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Six deaths, two a day over a period of three days.  That in itself was not remarkable.  In a city the size of Venice, six people could die in a single day from illness or old age.  The six deaths over that three-day period were not of this type, however.  They were violent deaths – some by murder, others by unusual circumstances that might or might not have involved suspicious causes: two stabbings, a bludgeoning, a strangling, a fall from the fourth floor of a building, the collapse of scaffolding on a building as a person passed below.

Only one of these deaths, however, was the concern of Dottor Reginaldo Morosini.  Reginaldo Morosini – member of the Venetian nobili, owner and rector scolarum (headmaster) of Venice’s Cadémia d’ San Paolo, scholar and teacher of the humanities, medico or practitioner of the medical arts, and sometime consulting criminologist for the Council of Ten – sat in the middle of the black gondola as it glided down the narrow canal to a remote area of the islands making up the city that had established a great trading empire throuhg the known world.  Even had Reginaldo not been a medico, he was still entitled to the honorific il dottore due to his university education.  He could also be addressed by the title “Ser,” which was used to denote a member of the nobili.  Although it was not apparent from his seated position, Reginaldo was of average height, about five feet eight inches tall. For a man of his age – approaching forty-five – who did not practice the military arts, he appeared to be in healthy physical condition, although perhaps not of an athletic disposition.  The looks were somewhat deceiving, however.  One of the basic principles on which the education of a young man at the Cadémia d’ San Paolo was based was that development of the body was integral to the development of the mind.  Thus, in addition to teaching his students their Cicero and Petrarch, Reginaldo Morosini instructed them in the art of fencing.  The lessons, occurring four times a week, also kept Reginaldo in good condition, if not in good trim.  As he often lamented, the softness around his midsection was a permanent fixture to his body, no matter how hard he worked.

While he was on his way to inquire into the death he was ordered to investigate, his mind was on the Venetian empire as it made its way through the cinquecentro (Sixteenth Century).  Our position in the world is waning, Reginaldo reflected.  This New World that Spain has discovered and is exploiting and the new routes to the East might well undermine the Republic’s economic power in Europe.  Venice’s economic prowess, based as it was on the overland trade routes to the East and its supremacy, if not control, over the maritime transport of those goods to Europe once they arrived at the Adriatic and Mediterranean, was in danger of being overwhelmed.  The discovery in 1499 of a new route to the East by rounding the southern tip of the African continent was of greater concern for the present than Cristobal Colon’s discovery of the New World.  But that discovery and the potential it had for re-orienting the economic power in Europe might ultimately prove even more problematic for the Venetian Republic.  

The challenges Venice was facing were not all economic either.  The political and military powers on terra firma (the Italian land mass) were changing as well.  The different city-states of Italy, such as Florence and Milan, and the papal states were not as troublesome as the other emerging European powers which seemed to have little inhibition against interfering with Italian politics.  France, Spain and the Emperor in Austria were increasing their presence on the Italian mainland and, through shifting alliances, threatening either Venice itself or its holdings on terra firma.  Then there was the threat from the east.  The Turkish empire was certainly expansionist and could be expected to be even more so in the foreseeable future.

Venice, Morosini, reflected, must either change or perish.  But, if change is the answer, what is the form that change must take? These were not the mere idle thoughts of a man trying to fill up the time while being transported by gondola through the canals of Venice.  These were the issues on the mind of every Venetian who cared about and gave thought to where the Republic was going.  Before he could work through the solution, however, Reginaldo was brought out of his reverie by sounds ahead along the bank of the canal.

As with all members of the nobili who were not presently exercising an office of the Republic, Reginaldo was dressed in a simple black togata, or toga, with a black summer-weight silk cape over it.  As a medical doctor, Reginaldo was entitled to wear the ducale sleeves with his togata – the open, bell-shaped sleeves that distinguished the doge’s outfit from others.  On this day, though, he wore a typical togata.  On his head was the bareta or black cap, round and flat at the top.  

Standing in the back of the gondola, manning its single oar and propelling the craft, was Dottor Jacopo da Ferrara – graduate of the great Venetian university at Padua, instructor at the academy, companion to Dottor Morosini, and sometime painter.  Jacopo was much younger than Reginaldo.  At the age of twenty he had graduated from the university but had spent the next few years as an itinerant painter in Florence, Rome and Siena before making his way to Reginaldo’s academy as an instructor in Latin, Greek and the classics.  He had been at the Cadémia d’ San Paolo for two years and, although Jacopo still considered himself the subordinate of il Dottor Morosini and always addressed him as “Dottor,” a close friendship had developed between them over those two years.  Jacopo was not a member of the nobili and so was not dressed in the black togata.  Instead, he dressed as would a typical cittadini, or merchant class person of the city: tight hose of a single color – in Jacopo’s case brown – with short overbreeches of a similar color over the hose; a zipon or close fitting sleeveless jacket of waist length to which the hose were attached, and the billowing tunic, again in brown, hanging to his thighs and belted low in the front to give the appearance of a sunken chest and rounded stomach shape.  Over this was worn a knee length brown cape and atop his head was a bareta that gave the appearance of being worn tilted on the head from the extra material flopped to the right side.

Both men were silent as Jacopo steered the gondola to the stairs leading down to the canal where three persons stood apparently awaiting the arrival of Dottor Morosini.  As the side of the gondola bumped the stairs, two men grabbed the front and back of the gondola and held it to the landing.  Reginaldo Morosini stood up and alighted from the gondola onto the land.

“Dottor Morosini,” one of the men addressed him as he reached the top of the stairs.  The two men hugged briefly.  “How goes things with my former teacher?”

“They go well, my friend, Ser Dinardi.  I see that things go well for you, as well.  You are tanned and apparently fit.  Your duties as segregario to the Avvocato di Comun must be agreeable and keep you both outside and busy.”  Reginaldo moved aside to let Jacopo come onto the land and stand next to him.  “This is Dottor Jacopo da Ferrara.  Don’t let his last name fool you – he is no longer from Ferrara.  He and his family have lived in Murano for decades.  His father, also Jacopo da Ferrara, was a master glassblower at the Sorfetta Glassworks.  Jacopo’s interests and abilities, however, did not include glassmaking, but led him to study classical Rome and Greece.  Someday, he will be a professor at one of our great universities but for now he is educating our future city fathers on the wonders of the classical world.”

“It is my pleasure, Dottor da Ferrara.  I know your father and his work,” Dinardi said to Jacopo.  “My family has some pieces that he has created.  I am sorry to hear that you did not follow in your father’s artistic endeavors.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, Teodoro,” Reginaldo interrupted.  Teodoro was Dinardi’s first name and was the name by which he had been addressed when studying at the academy.  “Dottor da Ferrara here is also an artist as his father is, except a painter, not a glassmaker.  His specialty is hands.  You can see the hands he has drawn and painted on a number of the great works that have been created in our city over the past three or four years.  But enough of these pleasantries.  I am sorry to be bothering you in your duties.  Please understand, I am not interfering.”

“No, no, dottore.  I knew the Council of Ten would send someone out to look into this independently and report back to them.  I could not be happier that they would send someone of your stature to assist in this investigation.”

Like Reginaldo, Dinardi was a member of the nobili of Venice.  Unlike Reginaldo, Dinardi did not wear the black togata of that class although he did wear the black bareta.  As an official of the Republic, Dinardi was required to wear the uniform of his position.  His togata was maroon in color with a single blue chevron on his right sleeve and a similarly colored stole over his left shoulder.  The blue adornments were the symbol of his office.  He also wore a cape which was maroon in color.  The Avogadori di Comun for whom Dinardi worked were the chief prosecutors of the city’s criminal justice system.  As segregario to the Avogaria di Comun, Dinardi served a variety of functions, principal of which was the investigation of crimes and the collection of evidence for their prosecution. (The Avogaria di Comun referred to the Republic’s office of prosecution, which included those, like Dinardi and his polizia giudizaria, who carried out investigations for the office. The Avogadori di Republic’s Comun were the three state prosecutors elected to the office of prosecution by the Republic’s Great Council.)

“The body is this way,” Dinardi said, starting to walk away from the canal.  “Come.”

Reginaldo and Jacopo had come to a residential area of the city in the Siestre di Cannaregio on the north side of the group of islands that made up what was thought of as the city proper and landed at a small campo, or plaza, that stood surrounded on three sides by buildings two and three stories tall.  One side of the campo was divided into two buildings which was split by a walkway approximately six feet in width.  Dinardi led them down this walkway, a calle, and past two more sets of residential buildings with similar walkways that intersected the one on which the three walked.  They emerged onto an open field that led to the water surrounding the island of Venice.  In the distance, Reginaldo could see the tip of Murano.  His attention, however, was soon drawn to the right of the open field where two members of the polizia giudizaria, the official title of those officers assigned to Dinardi’s staff, stood watch over a body laid out on the ground.

“Compagnie della calza,” Jacopo said instinctively when he first saw the body.  It was immediately clear that the body was, or rather had been, a member of one of Venice’s “stocking clubs,” or compagnie della calza.  From where they stood, Jacopo and Reginalo could see the legs of the dead man.  The legs were covered with tights, the right one of which bore a distinctive purple and red checkered pattern.  Even if they had not been able to see his stockinged legs, they might have been able to guess his membership in the compagnie della calza from the bright color of his blouse and its puffed sleeves.

Seeing that the dead person had been a member of a compagnie della calza told Reginaldo three things about the person: he was a male, he was less than twenty-five years old, and he came from a family that belonged to the nobili.  The compagnie della calza were social and service clubs for male nobili under the age of twenty-five.  Each club, there were as many as forty-three in the city, was distinguishable by the clothing its members wore, most specifically the coloring and design of their right stocking which was typically brightly colored and designed, although their cloaks or the sleeves of their tunics could also bear identifying characteristics.

“I do not recognize these stockings,” Reginaldo said.  “What club did the deceased belong to?”

“Compagnia della Calza i Gentilissimi.”  Dinardi answered.  I Gentilissimi meant ‘The most kind.’  The compagnie della calza often took such names, other stocking clubs being called the Immortale, Cortesi, Ortolani, or Sempiterni.  “The club is fairly new, being formed about a year ago.  But, truly, Dottor Morosini, you bury your head too much in those Roman and Greek classics which you are so fond of.  I Gentilissimi was responsible for the wedding of Ser Erizzo to the niece of the Duke of Urbino.  A most political wedding and a most extraordinary wedding festival.”

By this time, the three had crossed the field and stood over the body.  The person was, indeed, a young man aged perhaps as young as nineteen but no older than twenty-two.  He lay on his back, his arms at his side and his legs somewhat straight, with the left leg bent slightly at the knee.  In addition to his tunic and leggings of different colors, he was laying on a cloak of the same bright blue as his tunic.

It was clear what had killed the young man.  Above his right eye where his forehead met his hairline his head had been bashed in with such force that the skin had been broken.  Bone protruded from the break in the skin, indicating that the skull had been fractured.

Reginaldo knelt beside the body and felt its temperature.

“When was the body found?” Reginaldo asked.

“It was reported to us early this morning—about half past the fifth hour.  A fisherman on the way to his boat found it.  Actually, he didn’t report it himself.  He sent a boy home to his apartment and had his wife alert us.  We got here about the seventh hour.  The vigili of the sestiere arrived shortly after the body was found and stood watch over it until we arrived.”  The sestiere was one of six districts into which Venice was divided.  The vigili were from the vigili urbani, metropolitan police, the local police force that kept watch over the city.

“A lot of people walking around? Disturbing the scene?” Reginaldo asked.

“Three members of the vigili from the sestiere,” Dinardi told him.  “But they were pretty professional about it.  They stood to guard the scene and did little to disturb it.”

It was then after the ninth hour.  The day was sunny and, as Reginaldo viewed the field, the body had been in the sun for approximately three hours.  While Reginaldo was touching the skin to feel its temperature, Jacopo lifted the body’s left arm and left leg.  The body is stiff, he remarked to Reginaldo.

“I would say he has been dead since very late evening or early morning,” Reginaldo said.  “Would you agree?”  Jacopo and Dinardi indicated their agreement.

Reginaldo and Jacopo began a search of the body and the surrounding area.  They worked quietly, but together, beginning with the body and the ground immediately around it.  Reginaldo looked closely at the wound.  Other than the broken skin and skull on the forehead, the face had only one other blemish.  The chin and right jaw contained small scrape marks.  The two looked at the clothes on the body, inspecting for rips or tears, stains or other marks.  There were small splatters of blood on the tunic but nowhere else.  On the belt of the body was a purse.  Jacopo opened it and looked in.  It was empty.  Together Reginaldo and Jacopo rolled the body onto its left side and checked beneath it.  While the body was in this position, they also looked at the cape and the back of the stockings.  Reginaldo picked up something small from the ground where the body lay.  As he stood up, he slipped the item into his own purse.  Dinardi and the two men with him had not seen Reginaldo pick up the item or secrete it away on his person.  Jacopo, who had been kneeling next to Reginaldo at the time, said nothing.  Clearly, Reginaldo found something he thought was important but was not willing to share it with Dinardi at this point.

“Was the body exactly in this position when it was found?  On his back?”  Reginaldo asked.  “You didn’t move it?” The question was directed to the members of the vigili who had been guarding the body.

“No, we touched nothing,” one of the men answered.  “And we have no reason to believe that anyone came upon him and moved him before we got here,” he added, anticipating Reginaldo’s next question.

Having completed their search of the body, the Reginaldo and Jacopo walked in ever-widening circles, looking closely at the ground, and occasionally stooping to examine the ground or something on it.  After inspecting the field for ten minutes, the two returned to the body and the three men standing next to it observing the activities of Reginaldo and Jacopo.  It was at this time that Dinardi chose to disclose to Reginaldo that they had recovered the murder weapon.

“You have the murder weapon!?” Reginaldo said.  “And you wait until now to tell me?”

Dinardi shrugged.  “You were busy with your investigation.”

One of the men with Dinardi opened his cloak and pulled the item from his belt, handing it to Dinardi.  Dinardi in turn gave it to Reginaldo.  It was a four-pound hammer of the type a metalworker or blacksmith might use, thick and round in front and tapered to a blunt point in back.  The head was clean.  However, visible on the back pointed end was both dried blood and small pieces of skin.  On the side of the hammer numbers and letters were etched, a mark of identification put there to denote its owner.  While there was little doubt that the hammer was the murder weapon, Reginaldo still stooped down with hammer in hand and positioned the pointed end at various spots along the wound.

“Yes, this could have been the weapon used,” Reginaldo said as he stood up.  “Where did you find it?”  Reginaldo handed the hammer to Jacopo who also looked closely at it, paying particular attention to the markings etched in its side and committing the letters and numbers to memory.

“It was here,” the man who produced the hammer said, pointing to a spot on the ground about six feet from the body.  Jacopo had been over the spot while searching the nearby field.  He and Reginaldo returned to it and looked at it closely.  There was nothing but thinning grass growing in the sandy soil to be seen.

“So what do you make of this murder, Ser Dinardi?” Reginaldo asked the segregario to the Avogaria di Comun.

Dinardi began a rambling explanation.  “Our young victim was enjoying some carnal pleasures with one of the residents of the nearby houses. – Why else would he be in this area in the middle of the night? – My men are going to start knocking on doors as soon as we are finished here to see if anyone saw him or will admit to being with him last night.  – He left and was on his way across this field to his home when he was set upon. – Our murderer was coming home late from a night of drinking.  – He works at the Arsenale or one of the ironworking shops in town.  – We think he must live nearby, so when my men are going door to door, they will also look for someone who works in one of these places. – Seeing a young member of the nobili out late at night when no one else was about, our victim probably reeling from drink and his mind on his recent tender embraces, the killer saw a chance to get some money without having to work for it.  When our conscience-less killer got abreast of the young nobili, without warning he swung his hammer and bashed out the young man’s brains.  He then robbed him of the contents of his purse and went on his way.”

“And the hammer?”  Jacopo asked.

“What about the hammer?”  Dinardi asked.

“It’s his livelihood,” Jacopo answered.  “Why would he leave it?”

“He set it down to rob the youth of the contents of his purse.  It was pitch black.  When he got up to leave, he couldn't find it on the ground where he dropped it.”

“Yes, that could explain it,” Reginaldo said quickly, giving Jacopo a look at the same time that said, don’t ask any more questions.

“And do we know who our victim is?” Reginaldo asked.

“Yes.  Young Ludovico Partenza.” Dinardi answered.

“Precisely,” was Reginaldo’s reply.

* * *
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Shortly afterwards, Reginaldo, Jacopo and Dinardi were standing back at the stairs where Reginaldo and Jacopo had first landed.

“You’ll let us know what you learn from the neighbors?”  Reginaldo asked.

“Yes,” Dinardi answered.  “As soon as we know anything, you will know it, as well.”

“One other thing,” Reginaldo said.  “It may be nothing.  But I would be curious to know how young Partenza got here.  I do not see his gondola about.  Of course, he could have walked here but if he did not, his gondola should be near.  You might take the time to find it, no matter where it is.  It was good seeing you Ser Dinardi.  I hope not to be meddling in your affairs for too long.”

* * *
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Reginaldo stepped into his gondola and Jacopo followed.

It was only after they were out of sight and hearing of Dinardi and the other two men on the shore of the canal, that Reginaldo spoke.

“What do you think of our Ser Dinardi’s theory, Jacopo?”

“It’s possible that Signor Partenza was killed for the contents of his purse, but not likely.  There are too many things that suggest otherwise.”

“Such as . . .”

“I’m not sure where to begin.  For one, the position of the body.  It’s hard to believe that the body would have fallen into that position from the blow that was received.  For example, when a person faints, they fall forward, not backward.  I think the young man would have landed on his face, not his back.”

Reginaldo interrupted.  “But isn’t it also possible, consistent with a theory that our victim was robbed, that he landed on his face and our robber turned him over to get to his purse?”

“Yes, that is possible,” Jacopo conceded.  “But the scrape marks on his chin would suggest that he fell forward and landed on something much coarser than sandy soil and grass.”

“Go on.”

“The purse.  Why would the robber go through the effort of removing the purse from Signor Partenza’s belt, take out the money and then go through the effort of so neatly tying it back on the belt?”  He paused for a second before continuing.

“The real clincher, though, is that the evidence points to him being killed somewhere else.  Did you notice the blood or, actually, the small amount of it?  If he had been attacked in that field, and dropped where he was hit, there should have been more blood on the ground.  There wasn’t.  There is also the business of the hammer – it was too dark for the attacker to find the hammer but not too dark for our killer to both see the victim and recognize that he was a member of a compagnie della calza.”

“Yes, but another thing that bothers me about the hammer is that our killer even had it in hand,” Reginaldo interjected.  “If the hammer is from the Arsenale as I suspect, the killer had no business having it.  The workers turn in their tools at the end of the day.  Our killer had to sneak the hammer out of the shipbuilding yard.”

“So,” Jacopo continued, “I think what happened is that young Partenza was killed somewhere else, probably by someone he knew, and his body brought here by his killer or killers and dumped under the cover of darkness.”  While he did not explain his conclusion that the killer was known to Partenza, he believed this because of the nature of the wound.  Ludovico Partenza was struck from the front and very likely under lighting in which Partenza would have been facing his killer and would have clearly seen him.  There had been no mark on either of Partenza’s forearms, indicating a single surprising blow without Partenza making any attempt to block it.  As Jacopo visualized the killing, Partenza either approached or was approached by his killer.  One of the hands of the killer was partially concealed.  Perhaps as the two started to greet one another, the killer struck quickly, a look of both shock and surprise beginning to form on Partenza’s face as the hammer began its downward movement to his head.  Partenza might have heard the loud crack as the hammer made its initial contact with his forehead and cleaved his skull.  But he would not have heard or felt much more, as the blow very likely killed Partenza within a split second of the contact with his head.

“And what makes you think there was more than one person involved?” Reginaldo asked.

“Partenza was carried to the spot where he was found,” Jacopo explained.  “We saw no evidence of his body being dragged across the field, whether it would have been from the residential buildings on two sides of the field, the water on the third, or the canal on the fourth.  Also, there were no scuff marks or dirt on either his boots or his stockings.  He wasn’t dragged, he was carried.  And that means either our killer lifted Partenza and carried him on his back or, more likely, our man carried him under the shoulders while his accomplice carried his legs.”

The two were silent as the gondola proceeded down the canal.  Finally, as they approached the door to the Cadémia d’ San Paolo, Jacopo asked the ultimate question that was weighing on his mind.

“What are you going to tell the Council of Ten about the death of Ludovico Partenza?”

Reginaldo answered the question without a second’s hesitation, a slight smile on his face: “I am going to tell them that my learned associate believes that this was no simple robbery and that I do not presently know enough to disagree with him.”
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Chapter Two
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Che una bella citta! (What a beautiful city!)  There was never a time that Jacopo emerged from a side canal into the Canal Grande, or canalozzo as the Venetians called it, or caught sight of it as he crossed one of the bridges that spanned its side canals, or walked out between two buildings to stand along the canal’s edge, that this thought did not come into his mind.  It wasn’t the quick intake of breath that many first-time visitors to Venice experience when they first catch sight of the canal.  It was just a realization of the city’s beauty that materialized in Jacopo’s mind as he came upon the canal.  And each time, it seemed it was as though he was seeing it for the first time, with something different in what he saw.  It might be the curve of the canal in the distance, the palazzos of different heights and colors lined up together; or, it might be a single majestic building with its Byzantine arch windows and columns; or, a once-majestic building on the canal’s waterfront, the owner no longer able to maintain the building’s exterior, the faded paint and underlying brick visible because the stucco had chipped off, producing a mixture of texture and color that was somehow pleasing to the eye; or a sole gondolier in the middle of the canal framed by the domes of a church or a bell tower rising in the background.  These were only some of the almost limitless views that gave the city its unique and eternal beauty.  It was probably no coincidence that some believed the city’s Latin name, Venetia, was derived from the Latin phrase, veni etiam, meaning “to come again.”  The city’s name, Jacopo thought, describes what happens every time I come upon the canalozzo – I come again to the city for the very first time.  Reginaldo attributed Jacopo’s feelings to the artist within him.  Jacopo, for his part, did not care to think deeply on why this feeling came to him each time he saw the Canal Grande.  He just wanted to enjoy it.

On this morning, as Jacopo brought his gondola into the canalozzo, it was the combination of a dark wood doorway along the waterfront with two stone steps leading up to it, the blue and white striped poles protruding out of the water on both sides, and the owner’s black covered gondola moored next to the doorway, centered on a shuttered square window above it, that caught his eye.  “Che bella citta!” Jacopo thought as he maneuvered his gondola to the right to head up the canallozo to the Arsenale.

Venice was not a single island, but a group of islands built on the laguna of the Adriatic by the residents.  Successive invasions of the northwestern part of Italy by barbarian hordes – Alaric and the Goths, Attila and the Huns, the Lombards – in the fifth and sixth centuries led the residents of the Veneto to move to the lagoon and begin to build and enlarge islands in the shallow, marshy waters off shore.  The city was formally founded at noon on a Friday in the year 421, March 25, or so tradition held.  (This was, of course, after the invasion of the Goths but before the invasion of the Huns.  Attila’s incursions into the area only solidified the movement to the islands of the lagoon.)  Jacopo and Reginaldo both had doubts about this story but it was one of the enduring legends, tying Venice as it did to the feast day of the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary.

Even the major island on which the greatest part of the population lived was two principal islands, divided as it was by the Canal Grande.  Jacopo made his way down the Canal Grande, passing under Ponte di Rialto, following the canal as it made its great curve to the left.  He passed Ca’ Foscari on the right side of the canal, the palazzo of Venice’s longest serving doge who held the office in the previous century.  Other palazzi, some newly built, others having existed for centuries were also passed.  Eventually, Jacopo came upon Piazza San Marco and the Palazzo Ducale on the left – Venice’s only true piazza (or plaza) and the palace where the doge lived during his time in office.  As he passed Piazza San Marco, he looked over to enjoy the domes of the Basilica di San Marco, the campanile and the two columns, the Colonne di San Marco e San Teodoro, holding statues of Venice’s winged lion representing St. Mark and the other of San Teodoro (St. Theodore) standing atop a crocodilian creature with the head of a dog.

The Arsenale stood at the end of the Canal Grande on the island’s eastern tip.  Jacopo chose to enter the yard from the west entrance by the Ria dell’ Arsenale, a canal that ran from the lagoon to an entrance in the wall.  The other entrance by water was at the eastern end of the facility where new ships were launched and other ships entered for repair or to bring supplies and materials to the shipyard.  As Jacopo passed under the high wall surrounding the Arsenale (over two miles in length), he could feel the close scrutiny of the sentries on top of the wall watching his approach.  Venice’s position in the world depended on her navy and her navy depended solely on what happened inside the walls of the Arsenale.  The Venetian authorities took great pains to guard both the secrecy and the security of what went on there.  The workers – and there could be thousands of them at any particular time– were carefully screened before being employed there.  Entrance and exit to the facility were tightly guarded.  Prominent visitors were occasionally allowed through the facility when such a tour would impress upon the visitors the power of Venice, but these visitors were constantly escorted and what they saw well-orchestrated.

Under normal circumstances, Jacopo would not be allowed inside but Reginaldo was able to obtain a letter of authorization from the Council of Ten instructing the authorities at the Arsenale to allow Jacopo’s entry and to cooperate with his inquiries.  Jacopo had been told to present himself at the headquarters building at the western canal entrance.  

The canal continued into the Arsenale but eventually Jacopo passed under the bridge which was specially designed to be raised in the middle to allow ships to pass beneath it and came to the Torri dell’ Arsenale, the twin towers that stood on both sides of the canal with its gate blocking entry via the canal to the shipyard.  To the left of the towers stood the naval headquarters building, a brick building set into the walls of the Arsenale and serving as the main entrance by land.  Two sentries stood guard by the door.  They were both workmen of the Arsenale and not members of the military.  The Arsenale workmen themselves had their own special security force to guard their workplace.  When he landed and secured his gondola, Jacopo offered his pass to the sentry who stood to the left of the door.  The guard looked at the document and waved Jacopo through the door.

Inside, Jacopo was greeted by another guard sitting at a table.  After reviewing Jacopo’s pass, the sentry said, “One minute, signore,” and disappeared into an adjoining room.  Jacopo could hear him talking to someone else.  Soon the guard emerged, but without the pass, Jacopo noted.

“Signore,” the guard said, “The supervisor of the guards today, Signor Scrivole, who says he knows you from Murano, is occupied for the moment with another matter.  He asks your forgiveness and says he will be with you momentarily.”

Jacopo had not noticed it when he first entered but there was a conversation going on in the adjoining room.  The voices were low and Jacopo, who tried not to listen, caught only parts of the conversation.  From what he heard, the conversation did not have anything to do with his pass from the Council of Ten.  The Scrivole family, Jacopo remembered, attended the same parish church he had attended while living on Murano.  As he recalled, the father and grandfather were also master glassblowers from a glass factory other than the one where his father worked.  The father had three sons and four daughters, all of whom Jacopo had known, but only one of whose names came to Jacopo’s mind as he sat in the entrance to the Arsenale.  That was Caterina, as Jacopo remembered with a smile, a daughter about his age who had been particularly bewitching to a boy in his teens and who had probably been the real reason Jacopo spent as much time as he did in and around the Scrivole family at church.  There was no way to tell which of the three sons would be the one with whom he would be dealing.

“Excuse me, Signore,” Jacopo asked the guard, who had returned to his seat behind the table.

“Yes, Signore.”

“There were a number of Scrivole children growing up on Murano with me.  Which one is your supervisor ?”

“Roberto Scrivole,” the guard answered and, as though he was announcing the entrance of the supervisor, Roberto Scrivole walked through the door.

“Jacopo – Signor da Ferrara,” Scrivole said as he walked towards Jacopo, “do you remember me?  I was probably thirteen when you left Murano to make your way in the world, what’s it been, twelve years ago.”

“Please, call me Jacopo,” Jacopo answered.  “And yes, I do remember you, Roberto.  But you must have been nearer nine when I left because I have been away almost sixteen years now.”  Still, Jacopo noted, there was a resemblance between the man standing before him and the nine- or ten-year-old boy he remembered from Murano. 

Scrivole laughed.  “I told Federigo here,” Scrivole said, pointing to the guard at the table, “that you would be more likely to remember my sister, Caterina, who you seemed to favor, than you would me.  Come back here where we can talk.”

The two moved to the room from which Scrivole had come.  It was not a large room.  Scrivole sat behind the table in the middle of the room and motioned Jacopo to the chair in front of the table. 

“Excuse me for keeping you waiting.  I don’t mean to pry, Jacopo, but how is it you came to do the bidding of the Council of Ten?  The last I had heard, you had returned from the university and were teaching in one of the academies in the city.”

“I am not working for the Council of Ten,” Jacopo answered.  “I am assisting Dottor Reginaldo Morosini in his investigation of a matter.  The Council of Ten asked his assistance in it.”

“Yes, we wondered if the Council of Ten would send someone to talk to us,” Scrivole said.

Jacopo was confused by the comment.  No one at the Arsenale, except perhaps the murderer, had any reason to know of the connection between the hammer and the murder of young Partenza.  However, for the moment. Jacopo let the comment go.

“I’m here about a hammer,” Jacopo said, “a hammer we believe has been stolen from one of your workshops here.”

“A hammer!?,” Scrivole said increduously.  “The Council of Ten is concerned with a hammer that has gone missing from the Arsenale?”

“It is more than a missing hammer,” Jacopo explained.  “That hammer was used to kill a man.”

“But I thought he was stabbed in brawl.  What does a hammer have to do with the stabbing of Signor Ostradero?”

It suddenly dawned on Jacopo that the two were talking about separate incidents.  Scrivole’s Ostradero, whoever that was, must have been one of the two persons recently stabbed in Venice.  Jacopo had heard talk of it, but only in passing, and had not paid any attention to it.

“I’m not here about Signor Ostradere,” Jacopo said.  “We’re looking into the death of a member of one of the compagnie della calza which happened the night before last or in the early hours of yesterday morning.  He was hit with a hammer – the type one would find in your foundries or the blacksmith shops.  In fact, it had markings on it which we believe showed it came from here.  Who is this Ostradero?”

“Until three days ago he had this job.”  Scrivole paused and swept his hand to indicate the room where the two sat, the office apparently being one of the benefits of the position that Roberto now occupied.  “I am only here because he is now dead and all the others are at his funeral service which is being held today,” said Scrivole.  That answered one of the questions that had come to Jacopo’s mind.  Scrivole could not be more than twenty-five or twenty-six years of age.  That was a very young age to be in such a position of authority as he was in now.

Scrivole continued.  “He was stabbed in a street fight outside a bar as he started on his way home.  Apparently, he said something to make someone mad, they don’t know who, and that person was waiting for him outside on the darkened street as he made his way home.  But that, apparently, is not why you are here.  Tell me more about why you believe the hammer in your killing came from here.”

Jacopo identified the markings engraved on the side of the hammer head.  Yes, Scrivole said after Jacopo finished with his description, that was probably a hammer from the foundry.  It would be a simple matter to find out where the hammer was used, and possibly by whom, as well if the hammer was missing.  Scrivole called Federigo into the room and sent him off with instructions to have the gates into the Arsenale opened to allow Jacopo to enter in his gondola.  Federigo went off.  I will go with you, Scrivole said to Jacopo.  He stood up and from his belt took his hat and put it on his head.  He led Jacopo from the room and out the front door of the building where Jacopo had entered between the two guards. 

The two walked to the gondola and got in.  Jacopo looked up and saw three guards standing in the two towers on either side of the canal, each watching him and Scrivole as they climbed into the gondola.  They began moving past the towers as the gate opened.  The gondola entered the facility and Jacopo was immediately amazed at what he saw within the walls.

Jacopo had heard stories about the enormity of the Arsenale and knew people who worked there who did not feel constrained about talking about the shipyard.  Even with this background, Jacopo was awed with what he saw as he floated down the canal.  The Arsenale covered over sixty acres of area within its walls, the total circumference of the boundaries being approximately three miles.  Warehouses and workshops lined the canal on which Jacopo traveled.  As he passed alleyways on his right, he could glimpse a large basin of water beyond the buildings but within the shipyard’s walls.

Jacopo could see that the stories told by the workers about the size and activities of the Arsenale were no exaggeration.  There was movement all around him.  When fully mobilized, the facility would employ sixteen thousand, both men and women, for women were also part of the workforce at the Arsenale, working principally on sewing the sails for the ships.  In times of great need, the shipyard could produce fifty ships in a month’s time, outfitting more than one ship a day.  The shipyard had revolutionized shipbuilding.  Everything needed for building a ship – masts, sails, oars and weapons – were both manufactured and stored at the Arsenale.  Fittings for the ships were largely standardized.  Once the hull was completed and watertight and the decks added, construction proceeded by the ship passing in a line from one storehouse to the next with the necessary fittings added at each stage of the line.  Even Dante had found the Arsenale so impressive that he immortalized it in his Inferno:

For as at Venice, in the Arsenal

In winter-time, they boil the gummy pitch

To caulk such ships as need an overhaul,

Now that they cannot sail – instead of which

One builds him a new boat, one toils to plug

Seams strained by many a voyage, others stitch

Canvas to patch a tattered jib or lug,

Hammer at the prow, hammer at the stern, or twine

Ropes, or shave oars, refit and make all snug –

So, not by fire, but by the art divine,

A thick pitch boiled down there, spattering the brink

With viscous glue. 

Jacopo did not doubt that he was looking at the greatest factory in all of Europe and, most likely in all the world.  It was no wonder that the word Arsenale itself was taken from the Arabic words, Dar Sina’a, meaning “house of construction.”

Jacopo landed the gondola where indicated by Scrivole.  The two alighted from the craft and entered a building with large open double sliding doors on the front.  There were seven or eight workers in the building at the time, hunched over workbenches hammering or shaping metal objects.  In one corner of the building stood a forge with a small fire burning but no one working at it.

“We’re looking for Signor Biondo,” Scrivole addressed one of the men.  “I thought he might be here.”  The man nodded towards the back of the building and told Scrivole that Biondo was out back behind the building.  Scrivole and Jacopo walked through the shop and out the rear door.  There they found two men in conversation, one holding a hammer and tongs, the other holding nothing.

“Signor Biondo, excuse me, but we have some questions we would like to ask you.”  To Jacopo, Scrivole added, “Signor Biondo is the toolmaster of the shop for the metalworkers and foundry.  His job is to look after the tools for the workmen in those areas.  We’re very specialized here, you know.”

The man with the hammer and tongs finished his conversation and joined Scrivole and Jacopo.  In his mid-fifties, short and stocky, the man looked as though he could bend an iron bar with his hands, notwithstanding his age. 

“Excuse us for interrupting you, Signor Biondo,” Scrivole said.  “This is Signor da Ferrara.  The vigile have recovered a hammer.  He believes the hammer might have come from one of our shops.”

“Does he have the hammer?  I could tell you if it was from the Arsenale if he showed it to me,” Biondo offered.

“No, I do not have it with me,” Jacopo answered, explaining, “the office of the Avogadori di Comun is holding it. It is evidence in a crime.” 

“A crime?!””  Biondo seemed both surprised and concerned.  “What kind of crime?  A murder? No, you must be mistaken.  What makes you think it came from the Arsenale?”

Jacopo described the hammer found alongside the body of Partenza and the markings on the head of the hammer.

“I do not know,” Biondo responded.

Scrivole interrupted, “Marcantonio, it certainly sounds like one of our hammers.  The number 11, the stamp of the anvil.  Those are our distinctive markings.”

“I cannot be sure,” Biondo insisted.  “Not without seeing it.”

“Well, I do not have it,” Jacopo answered, his tone indicating he was starting to get irritation at Biondo’s lack of cooperation.  “I was led to believe you – the Arsenale – would be able to check your stock and tell me whether a hammer matching the description is missing.”

“We can,” Scrivole jumped in.

“I will do what I can to help but it may not be easy,” Biondo said.  “In a time like this when we are not working around the clock, some of our workers who have assigned workbenches keep their tools at their benches from one day to the next.  But others, who may not use the same tool day in and out or who may be working temporarily in another shop, draw their tools from the central tool supply kept at each shop.”

That could be one their hammers, Biondo seemed to reluctantly agree.  The etching of the anvil would indicate it belonged to a foundry shop, he explained, and the number 11 further identified it as coming from Foundry Shop Number 11.  As the three walked to that particular shop, Biondo explained how they kept track of the tools.  Biondo was in overall charge of tools for the metal and foundry shops.  He worked out of his own shop which was responsible for repairing broken tools – he pointed to the two he was carrying, showing the crack in the handle of the hammer and the bent arm of the tongs – replacing worn out tools or tools that could not be repaired, ordering new tools, and storing and distributing certain tools that were not widely and frequently used.  Each shop then maintained its own supply of “common tools” that were in constant use in those shops.  Some tools were more or less permanently assigned to the workers in the shop but each shop had an ample surplus of these common tools for new or temporary workers or to replace tools that were broken during the day.  One of the senior members of the shop would be responsible for the tools in that shop and should be able to tell whether a tool was missing or not, although they did not typically inventory the tools on a daily basis.  Tools that were distributed from the pool of surplus tools in the shop during the day were returned at the end of the workday and secured unless, of course, the tool had been given to a permanent worker of the shop as a replacement for a broken tool.  Usually, a worker did not take his tools home with him in the evening and were not supposed to.  Biondo shrugged his shoulders at this point.  Human nature as it was, if someone was doing something at home or for someone else, he might sneak the tool out of the shop and past the guards at the workers’ gates to the facility.  The hammer that Jacopo described, however, was not typically one that someone would take home.  There wasn’t a lot one could do with that kind of hammer except beat heated iron and metal into shape.  (Or bash in someone’s head, Jacopo thought.)

Foundry Shop Number 11 was no more than a roof held up by rows of brick columns.  Under it were located a number of furnaces, their fires burning hotly, anvils and workbenches arranged in workstations.  To the rear of the shop stood a small brick building.  Upwards of twenty men were busy in the shop, most stripped to the waist in the heat coming from the furnaces.  Some worked bellows to stoke the fires of the furnaces; others stood at the furnaces heating metal, removing it from the furnaces, and cooling the metal pieces in vats of water; others were busy hammering metal at the anvils.

“You are in luck,” Biondo told Jacopo and Scrivole as they arrived at the shop, “my son is in charge of the tools in this particular shop.”

Biondo led them through the shop to one of the workstations in the middle of the shop.  “Armondo,” he said to one of the three workers at the station.  Armondo turned away from the furnace he was facing.  The resemblance between father and son was remarkable.  Armondo, Jacopo noted, looked to be approaching forty years of age.  Given the difference in age between father and son, Jacopo guessed that Armondo was the eldest Biondo child and that the senior Biondo had married at age fifteen or sixteen, an early age for a man but not necessarily for a woman.

“Signor Scrivole and his visitor need to know if a hammer has gone missing from your shop,” the elder Biondo said.  Once again, Jacopo described the markings and numbers on the hammer.

“Yes, that would be one of our hammers,” Armondo Biondo answered.  “But no one has reported one missing lately.  It has been a week since I last counted all the tools to see that they were still here.  They were.  It’s been a quiet week and we’ve not had any new or temporary workers assigned to the shop.  What makes you think the hammer is missing?”

“We found the hammer about six feet from a dead body in Cannaregio early yesterday morning.  We think it was dropped there earlier that morning or late the evening before.  If the hammer we are talking about had been given to one of your permanent employees, would you know it?”

“To answer your question, signore,” Armondo said, “unfortunately, no.  I do not maintain that kind of control over the tools of this shop.  Some of these men have worked here for twenty years.  No one has worked here less than seven.  There is no reason to keep track of who has what particular tool.  The same is true of any tool I might hand out on a daily basis to someone who is here temporarily helping out.  But really, signore, are you sure about the markings on the hammer you found?  I find it hard to believe that one of my tools is missing.” 

“I saw the markings myself and noted them, signore,” Jacopo answered.

“Just count the hammers in the shop,” the elder Biondo suggested. 

“I know there is no hammer missing from the workers out here in the shop.  Each man uses his hammer throughout the day.  They could not go without a hammer and would have asked me for a replacement if one went missing.  But we will count anyway. I have eleven workers in my shop.”  Armondo Biondo led Jacopo and the other three men from one workstation to another, counting off the hammers as they went. At the first station, Armondo handed Jacopo a hammer and asked him if the markings on its head were the same as on the hammer found by the body of the young murder victim.  Jacopo answered in the affirmative. 

“There are more hammers in the tool room.  Extras,” Armondo added. “We can see if any are missing from there.”

The four trooped back to the brick building at the rear of the shop.  The door to the shop was secured with a hasp.  A lock hung open on the hasp.  With the door open, there was sufficient light from the opening and the single window at the rear to see the tools stored throughout the small building.  Armondo Biondo went to a table against the wall on the left side of the building.  The hammers were located on the shelf under the table, obviously just tossed on the shelf after use and when returned to the room with no attempt made to organize them neatly.  Armondo knelt in front of the table and counted the hammers on the shelf.

Standing up, he faced the three men in the room with him and addressed them, “Signori, I have the number of I should . . . .”

“Damnation,” Jacopo thought, “we must have got the markings wrong.”

“To be sure,” Jacopo asked, “do you mind if we count them again?”

Armondo and his father exchanged a look of displeasure.  Armondo thought to ask whether Jacopo doubted his ability to count, but said nothing, merely shrugging his shoulders. 

“We can do it again,” he said.  Before he could bend down to the shelf where the hammers lay, Jacopo knelt and began not just to count the hammers but to remove them one at a time and place them on the floor so there could be no doubt that a hammer had not been counted twice among the jumble of hammers.  He had not been intentionally noting the markings on each hammer as he lifted them off the shelf and placing them in a row on the floor, but partway through his count, he stopped, looked closely at the hammer’s markings and handed it to Armondo Biondo.

“Check the markings on its head.  It does not have the ‘11’ on it,” Jacopo said.

Armondo looked at the head.

“This is a problem,” Armondo said.  “This hammer does not belong to this shop.  And it wasn’t here last week when I inventoried my tool shop.”

“And who besides you might have access to this building?” Jacopo asked.

“No one from the shop comes in here alone.  If they need a tool, they come to me and I get the tool for them.  They might come in with me to choose between what tools are available.”

“And the lock on the door?”

“I have a key which I take home every night,” Armondo told Jacopo.

“Papa also has a key to this tool room, as he does to every tool room in the foundry and metalworking shops.”

“And I have a key, as well, to every building in the Arsenale,” added Scrivole.  “Or I should say, the supervisor of the guard has the key.”

* * *
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An hour later, Jacopo turned his gondola into the Canal Grande from the Ria dell’ Arsenale and headed back towards the academy.  In the time since discovering the misplaced hammer in the tool shed of Foundry Shop Number 11, Jacopo had determined which shop the misplaced hammer had come from, visited that shop with the elderly Biondo and Signor Scrivole, found that a hammer was indeed missing from that shop, and obtained the names of everyone who worked in Foundry Shop Number 11 and the shop where the misplaced hammer belonged.  One important question in the murder of Ludovico Partenza had been resolved, Jacopo reflected.  The weapon used to bash in the youth’s brains had come from the Arsenale, specifically from Foundry Shop Number 11.  But the answer to that question did little to answer the question of who did the deed, or might have had a part in it by providing the murder weapon.  The possibilities of who could have taken the hammer from Foundry Shop Number 11 and replaced it with a hammer from another shop seemed at first glance to be very large indeed.
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Chapter Three
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On the morning Jacopo was visiting the Arsenale, Reginaldo began his day as he always did.  From the suite of rooms that made up his apartment in the building housing his school, he wound his way through the alleys and over the smaller canals of Sestieri San Marco, then crossed the Ponte di’Rialto to find his way to a little church, the Chiesa della Madonna.  He arrived in time for the early morning Mass.  Chiesa della Madonna had been built some two hundred years earlier and, somewhat unusual for a church in Venice, had not been changed much in either its exterior or interior appearance.  The people who attended the church were mostly poor popolani, or commoners, who made their living at the nearby markets or in the houses of merchants and nobili.  The people had no money to improve the church’s appearance and, Reginaldo had often reflected, even if they did, the church was too hemmed in by surrounding buildings to allow for its expansion.

As with most churches built in the 1300s and dedicated to the Virgin Mary, the church was in the shape of a cross, albeit in the case of the small Chiesa della Madonna, a small cross.  The altar was located at the head of the cross.  To the left of the altar space in one of the naves was an altar dedicated to the Virgin Mary.  In the facing nave was another small altar, this one dedicated to San Marco, the patron saint of Venice.  The walls were thick and the windows few in number and small, not letting much light into the church’s interior.  As with every morning when Reginaldo attended services in the church, the interior’s principal source of illumination was the candles on the altar and spaced throughout the church.

The Chiesa della Madonna, Reginaldo decided many years before when he had chosen the church, was made for quiet worship and reflection.  There were two small votive altars located along each side of the church walls but these were neither ornate nor adorned with the magnificent (and expensive) paintings that were being added to churches and other buildings throughout the city by its great painters.  Nor were there any tombs of Venetian notables imbedded in the walls and decorated with sculpted scenes memorializing their contributions to the Republic of Venice.  One came to Chiesa della Madonna only to participate in the Mass, take communion and, as was the case with Reginaldo Morosini, to pay homage to the Holy Mother.

One might have expected that Reginaldo would have instead chosen the Chiesa di Santa Maria dei Miracoli as the site for his daily worship of the Holy Mother.  It had been as a youngster that Reginaldo had personally experienced the miraculous power of that church’s picture of the Madonna.  The first miracle worked by the painting of Santa Maria dei Miracoli occurred on August 23, 1480, when a woman who had stopped to pray at the painting was beaten senseless by her brother-in-law because she had given testimony against him in a Venetian court.  On being revived by those who quickly came to her rescue, it was discovered that all her bruises and other wounds from the brutal beating had disappeared as though the beating had never occurred.  Over 150 more miracles were attributed to the painting over the next three years alone and on into the future with no one counting anymore.  Reginaldo Morosini was among those who could testify personally to the healing powers of the painting of Mary holding the baby Jesus.  Sickly as a youth, underweight and asthmatic, his mother had brought him to the picture out of desperation, believing that he would soon join an older brother who had also suffered from the same malady and had died the year previously.  Almost immediately after the visit, it seemed, Reginaldo’s health improved and soon he was a normal and healthy child.  Every day from the miraculous recovery, his mother made Reginaldo pray to the Virgin Mary.  Before she died she made him promise that he would continue this daily devotion.

The early morning Mass was not well-attended.  It seldom was except for the occasional holy day throughout the year.  On this day, there were eight others in attendance besides Reginaldo, six of whom, all elderly women, never missed a morning service.  Of the other two, one was an elderly man who Reginaldo knew attended the early morning service on this particular day every year for


















[image: ]

















[image: ]





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





