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Deborah Howard

SYSTEMS OF BUILDING

The Case of Venice

Building typology is often regarded as a Modernist concept - even-
tually codified in Nikolaus Pevsner's A History of Building Types
(1976) - but it framed architectural theory from antiquity onwards.
Following Vitruvius, Italian treatise writers of the Renaissance
such as Palladio and Scamozzi organised their texts according to
the types of buildings, ranging from palaces and villas to churches
and bridges.

Perhaps more than any other city, the architecture of Venice falls
into distinct typological categories. Any viewer familiar with the
townscape would easily be able to spot the difference between a
parish church and a friary, between a hospital and a large confra-
ternity (or scuola grande), or between a palace and a fondaco (or
trading post). It is therefore worth reflecting on why such typological
categories remained so stable over the centuries in the Venetian
townscape.’ The reasons are complex but can be broadly attributed
to four factors.

First of all, the amphibious terrain transformed the art of building
into a science strictly based on practical experience. The site
was an archipelago of marshy islands, which gradually merged
through centuries of arduous land reclamation. The local building
technologists, known as proti, relied on a deep familiarity with
the structural solutions best adapted to withstand the conditions.
Amidst the constant ebb and flow of the tides, materials had to be
both lightweight and flexible.

The system that evolved in this challenging context was very
specific.? Pile foundations rooted the heavy structural walls in the
constantly shifting mud and sand. Horizontal timber beams tied
together the walls of lightweight red brick bound by a flexible lime
mortar. The impervious white limestone imported from nearby Istria
provided a resilient material for details such as gutters, balconies,
window-frames and damp-proof courses. Because of the huge cost
of pile foundations, the footings of structural walls were re-used
wherever possible, leading to a chronic conservatism in building
plans.
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Second, we need to consider the remarkable stability of the politi-
cal system. The Venetian Republic lasted for 1100 years, from the
election of the first doge in 697 to the state’s capitulation to Napo-
leonin 1797 — longer than any other republic in history. Within this
enduring framework of government, institutional structures, social
practices, and class divisions were clearly defined, changing so
slowly that the urban fabric needed relatively little modification
over the centuries.

A third reason for the relative immutability of architectural traditions
was the strict regulation of construction by the authorities. If a
property owner wanted to renew or alter a building, he or she had
to submit a planning application. Surveyors would then measure
the width of surrounding streets and canals to prevent public

Fig. 1. A ‘typical’
Venetian palace:
Palazzo Gussoni
Grimani della

Vida, 1548-56,
attributed to Michele
Sanmicheli.

(Photo: Deborah
Howard)
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space falling into private hands. After all, the efficiency of the city
depended on the maintenance of public space and water access.

Fourth, we should consider the impact of the shortage of land in
the densely built-up environment. For this reason, public build-
ing schemes such as the rebuilding of Piazza San Marco in the
sixteenth century used a modular system. Since expansion was
only possible through land reclamation, land-values and rents were
exceptionally high, and all possible land had to be kept in active
use during redevelopment. New wings were therefore designed
in a series of repeatable bays, to be erected in small stages while
the rest of the old fabric remained in use.

Against this background of resistance to change, what were the
main typological categories? Perhaps the most easily recognis-
able is the ‘typical’ Venetian palace, which evolved to satisfy both
social and physical needs.® [Fig. 1] The standard layout was a
tripartite plan, with three parallel wings perpendicular to the fagade,
separated by four structural walls. This meant that the fagade at
either end was not load-bearing and could thus be pierced by

Fig. 2. Venice,
Castelforte San
Rocco, 1548-1550
designed by Antonio
Scarpagnino.

(Photo: Courtesy of
Giorgio Gianighian)
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Fig. 3. Venice
Scuola Grande
di San Marco
facade, 1485-
1495, by Pietro
Lombardo
Giovanni Buora
and Mauro
Codussi.

(Photo: Deborah
Howard)
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huge windows to let light into the deep plan. The largest windows
in the centre indicated the central “portego”, a long gallery giving
access to the more private rooms on either side. A great asset
was the availability of plentiful supplies of glass from Murano for
both windows and chandeliers. Storerooms for merchandise and
household supplies on the ground-floor were usually surmounted
by a mezzanine level for offices, beneath one or two main living
storeys. A hipped roof allowed the collection of rainwater from the
rooftop, to be fed into an underground cistern.

During the sixteenth century an ingenious variation on the tradi-
tional palace evolved to serve as rented accommodation for middle-
class inhabitants.* [Fig. 2] Built to look like one or more palaces
on the exterior, these complexes provided each tenant family
with all the ingredients of a palace (storerooms, mezzanine, living
apartment and attic) within a shared block. Through ingenious 3-D
planning every unit had its own private entrance and staircase. At
the opposite end of the social scale were small complexes of row
housing for the artisan class.

Another easily recognisable typology was the Venetian scuola
or guildhall.® The so-called scuola piccola served as a meeting
room for groups such as artisans in a specific craft, adherents to a
devotional cult or saint, or members of a foreign colony. A scuola
piccola looked somewhat like a church with a gabled fagade, but
was divided into two storeys. Far more impressive were the six
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scuole grandi, or citizens’ confraternities, which represented the
interests of professional classes such as civil servants, doctors,
lawyers or merchants. Like the scuole piccole, these were two-sto-
rey halls, but on a much larger scale, with an extension to house
the albergo, or meeting room for the governing body. [Fig. 3]
Fiercely competitive one with another, these wealthy institutions
displayed their wealth and power through magnificent materials
and decoration, both inside and out.

Finally, we need to reflect on the ingenious system of water-stor-
age that evolved to supply the inhabitants with fresh water. As
mentioned, water was collected from the rooftops of private palaces
and fed into cisterns under the courtyards. [Fig. 4] Here it was
filtered through sand to provide clean water for the inhabitants.
Similarly, beneath the campi, or public squares, underground
cisterns stored and filtered the rainwater that fell on the ground to
provide a public water supply. Meanwhile the effluent from latrines,
kitchens and workshops flowed into the saline canals to be flushed
out twice daily by the tides.

Typology is not simply the result of the conformity between form
and function, for it also embodies expressions of culture and iden-
tity. In Venice the conditions were unusual and very specific, due
to particular constraints imposed by both the site and the political
regime. Yet within this tightly controlled matrix, individuals as well
as institutions continually sought to express their individuality
and artistic creativity, as they eyed each other’s innovations with
competitive zeal. In short, the special equilibrium between unity
and variety in the townscape of Venice depends on the dynamics
between the all-pervasive physical, social and political systems
and individual responses to them. As the famous Venetian diarist
Marin Sanudo remarked around 1500, the houses are built “a modo
nostro” (in our own way).®

Fig. 4. System of
water collection and
waste disposal in a
traditional Venetian
house. © Drawing by
Giorgio del Pedros,
from G. Gianighian
and P. Pavanini,
Venice: The Basics,
Venice 2010, p. 55.
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