
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, New York 10014

			penguin.com

			First published in the United States of America by Viking Penguin, a member of Penguin Group (USA), Inc., 2012

			Published in Penguin Books 2013

			Copyright © 2012 by Thomas F. Madden

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			Map illustrations by Meighan Cavanaugh

			Ebook ISBN 9781101601136

			THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS HAS CATALOGED THE HARDCOVER EDITION AS FOLLOWS:

			Madden, Thomas F.

			Venice: islands of honor and profit : a new history / Thomas F. Madden.

			p. cm.

			Includes bibliographical references and index.

			ISBN 9780670025428 (hc.)

			ISBN 9780147509802 (pbk.)

			1. Venice (Italy)—History. I. Title.

			DG676.M33 2012

			945’.311—dc23	2012005304

			Cover hand-lettering: Melissa Chang for Mucca Design

			Cover photograph: Josef Hoflehner/Gallery Stock

		

		Version_4

	
		
			
				For Page, Helena, and Melinda

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

				
					[image: ]
				

				Because I have, in one form or another, been working on this book for more than two decades, I have accrued so many debts that to list them all would require almost another chapter. There are, nonetheless, a few whom I must not fail to thank.

				First and foremost I am grateful to my friend and mentor, the late Professor Donald E. Queller. It was he who first introduced me to the rich history of Venice and, despite my occasional protests, persuaded me to devote my efforts to its study. Near the end of his life Don Queller had begun a new book on the history and culture of Venice. Unfortunately, he did not live to finish it. I have no idea what became of his notes, but I am certain that had he lived a few years longer, there would have been no need for this book. I am also grateful to Don’s old classmate, the late Professor Louise Buenger Robbert, who was always a source of guidance and support for my work in Venice. As with any scholar, I have benefited enormously from the suggestions, advice, and kindnesses of my colleagues in the field. I offer my special thanks to Alfred J. Andrea (University of Vermont), Andrea Berto (Western Michigan University), Patricia Fortini Brown (Princeton University), Michela Dal Borgo (Archivio di Stato di Venezia), Robert C. Davis (Ohio State University), Blake de Maria (Santa Clara University), Ronnie Ellenblum (Hebrew University), M. Cecilia Gaposchkin (Dartmouth College), Carole Hillenbrand (University of Edinburgh), Benjamin Z. Kedar (Hebrew University), Bianca Lanfranchi (Archivio di Stato di Venezia), Serban Marin (National Archives of Romania), Sally McKee (University of California, Davis), Christopher Pastore (University of Pennsylvania), Jonathan Riley-Smith (Cambridge University), Juergen Schulz (Brown University), Alan M. Stahl (Princeton University), Diana Gilliland Wright (Independent Scholar), and all of the staff at the Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, the Museo Correr, and the Archivio di Stato di Venezia.

				Because Venice is an expensive city, no foreign scholar could afford to live and work there without significant support. I am, therefore, grateful to all of my financial benefactors, especially the Mellon Faculty Development Fund and the Gladys Krieble Delmas Foundation. My editor, Kevin Doughton, deserves special thanks for the extraordinary care he took with this project. His expert eye and inspired suggestions helped to bring out more of the human story behind the leaves of history. As always, I am deeply grateful to my agent, John F. Thornton, for his enthusiastic and unfailing support. My warm thanks also to Michele and Carla Gradenigo and their daughters, Marta and Giulia, who have always welcomed me and my family to Venice with a kindness and generosity that is truly Venetian.

				Last, I thank my family. My wife, Page, got more than she bargained for when she married a historian who later whisked her and her infant and toddler off to live in Venice. Far from the romantic gondola rides, she experienced the joys of hanging laundry in freezing weather, daily shopping with wriggling children, and persistent plumbing problems. She bore it with poise and good humor, and even came to love Venice despite it all. It has been among my greatest pleasures to watch my daughters, Helena and Melinda, grow up against the backdrop of our stays in Venice. My fondest memories there are not of historical discoveries in the archives, but of my children riding tricycles in the campo or playing joyfully in the Giardini. It is impossible for me to imagine the city without them. Words can never express my love, gratitude, and admiration for these three remarkable women.

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				Contents

				
					[image: ]
				

				 

				Praise for Venice

				About the Author

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

				Acknowledgments

				Maps

				 

				Introduction

				1. REFUGEES ON THE LAGOON:
THE ORIGINS OF VENICE

				2. ST. MARK’S REST: 
THE BIRTH OF THE CITY OF VENICE, 697–836

				3. COMING OF AGE: 
INDEPENDENCE, EXPANSION, AND POWER, 836–1094

				4. A MERCHANT REPUBLIC IN A FEUDAL AGE:
 ECCLESIASTICAL AND POLITICAL REFORM, 1095–1172

				5. BETWEEN EMPIRES: 
THE PEACE OF VENICE, 1172–1200

				6. BIRTH OF A MARITIME EMPIRE: 
VENICE AND THE FOURTH CRUSADE

				7. MARCO POLO’S VENICE: 
PROSPERITY, POWER, AND PIETY IN THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY

				8. THE DISCOVERY OF THE WEST: 
WAR, WEALTH, AND REFORM IN THE EARLY FOURTEENTH CENTURY

				9. PLAGUE AND TREASON IN THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY

				10. FROM VICTORY TO VICTORY: 
THE WAR OF CHIOGGIA AND THE BIRTH OF THE MAINLAND EMPIRE

				11. DEATH OF A PARENT: 
THE FALL OF CONSTANTINOPLE AND THE RISE OF THE OTTOMAN TURKS

				12. SOWING AND REAPING: 
MEDIEVAL VENICE AND THE BIRTH OF MODERN FINANCE

				13. THE PERILS OF SUCCESS: 
THE APOGEE OF THE VENETIAN EMPIRE

				14. MOST SPLENDID AND SERENE: 
VENICE AND THE RENAISSANCE

				15. FOR GOD AND ST. MARK: 
THE WARS AGAINST THE TURKS

				16. MASKS, OPERA, AND LOVE: 
VENICE THE TOURIST DESTINATION

				17. A MEDIEVAL REPUBLIC IN THE MODERN WORLD: 
THE UNITED STATES, FRANCE, AND THE FALL OF VENICE

				18. A CRISIS OF IDENTITY: 
VENICE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

				19. WAR, WATER, AND TOURISTS: 
VENICE IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY AND BEYOND

				 

				Photographs

				Further Reading

				Index

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				INTRODUCTION

				
					[image: ]
				

				We will consider, attend to, and work for the honor and profit of the people of Venice in good faith and without fraud.

				—FROM THE DOGE OF VENICE’S OATH OF OFFICE, 1192

				In the year 452 the world was ending.

				The Roman Empire, which for centuries had dispensed prosperity, power, and security to its citizens, was crumbling. Once, long ago, the roads of the empire had bustled with merchants, soldiers, and citizens making their way across a landscape of peace and plenty. Now those roads were the avenues of invasion for barbarians and conquerors.

				At the head of the Adriatic Sea, the lush plains and hills of the Veneto were especially hard hit, for they stood at the crossroads of the eastern and western halves of the broken empire. In the old days of the Pax Romana this area had been one of great beauty and wealth. Patavium (modern Padua) had boasted of its affluent citizens who reaped rich profits from the wool and wine afforded by the verdant countryside. Noble Aquileia, the “eagle city,” was a place of opulence with heavily fortified walls surrounding magnificent forums, palaces, monuments, and harbors. Its markets and homes spilled over with every luxury and delicacy that a vast empire could afford.

				But in 452 Attila the Hun came to Aquileia. Abandoned by their empire, the citizens of the great city manned the walls and defied the Asian conqueror and his fearful hordes. The Aquileians were a determined people, and they fought with great courage. Three months later Attila was still frustrated in his ambition, still unable to take the city—and his men were grumbling. One morning, while considering his next move, Attila took a walk around the fortifications and noticed something unusual.

				The storks were restless.

				Beyond the walls, on the roofs of Aquileia hundreds of white storks had been nesting for months, but this morning there was something different about them. They no longer lounged serenely, looking contemptuously from their perches down onto the Huns. Instead, they were busily picking up their young and flying off toward the horizon. Attila knew an omen when he saw one. At once he ordered his men to storm the walls. The storks proved prescient. Great Aquileia fell that day. The Huns quickly reduced the city to a smoldering, corpse-strewn ruin. Soon they would do the same at Patavium, and Concordia, and Altinum, and every other Roman city in Attila’s path.

				The few survivors of this devastation searched for refuge but found none. Where could one flee when even Rome itself was in danger? With no secure retreat on the mainland, ragged bands of refugees made their way to the marshes of the nearby lagoon, a brackish hideaway between the land and the Adriatic Sea. They loaded their families and what possessions they could scrounge onto boats and rowed out to the sandy islands of a new watery world. There they found safety from the barbarians. There, they hoped, they could survive the end of their world.

				Although they could never have known it, the desperate men, women, and children in those lonely boats were the founders of one of history’s most remarkable cities. From an archipelago of sand, trees, and marsh they would bring forth the extraordinary beauty that is Venice—a city unlike any other. It did not happen all at once or easily. For centuries the lagoon remained a collection of small island communities. Even after settlements began to cluster around Rialto, Venice was still a place of wood and mud. But that, too, would change. By the thirteenth century Venice was no longer simply a town built on the water, it had become western Europe’s second-largest city with a maritime empire that stretched across the Mediterranean Sea. Venice and wealth would become kindred concepts. And with that wealth the Venetians built a magnificent city—a stunning composition of stone and waves that still evokes wonder today.
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				Venice and its history have always fascinated people from all walks of life. It is a place of contradictions—a city without land, an empire without borders. Everyone knows what Venice is, but fewer know why it is or how it came to be. It is not simply a work of art, but a birthplace of modern capitalism. The medieval market stalls of Rialto were the nerve center for a complex commercial network that stretched thousands of miles, in which bond markets, liability insurance, and banking (among other things) developed. While the rest of medieval Europe groaned under kings and landed magnates, the Venetians formed a free republic—one that would last for a thousand years.

				In the last quarter century there has been a tremendous flowering of historical scholarship on the city of Venice. One can visit the hushed reading rooms of the Archivio di Stato or the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice any time of the year and find dozens of professional scholars from around the world closely studying the manuscripts and documents of past ages. The fruits of all that research have been presented in thousands of journal articles and scholarly monographs. As a result, we now know much more about Venice than we have ever known before. By their nature, however, these studies are technical and difficult to comprehend without extensive background knowledge. And, of course, only a minority are in English.

				As a professional historian, I have spent my share of hours in Venice’s archives and libraries and penned my share of scholarly studies. At some point, though, it seems to me that someone must draw from that wealth of scholarship to produce a new history of Venice accessible to anyone with a desire to know about it. That is the purpose of this book.

				Writing the history of Venice is a proud, ancient tradition in itself, yet one that has often involved taking a certain license with the facts. The Biblioteca Marciana holds hundreds of centuries-old manuscripts, containing in their yellowed parchment pages a wealth of histories of Venice written in Latin or the Venetian dialect. These are, for the most part, a fascinating hodgepodge of local legend, cherished traditions, and pure fabrication. Occasionally there were attempts at real accuracy, such as Doge Andrea Dandolo’s fourteenth-century Chronica, based on solid archival documentation and a sincere desire to tell a true tale. But the vast storehouse of Venice’s state archives was not available to just anyone. Indeed, the archives were open to virtually no one. That changed after 1797 when the Republic of Venice fell and its archives were packed away into the Frari monastery, where they still remain today. Modern history writing can perhaps be traced to Pierre Darù’s multivolume Histoire de la République de Venise, published in 1819. Drawing extensively from Venetian archival documents, Darù, who had been one of Napoleon’s assistants, painted a generally unflattering picture of the Republic of Venice. Venetian scholars quickly fired back with their own larger, more comprehensive, and better reasoned histories based on careful studies in the archives and manuscript collections. The greatest of these was Samuele Romanin’s Storia documentata di Venezia, published between 1853 and 1861. It is difficult to overstate the importance of this work, which ran to ten volumes and for the first time brought together an extensive historical narrative with edited archival documents to support it. Romanin’s book was the basis for dozens, perhaps hundreds, of shorter histories written in English, French, and German for popular audiences during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

				Since 1900, though, comprehensive histories of Venice based on independent research have been relatively rare. Among the best are Heinrich Kretschmayr’s Geschichte von Venedig (1905–34), Roberto Cessi’s Storia della Repubblica di Venezia (1944–46), and Frederic C. Lane’s Venice: A Maritime Republic (1973). None of them, however, are what one might call an easy read. For that, the twentieth century served up a cornucopia of histories of Venice written by a variety of popular authors, including Gore Vidal, Jan Morris, Peter Ackroyd, and John Julius Norwich. Yet professional historians have been slow to take up the challenge of producing a new comprehensive history of Venice based on the best available research. Elizabeth Horodowich’s A Brief History of Venice (2009) makes a good start. This present book, however, aims to tell the story of Venice more completely with an emphasis on the people and events that shaped its unique history. It is impossible to talk about Venice without speaking of the artistic and cultural treasures that it produced—and those are certainly here. But it is the overriding aim of this book to set Venice within its own times, to follow its people, both common and noble, and to examine the challenges that they faced. The artists and musicians are here—but so, too, are the doges, the sailors, the priests, and the prostitutes.

				The people of Venice have always been among the most fascinating in the world. During more than two decades of research, I have had the privilege of reading thousands of their personal documents from the Middle Ages and forming close friendships with Venetians of our own time. I have learned over those years that Venetians are not a people who can be boiled down to a myth or a trope, as some histories and guidebooks have unfortunately done. This is particularly true when we look to the medieval and Renaissance history of Venice. Venetians from that millennium are often branded disdainfully with the mark of Shylock, Shakespeare’s Venetian moneylender who insists upon his “pound of flesh.” Perhaps, as the great historian of Venice, Donald E. Queller, once remarked, it is simply that intellectuals and academics are uncomfortable around businessmen. The Venetians, who were businessmen through and through, often appear in modern histories as the equivalent of snake-oil salesmen: crafty, conniving, greedy, and on the make. I respectfully disagree with that assessment. Norwich, for example, goes too far when he writes, “There spoke the authentic voice of Venice. The state might come first, but enlightened self-interest was never far behind.” Similarly, Donald M. Nicol was wrong, I believe, when he summed up the Venetian character saying, “They were Venetians first, and Christians afterwards.” Over the decades I have held in my hands too many medieval Venetian parchments containing wills, reports, and writs of charitable donations to believe that so diverse a people can be dismissed with such stereotypes. Capitalism and idealism are not incompatible concepts. Like all peoples, the Venetians were a complex tapestry of good and wicked, selfless and selfish, honorable and shameful. They cannot be pressed between the leaves of a stale morality tale.

				It is my hope, then, that this book will open a door for its reader to a clear and fascinating history of the city and republic of Venice. Of course, no single volume could ever encompass so vast a subject. But the high and low points are all here, as well as the battles, triumphs, tears, and tragedies along the way. It is a remarkable tale, and one that deserves to be told.
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				Fifteen centuries ago the families who loaded their simple boats and fled the Huns were escaping one world and building a bridge to another. While Europe was becoming a feudal battleground, Venice established a republic of free citizens. That republic would survive across the centuries, just long enough to inspire new generations who likewise sought to escape a crumbling world. They included the Founding Fathers of the United States of America. John Adams, for example, carefully researched the history of Venice, setting some of it down in his work A Defence of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America (1787). But by then time was running out for aged Venice. Although the world’s newest republic sought formal relations with the world’s oldest, the histories of America and Venice would overlap for only two decades before the latter was no more.

				And yet, before the storks again took wing, the achievements of the city on the water were carefully passed on to a new age.
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				 REFUGEES ON THE LAGOON:
THE ORIGINS OF VENICE

				No one forgets a first glimpse of Venice. Whether arriving by plane, boat, train, or car, there is that startling moment when one looks across the waves and finds what should not be there—stone towers, rich churches, and packed buildings rising up out of the sea. The extraordinary beauty of Venice only adds to its improbability. How does such a city exist? Who were the people who built it and why did they think it worth such unyielding efforts?

				Of course, no one with options would willingly build a city on a group of marshy islands set in the middle of a brackish lagoon. Venice was a child of necessity, built by the survivors of an ancient world that was quickly passing away. They did not choose to construct a shimmering jewel in the sea and they could not have imagined that their refuge would one day serve as a tourist playground. They chose merely to live free, and found that to do so they had to make a home in the water. In those early years important elements of the Venetian character were being forged. The Venetians were a determined people: determined to resist the changes that swept Europe, determined to remain loyal to their state and to one another, determined to remain Catholics in communion with the pope in Rome, and determined to fight the sea itself to achieve those goals.

				The earliest Venetians were Romans, citizens of an empire that had long ago brought unprecedented peace and prosperity to the Western world. Unfortunately for them, by the fifth century AD the peace was sporadic and the prosperity rapidly disappearing. The Roman economy had experienced a steep decline since the third century, when the empire was plagued by political corruption and civil war. The path to imperial power in those days was the military. Every Roman general entertained the idea that the next emperor might be found in his own shaving mirror. Emperors in the third century held on to power only so long as they kept their troops happy and watched their rivals closely.

				As the empire crumbled from within, it was attacked from without. Waves of barbarian invasions swept across the western half of the empire in the fourth and fifth centuries, leaving devastation and suffering in their wake. Particularly hard hit were the Italian lands at the northern end of the Adriatic Sea (what is today the Veneto and Friuli Venezia Giulia regions of Italy). The main thoroughfare between the eastern and western empire was a Roman road known as the Via Postumia, which crossed directly through this region. The cities along this Roman road were prosperous trading centers. Some, like Patavium and Aquileia, were among the wealthiest in the empire. But Rome could no longer defend them. It could not even defend itself. Where once carts laden with merchandise and legions of Roman soldiers had traveled, in the fifth century barbarian warriors rushed from prey to prey.

				In happier days the Venetian lagoon just off the coast had been a haunt of fishermen and wharf workers, as well as an occasional vacation home of the well-to-do. It was one of a string of lagoons that stretched from Ravenna to Aquileia, each connected by Roman navigational channels. The lagoons were the offspring of the Alps. Each winter when the Alpine snow melts, the rivers of northern Italy swell with rushing waters bearing the rock and silt of their mountain passage. This debris makes its way down the mountains and across the plains until at last it empties into the Adriatic. Yet not all of it is swept away. Currents and tides in the Adriatic cause some of the sediment to form banks of sand and dirt parallel to the shore, called lidi. Water trapped behind these long, sandy islands forms shallow lagoons, where the water is naturally less agitated than the sea, making it an ideal harbor for vessels. Since water flows out at low tide through breaks in the lidi, there is more time for sediment to deposit in the lagoon, resulting in islands, bars, and canals through which the water drains. Left to its own devices, a lagoon like this eventually silts up completely, becoming part of the mainland. Indeed, this is what happened to most of the lagoons from the Roman era. The city of Ravenna, for example, where the western Roman fleet once docked, is now several miles from the sea. The largest of the region’s rivers, the Po, once had a delta that stretched from Ravenna to Altinum (Altino). Along that delta Romans navigated through canal-linked lagoons strung together like pearls.

				In those days the few people who lived in the lagoons of the Adriatic were mostly fishermen, who kept temporary houses on a few islands. Since water depth in the lagoons was so variable, navigation was often by means of flat-bottomed boats that could glide over almost any submerged obstacle. On mainland Veneto, prosperous cities established wharves in the nearby lagoon where large vessels could anchor and unload their goods. But conditions did not encourage permanent residence. While the fish were plentiful, the water was brackish, the soil poor, and the mosquitoes ferocious.

				The lagoon of Venice, which stretched from Chioggia to Grado, was well known to the inhabitants of the ancient Veneto region, and it was ultimately this familiarity that would lead to the city’s foundation. The Veneto people were industrious, and their main cities, such as Patavium, Altinum, Concordia, Tarvisium (Treviso), and the provincial capital, Aquileia, were crisscrossed by Roman roads bearing merchandise to the region’s markets and factories. Culturally, the Veneto was a melting pot, with a healthy mixture of native Veneti and Roman colonial cultures, seasoned liberally with Greek and Levantine elements. As a people between Constantinople in the East and Rome in the West, they were not only at home in a far-reaching cosmopolitan empire, they depended on it. That dependence was soon to be shattered. In AD 402 the first of the major barbarian invaders, the Goths, descended on the region. Full of fear and with no hope of resistance, the people of the cities along the Veneto’s roads fled to the safety of the nearby lagoon. Taking what they could carry and hiding the rest, they boarded their small vessels and rowed out to the inhospitable islands dotting the waterscape. From there they watched the smoke of their burning homes and prayed that the crisis would pass. It did not. The Goths under their chieftain Alaric pressed on to Rome itself, which they conquered and sacked in 410. The empire was not yet fallen, but the old world was dying—that much was plain. The Roman Empire that the barbarians joyfully dismembered was a Christian state, so it was natural for many Romans to see in the fall of the Eternal City the passing away of all earthly things.

				When the Goths finally departed, the lagoon refugees returned to their ruined cities and began rebuilding. And yet, some must have remained on the islands. After all, during the months of exile, they had put considerable effort into building wooden houses on stilts, digging fishing holes, and learning the natural channels. For those with little to return to on the mainland, the lagoon offered some consolation. Most importantly, it offered safety. Although the Goths had gone for the moment, they remained a potent force in the western empire. Instability and invasion meant that armies, both Roman and barbarian, continued to march along the Roman roads, bringing more carnage and more flames. The citizens of Padua, Altino, and the other nearby towns therefore found themselves running for the shelter of the lagoons with some regularity in the first half of the fifth century. We can imagine that with each such flight more and more of them chose the safety of the water to the ever-present danger at home. These lagoon people—for so they had become—were experts on the channels, islands, and the flat-bottomed boats used to navigate through them. No Gothic commander would venture into that forbidding domain.

				Because Venice would one day become the opulent capital of a maritime empire, it is not surprising that its citizens later developed a constellation of foundation stories. The earliest held that the Roman government in Padua sent three “consuls” to an island group known as Rivoalto, or “high bank.” It was here that a natural channel made its serpentine way through an archipelago of marshy islands, some of which were submerged during high tide. The high bank was probably an island at a bend in the channel that withstood the tides. Rivoalto is today’s Rialto, and the winding channel, the Grand Canal. The consuls were sent, we are told, to establish a trading post, which suggests that some settlers could be found in the area. It is said that the three officials founded the city of Venice there at Rialto on the Feast of the Annunciation, March 25, 421.

				Like many origin stories, this one offers dubious particulars. The earliest surviving versions of it are from the fourteenth century, and different medieval chronicles provide different names for the three consuls. Still, the tale may preserve a germ of truth. Based on subsequent events, it appears that the Rialtine islands located in the center of the lagoon were not much favored as places to settle. Instead, the first refugees preferred the higher, wooded islands on the lagoon’s periphery. But the combination of a deep channel and a high bank would lend itself to shipping, so there may well have been a trading post and a scattered village of sorts at Rialto in the fifth century. It would, in any case, have been quite small. One can still today get a feel for this embryonic Venice by taking the vaporetto (Venice’s water bus) on the short ride from Burano to Torcello. There, from the deck of the churning vessel, one can see the low, marshy islands of the lagoon, covered in grasses and populated by birds. It is a stunning reminder of just how improbable the city of Venice really is.

				In 452 Attila the Hun, known to Roman Christians as the Scourge of God, besieged the once-proud city of Aquileia. Set at a major crossroads, Aquileia was a cosmopolitan and influential urban center. It boasted one of the oldest Christian communities in western Europe, second only to Rome. Indeed, its bishop bore the title Patriarch, something no other bishop in the West save the pope could claim. Though battered by the storms of previous invasions, Aquileia still managed to hold out against Attila and his powerful armies. According to the historian Jordanes, writing a century later, Attila launched his final attack when he noticed the storks that nested in the city picking up their young and flying away. Aquileia fell that day, and those citizens who could not escape were sold into slavery or put to the sword. The rest fled to the nearby island of Grado. Like Alaric before him, Attila was headed for Rome, but along the way the Scourge of God met the successor of St. Peter, Pope Leo I, who persuaded him to abandon his plan. Within the year Attila was dead—probably at the hand of his new, young wife—and the threat of the Huns died with him. Yet Aquileia had already been reduced to rubble, and though many of its citizens likely returned, the city would never again be more than a village. Even today it remains a sleepy town set in a broad landscape of ancient ruins. For most tourists it is simply one more quaint hamlet on the way to the beach resorts of Grado. Yet in the magnificent cathedral of Aquileia one can still experience the opulent sophistication of that lost city by simply looking downward to the stunning fourth-century mosaic floor.

				Venetians long remembered the part that Attila the Hun played in the birth of their city. For the destruction of the provincial capital had driven refugees not only to Grado but also to islands and towns across the length of the Venetian lagoon. And although many people did return home, the population of the lagoon continued to rise with each new attack. Later Venetian chroniclers recorded that in 466 the people of the lagoon elected three tribunes to act as their government. In those days a tribune was a Roman official with primary responsibility over the local military, but also with governing authority answerable to the emperor in Rome. In truth, though, Rome was by then so unsafe that the emperors ruled from Ravenna, when they ruled at all. Precisely how this early Venetian government functioned is unclear. Because the lagoon dwellers were grouped into small island communities scattered across the region, there was a fair amount of discord and violence between them. Theoretically, the tribunes would have dealt with this problem. In practice, they appear to have participated in it. These were lawless, chaotic times with little for a Roman to cling to in the way of legitimate authority.

				But cling the Venetians did. They were a tenacious people who refused to cooperate with the times. In the late third century the Roman Empire had been divided into two halves by the emperor Diocletian. The Veneto was situated in the western half, and thereby subject to the emperors in Rome. In 330 the first Christian emperor, Constantine I, founded a new capital for the eastern half of the empire, which came to be called Constantinople (modern Istanbul). In 476 the Gothic warlord Odoacer deposed Romulus Augustulus, the last Roman emperor in the West. No one, Odoacer least of all, thought that this constituted the end of the Roman Empire. Instead, the Gothic leader claimed to rule Italy in the name of the emperor in Constantinople. Rather than start a fight, Emperor Zeno in the East obligingly appointed Odoacer to rule the West as his governor. This was, however, merely a pleasant fiction. Odoacer ruled because he commanded his Gothic forces, not because Zeno sent him a richly decorated parchment. Nevertheless, the gesture was important. Civilization is a difficult habit to break. Although they had been battered by invasions and civil wars for decades, the Romans in the West could only conceive of legitimate authority as deriving from the Roman government. The Germanic barbarians, who spoke the Roman tongue and worshipped the Roman God (Jesus Christ), felt much the same way—even as they dismembered the Roman empire.

				As for the early Venetians, they accepted the authority of Odoacer in Italy, but only insofar as it was derived from the emperor in Constantinople. Although this probably had little practical effect in the fifth century, it did help to forge an enduring element in Venetian identity. The Venetians were a people suspended between two worlds. Loyal to the government at Constantinople, they nonetheless lived in the West and were beholden to western authorities—whether imperial appointments over their government or Roman popes over their Church. From its very beginning, then, Venice was shaped by the twin poles of power that lay east and west.

				In 488 a new Gothic leader, Theodoric, marched into Italy with his armies under the orders of Emperor Zeno, who wished to overthrow Odoacer. In part he was responding to Odoacer’s treatment of native Romans, but he also hoped to remove the troublesome Goths from the eastern half of the empire. Theodoric captured Ravenna in 493 and subsequently signed a treaty with Odoacer that the two would rule jointly. At the dinner party to celebrate the peace, Theodoric assassinated Odoacer with his own hands. Despite the poor table manners, Theodoric considered himself to be a cultured barbarian. Raised in the imperial court at Constantinople, he had a good idea how to govern a Roman state. Although, like most Germanic invaders, Theodoric was an Arian Christian who believed that Christ was less than God, he nonetheless practiced toleration of the native Catholics in Italy. By all accounts, the years of his reign (493–526) were a golden age in Italy, a time when the city of Rome was rebuilt and order restored.

				No such rebuilding occurred in the lagoon, of course. Yet the restoration of order in Rome and Ravenna did mean closer communications and, therefore, more requests from the mainland for aid to support the central government. One of those requests was sent by Cassiodorus, Theodoric’s prefect of Ravenna. The letter was addressed to the “maritime tribunes” of “Venetia.” It survives purely by accident—simply because it was copied into Cassiodorus’s Variae, a collection of documents meant to serve as models for government officials. By modern standards it is a grossly overwritten letter, so filled with puffery and tortured prose that it almost forgets to get to the point—a simple request for help transporting oil and wine across the lagoon from Istria to Ravenna. Nevertheless, Cassiodorus’s wordiness is a boon for historians. In the thickets of his verbiage he provides a rich description of life among the small Venetian communities of 523. Describing their homes, he says:

				Venetia, the praiseworthy, once full of the dwellings of the nobility, stretches from Ravenna and the Po on the south, while on the east it enjoys the delightful Ionian shore, where the alternating tide reveals and then conceals the face of the fields by its ebb and flow. Here, like the water birds, you have made your home. He, who was previously on the mainland, finds himself on an island, so that you might imagine yourself in the Cyclades from the sudden alterations in the appearance of the shore. Amid the wide expanse of the waters can be seen your scattered homes, not the product of nature, but built by the care of man into a firm foundation. For by a twisted and knotted osier-work the earth there collected is turned into a solid mass, and without fear you use so fragile a bulwark to oppose the waves of the sea, since the waters are unable to sweep away the shallow shore, because the water is not deep enough to give them power.

				In these rustic quarters, the first Venetians lived simply. According to Cassiodorus:

				The inhabitants have only one concept of plenty: that of filling their bellies with fish. Poverty and wealth, therefore, are on equal terms. One kind of food sustains everyone. The same kind of dwelling shelters all. No one can envy his neighbor’s home; and living in this moderate style they escape that vice [of envy] to which the rest of the world is susceptible.

				Unless the laws of human nature were somehow suspended in the lagoon, we can assume that Cassiodorus is exercising poetic license when describing the equality and amity among its residents. And since he was asking the Venetians to transport commodities for the provincial government without cost, a little flattery of their generous nature would certainly not go amiss. Nonetheless, Cassiodorus’s description makes it plain that, compared with Ravenna, the people of Venice did not have much.

				If fish provided the food for the early Venetians, it was salt that provided their income. Cassiodorus writes:

				All of your attention is focused on your salt-works. Instead of driving the plow or wielding the sickle, you roll your cylinders. From there comes your whole crop. You find there a product that you did not manufacture. And there is your money coined. Every wave is the servant of your art. One might tire of searching for gold. But salt is something that everyone hopes to find. And rightly so, since every kind of meat owes its flavor to it.

				It is often said that Venice grew rich on the “spice trade.” This is true—yet that spice was not exotic cloves or cardamom, but simple salt. Aside from fish, the lagoon does not offer much in the way of foodstuffs. Throughout its long history, Venice has always had to import its food, which requires money. The earliest Venetians built saltworks that allowed lagoon water to flow during high tide into wide basins, where it was trapped and left to evaporate in the sun. They then used heavy cylinders to roll over the salt, breaking it up into pieces that could be loaded aboard boats for export. It fetched a tidy sum—crucial for the tiny, but growing, economy of early Venice, and indeed for many centuries to come. It is often said that Venetians left salt production behind when international trade and commerce became their path to riches. That is simply untrue. Medieval and Renaissance commercial documents bear strong witness to the continued importance of the salt trade. Indeed, the Venetian government established its own Salt Office, which would grow to become one of the most powerful organs of the state.

				Whether or not life in the lagoon was as sublime as Cassiodorus suggests, it was at least stable and reasonably safe. That was about to change. After Theodoric’s death in 526, relations between the native Catholic Romans and their Arian barbarian masters degenerated rapidly. The golden age had expired. In 533 the emperor in Constantinople, Justinian I, decided to roll back the Germanic invasions and restore the Roman Empire in the West. His general, Belisarius, sailed to North Africa, where he ejected the Vandals and reclaimed the entire region. Two years later, Belisarius landed in Italy, thus beginning the long and bitter Gothic War (535–54). For almost two decades the Romans and the Goths clashed, bringing yet more destruction and chaos to an already battered peninsula. For the early Venetians, there was never any doubt about which side they would support. Requests for aid came from Constantinople, and the men of the lagoon dutifully armed themselves, boarded their war vessels, and assisted Belisarius with the conquest of Ravenna in 539. According to one medieval chronicle, the Chronicon Altinate, in gratitude for their assistance the emperor granted Venetian sailors the right to trade in ports across the Roman Empire.

				By 555 the Romans had finally won the war in Italy—but at great cost. The city of Rome, having changed hands several times, was in ruins. There was much talk of restoring the city to its former glory, but until it could be rebuilt, it was hardly a fit place for an emperor. Justinian simply made Italy a province, placing Rome under the authority of an “exarch,” or governor, based in Ravenna. Exarch is a Greek title, which reveals much about the changing nature of the Roman Empire. Cut off from Rome itself, the government in Constantinople had increasingly adopted the Greek language, which dominated high culture in the East. Indeed, Justinian was the last emperor to speak Latin as his native tongue. The passing away of Latin in the East and the increasingly Oriental character of the imperial court in Constantinople have led modern historians to refer to the empire from this period forward as the Byzantine Empire. We shall do so here as well. However, it is important to remember that the term is a modern one. Although he might speak Greek, every citizen in the eastern empire called himself a Roman. For Venetians, therefore, the emperor in Constantinople was not Byzantine, but Roman. And so were they—at least in those early days. Throughout their histories, the underlying foundation that bound Venice and Constantinople together was that shared Roman heritage.

				The new exarch of Ravenna had jurisdiction over the Venetian lagoon, and thereby over the tribunes there. Once again the Roman Empire spanned the Mediterranean world. On his deathbed in 565 Justinian could realistically conclude that the tide of history had turned—that the empire was on its way back. But it was not to be. Already a devastating plague had swept across the empire, killing millions. Worse, a new Germanic barbarian tribe, the Longobards (Long Beards), or Lombards, were on the move and headed for Italy. Like the Goths before them, they were warlike Arian Christians who needed a home. Italy, where Byzantine forces were weakened, seemed perfect.

				It would take nearly two centuries for the Lombards to expel the Byzantines from their provincial capital at Ravenna, but they had conquered much of Italy long before that. The Lombard invasions so devastated the Veneto region that they are literally responsible for a second founding of Venice. Beginning in 568 Lombard armies systematically captured all the main cities in the Veneto and extended their conquests westward to Milan. Unlike the Goths and Huns, though, the Lombards had come to stay. They took over the cities, claimed the countryside, and even established a new capital at Pavia. Theirs was a kingdom that would endure. Even today the region is known as Lombardy. For the citizens of the cities in the Veneto, this was a story that they had lived before, but now with a very different ending. It was no longer possible to flee to the lagoon, wait out the conquest, and return home when the barbarians had left for greener pastures. The Lombards, with their own laws, customs, and form of Christianity, were not leaving. This time, the flight to the lagoon would be permanent.

				The collapse of the Roman government in western Europe left a profound power vacuum in the rapidly shrinking cities there. Simple tasks like repairing walls, clearing the streets, caring for the poor, and mustering troops were increasingly left to local initiative. The only institution that still had the organization to undertake such activities was the Catholic Church, and since virtually all Romans were Catholics, it is not surprising that they looked to their spiritual leaders when political leaders failed them. As a result, bishops and archbishops in the West began to assume more and more authority during the fifth and sixth centuries. The pope in Rome or the archbishop in Milan often found himself saddled with a host of responsibilities that had nothing at all to do with the shepherding of souls.

				When the people of the Veneto heard of the Lombard invasion, they, too, naturally looked to their religious leaders. Membership in the Church defined these communities. If they were to transplant themselves, they must also transplant their church, its holy relics, its clergy, and its ecclesiastical leader. The bishops would be the ones to lead their people to new homes in the Venetian lagoon. City by city, the mainlanders took up their journey into the lagoon. The people of Aquileia fled to Grado. Those in Concordia settled at Caorle. The Paduans moved to Malamocco, on the end of the island known today as the Lido, while the citizens of Treviso made their new home at Chioggia. These were the last of the exiles. In each case, the people brought all that was dear to them in order to build new lives in a new world.

				The most important group of refugees were those from the prosperous town of Altinum (Altino), which was very close to the Venetian lagoon—only a dozen or so miles northwest of modern Venice. Today the city is largely lost, although the ghostlike image of it can still be seen beneath the fields and farms by means of aerial photography. The medieval Chronicon Altinate tells a story with elements suspiciously similar to those surrounding the fall of Aquileia. It finds the citizens of Altino bravely preparing to defend their homes against the Lombards, only to notice nesting birds fleeing the city, and quickly choosing to follow their sage example. Some, we are told, left the region altogether, heading to Ravenna, Istria, or Rimini. But the majority of citizens agreed to follow Bishop Paul of Altino wherever he would lead them. According to the Chronicon, Paul and his flock heard a heavenly voice telling them to climb the city’s tower and seek the stars. When the bishop reached the top of the stone steps and looked across to the south, he saw the islands of the lagoon spread out before him like the stars of the sky.

				With no plans to return, the refugees from Altino brought with them everything that could be carried. Even the stone lintels, pavement, and wall reliefs were pried from the buildings and piled into boats. These stray bits of ancient Rome would remain a powerful reminder for the exiles of just who they were and from whence they had come. Undoubtedly refugees from other Roman towns brought similar items, but all these preserved artifacts were classified by later generations as altinelle, small pieces of Altino. (In time this would come to mean any small bricks that resembled those used in the ancient city.) But the most important cargo—in some ways more important than the people themselves—was the church of Altino and the body of their heavenly patron, St. Heliodorus, their ancient bishop. His richly adorned body was carefully placed into a boat and rowed out to its new home on the island of Torcello. There Bishop Paul, with the financial assistance of Emperor Heraclius in Constantinople and Exarch Isaac in Ravenna, built a new cathedral: the church of Santa Maria Assunta, completed in 639. Much of that first church is lost, although the ruins of the baptistery are still visible. The church of Santa Maria Assunta that now stands in Torcello is a later construction, dating primarily from projects in 864 and 1004. But the original dedicatory inscription still survives and can be seen today in the sanctuary.

				To visit Torcello is to step back into a Venice that has long since passed away. Although medieval Torcello would grow to become a bustling city of some fifty thousand people, by the thirteenth century it had been eclipsed by Venice proper and thereafter quickly declined. Today the buildings and wharves that once hummed with activity across Torcello are gone, replaced by orchards and wild grass. But Santa Maria Assunta survives. From its rich mosaics to its ancient stonework, it is a patchwork of materials fused together to create a thing of rare beauty. Beneath the high altar and behind an ancient grate one can even glimpse the casket of St. Heliodorus—still safe, just as his people hoped when they lovingly brought him here fourteen centuries ago.

				Not all refugees from Altino settled at Torcello. Some began building on the nearby islands of Burano (now famous for its lace) and Mazzorbo. It is not surprising that these islands were quickly snapped up by the desperate citizens. On high ground, they are protected from the tides. They also have the advantage of being the first islands one comes upon when rowing south from Altino. With only five miles between Torcello and Altino, it is no wonder that after the Lombards had destroyed their city and settled in nearby Padua that the people frequently visited the old ruins to gather more building materials. Other refugees from Altino settled on islands a bit farther from home: Murano (now famous for its glass), Ammiana, and Constantiaca (now lost). It was said that these six islands were named for the six gates of Altino. According to various accounts, Torcello was named either for a gate that was near a tower in the old city or for the tower that Bishop Paul ascended or perhaps both.

				Over on the northeastern edge of the lagoon, the refugees from Aquileia followed their own spiritual leader, Patriarch Paulinus, who relocated from his magnificent cathedral to the modest church of Sant’Eufemia on the nearby island of Grado. There they joined the descendants of those who had fled Aquileia after the sack of Attila two centuries before. The very fact of a patriarch at Aquileia gives insight into the proud character of the future Venetians. According to ancient traditions, St. Peter had sent his disciple, St. Mark the Evangelist, to Aquileia to spread Christianity in the region. After building a sizable community of Christian converts there, St. Mark assigned an “overseer” (episcopus) as its leader, a common practice in early Christian communities. The English word for episcopus is “bishop,” but not all bishops were created equal. From the earliest decades of Christianity, bishops in major governmental centers, called metropolitans (or archbishops), exercised authority over other bishops in their region. It was said that St. Mark established Aquileia as a metropolitan “see” (the home city of a bishop) before sailing away to Alexandria and leaving behind his own disciple, St. Hermagoras, as the metropolitan bishop.

				By the third century the three principal sees of the Catholic Church were Rome, Antioch, and Alexandria. The first two were founded by St. Peter, the last by St. Mark. Bishops in those cities, as successors to St. Peter, were generally afforded more authority than other bishops, since Peter was the apostle on whom Christ had bestowed the keys of the kingdom of God and the authority of binding and loosing (Matthew 16:19). These three were called the patriarchal sees—a distinction codified during the Council of Nicaea in 325. Aquileia, while a large city, was not in the same league as Rome, Antioch, and Alexandria. While it was a metropolitan see with jurisdiction over other bishops in its province, it was not set apart by the fathers at Nicaea like the big three. This must have been a sore point for Aquileians, who were proud of a succession from St. Mark no different from that of Alexandria. Perhaps because of this, bishops of Aquileia began to use the patriarchal title anyway. Although it was not strictly official, over time it stuck. The ecclesiastical authority of the patriarch of Aquileia extended into Istria and across the upper Adriatic, including all the churches of the Venetian lagoon. He was no different canonically from any other metropolitan bishop, but he did have an impressive (if misleading) title.

				Unlike the humble churchmen ministering to the simple fishermen of Venice, the patriarch of Aquileia was a player in the imperial and ecclesiastical politics of the Roman Empire. During the complex (and not overly important) Schism of the Three Chapters, which rocked much of the empire in the mid-sixth century, Patriarch Macedonius of Aquileia removed himself and his see from Roman obedience, thus earning him a papal excommunication in 554. The Church in Aquileia was still estranged from the pope in 568 when Patriarch Paulinus collected the relics, gathered his flock, and fled to Grado before the Lombard invasion. On that beautiful island, the bishop and people founded “New Aquileia,” a name that never quite caught on. And so, just as the episcopate of Altino had been transplanted to Torcello, so the metropolitan see of Aquileia was transferred to Grado. Ironically, although the Lombards who settled in ruined Aquileia possessed the great cathedral church, they nevertheless recognized the authority of the patriarchs just across the water in Grado, since they were the bishops of Aquileia in exile.

				This unusual ecclesiastical relationship between Grado and Aquileia was about to become even more unusual. In 607 a newly elected patriarch of Aquileia in Grado formally ended the Schism of the Three Chapters there, and returned the entire congregation to obedience to the pope in Rome. No longer was the successor of St. Mark a schismatic. But the decision did not sit well with the Lombards in Aquileia, who were in a near constant war with the Roman and Byzantine authorities in Italy. As long as the patriarch in Grado was separated by schism from those authorities, they were willing to accept him. But they would not abide a patriarch who owed obedience to their enemy. So the Lombards elected their own patriarch of Aquileia, who was installed in the old cathedral church in the city. Thus, within a few miles of each other were two patriarchs of Aquileia, both claiming jurisdiction over the entire metropolitan see. Naturally, the pope in Rome and the emperor in Constantinople recognized only the patriarch in Grado. But that was of little interest to the Lombards, who kept their patriarch of Aquileia anyway. He ruled over the churches in the region that the Lombards controlled. As for the patriarch of Grado, he was left with the lagoon.

				Almost a century passed before the Lombards finally relented and accepted full communion with the pope in Rome. Yet they were unwilling to give up their own patriarch in Aquileia, or to allow the patriarchs in Grado, many of whom were Venetians or Greeks, to govern churches in Lombard lands. To put an end to the problem, Pope Sergius I was willing to overlook the rather obvious problem that the Catholic Church had two patriarchs of Aquileia, each claiming the same jurisdiction, the same title, and the same succession from St. Mark. For the next five centuries these two bishops would square off against each other in the papal curia, the canon law courts, and even on the battlefield. The intricacies of these struggles are not important here. What is important is that the Church in Venice was locally governed by the patriarch of Grado, whose authority waxed and waned with that of the military might of Venice. In other words, Grado was the mother church of Venice and all she controlled. The patriarch of Aquileia, on the other hand, was the ecclesiastical authority on the terra firma, and thereby a creature of the powers there—first the Lombards and later the Franks. And the two patriarchs, each jealous of the other’s possessions and privileges, were forever at odds.
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				Although later Venetian authors tried to clean up the details, Venice was nonetheless a child of chaos, uncertainty, and fear. Yet it was also the product of courage, defiance, and resolve. The first Venetians were Romans, proudly refusing to cooperate with a world in collapse, and clinging to a glorious past that had no hope of return. That proud, conservative outlook tempered with a pious devotion to God and his Church was woven deeply into the Venetian character from its earliest years.
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				CHAPTER 2
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				 ST. MARK’S REST: 
THE BIRTH OF THE CITY OF VENICE, 697–836

				In 810 King Pepin of Italy paused his invasion of the lagoon to have a conversation with an elderly Venetian woman. Having fought his way across the long, sandy island of Pellestrina during a sweltering Venetian summer, Pepin and his Frankish warriors had reached the unimpressive town of Malamocco on the Lido. Although it resembled a large fishing village (which it was), Malamocco was actually the capital of the Venetian lagoon. The Venetian people, scattered across islands, separated by waters, and divided by fierce rivalries, had tried to forge a unified government there, but found a capital without a common identity a shallow thing. It was Pepin who would unify them, although that was never his intention. Faced with his powerful invasion, the Venetians put aside their differences to fight the common foe. They did so valiantly and with extraordinary resolve, yet they could not save Malamocco.

				The victorious king entered the rustic capital only to find that its sole remaining resident was an old woman. When the king asked where the people of Venice had gone, the woman stretched out her arm, pointing to the center of the lagoon, to the islands of Rivoalto across the waves. There, she said, the Venetians were hiding, fearful of the greatness of Pepin. To save themselves they had left behind their capital—and her—and she advised Pepin not to let them escape his might. The Franks, she insisted, should build a wooden bridge to span the short distance to the central islands, where they could trap the Venetians in their own refuge. Pepin eagerly took the woman’s advice, completing the light bridge in a short time. Yet as the Frankish cavalry rode across it, their horses were dazzled by the sunlight on the dancing waves and frightened by the rocking planks of the bridge. One after another the horses reared and leaped into the water, leading to such chaos among the rest of the army that the bridge itself began to collapse. Like Pharaoh’s army, the might of the Franks was vanquished by God and the sea. The clever woman, who watched the mayhem from the shores of the old capital, chuckled softly to herself as she looked across the water to the new capital of the Venetian people—the true city of Venice.

				The story of the tricky old crone was told with pride by generations of Venetians. The woman, as might be suspected, is a fiction, but the Frankish invasion, as we shall see, certainly was not. Still, the myth captured a foundational element in Venetian history. Venice, the collection of fiercely independent refugees, had been fused together by blood and cunning into one people with one capital and one heavenly patron behind the impregnable wall of the sea.

				Although the Venetian lagoon was a busy place in the seventh century, there was as yet no city of Venice. Torcello remained the largest settlement, with perhaps as many as five thousand people living on the island. There were many other towns and villages, too, linked by a few large vessels and swarms of flat-bottomed boats. More people in the lagoon meant more economic activity and, therefore, more to fight about. The Byzantine provincial government in Ravenna appointed additional tribunes for the Venetians to oversee their far-flung settlements, but that did little to stem the growing disagreements. Violence was becoming a significant problem. The Catholic Church also responded to the growing population by establishing new dioceses with new bishops. All the lagoon’s bishops remained subordinate to the patriarch of Grado, who oversaw the Venetian Church, but the fledgling Venetian state had no such unifying figure.

				According to John the Deacon, a Venetian chronicler writing some four centuries later, it was Patriarch Christopher of Grado who first suggested that the scattered lagoon dwellers elect a leader to help bring peace and unity to the region. In 697, we are told, the twelve tribunes elected a dux (leader), which in the Venetian dialect is doge. Depending on the tradition one accepts, that first doge was either Paoluccio Anafesto or Orso Ipato. The last names of both men suggest Italian versions of Greek words. “Ipato” is probably a version of the Greek hypatus, a Byzantine title meaning “consul.” In other words, the doge was a Byzantine (that is, Roman) official. And so the Venetians had a leader—the first of 118 doges that would govern the city-state—but they remained citizens of the Roman Empire. Indeed, some of the subsequent doges were appointed directly from the provincial capital at Ravenna. The Venetian doge, however, was no duke (as the same title came to be known elsewhere in Europe). He presided over the tribunes, but he did not replace them. Instead, the doge’s office was evidence of the growing realization that the scattered island communities of the lagoon were slowly becoming one entity.

				And that entity was increasingly independent. This was not a conscious decision, but rather the gradual result of a neglectful Byzantine government. The seventh century had not been kind to the eastern empire. Largely spared the Germanic invasions that had crushed the west, the eastern Roman Empire was now invaded by powerful Asian empires. First came the Persians, who conquered Syria, the Holy Land, and even laid siege to Constantinople itself. After more than two decades of devastating warfare, Emperor Heraclius managed to defeat the Persians and eject them from the empire. Yet no sooner had the victories been celebrated than Arab armies, professing the new religion of Islam, rose to take their place. Wielding the sword of jihad, the Muslims had conquered all of Syria, Palestine, and Egypt by 642. By 711 they had conquered North Africa, and then went on to capture Spain. The emperor in Constantinople was left with Greece, Asia Minor, and dwindling portions of Italy. In short, the Byzantines had their hands full. Although their provincial government in Italy held on by a thread, it had little time to bother with the merchants and fishermen of the Venetian lagoon.

				In 742 the new Venetian capital was established at Malamocco, on the southern end of the Lido. Nevertheless, a good deal of warfare between the islands continued, making leadership an unenviable duty. Doge Orso was killed in one such battle. His son, Teodato (742, 744–56), also died violently. Upon his death, a rival doge, Galla Gaulo, was elected, but was just as quickly deposed, blinded, and sent to a monastery (in what was the Byzantine fashion at the time for toppled emperors). His successor, Domenico Monegaurio (756–65), met with much the same fate. These were lawless times, made worse by the fact that Venetian doges were not rulers in any real sense. Legally, the ruler of the lagoon was the emperor in Constantinople. The doge was, at best, a governor. Medieval kings and Byzantine emperors derived their authority from God. Venetian doges did not. Instead, their power flowed directly from the people they governed. Although they had significant powers, early doges were nonetheless beholden to the Venetian people and the tribunes. During times of crisis, the people could form a great assembly known as the arengo. No power in the lagoon, save perhaps the faraway emperor, could trump the arengo.

				And so it was that within this troubled medieval lagoon a republic, founded on the authority of the “people of Venice,” was born. It was the only one left in the world—and it would last for a thousand years. It grew and thrived uniquely there because Venice itself was unique. Land was scarce in that watery world. Status and wealth, therefore, were based not on a landed aristocracy, but on entrepreneurial skill. Venetians produced little food, but they did an increasingly large amount of business in Italy and the East. Venetian merchants sailed their vessels down the Adriatic and up the Italian rivers, buying and selling in the growing markets there. Many of the commodities they purchased ended up back in the lagoon, which was becoming an emporium of considerable importance. This system, based on liquid rather than landed wealth, created shifting constituencies of power that tended to reject privilege and insist on equality. Venetians were capitalists and, as such, fiercely individualistic. They prized freedom and distrusted concentrated power. That is why their doges were elected by the people. It is also why they were allergic to the concept of a ducal dynasty, though many doges tried in vain to establish one.

				Doge Maurizio Galbaio (765–87), for example, was determined that his family should retain permanent hold on the dogeship. Decisive, perceptive, and strong, he was just the sort of man who usually founds royal dynasties. He responded to the increasing settlement in and around the little lagoon island of Olivolo (probably named for an olive grove) by helping to establish a new bishop there to oversee the parishes of the central lagoon. In 775 a small wooden church on Olivolo dedicated to Saints Sergius and Bacchus was consecrated as the new cathedral church of San Pietro. Because a fortification was subsequently built on the island, it was later renamed Castello (castle), by which it is still known today. San Pietro di Castello would remain the cathedral for the city of Venice for a millennium. Following a common Byzantine practice, Doge Maurizio used his clout to have his son, Giovanni, elected co-doge with him. Then, when Maurizio died in 787, Giovanni repeated the practice by having his own son, Maurizio II, elected co-doge. In this way the Galbaio family hoped to establish their dynasty.

				But the world was changing rapidly in the late eighth century. In 751 Ravenna had finally succumbed to the warlike Lombards, leaving Pope Zachary in Rome nearly defenseless against a people who now dominated the Italian mainland. With no help to be had from distant and distracted Constantinople, the pope turned to another Germanic tribe, the Franks. Fierce in battle, the Franks had conquered and settled Gaul, or what is today France (named, of course, for them). Unlike the other barbarians who had invaded the West, the Franks were Catholic. In return for the pope’s support of his bid for the Frankish crown, Pepin the Short led his armies across the Alps and into Italy. Not only did Pepin neutralize the Lombard threat, but he gave to the popes in perpetuity the city of Rome and the lands around it. This they would henceforth rule as their own kingdom, known as the Patrimony of St. Peter or simply the Papal States. These lands, which stretched across the midsection of Italy from Rome to Ravenna, provided security and income for the papacy in an age when money and loyalty were scarce commodities. The popes would rule this state until 1870.

				Pepin’s achievements were impressive, but dwarfed by those of his more famous son, Charlemagne. His fame is certainly warranted. Charlemagne oversaw a small intellectual revival in Europe, ordered the reform of the monasteries that dotted the landscape, and paid close attention to the doctrinal and liturgical uniformity of the Catholic Church in Europe. But most of all, he was a good warrior, endlessly hungry for conquest. Almost every season he mustered the troops owed to him by feudal obligation and marched on one of his neighbors. Sometimes it was the pagan Saxons in the north German forests, sometimes the Muslim powers in Spain, and sometimes the troublesome Lombards in northern Italy. The last were so thoroughly defeated that Charlemagne established a new government in the region, adding “King of the Lombards” to his growing list of titles. As a result of all this warfare, Charlemagne had cobbled together a mighty kingdom that included what is today France, Germany, and northern Italy. It almost seemed as if the days of the Roman Empire, with one ruler and some measure of peace, had been restored.

				Indeed, that is just what Pope Leo III thought. On Christmas Day 800 during a visit to Rome, Charlemagne knelt before the pope to receive his blessing. Leo produced a crown, which he placed on Charlemagne’s head, proclaiming him “emperor of the Romans.” Although Charlemagne later insisted that he knew nothing of the pope’s plans, he made no attempt to reject the title. Quite the contrary—he spent the rest of his life trying to live up to it. The coronation of Charlemagne was a bold statement from a recovering West. It asserted that the Roman Empire was once again restored in Europe, only this time by means of the papacy and one very successful Germanic warlord.

				Naturally, the real Roman government in Constantinople took a dim view of the ceremony in Rome. Charlemagne was a Frank, a barbarian, a descendant of those Germans who had dismembered the Roman Empire. The true emperor (or, in 800, empress) was the divinely ordained ruler in Constantinople, bedecked in jewels and holding court in the sumptuous palaces of the largest city in the known world. Roman emperors were not, in the opinion of the Romans of the East, illiterate barbarians who could not eat with a fork without prior instruction. But scoffing at the spectacle was about all that the Byzantines could do in response. For his part, Charlemagne eagerly sought their approval, even offering to marry Empress Irene, a proposal that was swiftly rejected.

				Charlemagne’s rise to power and his new imperial title raised interesting questions in the Venetian lagoon, where the inhabitants still claimed to be subjects of the Roman Empire. The power of Charlemagne’s
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