


Venice is a city seemingly built from the sea in northeastern Italy, 
but it is really built on small islands with wooden reinforcements, 
separated by canals and connected by bridges. The city is currently 
one of the world’s most famous tourist attractions, owing to its 
unique urban design, opulent architecture, and fascinating culture.

Venice has always been more than just a city of commerce and 
canals. It was home to some of Renaissance Italy’s greatest works. 
The city’s beauty and rich patrons drew many artists to come and 
live there, which had the effect of inspiring many playwrights and 
authors to create works of art about Venice.

Introduction

The Grand Canal in Venice from Palazzo Flangini to 

Campo San Marcuola, circa 1740

Giovanni Antonio Canal

Oil on canvas

Minneapolis Institute of Art 

Painted from a vantage point near the present-day 

railroad station, this placid scene shows where the 

Grand Canal in Venice begins to curve toward the east. 

Many of the palaces and monuments pictured here still 

stand, including the Palazzo Flangini (the first building in 

the left foreground) and the adjacent Scuola dei Morti.
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Venice’s unique location at the cultural crossroads of the northern 
Adriatic Sea resulted in some cultural eccentricities. For example, 
the Carnival of Venice is held annually in the city, during which 
up to 3 million people roam the streets wearing elaborate masks, 
expressly intended to keep the wearer anonymous. Glasswork is 
another artistic tradition of the city, and the place became known 
for the exquisite coloring, artisanship, and quality of its products.

Over centuries, the city transformed from a small number of 
houses for fishermen and salt workers to the metaphorical 
center of the Mediterranean. As arts and commerce flourished, 
so too did the city. This flourishing led to there being a number 
of architectural and artistic treasures in the city. These include 
the Doge’s Palace, the Marciana Library, Saint Mark’s Basilica, 
and the Venetian Arsenal, all of which are examples of Venetian 
Renaissance architecture. The Venetian Gothic style of architecture 
is also visible across the city as well.

The Rhinocerous, 1751

Pietro Longhi

Oil on canvas

Ca’ Rezzonico, Venice 

Throughout the Venetian carnival, which lasted a full 

three months, curious and varied vendors occupied 

the booths set up in St. Mark’s area: puppeteers, 

magicians, astrologers, charlatans, and, among 

the major attractions, there were also exotic animal 

menageries that held lions, elephants and, in this case, 

the rhinoceros Clara, depicted here.

Also seen in this painting is ‘La Moretta,’ one of women’s 

favorite disguises for the Venetian carnival. It consisted 

of a small oval mask made of dark velvet, usually 

worn with a hat and embellished with veils. Those 

who wore the Moretta mask could not speak as they 

had to hold a small button in their mouth to keep it in 

place. This wedded especially well  with the spirit of the 

Venice Carnival as women were able to maintain total 

anonymity and engage in all sorts of prohibited play.

Culture
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Venice was not simply wealthy, it was a major financial, maritime, 
and commercial center during the Middle Ages and Renaissance. It 
is often referred to as the first major international financial center 
in the world.

The city was also a thalassocracy: a powerful regime that’s strength 
comes from its navy. Its proud sailors warded off piracy throughout 
its territory, and with its coast protected, trade flourished. Venice 
used its maritime power and trade acumen to connect western 
Europe to the rest of the world, and from the 9th to the 17th 
century, Venetian traders were the primary brokers between the 
Middle-East and Europe.

Venice Canal

Nathan Silver

Graphite on Paper, 9” x 11”

A Venetian gondolier casually disembarks, on a quiet 

summer morning.

Economy
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Venice emerged as an independent political entity as the power 
of the Byzantine Empire waned. Previously caught between the 
established but slowly dissolving Byzantine Empire and the newly 
emerging Frankish Empire, these two empires ultimately solved 
their border dispute with the Pax Nicephori, which was a treaty 
and series of negotiations that concluded in 814.

While the Venetians asserted that the treaty guaranteed Venice 
political and juridical independence from the rule of either empire, 
modern historians doubt that this was so. While the treaty did not 
confer de jure independence from the Byzantine Empire, it did 
ultimately lead to Venice’s de facto independence. By 840, the ruler 
of Venice, known as the Doge, was able to attend to international 
affairs in Venice’s name. Venice’s wealth, strategic location, and de 
facto independence helped shape Venice into a thriving city-state.

Governance Changes

Initially, the Doge in Venice ruled as an autocrat, but the city soon 
developed a republic. Under this system, the Doge was required 
to take an oath of office called the promissione ducale. By making 
this oath the Doge not only pledged allegiance to the Republic of 
Venice, but also swore to abide by the limitations on his power that 
the oath spelled out. These limitations included not being able to 
open correspondence from foreign powers without other officials 
present and not being able to own land outside of areas controlled 
by Venice.

Alongside the Doge ruled the Great Council of Venice, from 
1172 to 1797, which was limited to noble families listed in a book 
called the “Golden Book.” This council ultimately served as a pool 

Governance

Figure Studies, circa 1765–70

Francesco Guardi

Pen and brown ink on paper

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

This brown and gray wash study of figures clustered alongside a colonnade may have 

been preliminary to one of Guardi’s paintings celebrating the election of a Doge.

from which smaller councils, like the Council of Forty and the 
Council of Ten, would be drawn. The Council of Forty served as 
the supreme court of Venice, and the Council of Ten effectively 
served as the executive body in charge of state security. Venetian 
law, regarding the election and selection of the members of these 
bodies, resulted in a complex process, which involved the Great 
Council first drawing lots in order to select members of the Great 
Council. These Great Council members would then select those 
members that would be appointed to smaller councils.

With the expansion of the Republic of Venice, her dominion 
was divided into three administrative regions commonly called 
Regiments. First, the Dogado, the small original metropolitan 
territories, substantially equated to a district of Venice and 
divided into regiments called districts. Second, the Stato da Mar, 

consisting in the maritime domains which included the islands 
of Crete and Cyprus. Third, the Domini di Terraferma on the 
Italian mainland. The provinces of the Stato da Mar and the 
Domini di Terraferma did not enjoy administrative uniformity, 
but substantially maintained the pre-Venetian political and legal 
systems, onto which the superior authority of the Rettori, the 
magistrates sent from Venice, was grafted. Above the rectors 
operated the Provveditori and the Provveditori General, especially 
for military tasks.

Eventually, in 1797, the Republic of Venice lost its independence, 
and fell to Napoleon and the Austrian Hapsburg monarchy. In 
1866 Venice became part of the Kingdom of Italy.

Ceremonial Event in the Doge’s Palace

Follower of Francesco Guardi

Oil on canvas

Indianapolis Museum of Art 

The Doge’s Palace in Venice, also known as Palazzo Ducale, is one of the city’s most 

iconic landmarks. From the 9th century AD, the region’s most important political 

decisions were made here.
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