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INTRODUCTION 

This short study follows a Steward-Research Fellowship 
at the British Pavilion during the Venice Architecture Bi-
ennale 2018.  The subject is  informed by  ‘Freespace’, 
the theme of the Biennale curated by Yvonne Farrell and 
Shelley McNamara. It is loosely taken from passages from 
a Manifesto1 written by the curators.  Like  Venice’s Archi-
tectural ‘frammenti’ - broken bits of larger structures that 
no longer exist now embedded into other walls or left as 
incidental monuments - this essay chips pieces from far 
deeper,  grander topics. But the connecting thread is Ven-
ice’s ‘about-face’ character, a city designed like no other. 
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Fondamenta Zattere agli Incurabili 
(45° 25’ 45.64” N, 12° 19’ 35.66” E)

Venice is an improbable city, built on a forest of 10 million tree trunks 
driven into a swamp. For this reason, architecturally speaking, none of its 
lines are entirely straight. This means it is flexible, good for withstanding 
earthquakes. 

Without a fixed horizon and without open transitional spaces,  Venice is 
a condensed series of ‘campos’, ‘calli’, piazzas and ‘sotopòrtego’, the latter 
being obtained by entirely removing portions of buildings. Locations are 
hidden until they appear - as in a dream you might arrive suddenly, with-
out quite knowing how. In Watermark -48 short essays about Venice (1992) 
the Russian poet Joseph Brodsky writes: 

‘[Venice] has no north, south, east or west, the only direction it has is sideways’.

Brodsky’s abstract statement is a basis for this research. Several artists and 
writers have responded to Venice’s labyrinthine qualities. In 1957 the Situ-
ationist Ralph Rumney set out to complete a psychogeographical explo-
ration of the city, abandoning the project after a few months. A year later 
his endeavour was documented in Internationale Situationniste #1 under the 
headline ‘Venice has Vanquished Ralph Rumney’2: 

“Rumney, struggling against innumerable difficulties, slowed down more and more 
by the territory he had attempted to cross, abandoned one line of research after the 
other, and in the end....came to a complete standstill. ...The Venetian jungle is 
strong; it closed in on the young man, full of life and promise, now lost, dissolved in 
a multitude of memories.”  

In his essay Please follow me3 (1988) Jean Baudrillard similarly describes the 
city as a kind of undefeatable closed circuit or ‘strange loop’4: 

“The city is built like a trap, a maze, a labyrinth that inevitably, however fortuitously, 
brings people back to the same points, over the same bridges, onto the same plazas, 
along the same quays. By the nature of things, everyone is followed in Venice…” 4

A STRANGE LOOP 
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Inserted into this text are quotes from Josef Brodsky’s text that address 
the peculiarities of direction in Venice. But for Brodsky, rather than a trap, 
Venice was a paradise. For him, movement through its ‘calli’ and waterways 
was chordate-like, erotic. At Fondamenta Zattere agli Incurabili, a plaque 
placed in his memory reads (lower case and right aligned): 

rodskij Iosif (1940 - 1996) 
grande poeta russo,

Premio Nobel,
amò e cantò

questo luogo.

(amò e cantò questo luogo - ‘He loved and wrote of this place’)
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DOUBLE ENDED ARROWS & CIVIC NUMBERING 

“The yellow signs at intersections are not much help either, for they too, curve”  
(Brodsky)

Piazza San Marco 
45°26’03.4”N 12°19’52.2”

The street signage in Venice is as oblique as its layout. The double ended 
arrow is a common navigational ‘aid’. Elongated arrows appear on yellow 
wall signs pointing towards destinations that can be found both to the 
left and to the right. Even worse, Per San Marco and Rialto have signs 
placed above one another, each with identical arrows facing in opposite 
directions. Some arrows take a slight downwards angle, denoting a sudden 
inexplicable drop. Occasionally heads and tails intersect with one another 
in a strange tangle, as if one were receiving slightly contradictory directions 
from two different sources. Other arrows point skyward or towards the 
pavement - north, south, east and west back in use.

On the island of Lido, (which has a road system), a fork in the road is sign 
posted by a conjoined twin of an arrow that directs traffic down both 
roads. Double headed and fletching-less, these are the janus of arrows, 
fitting perhaps for a city that must always look at its past and its future at 
once. If these arrows cannot move forward or backwards, no one direction 
is absolute. 

The nizioletti arrow, part of the famous stenciled alphabet across the city 
is the most elegant of arrows with two further arrows in its tail. The use of 
stencils accounts for the gap-toothed kerning between individual words in 
often lengthy place names. Apostrophes too escape upwards, in danger of 
being lost to the word they belong to. 

Venice is divided into six districts or ‘sestiere’. A separate civic numbering 
system exists across each district. Every building is uniquely numbered, 
from one to several thousand. Whilst each building is individually account-
ed for, the system has no specific rules. 

’
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Navigational difficulty is further compounded by the elements. By the 
necessity for alternative raised walkways during the ‘aqua alta’ floods. Or 
by the ‘nebbia’; a thick venetian fog that rolls in quickly from the sea, 
disrupting the passage of boats across the lagoon. As Brodsky writes, this 
phenomenon leaves the non Venetian lost unless chaperoned:  

“Left,

right, 

and down

up

swap places

and you can find your way around only if you are a native or were given a 
cicerone.”
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ROWING UPRIGHT AND SINGING UPWARDS

	 “We	moseyed	and	ziggzagged	like	an	eel...	It	was	a	peculiar	sensation:	to	find	
yourself  moving within what you’re   used to glancing across - canals; it felt 

like acquiring an extra dimension” 

(Brodsky) 

Venetian gondeliers ‘pull water’. They row standing up ‘Voga alla veneta’, 
facing forward, tilting in the direction of travel. The vertical immersement 
of the oar is followed by a strange, counterintuitive, underwater return of 
the pole to its starting point. They are able to move backwards, sideways or 
take 90 degree turns - without changing position. Here is the 1,000 year 
old movement of men navigating waterways that can only handle flat-bot-
tomed keel-less boats light enough to be sculled by a single rower. 

Henri Chopin wrote Barcarolle in F sharp major (1846) based on the 
songs of  Venetian gondoliers. The gondeliers’ Barcarolle was influenced by 
the rythmic movement of the oar through water. 

Monastero Mechitarista di San Lazzaro degli Armeni
45°24’48.0”N 12°21’39.3”E

San Lazzaro degli Armeni is an island in the Venetian lagoon. Square in 
shape, it has been extended in size four-fold over time. It houses the mon-
astery of the Armenian Catholic Mekhitarists. In its church can be found 
books printed with liturgical text and the ancient system of musical nota-
tion known as ‘Armenian khaz’. This directs the movement of the voice in 
terms of its pitch, length and strength. 
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PALLACANESTRO (DOWN LOW, IN THE PAINT) 

Pineta di Sant’Elena  
45°25’38.8”N 12°21’36.2”E

Known as ‘Pallacanestro’ or ‘Basket’, Basketball (a game of  angles and 
directional play) has a long history in Venice. Ida Nomi Venerosi Pesciolini 

was a female basketball teacher and coach who brought the American 
peach basket game to the city in 1907. Rudimentary hoops can be found 

in campos, courts hidden behind brick walls. Night-time games can be 
seen at Pineta di Sant’Elena as a tiny floodlit scene from the vaporetto and 

then closer, in the plane trees, elongated men and the regular / irregular 
bounce of the ball. 

Scuola nuova della Misericordia 
45°26’39.1”N 12°20’05.2”E

In the 1920s, members of the Venice’s famous Reyer Basketball Club were 
shooting hoops against the 17th century frescoes of the Scuola nuova della 
Misericordia. Designed by Jacopo Sansovino in the 1530s, the Scuola was 
one of the most important social institutions in the Republic - one of the 
seven ‘Scuole Grandi’ of Venice. At the end of the Republic the building 
was repurposed many times. The Società Sportiva Costantino Reyer first 
took over the building in 1914 and played its last match at the Scuola in 
1976. Now an exhibition space, its hoops and grandstands are replaced 
by contemporary art and exhibition headsets. Names, numbers and tallies 
are still written on columns - perhaps victories and defeats from fencing, 
weightlifting, boxing and basketball played in its vast ground floor space. 
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Palasport ‘G. Gianquinto’ Arsenale 
45°25'58.9"N 12°21'03.6"E

Palasport ‘G. Gianquinto’ Arsenale, is an impenetrable, brutalist building 
with no obvious entrance. Designed by Enrichetto Capuzzo as a sports 
complex, it became the new home to the Reyer Club in 1977. Despite 
its  2640m2 footprint, its white, windowless bulk is cleverly disguised at 
ground level. Facing the Calle San Biagio on one side and Canal Rio della 
Tana on the other, it can never be viewed in its entirety nor accessed from 
all sides. From its canal side, a strange vantage point allows the passerby to 
see (intermittantly) the feet of basketball players engaged in a silent game. 
The building’s interior is a mirror of  Venice itself with corridors con-
necting huge sports halls, extending in part below Venice’s sea level. The 
building is flush with the canal at a 45 degree angle from the fondamenta, 
its facade partially visible from the Ponte de la Veneta. In aerial maps it 
appears almost as a void. A blank slab of modernist frammenti inserted into 
historical Venice. 
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ROTATED CHURCHES 

“...this of  course owes to the local topography, to the streets - narrow, meandering like 
eels	-	that	finally	bring	you	to	a	flounder	of 	a	campo	with	a	cathedral	in	the	middle	of 	it”	
(Brodsky) 

Chiesa di San Martino  
45°26’13.0”N 12°20’54.0”E

Jacopo Sansovino also designed the Chiesa di San Martino, a Renaissance 
church in the Castello district of  Venice. It is one of several parish church-
es in Venice that were rotated 90 degrees from their original planned or 
built position. 

A rule initiated in the 4th century by the Eunomian Bishop Julian of Cili-
cia dictated that churches should be oriented to allow morning sunlight 
to illuminate the apse and altar. The apse, an important feature of a church 
interior, was always placed at the west end of the church. The Venetians, 
keen to maintain a degree of autonomy, often ignored these ecclesiastical 
codes. Parish churches were not built according to ancient rules dictated 
by the church nor by traditional Roman city planning. 

Churches were also flipped 180 degrees - an entrance replaced by an altar 
or vice versa. These interventions were dictated by the natural environ-
ment; the direction of canals and by social change and the built environ-
ment. Thus a church might be rotated to face a waterway or a popular city 
square hundreds of years after its construction. 

Sansovino reconsidered the original plan and orientation of Chiesa di 
San Martino, turning the church to face the people: the Arsenale and its 
shipbuilding workforce.  A clear route can be followed today from the 
doorway of San Martino to the nearby buildings of the Arsenale. 
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Chiesa di San Stae 
45° 26’ 29” N, 12° 19’50” E

The church of San Stae in the district of Santa Croce is rotated on its 
longitudinal axis. The church was originally built in the 11th century. Six 
hundred years later,  in a state of disrepair it was redesigned by the archi-
tect Giovanni Grassi. Grassi altered its orientation, rotating it perpendicular 
to Grand Canal. In doing so that the facade could be accessed by boat and 
would contribute to the architectural spectacle of  Venice from the water. 
The original entrance and tower can still be observed from Salizada San 
Stae, one of the main and (earliest) streets in the district that runs alongside 
the church. 
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PARASOL PINES AND ALDINE ITALICS 

I saw the arrow of the only person I knew in that city and mine diverge by at least 
45 degrees (Brodsky) 

Lido 
45°23’40.7”N 12°21’106”E

On Lido parasol pine trees bend at 45 degrees towards the lagoon. Not 
in deference to the sea, but winded by wind; damaged by years of force. 
There are pine trees across the water at Giardino della Marinaressa too - 
older and invalid, with near horizontal limbs held up by giant crutches as if 
Dalí had positioned them that way. 

Venice itself is slanted. Its latitude is 45.4408°, halfway between the 
equator and the north pole. It seems apt that the printed italic letter form 
was invented in Venice. It was first seen in 1500 in Epistole CCCLXVIII 
printed by the scholar, printer and publisher Aldus Manutius who founded 
the Aldine Press in the city. In its pages Catherine of Siena can be found 
holding an open book containing the words ‘Jesus sweet’ and ‘Jesus love’ in 
italic type. The words dolce and amore are broken to fit the page. Manutius 
intended his italic text to be used for informality and economy of space 
on a page rather than for emphasis. Cursive text suited the small, mass-pro-
duced editions the Aldine Press became known for. 
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1.Freespace manifesto (available at https://www.labiennale.org/en/architecture/2018/
introduction-yvonne-farrell-and-shelley-mcnamara)
2. Keehan, R (1958) Venice has Vanquished Ralph Rumney Internationale Situation-
niste #1

(Available at https://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/venice.html)
3. Hofstadter, D (2007) I Am a Strange Loop New York: Basic Books
‘..and yet when I say “strange loop”, I have something else in mind — a less concrete, more 
elusive notion. What I mean by “strange loop” is — here goes a first stab, anyway — not 
a physical circuit but an abstract loop in which, in the series of stages that constitute the 
cycling-around, there is a shift from one level of abstraction (or structure) to another, which feels 
like an upwards movement in a hierarchy, and yet somehow the successive “upward” shifts turn 
out to give rise to a closed cycle. That is, despite one’s sense of departing ever further from one’s 
origin, one winds up, to one’s shock, exactly where one had started out. In short, a strange loop 
is a paradoxical level-crossing feedback loop.’
4.Baudrillard, J (1988) Please follow me (available at http://www.reflexionesmargina-
les.com/biblioteca/15/Lit/6.pdf)



1. Esercizio di difesa sul palleggiatore  
(defence dribbling exercise) Masini 
M; Molinari F (1980) Basket Primi 
Passi - Esercizi schemi di Alessandro 
Gamba Milan: Sperling & Kupfer 

2. Il Labirinto Oscuro Lawrence Durrell 
book cover. Club Degli Editori 
edition (1968)

3. Calle Pedrocchi, Venice 
4. Esercizio per scivolamenti (slipping 

exercise)
5. Arrows to Alla Ferrovia, Venice 
6. Indicatore Anagrafico di Venezia 

compilato da Cesare Zangirolami 
Edizione del comune di Venezia 
1956 

7. Sun dial frammenti at Museo 
Provinciale di Torcello, Torcello.

8. Esercizio per palleggio, arresto, 
giro passagio consegnato (exercise 
for dribbling, seizing, passing and 
delivering) 

9. Chopin, Barcarolle in F sharp major 
(1846)

10. Liturgical text at Monestero di San 
Lazzaro degli Armeni,  Venice 

11. The church at Monestero di San 
Lazzaro degli Armeni,  Venice 

12. Esercizio per 4 tipi di passaggi, 
arresto, giro e palleggio (Exercise for 
4 types of steps, stopping, turning 
and dribbling)

13. Parasol pine tree, Lido, Venice 
14. Outdoor basketball court, Pineta di 

Sant’Elena.
15. Pillar at Scuola nuova della 

Misericordia, Venice 
16. Aerial view of Palasport ‘G. 

Gianquinto’ Arsenale, Venice 
(available at https://sa.lt/venecijos-
bienaleje-bendras-baltijos-valstybiu-
paviljonas/) 

17. Facade of Palasport ‘G. Gianquinto’ 
Arsenale from the Ponte de la 
Veneta.

18. Esercizio per il contropiede e 
dove si usare più tipi di passaggi    
(Excercise for counter attack and 
breaking away using multiple steps) 

19. Approaching Chiesa di San Martino 
from Fondamenta dei Penini

20. Chiesa di San Stae overlooking the 
Grand Canal

21. Attacco col pivot alla difesa a uomo: 
una schema (Attacking a defensive 
player with the pivot) 

22. Text taken from a page in Epistole 
CCCLXVIII printed by Aldus 
Manutius in 1500

23. Pine trees at Giardino della 
Marinaressa,  Venice

24. Poesie: Frammenti ; Poesie separate by 
Guido Ceronetti. Guilio Einaudi 
(1968)

FIGURES

This research is presented as a draft layout, a prototype for a printed book. It 
is designed at Octavo size (170 mm x 108 mm) a format devised by Aldus 
Manutius. The body text set in a typeface called ‘Bembo’ which was originally 
cut by Francesco Griffo in 1495. The type was famously used by Manutius to 
print a travelogue by the writer Pietro Bembo. The text only cover is directly 
influnced by the cover of ‘Poesie: Frammenti ; Poesie separate’ a volume of 57 
poems by Guido Ceronetti. 


