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A BRIEF EXPLANATION OF TIME

ALLA VENEZIANA

The City of Water runs by its own clock. Venice and its neighbouring islands have always felt frozen in time – and perhaps they are. It is a city built on wooden piles over a lagoon, veined with canals, and its aesthetic and much of its exquisite architecture have remained unchanged for hundreds of years. The boats may have engines now, but time still seems to run at a different speed from the outside world. 

One of Venice’s glittering treasures has for centuries been the glass on its attendant island, Murano. Glass is a peculiar substance, the sand it’s manufactured from magically turning translucent or even transparent when melted. There is some debate about whether glass is a solid or a liquid. Science teachers have mistakenly taught that, long after it cools, glass continues to flow – albeit at its own glacial pace – citing the example that very old window panes are sometimes thicker at the bottom than at the top. The truth is that the glass is not flowing down, imperceptibly slowly, to pool at the bottom of the pane; the thickness is a result of the way glass panes were once made. But perhaps the myth is perpetuated because we want to believe that glass, like the island where it is produced, abides by its own natural laws. Like Venice and Murano, it has its own pace.

People who make things also have an ambiguous relationship with time. Painters, writers, woodcarvers, knitters, weavers and, yes, glassmakers: creators often enter an absorbed state that psychologists call flow, in which hours pass without their noticing. 

Readers, too.

It’s surprisingly hard to gauge the rate at which time passes – whether it moves faster for others than it does for you. How would you know if all the clocks in one place moved at a different speed from elsewhere? Or if the artisans of the City of Water and the Island of Glass seem to be ageing more slowly than the world beyond?




     PART I     

GOBLETS, BEADS AND DOLPHINS




   1   

If you skim a flat stone skilfully across water, it will touch down many times, in long or short intervals as it lands. 

With that image in mind, now replace water with time.

Start at the northern edge of Venice, stone in hand, facing the glass island of Murano, half an hour by gondola across the lagoon. Don’t throw the stone yet. It is 1486, the height of the Renaissance, and Venice is revelling in its position as the trade centre of Europe and much of the rest of the world. It seems the City of Water will always be rich and powerful. 

Orsola Rosso is nine years old. She lives on Murano, but has not yet worked with glass …

The canal wasn’t as deep as Orsola thought. When she fell in, the water’s coldness jolted her and she flailed about, sinking until her foot touched the muddy bottom. At that moment what had seemed so deep and powerful suddenly lost its mystery. She heard her mother cry out, but her brother Marco was laughing as Orsola came up spluttering, the water only to her shoulders. 

‘You pushed me!’ she cried. ‘Cretino!’ 

‘Orsola, basta!’ Laura Rosso scolded. ‘People are listening.’

They were. Muranese residents were standing in the doorways of the glass workshops that lined the fondamenta, laughing at the Rosso girl in the canal.

‘I didn’t push you,’ Marco retorted. ‘You’re so clumsy, you went and fell in, bauca! What a stupid sister I have!’

Orsola and her mother and brothers had been returning from a visit to her aunt and grandmother on the other side of the island. Her nonna was poorly and insisted on seeing them, convinced she was dying, though she was well enough to get up and hand Orsola a little sack of pine nuts she had recently bought at the market, because she didn’t want them to go to waste if she did die. Zia Giovanna rolled her eyes at the thought, but Orsola carefully took the sack from her grandmother and promised to give it to Maddalena, their servant. The Rossos had been walking back beside the Rio dei Vetrai – the Canal of the Glassmakers, which cut through the part of Murano where many of the glass workshops were located – when Marco bumped her hard and she went reeling into the water. She did have the presence of mind to throw the sack of nuts behind her as she fell. That was what the family pointed out whenever they later retold the story: that young Orsola had had the sense not to waste precious pine nuts. 

Giacomo, always the kinder brother, and never as interesting as a result, picked his way down nearby steps covered in algae. Kneeling in the muck, he reached over and pulled Orsola up the slimy stairs. She fell onto the fondamenta, gasping and spitting out water, then lay there for a moment, mortified. Only drunkards fell into canals, or people out at night who had lost their bearings in the dark. 

Laura Rosso helped her daughter to her feet and began to dry her with her shawl. ‘Cold you are, and dirty,’ she muttered. Glancing around to check that people had lost interest, she nodded at a door close by. ‘You should go in to the Baroviers and warm up by their furnace.’

‘She can’t do that,’ Giacomo interjected. ‘They’ll never let her in.’

‘They won’t let a girl catch her death, even a rival’s daughter.’ Laura glanced through the door’s iron filigree window, her face a set of calculations, then pulled it open and beckoned to her daughter. ‘Quiet, now. Keep your eyes open, and report back what you see.’

Orsola hesitated, but her mother was not someone you argued with. And she was cold and wet, and the nearby furnace was tempting; she could hear its muffled roar. She scuttled in, her mother pulling the door to and shutting her off from her family. Looking back through the small window, she noted Marco’s smirk, Giacomo’s worried face, Laura’s shooing gesture.

Orsola headed down a passage that opened out into a yard, empty of people but cluttered with crates and barrows full of broken glass and stacked wood and long glass canes in many colours leaning against the wall. The ground glittered with fragments of glass, like multi-coloured frost. There seemed to be little order to the yard. Surrounding it were small buildings: a storeroom for more glass and the ash and sand and lime to make it; a room with its door ajar, where she observed shelves stacked with plates and bowls and platters, vases lined up of different shapes and sizes and colours, rows and rows of glasses, chandeliers like octopuses tangled together – all waiting to be packed and eventually shipped to Amsterdam or Lisbon or London or Hamburg or Constantinople, cities Orsola sometimes heard her father speak of. To one side was a small shop where visitors could buy a variety of finished products. 

The Barovier arrangement was similar to the workshop of Orsola’s own family, though the Rossos’ was smaller and Lorenzo Rosso was meticulous about order and cleanliness. His apprentices complained of spending their first months laying out tools and wheeling barrows back and forth, and never handling hot glass. Each workshop had a different style, dictated by the maestro’s character. It seemed Maestro Giovanni Barovier was the messy sort. 

Despite this, the Baroviers were the stars of the glass world. From disorder, Giovanni’s father Angelo Barovier had conjured up countless inventions, including cristallo veneziano – clear glass that transformed the work on Murano once other maestros were allowed to copy it – and calcedonio, a glass that looked like chalcedony stone. The Baroviers had also pioneered the practice of drawing glass into long canes, which all glassmakers now used in making the decorative elements of goblets and chandeliers and plates. Angelo had died years ago but Giovanni was carrying forward the traditions in carefully guarded methods. All glass families had their own secret recipes they held close. They would not want intruders coming in to see what they were up to.

Orsola hesitated by the door leading to the workshop. She could hear the furnace, and men calling out to one another as they worked. Why was she here? Surely she would be discovered and tossed out like a broken bowl. But her mother had been firm, and so she opened the door a crack and slid in, her stomach tight.

The workshop was full of men, pulling punties – long iron rods – in and out of the furnace with molten globes of glass on the ends, twirling them, rolling them on a marver – a flat iron sheet – squeezing them into moulds of various shapes, placing finished pieces in the annealer to cool down slowly. Boys fed the fire and swept and carried buckets of water back and forth. All were moving around the maestro seated at his work bench. Orsola recognised this particular buzzing energy, though the Baroviers’ workshop was bigger and louder than Lorenzo Rosso’s, with more whistling and shouting. She knew to keep out of the way, and crept closer to the fire. Her movement caught the eye of one of the garzonetti – young boys who helped out around furnaces with an expectation of becoming a garzone – an apprentice training to work in glass. He was sweeping the floor, and froze when he saw her. Orsola held a finger to her lips. Don’t shout, she silently pleaded. Don’t give me away.

Then she spied someone standing among all the moving men who made her forget the garzonetto: a woman, slightly to one side, hands on hips. Everything about her was square: her broad shoulders, her forehead, even the pinned bun of her grey hair. In contrast to the activity around her, she remained very still. 

This was Maria Barovier, daughter of Angelo, sister of Maestro Giovanni. Orsola knew of this woman, had seen her from a distance, stumping along the riva or across Campo Santo Stefano or sitting at Mass, her eyes closed as if she were asleep, her jaw set sharp like a spade. Maria Barovier, a rare woman glassmaker, who let fools feel her keen tongue. She was known as Marietta, but Orsola thought the diminutive did not suit such a formidable woman.

She was frowning at a thick glass cane held out to her by one of the garzoni – a narrow-faced youth a year or two older than Orsola’s brother Marco. ‘No. The red should be more prominent, for the balance, otherwise the bead will be swamped by the white and blue. Do you never listen?’ Her voice was deep and annoyed. ‘Where’s the mould? I’ll have to show you again, and I’m bored of doing that.’

The lad wore the fearful expression of most new garzoni when they weren’t sure of their position. As he looked away from his employer, his eyes fell on Orsola. They were very dark, almost black, and Orsola felt pinned to the spot. 

Maria Barovier followed his gaze. Her frown did not change, not even when she noted the canal slime down the front of Orsola’s dress. ‘Out, Rosso,’ she barked. ‘Spia.’

Orsola fled, scrabbling at the door in her haste to get away. Absorbed in their glass, the men didn’t even turn; this was a drama for women and apprentices. She crunched quickly across the crystals in the yard to the outer door and stepped back onto the Fondamenta dei Vetrai. Though she’d only been away for a few minutes, it felt like hours, as if she’d gone into a new world and come back. Her family had disappeared. They would be waiting at home, her mother expecting a full report, even though Orsola had seen very little. Glass families were not unfriendly, but they didn’t share their spaces, their work, their secrets. Occasionally the maestros drank together and played cards, complained about tariffs or Rialto merchants across the lagoon trying to gouge them or the fickle Venetian Council of Ten issuing new directives that limited what they could or could not produce. But they never talked about the glass they made. It was the Muranese way to be supportive of the island and the industry in general, but to criticise others’ work behind their backs: techniques not refined enough, work derivative or dull. Their own was always better. 

Orsola had been by the warmth of the Barovier furnace barely a minute and was still wet and cold. She ran along the fondamenta and over the Ponte di Mezzo towards home. Bruno, a burly young boatman familiar to every Muranese, was rowing along the canal and about to duck under the bridge. He pointed with his oar at the slime streaked down the front of her dress. ‘Mucky pup!’ he called. ‘Your brother told me you jumped in the canal. Practising to be a mermaid, are you, or a dolphin?’

‘I didn’t jump! He pushed me.’

Bruno chuckled. ‘Which Rosso should I believe?’

She scowled and ran on, ignoring other remarks made by neighbours about how dirty and clumsy she was. Reaching the Rosso compound, she pushed at the iron door that opened onto the glass yard, with storerooms on one side and on the other a courtyard leading to the family house. At the back of the yard was the workshop, with its furnace burning all day and night. It was never allowed to go out except during August, when it was too hot to work and the glassmakers took a summer break. A passage down the side of the workshop led out to a small dock on the lagoon from where boats could take glass pieces going to merchants in Venice, or drop off the sand needed to make glass or wood for the furnace – constant loads of wood from barges that came from terraferma, the mainland, where there were many more trees than on the islands. 

Orsola wanted to go to the workshop furnace to dry herself in its bright, intense heat, but her mother would expect her to show her face immediately. She turned instead to pass through the courtyard to the kitchen, which had a different kind of warmth – a smaller fire for cooking that didn’t have to be as hot for boiling water as for melting glass. Sometimes when she needed very hot or very low heat, Maddalena would slip dishes into the various parts of the workshop furnace, though Lorenzo Rosso always looked uncomfortable when she trespassed in his workspace.

In the kitchen Marco was sitting at the long table where the family took their meals when it wasn’t warm enough to eat outside in the courtyard. He was steadily making his way through his grandmother’s pine nuts while Laura Rosso chopped onions and Maddalena fried sardines for sarde in saor, the sweet and sour dish they often ate. 

‘Your dress!’ Maddalena cried. ‘What have you been doing? Take it off this instant!’ 

Laura glanced up from her onions. ‘You didn’t last long. What did you see?’

Her eagerness, coupled with Marco’s nonchalance – he was now tossing pine nuts in the air and catching them in his mouth – made Orsola wonder if it had been planned, her brother deliberately bumping her so that she fell into the canal next to the Barovier workshop and had to go inside. 

‘It was busy there, lots of men,’ she began.

‘What were they making?’

‘I don’t know.’ She had been absorbed by watching Maria Barovier rather than the maestro. ‘Goblets, I think.’ Most glassmakers made wine glasses, so it was a safe guess.

‘You didn’t even notice what they were making!’ Marco jeered. ‘Bauca! You should have let me go instead.’ 

So she had been sent. A small part of her was pleased she had been chosen instead of her brother.

Maddelena snatched the sack from him. ‘Stop eating so many or there won’t be enough for the saor!’ 

‘Maria Barovier was there,’ Orsola continued.

‘Marietta?’ Laura Rosso set down her knife to concentrate on her daughter’s words. ‘What was she doing?’

‘She was talking to a garzone. Scolding him about cane.’

‘Cane, eh? Did you see it?’

Orsola nodded.

‘How thick?’

‘Like Papà’s thumb.’

‘What colour was it?’

‘Red, white and blue.’

‘Strange colours to put together.’

‘She said the red was important. For the balance.’ Orsola stopped. ‘Rosso,’ she repeated. Her family’s name. It suddenly occurred to her that Maria Barovier had known she was a Rosso – knew who she was. But she didn’t tell her mother that the glassmaker had called her a spy. ‘It was for a bead. She mentioned a mould.’

‘Beads! Red, white and blue beads. And not just pulled cane, but moulded too.’ Her mother looked thoughtful. ‘Per favore, put that dirty dress and shift in the pile and find something dry to wear. Not a word to anyone about this bead. I must tell your father.’

Orsola stripped off her damp clothes and dropped them in the dreaded pile of laundry, which never seemed to lessen. The men and boys in the workshop sweated so much from the heat of the furnace that they changed their clothes daily, and she and her mother were constantly heating water and stirring laundry in a vat full of stinging lye or hanging out shirts and breeches and underclothes to dry by the fire, or laying out wet sheets in the bleaching fields behind the convent at Santa Maria degli Angeli. Laura Rosso hated doing laundry, and Orsola sensed that when she was old enough to handle it on her own, her mother would turn the task over completely to her daughter to hate. 

That night Orsola perched in a corner of the kitchen with Giacomo, rolling back and forth between them a marble their father’s assistant Paolo had made for them. Marco was poking at the fire. Lorenzo was drinking wine while Laura patched one of his shirt sleeves, which had been burnt by a piece of hot glass. 

‘Marietta Barovier is making something new,’ Laura said to her husband. ‘I heard rumours from some of the maestros’ wives. Now I know. She’s making beads.’

‘Beads, eh?’ Lorenzo Rosso remarked. ‘That’s nothing to be concerned about.’

‘It sounds like special beads. Fancy beads that may sell well.’

‘But we don’t make beads, so there’s no competition there.’

‘Perhaps we should.’

‘Should what?’

‘Make beads.’ Laura sounded irritated, as if she wanted to tell her husband to keep up.

He shook his head. ‘We do well enough with glasses and pitchers and bowls. We would have to pull cane if we wanted to profit. My men don’t know how.’ To make cane – whether the kind for producing beads or that for other glasswork – men had to pull a piece of heated glass between them, thinner and thinner, into a cylinder. It required a long alley, as well as skills that others had already perfected. The Rossos bought cane from other glassmakers rather than pulling their own. Lorenzo also limited what the workshop made to glasses and pitchers and bowls, reasoning that it was better to make a few things well – things that people would always need, rather than elaborate chandeliers and candlesticks. It was a conservative workshop, with a steady business that would always have orders and never grow rich.

‘Will you make the calculations?’ his wife persisted. ‘Divide the cost of buying a length of cane by the number of beads you can make from it to sell? Work out the profit?’

Lorenzo Rosso gave her a brief look that Orsola knew meant ‘No more questions.’ 

A month later the Baroviers introduced to the world the rosetta, a barrel-shaped bead the size of the first joint of a man’s thumb. It was made of layers of red, white and blue cane that had been placed in star-shaped moulds rolled to form a long cylinder. The cane was then cut up into individual beads, which were bevelled so that twelve points of white stars emerged through the blue. It looked like a scalloped shell, unique and ingenious. The first time she held one, Laura Rosso declared that they were exceptionally ugly and who would want to wear them? But Orsola loved them – they were so surprising, like nothing anyone on Murano had made before. Slowly rosette began to be sold – not many at first, as they were oddities and needed time to catch on and become the pride of African chiefs. The Doge of Venice even granted Maria Barovier permission to set up her own small furnace and produce the special bead she had created. A woman tending her own furnace: this was something new. It was unlikely to happen again unless the world changed substantially. 

Orsola sometimes passed Maria on the Fondamenta dei Vetrai or in the market in Campo Santo Stefano, where she was haggling over sardines as if every soldo were a ducato, even though the Baroviers were wealthy enough not to need to care about the price of fish. Or occasionally Orsola would see her strolling alone around the edge of Campo San Bernardo during the evening passeggiata, when Muranese came out to socialise. Maria Barovier never acknowledged the girl, but sometimes she glanced at her sideways. ‘You are Orsola Rosso and I know you are there,’ the look seemed to suggest.

Orsola’s life revolved around the endless pile of laundry, as well as gardening and cleaning, but when she could she found ways to go into the workshop, delivering messages or bringing the workers biscotti Maddalena had made. Then she would linger to watch them make vases or glasses or, once, ornate goblets for one of the palazzos Venetians owned on Murano’s Grand Canal. Murano was only half an hour by boat from Venice, but wealthy Venetians used the island as a break from the crowded sophistication they normally lived in. They did not mix much with the glassmakers and fishermen; they didn’t drink in the tavernas, they held their own parties, they brought their own servants, they used their own gondoliers. But they liked to see what the glassmen were making. Most Muranese glasswork was sent abroad, but a few pieces were always kept back to sell to Venetians and other visitors.

When they came to look in the small Rosso shop, Orsola watched her mother pull off her apron, run her fingers through her hair, smooth her perfect arched eyebrows and hurry to show them what Maestro Lorenzo Rosso had recently made. Often the wealthy Venetians simply looked and left with nothing. But sometimes they bought pieces by the maestro, or they surprised everyone and bought a pitcher or goblet Paolo had made. Bald, with a barrel chest and strong arms, silent Paolo was Lorenzo’s servente – his main assistant, just below maestro – and handled glass skilfully. Whenever one of his pieces sold in the shop, Laura Rosso liked to tell him, and he would go red and turn back to the furnace with a small smile while the others teased him. He was a gentle teacher, never shouting or scolding, but simply adjusting a hand to reshape a piece, or handing over a different tool, or nodding at the furnace for the glass to be reheated.

The Rosso workshop employed garzonetti to keep the furnace fed and the floors swept, to put away tools and fetch water to quench the workers’ constant thirst. If they stayed on for five years they became garzoni, serving a six-year apprenticeship to learn from Lorenzo and Paolo. Orsola loved watching the garzoni swirl around her father in a kind of dance, kneeling to blow through the punty to inflate the molten glass while he turned it, taking the rod from him to reheat in the furnace, handing him wooden and metal tools – paddles or pincers or tongs or scissors – when he needed them, laying out gold leaf, bringing smaller pieces of glass heated to the right temperature to add to what he was working on, breaking the piece from the punty and carrying it between pads to the annealer to cool. The maestro was in the centre of a dance, the conductor orchestrating everything going on around him. There was a smooth rhythm to it; there had to be, or the piece would not turn out right. He seldom spoke other than the odd short command. In some workshops the men sang and told jokes or stories about women or boats, but Lorenzo Rosso preferred to work in silence. His workers went along with it; if they didn’t like it, they moved on to noisier workshops.

Marco and Giacomo had started out as garzonetti, for their father refused to treat his sons differently; they had to put in their time running and fetching before they could move up to garzoni, learning the trade from the bottom. Giacomo was steady like his father, doing what he was told and intently studying each process. He shadowed Paolo and was always the one to dart in and sweep up shattered glass or find the missing paddle or carefully pick up with tweezers gold leaf swept from a worktop by his brother’s careless sleeve. Even when his work was done Giacomo would stay on, turning out endless goti – everyday glasses apprentices made to practise their technique.

Marco was different – lazier, and more sure of himself. He was skilled, more so than Giacomo, possibly even more than his father, if he would settle down and practise. But he never made goti. He would get excited about a new technique or colour or design, and work nonstop on it, pushing aside everything else he was meant to do. If he couldn’t master the technique, though, or found the design too complicated to carry out, he grew frustrated, breaking pieces unnecessarily and storming out. ‘Whoever becomes his wife will have her hands full,’ Laura Rosso commented after one of his tantrums, but she and her husband didn’t chide him as they did Orsola when she got angry. Paolo also said nothing; he knew Marco would be his boss one day. Giacomo tried to stand up to him, with the bruises to show for it, for he was not hard like his brother.

Marco did make one exceptionally beautiful piece: an ornate goblet of clear filigree, with handles shaped like the winged lions that decorated every flag in Venice, and a bowl so shallow it was almost a plate. He spent weeks drawing it and practising all the different parts before making a final version. He was immensely proud of the result and decided not to sell it to a Venetian as he’d first intended. Instead of displaying it in the shop, he built a little shelf for it in the workshop. One day when no one was around, Orsola tried to fill it with water, but the shallow bowl held scarcely any liquid, and the moment she moved it what little water there was spilled down her dress.

By the time Orsola was seventeen she looked much like her mother, with matching dark hair and eyes, arched eyebrows and an air of impatience, as if waiting for something to happen.

Something did happen. 

One day she was bringing a pot of stewed eels to keep warm in the bottom of the annealer and paused in the doorway of the workshop to watch the men at work. Her father was at the bench, where the maestro always sat, his servente and garzoni moving around him with their punties and their tongs. They were working on a long filigreed tube, possibly the arm of a pitcher. Paolo pulled the punty it was attached to out of the furnace and brought it to Lorenzo Rosso, who used tongs to gently pull at the curve of the hot orange tube, then measured it with a compass and nodded. ‘Perfetto,’ was his last word. A garzone approached with a forked rod to hook around the curved tube. Orsola’s father gently tapped the glass to break it off the punty, and the garzone lifted it to carry it off to the annealer to cool overnight. But he had hooked the rod carelessly, and swung it a little too casually, and the curved glass arm fell from the hook onto the bench and shattered, sending shards of glass all over the workshop, one even landing at Orsola’s feet. The one with Lorenzo Rosso as its target flew like a hot dart straight into his neck.

The apprentice froze with the forked rod held aloft like a weapon. Lorenzo reached up to his neck, felt the glass, grasped it, and pulled it out. It was like a cork unstopped: a bright gush of red sprayed across the floor. He stared at the shard of glass in his hand, puzzled. As the blood poured down his neck, his face went grey, and he toppled from the bench. 

Orsola dropped the pot of eels at the same moment as the garzone dropped his rod, and the clatter seemed to unfreeze her brothers. Marco and Giacomo scrambled to their father’s side. The apprentice ran. ‘Go and fetch the doctor!’ Marco called after him. ‘Get our mother!’ he shouted at Orsola. ‘Get linen!’ 

She was glad to have something concrete to do. Running to the kitchen, she grabbed her mother’s arm and pulled at her, hardly able to speak. ‘Padre. Accident. Linen.’ 

Laura Rosso studied her daughter’s face as if reading the words there. Then she gathered herself. ‘Maddalena, fetch the stack of sheets from the cupboard,’ she commanded as she hurried to the workshop, Orsola following.

Maddalena began to scream when she arrived with the sheets and saw the mess of eels and the broken pot meeting the red pool that had spread across the floor; the eels seemed to be swimming in the blood. Laura was kneeling in the pool next to her husband, using her skirt to try to stem the flow. Orsola stared at her mother’s exposed ankles, slippery with blood. 

‘Basta, Maddalena!’ Laura cried. ‘Throw me a sheet.’

Maddalena stood frozen in the doorway, and Orsola had to snatch the tower of sheets from her and hand one to her mother to press against Lorenzo Rosso’s neck. The sheet immediately turned red; the deep colour in contrast to the stark white was almost obscene. ‘Another,’ Laura called. Orsola handed her another sheet that she had spent much time washing and bleaching in the sun. Now all her work was being ruined in a flash. She felt guilty thinking so.

Giacomo was kneeling at his father’s other side, squeezing his hand. Paolo stood with his arms around the garzonetti, one wide-eyed, the other with his face buried in the assistant’s side. Meanwhile Marco raged around the studio. ‘Where’s that little canagia of a garzone?’ he cried. ‘I’m going to slice him open and show his guts to his mother! Where’s the doctor? I bet he didn’t even go for him.’

In fact, the apprentice didn’t go for the doctor, but stole a boat and took it to terraferma. He was not seen again. If anyone ever mentioned his name, the Rossos spat on the ground and cursed him.

‘Madre, should we – should we go for the priest?’ Giacomo whispered.

Without a word Paolo stepped away from the garzonetti and disappeared to find one. Even if he ran to the closest church – San Pietro Martire, where the Rio dei Vetrai met Murano’s Grand Canal – and the priest ran back with him, it would take several minutes. Orsola looked at the size of the puddle of blood, and at her father’s face. His eyes were closed, his skin white as a mushroom. She knew it was too late to give him the last rites. 

Laura Rosso had made the same calculation. She felt for her husband’s pulse, then sat back on her heels, dropping the bloody sheet from Lorenzo Rosso’s neck. ‘Che Dio abia pietà della so anema, e de la nostra,’ she said, and crossed herself.

Maria Barovier came to Lorenzo Rosso’s funeral, as did all the Murano glassmakers and even the Venetian merchant Gottfried Klingenberg, with whom he had done most of his business. Orsola’s father had been a popular man, not for a big personality – he was quiet and focussed on family and business – but because he was honest and fair and his work was simple and solid. He had not specialised in chandeliers or other ornate pieces, so he didn’t step too far into others’ territories. His workshop was clean, and the men who worked with him were well behaved, apart from Marco – but you couldn’t choose your sons. His sudden death shocked glassmakers who’d never given Lorenzo Rosso much thought. And so they came, packing the Basilica of Santi Maria e Donato for the funeral Mass, accompanying his body to the Rossos’ boat, a flat-bottomed sandolo that would take him the short distance along the canal to the cemetery at the north-eastern edge of Murano, with Marco and Giacomo rowing and the rest of the family following alongside on the fondamenta. Maria Barovier was among the hundreds, and this time she did look at Orsola, a long, cool gaze, dispassionate but not unfriendly.

Several weeks later Orsola was crossing Campo San Donato, leaving the basilica after saying prayers for her father, when she passed Maria sitting on a bench. ‘Help me up, Orsola Rosso,’ she commanded. ‘With the gout it’s not so easy.’

Orsola took her elbow and helped her to her feet. It was the first and last time she ever saw weakness in the older woman.

‘Been praying for your father?’ Maria indicated Santi Maria e Donato, with its beautiful brickwork and its double rows of colonnaded arches. Inside were stunning centuries-old mosaic floors that Orsola liked to study during Mass. It was not the church nearest to the Rosso home, but it was the finest on the island. 

She nodded, fighting tears. She did not want to cry in front of this woman.

Another woman would have crossed herself, but Maria did not. ‘No one deserved what happened to him.’ She looked her up and down. ‘You’ve grown, Orsola Rosso. Almost a woman. You need a new dress.’ 

This was true. Orsola’s bust had swelled and her dresses were tight there and around the arms. She hadn’t said anything to her mother; Laura Rosso had been suddenly thrust into the business of running a glass workshop and was either staring at ledgers or measuring the woodpile or counting canes or goblets, working out with Marco how it was all done. Orsola knew a new dress was not a priority.

‘I suggest brown with a drop of red in it,’ Maria Barovier continued. ‘The red would work well with your colouring and hair. Needs to stand up to it.’

Orsola flushed to think the glassmaker had noticed the colour of her olive skin, her dark mouth and hair. She nodded low to Maria, almost a bow, and hurried away.

A week later a boy brought to the door a package of folded fabric – fine linen, brown but with something in it of red. No note. ‘Quality.’ Laura Rosso smoothed the fabric. ‘Maybe someone is paying one of their bills this way. But we need money, not linen. Once they confess, I’ll make them pay.’ 

Orsola cleared her throat. ‘It’s for me.’

‘Who’s it from?’ her mother demanded, suspicious in the way any mother of an unmarried daughter receiving gifts would be.

Orsola hesitated. It would be easier to say the cloth was from a man. That would surprise no one. Her mother would laugh and have the dress made and bar the man from their door. But –

‘It’s from Maria Barovier. A gift.’

Laura snorted. ‘Why? What has Marietta got to do with you, or you with her?’

‘Nothing. She told me I needed a dress, that’s all.’

She expected her mother to take the fabric and throw it back in Maria’s face. But Laura fingered the fine cloth, looked her daughter up and down and said, ‘I’ll make it tomorrow. You’ll wear it when you go to see her and ask for her help.’

Orsola’s mouth went dry, as if she had eaten a slice of lemon. ‘What do you mean? What help?’

Laura gave her a long look. ‘Andiamo,’ she said, and led the way across the courtyard to the workshop. ‘Look.’ She pushed open the door.

Orsola had avoided the workshop since her father’s death. It wasn’t that she feared seeing the blood stain on the floor – she and her mother and Maddalena had scrubbed it as clean as they could, Maddalena weeping the whole time, Laura and Orsola with their mouths set. The garzonetti had then rearranged the space so that a pile of wood now covered it – a pile that would never run out and expose the faint outline of their maestro’s blood. But Lorenzo Rosso had been the principal in the dance he and his workers had participated in every day, and Orsola couldn’t bear to see the gap he left, or the faltering movements of the other men trying to navigate around that gap. Marco had stepped in, but he had only just taken his prova – the exam that made him a servente. He was nowhere near experienced enough to lead the workshop as maestro. And yet he must. When a maestro died the business went to his eldest son. Sometimes Orsola glimpsed Marco looking completely overwhelmed, a man drowning in responsibility. Then she felt for him, and wanted to say something comforting, but knew that acknowledging his weakness would only make him angry.

Now she gazed over the workshop floor. Marco and Paolo were not there. Two garzoni and a garzonetto were playing spigoli, slapping down the cards, and another garzonetto was asleep – things they would never have done in front of Lorenzo Rosso. Only Giacomo seemed to be working, sorting pieces of glass into piles – a task usually done by garzonetti. He glanced up at them, apologetic and defensive. Normally he would be making new glass, mixing together sand and ash and lime, using the Rosso formulas taught to him by his father to create the needed colours. But it seemed the workshop didn’t need new glass, for it was producing nothing. 

‘You see?’ Laura Rosso said. ‘We’re in trouble, and I need Marietta Barovier to tell us what to do.’ She picked up a chunk of clear glass that should not have been left on the floor and tossed it into a barrow of remnants.

Orsola leaned in the doorway, studying her mother. Since her father had died, her mother had physically changed. It wasn’t that she had aged – though she had a bit, with grey hair more prominent and a marked gauntness from not eating, for food no longer interested her. The transformation was more than those things. Laura had always been a model maestro’s wife. She did not parade along the canals during the evening’s passeggiata to show off her maestro wife’s fur as did some of the wives; nor did she have servants do all the work. She looked after the household, and had taken an interest in the workshop and discussed the business with her husband, though she never made the decisions. She could read and work with numbers a little, enough to help keep the books. She didn’t scold or carp, but was firm with Orsola, with Maddalena, with the assistants, with the butcher and fishermen and vegetable sellers she bought from. She kept a clean house. She did not drink too much wine. Her only weaknesses were for biscotti and dried fruit.

In the first days she had remained frozen, not crying at the Mass said for her husband, nor when following his boat to the cemetery, nor at his graveside. Orsola knew that her mother was not emotionless, but her eyes seemed to be focussed on the distant mountains on terraferma that were visible when the day was clear. 

Their mother privately complained to Orsola and Giacomo that Marco was far from having the cool head needed to run a glass business in a competitive place like Murano where many workshops fought for the same customers – the English and French and German and Dutch and Turks buying through Venetian middlemen. Marco could blow and adorn a goblet, but he didn’t know how to lead the men around him to make dozens of them, all exactly alike – or near enough that only a sharp eye could spot the differences. He hadn’t had dealings with the sophisticated merchants by the Rialto Bridge, who could strip you clean of your wares without your even noticing as you sat mesmerised by their fine black velvet robes and their beautifully trimmed beards and their way of making you feel clever and funny as they smiled and poured you more wine. Lorenzo Rosso had managed to negotiate decent terms through dogged persistence and a refusal to drink the wine or be seduced by smiles. But Marco loved the wine and the seduction. He would ruin the family business unless someone went along to curb his enthusiasm for the drink and the jokes and the false admiration. Someone was needed in the room who never smiled. Orsola knew her mother could do that. 

A few weeks before, Laura Rosso and Marco had taken a traghetto – one of the regular gondolas ferrying passengers between Murano and Venice – over to see Gottfried Klingenberg at the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, where the German merchants lived and worked. On their return Orsola’s mother had said little about the meeting except that they’d promised to fill the latest order already placed for goblets and bowls. And they had, with Paolo quietly working to fix as many of Marco’s mistakes as he could. But Klingenberg had not ordered more. And so the workshop ground to a halt.

‘Ask Marietta Barovier what to do,’ Laura repeated now. 

Orsola nodded. 

‘There is another thing to contend with,’ her mother added. ‘It will soon become obvious to all.’ She pulled her dress against her belly and Orsola started: it seemed to be the one part of her mother that had grown while the rest of her shrank from grief. She did not pat her stomach as other women might have done when relaying this news. Laura Rosso wasn’t obvious like that.

‘Then you must eat more, Madre, so you don’t lose this one like the others,’ Orsola said, focussing on the practical to hide her shock. Her mother was old to have another baby, and without a husband to support it.

‘Tell Marietta about the baby,’ Laura said, ‘though no one else. It may soften her a bit.’

Before Orsola went to see Maria Barovier, her mother made the dress with the fabric the glassmaker had given her. Orsola was to wear it for many years, even as fashions changed, and it got compliments for its timeless cut and fine fabric and the colour people could not quite place: the everyday of the brown, the nobility of the red. 

The second time Orsola went inside the Barovier workshop, now a young woman in a crisp new dress rather than a girl in mucky clothes, the yard was as chaotic as she remembered. If anything, there was even more broken glass scattered on the ground. The Rosso yard might well look like this soon. This time she knocked on the door of the workshop rather than creeping in. The young man who answered was the same one who had been scolded by Maria Barovier over the rosetta cane. He was no longer a half-grown garzone, though he was still slim, but had the strong arms of a servente; his eyes were so black you couldn’t see the pupils.

‘Sì?’ 

‘I want to see Signora Maria. Tell her it’s Orsola Rosso.’

‘She doesn’t see anyone.’ The assistant made to close the door, but she grabbed the jamb to stop him. He looked at her hand.

‘Tell her it’s Orsola Rosso,’ she repeated. ‘If you don’t tell her and she finds out afterwards you’ve turned me away, she’ll have you making goti for the rest of your days.’ 

The assistant stared, then went to find Maria. Orsola didn’t follow him, but remained in the yard. She was tempted to note the different colours of stacked cane, peer through the window of the shop to see what they were selling, poke through the discarded shards of pieces that had broken. But she wasn’t here as a spy this time, so she stood still, arms wrapped around herself.

Maria Barovier didn’t make her wait: there was no game playing or assertion of hierarchy. She was confident enough of her place that she didn’t have to resort to such tricks. She came out immediately from the furnace, the assistant trailing behind until she waved him away without looking. ‘Stefano, go back and keep an eye on the blue.’

He nodded and, with a last glance at Orsola, slipped back inside.

‘Here.’ Maria led her out of the yard and into a courtyard much like the Rossos’, with a stone well-head in the centre, carved with urns on four sides. Chickens scratched around it, clucking indignantly as their mistress kicked them out of the way so that she could lean against the well-head. The courtyard smelled of the basil growing in pots in the sun. For all the Baroviers’ success, they were not ostentatious.

Maria Barovier folded her arms. ‘What do you need?’ 

Orsola explained as clearly as she could, knowing that the older woman wanted the simple facts. Maria listened carefully, only raising her eyebrows when she heard that Laura Rosso was pregnant. 

‘Gottfried Klingenberg is your Rialto merchant, am I right?’ she said. ‘I saw him at your father’s funeral. It was an honour that he came. What exactly did he say when he didn’t place more orders?’

‘He said he was grateful that we had managed to complete the orders on time, and that he would see how these pieces fared with the usual customers.’

‘“These pieces”? Is that what he said?’

‘Sì.’

‘That means they’re different from previous work. He’s comparing them to your father’s, and they’re not as good. Klingenberg knows his glass. All the glass in the world passes through Venice, and he has seen most of it. I’ll talk to him, find out what the flaws are. I’ve known him a long time. He may not tell your mother or brother, but he’ll enjoy telling me. Once you know, you can decide if the faults can be corrected. Come back in three days.’ The older woman pushed herself away from the well, their meeting clearly over. She walked her through the yard to the door leading onto the calle. Opening it, she looked Orsola up and down and gave a small nod, her only indication that she noted and approved of the new dress. 

Three days later Stefano opened the workshop door to Orsola and stood aside, his eyes following her; she could feel his gaze on her back like a stick poking her.

‘The goblets don’t match,’ Maria Barovier announced as they stood by the well. A cat was curled up in the sun by the basil pots. ‘The bases are too thick. The bowls don’t lie steady, and there are bubbles in them. Your brother and his workers have lost control of the glass. Out of respect for your father Klingenberg took the work, but he’s had to sell them at a loss. He won’t make that sentimental mistake again.’

Orsola was silent, taking this in. It was what she had expected, but it was still painful to hear. ‘What do we do?’ she said at last.

‘Make a greater variety of things,’ Maria suggested. ‘Your father concentrated mainly on glasses and pitchers and bowls, is that right?’

Orsola nodded.

‘What about more kinds of glasses? Not just goblets, but more everyday glasses? Pretty goti that garzoni can make. Plates. Serving platters. Simple things, not too adorned. It may be that one of these things is something Marco is better at. Or Giacomo is good at but hasn’t had the chance to show what he can do. They must take the time to work out what they can make well, rather than follow what your father made. Each glassmaker is different, just as each singer sounds different, or every woman’s pasta is different. Your father’s servente Paolo makes excellent work. He’ll show them, though in the end he won’t lead them, for he’s not a Rosso. But they must work it out quickly, before they lose Klingenberg’s good will. He will fill his orders with others’ work before long.’

It was sensible advice, but it was what anyone might have told them, what Laura Rosso and even Marco would have worked out eventually.

‘Another thing: beads.’ 

‘Beads?’ The Rossos had never made beads. They were cheap and unflashy and earned glassmakers little; they were something workers produced between more prestigious fare. Only the Barovier rosetta had become a bead of any value. 

‘Beads that you can make.’

‘Me?’ Orsola had never touched hot glass. She did the laundry and helped Maddalena with cooking and cleaning; she gardened and looked after cousins. Occasionally she helped pack glass pieces for shipping. She didn’t even help in the shop but left that to her mother. Maria Barovier was the only woman she knew of who was a glassmaker, and she wasn’t sure how that had happened. Maria had never married: was that because she worked with glass, or did she work with glass because she hadn’t married?

‘Beads fill the spaces between things,’ Maria explained. ‘They don’t get in the way. They are inconsequential, and women can make them because of that. No man will be threatened by you making beads. But they’re in demand now. Beads are taken on voyages and used in trade. The King of Spain ordered beads for his ships going west from there.’

‘West?’ Orsola was used to hearing of ships going east, to Constantinople and Alexandria and Acre, or west as far as Spain. There was nothing west of Spain.

‘They’re looking for a new route to Asia that way. My rosette accompanied them.’ Maria looked mildly satisfied at this triumph.

‘Are you going to teach me to make rosette?’ 

‘No, child. If you were my daughter I would. But Barovier work remains with Baroviers. However, you can learn to make other beads. Plainer ones. There are plenty of sales to be had from simple beads. They’re not the only answer to your family’s problem. But they are one answer.’

‘My brother will never allow it. A girl in the workshop. No one does that.’ Orsola blushed, for of course the Baroviers had done just that.

Maria chuckled. ‘Make them in the kitchen, not the workshop. Marco needn’t know until you’re good at it. If you’re skilled enough, he’ll understand the value. Have you seen lampworked beads?’

Orsola shook her head. 

‘There are two ways you can make beads: with drawn canes chopped up and polished, or over a lamp. You melt a piece of glass in a flame and wind it around a small metal rod, then you roll it or work it with tools into the shape you want. I’m not good at it, but I have a cousin who could teach you. Go to Elena Barovier tomorrow evening, behind San Pietro Martire, and ask her to show you how. She has an extra lamp. I’ll tell her to lend it to you until you make one of your own.’ 

How could a few beads make a dent in the debt Orsola’s family might soon incur? ‘Grazie, Signora Maria,’ she said anyway. ‘I will take your advice.’

Maria Barovier grunted. ‘I always wanted a daughter, to slice through all the men.’ 

Elena Barovier was one of dozens of Baroviers on Murano, and lived in a family house filled with glassmakers and their wives and children. Elena was at least twenty years older than Orsola, with an echo of Maria Barovier’s square forehead, sharp jaw and abrupt manner. She too had not married but tagged onto one of her brothers rather than enter a convent, absorbed into the household so that she was almost indistinguishable from the wives and mothers. She wasn’t particularly friendly when Orsola appeared at her door, but she had clearly been forewarned by Maria, and was enough in awe of her cousin not to disobey her. She had set up her lamp at the corner of the table where the family had not long finished eating. Women and children passing by gave Orsola brief looks but didn’t question what a Rosso was doing at a Barovier table. They too must have been spoken to by Maria.

‘You’ve never made anything with glass, is that right?’ Elena sounded both curious and condescending.

Orsola shook her head.

‘Nothing fancy to start with, then. You need to learn how to make a simple bead, one colour, no decoration. First, we set up the lamp.’ She picked up a pear-shaped metal box the size of her forearm and opened the hinged lid on the top. ‘We pop in some tallow – get some from your butcher – and melt it.’ She held the lamp briefly over the fire until the lump began to swim in a puddle of animal fat. Orsola wrinkled her nose and tried not to gag at the stench of rancid meat. ‘You’ll get used to that,’ Elena remarked. ‘Lampwork is smelly.’

With the tallow melted, she floated a metal cylinder in it with a rag stuffed through so that one end was in the tallow and the other poked out at the top and through the lip of the lamp. She set it on the table and lit the rag, then sat in front of it with her arms on either side. Holding a small, skewer-like iron rod in one hand, she picked up a piece of green cane in her other. ‘I put this in the flame, but nothing happens – it’s not hot enough. Allora, I do this.’ She gestured under the table, where there was a large bellows with a tube attached, the spout at one end poking up through the table and pointing at the flame. Elena began to pump the bellows with her foot, and as air flowed through the spout it fed the flame, which brightened and strengthened. ‘The extra air makes the fire hot enough to melt cane. Now when I put the glass in it – there.’ The tip of the green cane turned orange and began to soften and wilt like a dying flower. 

She took the glass out of the flame and wound a small bit around the thin metal rod, which she began twirling back and forth between her fingers. ‘Turn it one and a half times one way, then the same the other way, and back and forth,’ she explained, ‘to evenly distribute the glass so that it’s symmetrical. Symmetry is crucial with beads, as with most things made with glass. As you Rossos must know.’

Orsola nodded, her eyes on the turning bead forming so effortlessly on Elena’s tiny rod. The beadmaker put it back in the flame to heat it more, then picked up a small metal paddle and began running it along the moving glass, making it barrel-shaped, then oval, then back to round. ‘Canella, ulivetta, paternostro,’ she intoned with each transformation.

She’s showing off, Orsola thought. Nonetheless she was impressed by her teacher’s easy skill at making different shapes.

Elena spent a long time studying the round paternostro, such as was used for rosaries, turning and turning it. Satisfied at last, she stuck the rod, bead down, in a metal box full of ash, burying it deeply so the glass was well covered. ‘We leave it overnight to cool. Now –’ she stood – ‘your turn.’

Eager as she was to learn, Orsola sat with reluctance in front of the lamp. She had not had to learn something completely new for a long time – and certainly not with someone like Elena Barovier watching over her. 

‘Choose a colour.’ Elena indicated the bundle of canes on the table. 

Orsola picked up a blood-red one. Rosso for a Rosso.

Elena shook her head. ‘Too difficult for a beginner. Red glass hates heat, it burns too easily.’

Orsola set down the red and picked up a green cane. 

‘No, not opaque. It cools down quicker so you have to work fast. Here, use this.’ She handed over the dullest cane – a transparent white. ‘More forgiving.’

For the next hour Orsola struggled with the white glass, burning it and herself, dropping it, making one lumpy bead after another, bulging in the wrong places, ugly and misshapen. She found it impossible to turn the metal rod continuously and evenly, and to do so while managing something completely different with a paddle in her other hand, all the while pumping the bellows with her foot. It was like juggling three objects of different shapes and weights. 

‘Mariavergine,’ Elena grumbled, several beads in. ‘Why on earth does Maria think you can do this?’

Orsola turned as red as the cane she had first chosen. It didn’t help that Elena was not accustomed to teaching. She didn’t explain important things, she assumed knowledge, she quickly grew impatient. When you already know how to do something, it can be hard to put yourself in the shoes of someone who doesn’t. It reminded Orsola of Maddalena, who had rolled her eyes and taken the knife back when young Orsola had been slow to learn how to string beans, or had put her hands over hers to agitate the paddle more quickly in the soaking laundry.

As they worked – Orsola struggling, Elena criticising, occasionally grabbing the rod to fix a disaster – members of the Barovier family came in and out, fetching water, lemons, bread, olives, chasing balls and each other. Some didn’t even glance at them; others peered over Orsola’s shoulder to see what she was making. One child heard Orsola swear under her breath as she lost the perfect shape she had coaxed the glass into, and ran laughing into the courtyard. ‘Maledizione! The Rosso girl said maledizione!’

At last Orsola managed to make one reasonable ulivetta spoletta, the oval shape being more forgiving of asymmetrical bulges than the round paternostro. Elena nodded. ‘That will do.’ As Orsola stuck it in the ash box next to the one her teacher had made as a demonstration – the only one worth saving – a weary pride settled over her. She sat back and sighed, stretching her aching back.

Elena blew out the lamp, then set a glass of wine down in front of her – the first real kindness she had shown, though demonstrating to a rival family’s daughter how to make beads was itself a generous act, even if one was commanded to do so by someone else.

‘You have to practise so much before you master beads,’ her teacher remarked after swigging her wine. Orsola had only ever seen Marco drink wine like that. She thought wine was meant to be sipped. 

‘It’s having to do three different things at once that’s so hard,’ Orsola complained. ‘Turning the glass and shaping it and pumping the bellows.’

‘Wait till you start with a second or third colour, for decorating. Then you’ll know what hard is!’

Orsola had been so focussed on mastering her sole dull white bead that she’d forgotten there were many more techniques lying ahead to learn.

‘And each colour – and whether it’s transparent or translucent or opaque – responds differently to heat,’ Elena continued, ‘and you have to learn how to work with two responses at once. Then when you add a third or fourth colour you need to know how to add it without ruining what you’ve already got, because each time you heat it in the flame, it changes. And all the colours look orange when they’re hot, so you must remember what is what. But you won’t be doing anything complicated for a long time. First you must learn to control molten glass on the rod. Do you have any honey at home? Transparent and runny, not opaque.’

Orsola nodded.

‘It’s a bit like melted glass. Get a dollop of that on a stick and twirl it round and transfer it from one stick to another. That way you can practise.’

Orsola tried to imagine playing with honey and sticks in front of her mother and brothers. Giacomo might approve, but Marco would sneer and Laura Rosso would shake her head and tell her to get on with the laundry.

‘Don’t despair,’ Elena said suddenly. ‘You’ll learn. Because you must, or so Maria told me.’

‘I’m doing this to help my family.’
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