1.
 Think of Venice, think of canals…

Water carried the city’s ships to the furthest reaches of its empire. 
 The sea is in the fish and the fish is in the sea, so too with water and Venice… It was John Ruskin who compared Venice with Tyre and with England. Water carried English ships further than those of Venice.  Navigable rivers already penetrated its island and it built canals. Not, indeed, as the Venetians did. They never built canals at all. They lived on an archipelago and built wharves, building land almost as the Dutch built land, defining the waterways by defining the islands. The English did build canals, the railways of their age,  mile after mile across country, and in the nineteenth century this they achieved what the the Venetians took for granted; ships crossed the Atlantic and continued across country to Manchester.

Ships went to Venice and ships went to Manchester.  But Venice was a beautiful and Manchester was not. Engels complained and was told, “But yet a very great deal of money is made here.” A very great deal of money was made in Venice and perhaps better spent. The city had some advantages of period. No smoke belching industrial chimneys. No narrow streets because existing channels imposed breadth.  Perhaps even no dirty streets for the water carried away dirt. Was more involved? Not capitalism, for the earliest capitalism was in Venice and that other city of canals Amsterdam. Industrialism? Perhaps, but precisely why is a deeper question. And yet, it is clear, Engels’ interlocutor did not care about dirt and ugliness if money was made. And the Venetians did.  And still one wonders why. 
2.
Does Venice refute Marx?  What created the beauty of Venice was wealth and that wealth depended upon trade. The city’s entire population, historians tell us, knew where their wealth came from. So too the people of East London they knew that wealth came from overseas empire. Anf they knew it because they themselves unloaded the ships. Often the greatest pillars of the establishment were the workers and the workers knew what they were doing. And perhaps England does refute Marx.

When the ruling classes of England revolted against monarchy and beheaded their king one of their role models was Venice, where the Doge was elected by his peers. Were the people better off? A predecessor of that King had refused a patent for a knitting machine to protect the livelihood of the hand knitters. History failed to repeat itself. After the final political settlement which governs England to this day no such consideration was shown to the handloom weavers when the first power looms appeared. 

That settlement produce a strange echo of Venice. Burckhardt’s “The Civilisation of of the Renaissance in Italy” has a chapter, “The State as a Work of Art”. It would better have been called, “Murder in the Fourteenth Century.”  The world of constitutional order has not much to learn from Renaissance Italy. Venice may be a curious exception. The Venetian aristocracy enjoyed an exclusive right to hold public office. English aristocrats were landowners. Officeholders in England were appointed in the Chinese manner by competitive examination. And yet, the best of Oxford and Cambridge, they were aristocrats of a sort. They saw themselves, in Orwell’s phrase, as landowners in the sight of God and as philosopher-aristocrats they served England well. 
3.

John Ruskin observed that what remained of Venice was the stones. The stones are the skeleton without the flesh. A book on the University of Oxford was entitled, “These ruins are inhabited.” Those of Venice are not inhabited. Tourists are not inhabitants and those native to the city recall the indigenous peoples of South America with a precarious living among the ruins of once great cities. It ought to be a city of ghosts but it is a city of light and colour and ghosts flourish in darkness. It lives in the present and the present without a past has no depth. And so it remains; colour and light: an excellent metaphor for Italy, superficial, beautiful and celebrating a past with which all links have been severed. The Renaissance: no body is sure what happened to it; the Risorgimento: too painful to remember what happened to it. But in the meantime there’s the sunshine . . . and Venice.
4.
Bridges: a priest, a Pontifex, is a builder of bridges.  Bridges presuppose divisions and overcome them. That is not always a good thing. The Severn Bridge stands accused of threatening the culture of Wales. Bridges can bring friendship and they can bring enmity. The bridge of Mostar was destroyed. Doors are likewise ambivalent. They can let people in, they can also keep people out. The English word ‘gate’ means a barrier, in earlier usage it means a thoroughfare. The most famous bridge in Venice, imitated in both Oxford and Cambridge, is the Bridge of Sighs.  It led to a door which let you in and did not let you out.
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