Venice as a Labyrinth


A labyrinth, a maze; a trick, a trap.  Decisions made in the moment cause ripples into the future.  Every choice presents opportunities for both success and failure.  Sometimes you can go back and reconsider your options, but most of the time you are stuck with your fate.  And in Venice, the layout of the labyrinth can change without warning, appearing different at night than during the day, and high water foils even the best laid plans.


Once you become aware of the labyrinth, you start to notice its presence everywhere about the city.  Not just in the street map, but in the art, the architecture, and even in the geography of the lagoon itself.


Such is the nature of navigating through Venice’s streets and metaphors abound.  After arriving at my apartment on the first day, I was given the keys and a map, and then left to find my own way around.  I didn't take me long to get completely lost.


Indeed, I’m quite certain that even life-long Venetians get lost in the crooked streets and narrow alleyways of Venice occasionally.  “A city always somewhat strange and secret, even for one who possesses it as an ingrained habit, which does not submit to be entirely understood even by one who has the topographical labyrinth stamped upon his brain and on the soles of his feet.” (Valeri 107)  

What’s more, I find it incredible to be walking along the same paths and over the same bridges that have remained essentially the same for over 500 years.  “By the second half of the fifteenth century, the layout of the city, scarcely changed today, had been firmly defined in terms of the network of canals, calli (streets), and campi (squares).”  (Da Mosto 121)  On any given day, I might pass by Marco Polo’s house or the brothel where the courtesan Veronica Franco entertained her clientele.  Venice is a city that exists simultaneously in the past as well as the present.

When Italo Calvino speaks of the fictional city of Esmeralda, we understand clearly that he is alluding to Venice.  “To go from one place to another you have always the choice between land and boat: and since the shortest distance between two points in Esmeralda is not a straight line, but a zigzag that ramifies in tortuous optional routes, the ways that open to each passer-by are never two, but many” (39).  So in this way, Esmeralda (i.e. Venice) adds another dimension in which to get lost: not only forwards or backwards, right or left, but also the option of water versus land.  Arriving at a destination can never be taken for granted; one is always in danger of losing one’s way…in life, as in moving about the streets and canals of Venice.

Why is the street map of Venice arranged like this?  What strange coincidences of history or mistakes in city planning have conspired to create such an unknowable enigma?  To my understanding, it arose as the only reasonable response to the existing geography of the area.  “The builders of Venice obeyed the dominant element of their sphere of life, refusing all pre-existing models, listening only to the town-planning precepts of the tides, of the currents, of the flowings and ebbings, of the phases of the moon, of the winds and the changing light.” (Valeri 108)  Simply put, it could not have been built any other way.

Historically, Venetians have had a knack for navigating; for finding their way out of trouble or making their way back home from afar.  Perhaps this acute skill is partially born from the challenge of navigating their own city’s streets from childhood.  Casanova’s knowledge of Venice certainly contributed to his ability to escape from the maze of stone and lead that is the Piombi Prison.  “I was in the greatest perplexity as to what was to be done.  It was no use thinking of getting down on the canal side or by the court of the palace, and the church offered only precipices which led to nothing” (129).

Likewise, Marco Polo spent his youth in Venice’s streets then later steered his ships halfway around the globe while exploring trading routes to the East.  Without the aide of accurate maps or sophisticated instruments, the oceans and the coastlines were the maze which he was forced to negotiate.  And not only those challenges, but also many other obstacles that they encountered, “undismayed by perils or difficulties, they passed the borders of Armenia, and prosecuted their journey.  After crossing deserts of several days’ march, and passing many dangerous defiles, they advanced so far” (13) 

We can also extrapolate the notion of a labyrinth’s perils to manoeuvring through the complexities of interpersonal relationships.  We saw this demonstrated perfectly in the play, “La Venexiana,” when the protagonist Giulio proclaims, “Heavens, I don’t know what to do, I really don’t know—for if I don’t keep my appointment with that gentlewoman I’ll lose much honor, but if I pass up this business with the porter, I’ll always regret it.” (Anon. The Venetian Comedy, 62).  Here we see the fundamental dilemma of the labyrinth: You are often faced with two opposing options.  One of them is clearly better than the other and you only get one chance to make the correct choice.  Certainly we have all encountered just such a crossroads in our lives…and only in retrospect can we know if the choices we made were the correct ones.

Gaspara Stampa approached the conundrums of love compared to a labyrinth perhaps more poetically, “If everything enclosed within his breast/ Is only joy and laughter, never sorrow,/ How can I feel cold jealously and fear/ And be deprived of all my joyfulness,/ Living in him, and never in myself?” (151)  Here the labyrinth is her own emotions, perhaps the most complex and difficult of all puzzles to figure out.

Perhaps Veronica Franco’s “labyrinth” was trying to find her way through a male-dominated world as a woman.  More difficult still as a courtesan.  “I drew courage from the risk I’d avoided, though a woman, born to milder tasks; and blade in hand, I learned warrior’s skills, so that, by handling weapons, I learned that women by nature are no less agile than men.” (163)


From D’Annunzio we learned about a very literal use of the labyrinth within the complexities of an amorous relationship.  While visiting Villa Pisani along the Brenta Canal, our tour guide Grazia told us of an episode in the labyrinth where D’Annunzio seduced and conquered a lover by using the maze to contain her, while the thorny bushes stripped her of her many layers of veils, rendering her naked and defenceless.  Here the labyrinth acts both as a metaphor and itself a supporting character in the love story.

The labyrinth at Villa Pisani also defeated my classmates and me during our visit.  Without the help of the employee on top of the tower, we certainly could have been trapped for hours.  I didn’t feel too bad about our navigating skills, however.  It is said that even the great general Napolean got trapped in the very same maze one time.  In fact, Hitler and Mussolini avoided this puzzle seemingly to avoid a similar embarrassment.

But what else of labyrinths—in the visual sense—can be seen in Venice beyond the obvious comparison of its street map to a maze?  One of the first things that I noticed was during our trip to Torcello, when after climbing the bell tower, I was able to get a bird’s eye view of the Venetian lagoon.  From this vantage point, it is not hard to imagine the lagoon itself as a labyrinth, and indeed this feature was of crucial importance in the settling of the first Venetian colonies.  The maze of islands, sand bars, and channels of various depths offered protection against barbarians from the land and pirates from the sea who were unfamiliar with the particular geography of these salt marshes.  While the Venetians knew this maze well, their enemies were usually foiled by it, ensuring that Venice could protect itself without having to engage in warfare.

Labyrinths are also used in creating geometric patterns in things such as works in mosaic tiles that festoon the walls of churches and in the fabrics used for ornamental clothing.  For example, the symbol of a labyrinth placed on the front of a shirt could be used to represent the complexities of the human heart.  In this case, the labyrinthine pattern serves both an aesthetic function and as well as a metaphorical one.  Labyrinths can also be found among the art and architecture of the city, patterned in marble facades and painstakingly laid out in the tile floors, such as in the Basilica of San Marco.  

The reason that this theme appealed to me is that I am drawn to the metaphor of comparing the complexities of a labyrinth to the choices one makes during the course of one’s life.  (We saw this metaphorical search for the self within the labyrinth of Venice demonstrated in the clips from the 1954 Hepburn film, “Summertime.”)  To my way of thinking, the layout of the labyrinth represents our fate and the choices we make, the paths we go down, represents our free will.  And although some routes are easier to traverse than others, there is always more than one way to reach a given destination.  The important thing is that you keep moving through the labyrinth in the direction of your goal and do not get discouraged by the obstacles that will inevitably appear to impede your progress.  Sooner or later, with a bit of luck, you will arrive.
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