisani. Or one of them. Evidently some old Venetian families had been “unimaginably rich,” as one historian put it, with money enough to build a number of palaces in Venice and fill all of them with lavish furnishings and works of art. This place was grand in its decrepit way, yet it was not the most magnificent of the houses in town the Pisani built and for that matter it wasn’t the grandest palace we could see from our windows.

A sidewalk followed the left side of the canal leading away from our house. (Such a pavement is called a fondamenta I later learned.) It ended at the entrance to an even more splendid building, Palazzo Soranzo—Van Axel. Sitting at the dining table we could plainly see “the only remaining Gothic wood door in all of Venice,” or so our guidebook said.

But we had only just arrived, we hadn’t yet consulted our books. Henry and I still were chatting with Antonella and Filipo, each hoping to reassure the other that all would go well. At this moment, the actual subject of our conversation was food shopping. I asked for tips and listened to Antonella’s suggestions but I was also busy staring out the windows. We were in Venice. I wanted to see.

Antonella recommended a store called Aliani in the Rialto market. “It is very good for cheese,” she said through Filipo who translated. “It’s expensive but worth the extra money.” I scribbled this down quickly, but was far more engrossed watching an old man outside who had just moved into view.

The man was sitting, half reclining, on a chair made of wooden slats. He wore an overcoat, a knitted hat; his neck was swathed in scarves while blankets enveloped the rest of him. A pair of heavy wooden poles extended in front of and behind the arms of his chair. These poles were gripped by men wearing identical, bright blue coveralls.

All of a sudden the old man listed backward. He and his electric blue escorts were mounting the more distant of the two bridges over the rio delle Panada.

These details, simple enough to describe, added up to something so strange and unfamiliar I had trouble making sense of what I was seeing. Could it be that this elderly fellow was ill? Were the men in overalls stretcher bearers carrying him to the hospital? This must be an ambulance—on foot.

I was looking out over the dining-room table into the Middle Ages. I felt as if I were hallucinating. But nobody walking along the street outside appeared to take any notice.

What a place we’d landed in. This romantic, medieval, modern-day Venice.

• • •

AS SOON AS THE PONTINIS LEFT, I got to work on the philodendron. My plan was to put the stuff in a closet and throw a cloth over the divider. However makeshift the result, it would be better than living at the dentist’s.

Damn! Only half the greenery was plastic, the rest was, so to speak, real. There were glasses filled with water slotted into the divider at irregular intervals. I couldn’t very well yank these out, too. Where would I hide the evidence? How would I remember the order of actual and artificial? What if some of the hideous plants died? I put back what I had already removed. I’d live with it. I had to.

After unpacking, we went to the nearby minisupermarket called Full. Its windows were papered with signs advertising the week’s specials but we were not capable of bargain hunting. We bought a box of penne, a can of tomatoes, a bottle of white wine, olive oil and some sort of cheese, I wasn’t sure quite what. The fruit and vegetables looked wan. We’d get our vitamins from a carton of grapefruit juice.

We were too tired and too keyed up to be ambitious about cooking. Anyway we wouldn’t have known where to buy the ingredients, never mind what to call them. Nor would we have known where to find the pots, pans, spatulas or wooden spoons.

However limited the menu, it was with a sense of accomplishment that we went into the dining room and sat down to a warm meal. We chatted and watched night fall. The street lamps came on and their light was reflected on the water.

• • •

IN THE MORNING I LOOKED OUT THE BEDROOM WINDOW. I’d half forgotten the “oldest Gothic door,” the bridges, the ever-changing sky and water. And now, in addition, a wrinkled gypsy woman was sitting on the steps of the bridge across Rio Santa Marina.

The gypsy held out a shallow bowl. She was, it transpired, our resident beggar. Every weekday she sat at this same spot. And every day, late in the afternoon, a man would come along and relieve her of the money people had deposited in the bowl. You couldn’t properly call him a pimp, I suppose. But is there a word for he who lives off the takings of a begging ring? What I wonder was the beggar’s cut? Did she get one?

Right after our first breakfast we set out as planned for Venice’s main tourist office on the bacino, the old harbor at the mouth of the Grand Canal. We wanted to find out where to get a Carta Venezia.

Somewhere, in a newspaper or magazine or guidebook, I’d read that you can save a lot of money on transportation in Venice if you acquire a Carta Venezia. Not to be confused with the Venicecard sold to transient tourists, this item was for people who were staying put. To get one you have to have two passport-sized photographs and a Venetian address. The card, though not very expensive, is good for a couple of years. Once you have it, you pay much less for every vaporetto ticket and, better still, you can buy an abbonamento, a monthly ticket which can make traveling even cheaper and easier.

Holders of an abbonamento don’t need to stand in line to buy vaporetto tickets. Nor do they have to get a ticket validated at one of the small, yellow machines with their rectangular lipstick-red mouths that bite down on the paper, leaving an impression of the hour and date. With a monthly ticket you can just rush ahead and jump on board.

Henry, now chief navigator, led us along the left side of Campo Santa Marina. “Ciao,” rasped the mynah bird, thereby unleashing a chorus of cheep cheeps from his neighbors the parakeets. Left, right, over a bridge, right again. In a couple of minutes we were in a campo, much larger and more impressive than our own.

The church of Santa Maria Formosa was in the far right-hand corner of the square. Squat, with a low dome, its brick walls plastered over and painted white, Santa Maria Formosa looks like one of those poor but honest Spanish mission churches in southern California. It is sober, fine and earnest but not captivating. I’d fallen for a gorgeous, splendid Venice and was not impressed. But in time I would walk into this campo and feel warmed and welcomed by Santa Maria Formosa’s gravity and grace. And much later still, on Palm Sunday of the following year, I would find myself catapulted into a grove of waving palm fronds undulating to the singing of a congregation backed by fifty or more enthusiastic, one-chord-only guitarists. Santa Maria Formosa then showed itself to be a mission church after all.

We were eager to get our vaporetto passes, our admission tickets to Venice, as I’d come to think of them, before everything in town shut down for lunch. But “never pass a church without going in” was a rule I’d been taught in my late teens when, with a painter friend from college, I’d tootled around Florence.

Henry, even earlier in his life, had adopted the “don’t skip a church” rule. Both of us wanted to see all we could of Venice’s art and architecture. We’d never been inside Santa Maria Formosa, so in we went.

I’m afraid I cannot tell you the number or layout of Santa Maria Formosa’s chapels. And it’s a good thing I am not going to try because I was a teenager before I ever dared enter a church. I’d grown up thinking of them as “enemy territory” where “god knows what” would happen to me if I went into one.

What first struck me now was how cold the church was. True, this was November and outside it had been damp and chilly. But this place was frigid. I was not going to sit down and wait for Santa Maria Formosa’s atmosphere and paintings to impress themselves on me. Sit? In this icebox? I walked briskly.

Then Saint Barbara nabbed me. Standing before a tall brick tower, her left hip jauntily tilted, she wore a not quite floor-length burgundy dress knotted at her waist, with little bows down the sleeve. The bodice was draped with stiff white ribbon and on her shoulders rested a soft pink robe. Barbara was a sturdy, moody-looking woman with a small sweet mouth and long pale hair, tied back but refusing to stay put. It was her presence that stopped me, the strength of her character which infused everything from her stance to the expression on her face, which was at the same time guileless and resolute. The painting was by Palma il Vecchio.

Who was this woman? I had no idea. I later learned that Saint Barbara was a “martyr” who was said to have been a great beauty. Her father locked her in a tower to keep the boys away but when she then became a Christian against his wishes, he tried to murder her. Barbara got away, only to find herself in worse trouble—this time with the emperor who fancied her. He intended to marry her but first she had to give up her faith. Barbara stood firm. Enraged by this, the emperor sentenced her to death. Diabolically, he ordered her father to behead her. As the grisly deed was done, Poppa was struck by lightning and turned to a pile of ashes. My dictionary of saints calls the story a “pious romance.” But if there is no evidence that this woman ever existed, she certainly lived as the object of a cult, with the tower as her emblem. For centuries people have prayed to her to protect them from lightning—if she could bring it on, she could keep it away.

Whenever I passed Santa Maria Formosa, I dropped in to see this dreamy-eyed yet steadfast beauty. But Barbara was just the beginning. All of Venice, inside and out, is a stupendous art gallery. For the whole of the month that followed I was giddy with pleasure as I stumbled from church to palace to museum.

We left Santa Maria Formosa and continued on our way to those abbonamentos. This, it turned out, was not so easy.

The tourist office had directed us to the offices of the ACTV, Venice’s public transport company. Its glass-faced, double storefront is in one of the city’s busiest shopping streets between the Campo Santa Maria Formosa and San Marco. There were, however, only two other people trying to do business when we went in—and three men sitting behind a shiny blond wood counter.

“Carta Venezia,” I said. I didn’t want to say more lest it be too obvious that I couldn’t speak Italian. Naturally the only person I was deceiving was me.

The man I spoke to was plump, graying and in his late forties, I would guess. He looked glum. And shook his head.

“You cannot have one,” he said.

“I was told I can,” I said firmly. (By whom? Where? I wished I could remember.)

“You have to live in Venice.”

“We do,” I replied. I gave him our address.

“You have to speak Italian,” he said.

For that, I had no comeback.

If I wasn’t so sure we were entitled to the cards, this would have been the end of it. But I believed we had a right to them. This man just didn’t feel like being bothered by foreigners and I wasn’t going to be stopped by that. I didn’t budge. I was determined to get the cards, but how was I going to convince this fellow who didn’t want us to have them to change his mind? I couldn’t suddenly produce a string of sentences in Italian.

“Lots of Italians come to stay in New York without being able to speak English,” I argued. “And they are given the same privileges as the people who live there.” I had no idea what I was talking about.

The man across the counter and I looked at one another. Each of us had run out of gas. He sat. I stood. We stared.

The fellow sitting next to him now piped up—in English—“I have a cousin. He lives in Brooklyn.”

“Really? I’m from the Bronx myself,” I shot back as if that were the same thing. (This was no time to reminisce about the Yankees beating the Dodgers or how in other ways, too, Bronxites loathed Brooklyners—and vice versa.)

For a couple of minutes we chatted about New York, which the fellow with the cousin had once visited. As we talked it slowly dawned on me that the process was beginning. Henry and I were to hand over our small color photographs. Next forms were being pushed across the countertop.

We filled in everything as fast as we could—in case somebody changed his mind.

Then we sat and waited. When we were called to the counter again, our photographs looked up at us from our very own Carta Venezias.

The card, valid for three years, cost five dollars. We then added twenty-five dollars each to pay for a November abbonamento.

We’d done it! I felt terrifically proud. Henry was proud too. We felt we had taken our first step into Venetian life.

In fact, I at least had taken two. In our dealings with the men of the ACTV, I’d had my first exposure to the Italian gift for choosing accommodation instead of confrontation. How different from the way I’d been brought up: In Italy compromise need not be the same thing as caving in.

What a novelty. And what a relief. The streets where I grew up were a fight-for-what-you-want training camp. You either put up your dukes or were yellow. Girls of course were excused from the pugilistic manifestation of this. That was fortunate because I lacked muscle power and am a physical coward. Spiritually speaking, however, I was a natural. From both sides of the family, I’d inherited willfulness. It can get tiring.

I found myself feeling quite perky as we left the offices of the ACTV.
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In a Fog

“Not along the Grand Canal do you find the essential Venice,” Max Beerbohm wrote in his reminiscences. “The beauty that is hidden away, not the beauty that is revealed, is the city’s essence.” How could I fail to agree with this exquisitely perceptive man? Campo Santa Marina is too plain to be included in coffee-table books and rarely appears on a tourist’s itinerary, so it was flattering to think that we were living in the essential Venice. It even turned out to be true. Antonella’s apartment was in Castello near its border with Cannaregio, a district that is both central and still Venetian. It was just the right neighborhood for us.

More than ten million people visit Venice each year and most of them go straight to Piazza San Marco. Or, if they walk from the station, they may pause for a look at the Rialto Bridge on the way. We were only ten minutes from this crowded route but we lived in a world apart. Yet our world, too, was filled with treasures.

Within a few minutes’ walk from the apartment were two very different but equally exceptional churches: Santi Giovanni e Paolo and Santa Maria dei Miracoli. The first, known as San Zanipolo locally and as Saints John and Paul in English, is an enormous and solemn, redbrick Venetian Gothic edifice that looms up from the large square which it fronts. Inside the fifteenth-century church, to the right of the high altar, stands a carved and gilded throne, its upholstery covered with finely worked small, glass beads. It was used by doges when they visited. And when doges died, many were buried here. In fact, there are so many extravagantly carved funerary monuments to various doges on the walls of the church that it is called the Pantheon of Venice. One of the more flamboyant tombs, however, is the statue of a warrior on horseback who is a bizarre dead ringer for an Indian chief in full feathered headdress straight out of the black-and-white movies I watched as a child. But for me the church’s main attraction was the handsome, anguished St. Sebastian in the altar painting by Bellini.

The Miracoli (Saint Mary of the Miracles) was even closer to our house. It is a diminutive, Renaissance jewel box of a building covered in marble inside and out—white and pink, blue veined, dove gray, creamy yellow. Framing the luminous slabs of stone are figures of angels and bands of carved foliage entwining fantastical beasts, the work of architect and sculptor Pietro Lombardo. While church services are no longer conducted under its gilded wooden ceiling, weddings are. And there are concerts, too, given by touring college choruses from all over North America and Europe, which, understandably, want to perform in Venice.

Only a small fraction of tourists, the most art and architecturally keen, I suppose, have room in their schedule or energy enough to visit either of these churches. It was wonderfully luxurious to know that I could return in a few hours or days to look again at anything that appealed to me or to wander elsewhere if I was in the mood. At the beginning, however, it didn’t feel altogether wonderful; it felt terribly pressured.

Would I get lost? Yes, without a doubt. Could I make myself understood in Italian? With such a limited vocabulary and a poor aptitude for languages, the question was rhetorical.

But I had to try to speak. If I didn’t, I would never learn. I knew this was true, yet it was as a timid, tongue-tied soul that I patrolled the calles, as Venetians call their alleyways. I tried to force myself to say something, anything, while being aware that whatever came out of my mouth would make me seem a fool. It was an unending tug of war between wanting to remain silent and knowing I had to practice if I was to improve.

On top of all this was my inevitable confusion about money. A lettuce surely cannot be the same price as a handbag. No it cannot. Quickly I could see I was mixing things up. But were Wolford’s velvet opaque tights half or twice what they cost in London? I was stumped by that one. And by many of its friends and acquaintances.

I was so overwhelmed that at first I couldn’t see the beauties of our neighborhood. Tension had made me as blind as Mr. Magoo.

Venice was a Technicolor blur as I walked the alleys leading out from Campo Santa Marina. I went on blundering. I could barely speak. I kept getting lost. Shopping was an ordeal. I might know what I wanted but where could I find it?

For example, white bread was everywhere yet I wanted something else. Focaccia with rosemary and ciabatta dipped in olive oil are all very well and heaven knows, voguish. But for breakfast? At last I discovered that wholemeal exists in Venice. But the few shops that stocked pane integrale seemed to bake it only in the form of very expensive brown rolls. I wanted a loaf.

Finally the yen to ingest burned through the fog in which I walked. The first words I’d learned to read were CANDY and SODA printed on the striped awning of a Bronx sweet shop. Max Beerbohm, when he wrote of Venice’s hidden treasures, may not have had pastries in mind, but it was Didovich, a most superior pasticceria, that became the first of our neighborhood’s secret delights that revealed itself to me.

Near the middle of Campo Santa Marina was a freestanding edicola, a kiosk selling magazines and newspapers.

“Buon giorno,” I risked not so very daringly as I walked around the front of the dark green shed hung with periodicals, CDs and toys. Raffaello, the newspaperman with spaniel eyes (I overheard people calling him by name though I never dared), held out a copy of the International Herald Tribune for me after the second time I showed up. I could not possibly have made my way through even the first page of Il Gazzetino, Venice’s daily paper, though I longed to.

Didovich, ten paces beyond the newsstand, is where I began my eating and speaking adventures in Italian. It was there, also, that I was given my first lesson in Italian etiquette.

A pair of shops knocked together, the wide front of Didovich is all glass. However, they didn’t choose to flaunt their goods. Instead, autumn leaves and yellow mums decorated the shallow windows when I first went there. Through the foliage I saw a small bar.

Men, women and small children would stand at the counter and have coffee, tea, mineral water or hot chocolate. In one hand they usually had a small, scalloped paper napkin cradling something to munch. Everybody was always gabbing, of course. Between the bar and the window half a dozen tables were jammed together for those patrons who preferred to sit. But standing at a bar is always cheaper—and faster. Bars may be the only locations where Venetians like to be quick.

On my first visit I didn’t risk the bar. Instead I went to the right side of the premises where tall display cases were filled with pastries, four tiers deep. Didovich sold savory as well as sweet treats. There were light puff pastry rounds in which sautéed radicchio or melted cheese and spinach nested. To begin with, I stuck to my number one weakness.

“Mi dica,” said the trim woman with dark wavy hair and inquisitive brown eyes. “Tell me, what do you want?”

Some of the pastries looked like pretty petits fours but I was more attracted to the miniature open pies. I tried to get away with ordering by using the point and grunt method.

The woman behind the counter was not only attractive, she was also one of life’s teachers. She gave me a look through her maroon-framed eyeglasses. Muteness would not do.

“Una tartina,” she said with care.

Of course. These rows of dainty little cakes in their white pleated paper cradles would be feminine. How could I have not worked that out for myself?

Desire overcame shyness.

“Una tartina,” came out as a whisper.

That, however, was not sufficient. What kind of tart was it that I wished to try?

The tartinas filled with chocolate and topped with shaved almond slivers were called “mousse.” The ones with a translucent honey-colored syrup binding together honey-colored lumps were “marrons glacés.” Between the chestnuts and the base, I was to discover a thin layer of bitter orange marmalade. “Limone” was straightforwardly bright greeny yellow.

“Una mousse,” I ventured.

“Per portar via?” the woman behind the counter asked.

“Si,” I shot back. I’d gotten it. Per portar via, to take away.

My chocolate tart was covered with a piece of tissue paper and gently placed in a small white paper bag.

“Arrivederci,” I tossed off, almost casually, as I headed into Campo Santa Marina.

“Arrivederla,” my teacher corrected me firmly.

Suddenly she didn’t seem so nice looking anymore. She began to remind me of Miss Horn, the white-haired, red-faced witch who taught me in second grade.

I’d transgressed. I was being told that Didovich and I were on formal terms. My arrivederci had been too familiar. I was embarrassed, but also confused. I’d heard that Italians had stopped using the formal construction almost completely; that these days it’s only the uptight or the ancient who use it. Well at least I hadn’t come out with “ciao.”

In Venice ciao turned out to be safe to use only with children, dogs and very good friends. But when was I supposed to use arrivederci? I mean with whom? How was I going to develop a feeling for when to use arrivederla instead?

Though my first visit to Didovich ended awkwardly, that didn’t stop me from going back. In fact, shopping there became part of my routine. One evening I decided to splurge and order six tarts for Henry and me to share over the long weekend ahead.

“Due marrons glacés, due mousse e due limone. Per portar via.” I’d gotten the whole thing out. Not bad. I mean the woman seemed to understand me.

Three rows of two tarts each were laid out on a gold foil tray. Over this a blanket of clear cellophane was lightly draped. Hoops of stiff white paper formed two arches over the top. Finally, a sheet of blood red paper was wrapped around the entire business. Didovich in gold script was printed on it along with floppy golden bows scattered in between. Gold paper ribbon secured the parcel. A knife was then applied to the ends of the ribbon, producing springy curlicues.

I carefully carried my prize back to the house. I cherished the splendid wrapping paper. With it I covered my copy of Il Gattopardo (though The Leopard turned out to be too advanced for me to read—yet).

Whenever I was on my way out of the shop, I worried about what to say in farewell. Anywhere in Venice it would seem rude to enter or leave in silence. I had to say something. But Arrivederla didn’t want to come out of my mouth. I took to saying Buon giorno and I stuck with it.

• • •

LEARNING TO FIND my way around and shopping, with its tensions and pleasures, was inevitably part of my daily life. But looking at art became my main occupation. In order to gaze at paintings and frescoes, statues and mosaics, it was not, thank goodness, necessary to speak. In pursuit of art I no longer felt like Ms. Magoo.

Josef Brodsky, who was captivated by Venice and who was adored by quite a few Venetians in return, got it right: “After a while—on the third or fourth day here—” he wrote, “the body starts to regard itself as merely the eye’s carrier, as a kind of submarine to its now dilating, now squinting, periscope.”

My legs carried my eyes into museums, churches and scuolas. Scuolas? I had no idea what they were, but I knew that a few of these buildings were filled with work by some of the greatest Venetian artists.

I consulted my copy of Lorenzetti and The Rough Guide, too. A scuola, (literally, “school”), I discovered, is a uniquely Venetian institution.

By the seventeenth century there were more than one hundred confraternities, or brotherhoods, in the city. Each had its own headquarters, or scuola. A confraternity might be a guild of craftsmen, goldsmiths for example, or an association of men whose forebears all came from the same place. The buildings were used for prayer, as administrative offices from which charity was given out, and as social clubs, too, presumably.

Most of these societies, and the buildings in which they met, were small. But if the society was prodigiously rich, and some six of them were, it desired a headquarters, a scuola grande, that broadcast this, both inside and out.

Today there are probably dozens of scuolas still scattered around Venice. Some are derelict, some are used for other purposes. For instance, the former Scuola Grande Santa Maria della Misericordia for a time was used as an indoor basketball court. But three of the scuolas are now extraordinary museums, each housing the works of a single, masterful Venetian painter.

The Scuola Grande di San Rocco was the headquarters of an especially rich society. When their building was finished in 1560, they commissioned Tintoretto to cover the walls with paintings. He filled the interior with some fifty biblical scenes both upstairs and down.

I felt pummeled by the dark and often violent mass of pictures. To start with, it would have been better to concentrate on only one: the tremendous, engulfing Crucifixion upstairs.

The extravagantly rococo Scuola Grande dei Carmini (“Carmelites”) was excessive in an altogether different way. The staircase walls are madly sumptuous. Every inch of them is encrusted with thick, limey twists and swirls, as if an army of barnacles on LSD had camped here for a couple of centuries. I was punch drunk by the time I got to the top.

The great room was a letdown after this sensational approach. At first, its atmosphere seemed stiff and dull. But then I raised my eyes and saw the ceiling painted by Tiepolo.

Tintoretto, blackened and bombastic, I had to work at. I could see they were good paintings, even great ones, but on the whole my appreciation of them was theoretical rather than visceral. Tiepolo reached right out and lifted me up into his blue sky world with its chubby white clouds. He created some of the eighteenth century’s most exuberant and luscious painting and I loved every airborne minute of my heavenly trip.

A few days later I approached the Scuola San Giorgio degli Schiavoni (“Saint George of the Slavs”). I might never have gone there if I hadn’t borrowed a very detailed map of Venice from our friends Susan and Patrick in England. They had placed an “x” at the edge of a canal in Castello not far from the church of San Francesco della Vigna. Because Patrick is a painter, I felt I ought to have a look at the place nearest that mark, San Giorgio degli Schiavoni. (Only when I was back in England did I find out neither of them had any idea why there was a mark at that spot on their map. They had never heard of the place.)

Before I could enter the building, I had to pass through a thorny hedge in the form of a hulking, dour ticket seller. He was very likely a member of the Slavic confraternity that still uses the scuola as its headquarters. No doubt he welcomed the admission money we outsiders pay but he certainly did not seem to welcome its bearers. My entry was unpleasant but what I found inside was both a marvel and revelation. In the seventeenth century, the scuola had commissioned Carpaccio to decorate its walls.

The large room I entered was lined with built-in benches. Wood paneling covered the walls three-quarters of the way to the top. What little natural light there was, filtered through the curtained windows at the front. With all the dark wood, the narrow beams of the ceiling highlighted in gold, and the richly colored paintings above the paneling, the room had a subdued splendor. I stood surrounded by some of Carpaccio’s greatest paintings.

The rearing horses, fiery dragons, bloody corpses and enormous swords of the scenes from the life of St. George immediately demanded my attention. But it was two paintings from the life of the fourth-century St. Jerome that held me: One was the embodiment of stillness and the other of agitation.

A lion, it is said, came to the learned, if irascible, monk during his long retreat in the desert. The lion was limping, in pain from a thorn stuck deep in his paw. Jerome removed the thorn and healed him. In gratitude, the lion stayed with him, becoming the monk’s watchful companion. In the first of the scenes pictured here, it is evident that Jerome had become so used to his lion friend that he’d forgotten other people might not consider the creature a pet. The lower left side of the painting shows Jerome walking peacefully into his walled monastic village. With him is the lion. Clearly, Jerome had failed to warn anybody that he was going to turn up with the king of beasts in tow. When they saw who was visiting, all hell broke loose.

Every living creature apart from Jerome and the lion—and there are many—from monks to peacocks and deer, seems to have taken one look at the pair and panicked. All of them are in flight. Priests, their robes flapping out behind them, scamper across the campo trying to escape. Some of them are running up a ramp toward the church at the back of the square. They are so terrified they seem about to dive headlong into the church through its windows. It is the most convincing portrait of fear I have ever seen.

The last in Carpaccio’s series of paintings hangs next to the door of the scuola and is equally moving. In it a monk sits at his desk on the right side of the room, the floor beneath him a slightly raised and carpeted platform. The room’s only window is just beyond him. The room is large and painted in bluey greens, garnet red, and ocher. It contains many opened books, a gyroscope and other implements that indicate this monk is an impressive scholar. He is St. Augustine, in fact.

On the left side of the painting, a small white dog, very like a Scottie, sits on the floor. His ears are pricked up as he looks alertly toward his master. Augustine, a pen in his raised hand, is also looking attentively to the left. Through the window, he is seeing what we cannot: the image of his friend Jerome.

In this instant, everything has come to a stop. The wagging of the dog’s tail, the movement of pen across paper, the wind, time. And, as Augustine now knows but we do not, the breath of Jerome has stopped, too. Augustine has seen a vision telling him that Jerome is dead.

• • •

DURING THESE FIRST WEEKS IN VENICE, I wanted to roam the streets, look into churches, visit museums, snoop around in shops. I wanted to be enveloped by Venice. I, who had longed for companions in London, now had a positive desire to be on my own. I didn’t want anyone to come between me and my beloved city.

Even telephone contact with other people was difficult. Once a week, as always, I talked to my mother in Florida. Whether I was in London or in New York I had enjoyed our conversations, with the usual exceptions and disclaimers. But now the mixture of caring, closeness and exasperation, which was the cement that bound me to her, had turned powdery.

“I hurt my elbow,” my mother might say. Or, “Harry and Fay and I are going out to the Wild Rose, for dinner tonight.” Whatever the topic, I could no longer understand what my mother was talking about.

The familiar had become foreign to me. I felt estranged from what I knew best. And I wanted to stay that way.

While my mother talked, I would look out of the dining-room windows onto the canal and its bridges. This was my world now, this dream city with its palaces and waterways, its medieval calles and its unending mysteries. I didn’t want to be nasty, but I longed to get off the phone and be back, undistracted, in Venice.

Every day, all day, Henry and I, separately or together, went exploring. We began to realize that even after a month of nonstop visits to churches, museums and scuolas, we would not have looked at everything. So while no one was making either of us keep to a schedule, we kept at it, eager to discover what would come next. Until I was forced to stop.

One morning I sat on the bed pulling on tights when I dropped back onto the mattress. I wasn’t able to finish dressing.

“In winter,” wrote William Dean Howells whom Abraham Lincoln had sent to Venice as America’s consul, “the whole city sniffs. . . . Fell influenza lies in wait for its prey.” He observed that the churches were colder than the streets and that the Gesuiti was the coldest of them all. Howells deferred his church visiting until spring. I, who had been spending hours in the lacerating cold of Venice’s churches, didn’t have that option. And the Gesuiti was one of my favorites.

The church was nearby, just off the Fondamenta Nuove.
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