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Approaching Venice 

My longstanding interest in canals and historic environments has led me to visit Venice three times. I 

prefer out of season package holidays to cheap accommodation for pensioners, but holidays to 

Venice have proved much more expensive and short. They have been more like study trips than the 

pursuit of leisure. And they have been at long intervals, witnessing little substantial physical change, 

although much economic and social change, and perhaps environmental development. 

My attempts to pursue Venice’s transport history have proved difficult. Published histories, of which 

there are many, mostly focus on Venetian society and politics, the Venetian empire, and the visible 

physical heritage. Usually, there are only hints about the local transport which underpinned the 

development of the central city and the islands of the Venetian Lagoon. This essay considers what is 

not known, and may lie beyond discovery. 

The islands were all constructed by the claiming of land from the tidal lagoon, so that the canals are 

in reality tidal creeks left over after land claim, then deepened and walled to provide transport 

routes between islands. Further claim often narrowed these creeks, and sometimes eliminated them 

altogether. To enquire, as one would do for most artificial canals, as to dates of construction and 

(possible) closure, the development of wharves and storage, and their use by specific traffics, is 

generally fruitless. One might as well investigate the history of an English country lane, for which 

details and timings of construction, usage and economic significance will often be unclear and largely 

unrecorded. 

The fascination of Venice for me lies with the simple feature that internal transport is almost entirely 

by water or on foot. Other cities, like Amsterdam and Copenhagen, have extensive canal systems, 

but these always co-existed with wheeled and motorised land transport, whereas Venice even 

banned horses from the sixteenth century onwards. The history of public passenger transport can be 

determined, beginning in 1881-2 with services by motorised boats which passed into public 

ownership and into semi-state ownership today. The gondola services that preceded these did not, 

seemingly, follow precise routes, making them more like taxis, while the traghetti, crossings of the 

Grand Canal, whose numbers are much reduced since the nineteenth century, are more like river 

ferries, or even those crossing the Manchester Ship Canal for foot passengers, now reduced to one. 

Precise details of freight services and routes are much harder to determine, although their general 

patterns and densities have been studied in this century. It might be possible to discover when 

particular wharves were established and modernised, and whether these replaced earlier 

arrangements. As many served private residences, the study of traffics is akin to the study of 

domestic parcel delivery services; however, where industries or services for which public quays have 

been established, their history may be discerned. Similarly, boatyards and facilities for building, 

servicing and maintaining boats, where these were carried out in Venice, can be traced. On my last  

visit, I explored the two surviving longstanding gondola building yards, along with one that was 

established by an American (since given up) and the site of one for which “traditional” buildings 

survived. There are other yards for modern vessels, but not ones on display for tourists. 



The study of inland waterways usually extends to engineering structures, although here it is the 

islands that form the oldest engineering structures, and the walling of canals between them, and 

their linking by bridges, that is analogous (but very different) from the process of cutting inland 

canals. It may be possible to date when particular bridges were constructed to replace earlier 

wooden structures. The history of the largest structures crossing the Grand Canal, notably the iconic 

Rialto Bridge (until 1854 the only permanent one), has been detailed. Oddly, it is the filling in (or 

covering over, so that their hydraulic functions could continue, at least in part) of former canals that 

has been recorded in detail. Gianpietro Zucchetta’s Another Venice (1995) documented this section-

by-section, showing that about 20% of the network of 1627 had disappeared by 1964. 

In one case, a 65 metre length of the Rio Della Crea, leading out of the Canal de Cannaregio, has 

been reinstated since my first visit in 1996; it had been filled in in 1834. This is similar to the 

processes in Britain where short lengths of infilled canal have been dug out to secure navigation, 

although in Venice the one reinstatement (others have been proposed recently) seems to have been 

for hydraulic rather than navigational purposes. Otherwise, the rii tera live on in street names, but 

they sometimes secured an improvement for pedestrian traffic, which grew from the nineteenth 

century, before which many journeys were made by gondola. In other cases, as with the 

replacement of road bridges by low level crossings on disused British canals, elimination was merely 

promoted by the wish to save the cost of replacing bridges, forcing some waterside users to rely 

upon pedestrian service. 

While it is hard to date the construction of canals in Venice, there is an exception: the Rio Nuovo, 

built in the 1930s as a shortcut between St Mark’s and Piazzale Roma, created by the Fascist regime 

at the same time, to be served by motor vehicles bridging the lagoon. Water-buses provided an 

express service – so far as I can determine, there were no intermediate stops along this canal; but 

wave damage to historic structures led to their withdrawal after 1994. Other “modernisations” to 

waterways have been more limited. It is the accommodation of the railway station that caused the 

destruction of historic buildings, while the road bridge (with a car ferry terminal leading on to the 

Lido) involved considerable land claim in the Tronchetto island. Major alterations were also carried 

out to accommodate pedestrian traffic, notably the Strada Nova from 1871, and enlarged 

fondamenti. 

To explain the history of transport in Venice requires a history of the city’s establishment and its 

entire topography. Some “canals” were created as further land areas were claimed from the lagoon, 

especially round the Cannaregio area of Venice. To explain transport developments is to understand 

something of the economic development of the city, and indeed also its politics. The latter is shown 

by the resistance to attempts to extend the railway system over to the Guidecca, but the ready 

assent to the construction of the rail and road bridges, infilling of some canals, and the 

redevelopment of decrepit properties in areas like Castello. 

The changes in economic base since the 1960s have been considerable, despite the lack of major 

physical redevelopment; a city that had long attracted tourists has become saturated with tourism. 

In Venice, as with the rest of the world, tourism is a potentially destructive force that can destabilise 

whole economies and can transform areas and societies; these develop towards domination by the 

requirements of outsiders for whom the place itself exists to be consumed and to form a base for 

consumption by tourists. This presents major problems for the conservation of historic fabric that is 



subject to so much pressure, but also the conservation of what is left of the lives of ordinary 

Venetians, in a city whose resident population is declining massively.  

I am no admirer of the whole movement in thought known as postmodernism, but it could almost 

have been invented to analyse how Venice itself and tourist experience have come to be consumed, 

so much so that Venice’s takeover by the Disney Corporation has been mooted. It is claimed that 

Disney could more effectively conserve this stage set than those who currently exercise power in the 

city. The replacement of the gondola as a means of passenger transport by the consumption of a 

tourist experience, seemingly complete since about 1950, is analogous to the development of 

preserved railways, not to transport passengers, but to provide an experience for visitors – even 

with Santa specials and Thomas the Tank Engine. I do not sneer at such amusements, which provide 

innocent pleasure, and in which I participate (or else, why would I be visiting Venice?). But I do 

wonder how far these reflect the inability of people to grasp and interpret the kind of needs that 

underlie and enmesh their own consumption. 

Curiosity about transport, taken in isolation from any economic or environmental concerns, can 

seem less seductive (I have to admit to mild addiction here!) when one ventures, as do so many 

waterbus services, out to the smaller islands of the Lagoon. The economic base of the inhabited 

islands or Burano and Murano seems to lie in tourism, although Murano has its (tourist-oriented) 

glass industry. Unlike Venice, which is heavily serviced by road and rail links, all deliveries come by 

boat, as do, of course all passengers, some directly from the airport via the Allilaguna service to 

Murano. Canals here seem to serve more as barriers, or moorings for small private boats, than for 

transport, except for the larger canals of Murano. 

It is the islands of Mazzorbo and Torcello that are most of interest, not for what they are, but for 

what they once were. Mazzorbo has a single waterbus stop, one street and a fondamente, and a 

long pedestrian bridge to Burano, but is otherwise given over to agriculture. It is surrounded by 

“canals” but otherwise has only one long inlet, used to moor leisure boats. It was, however, heavily 

populated and developed before Venice began to grow.  

Torcello, nearby, has a population of around ten, but in the tenth century had a population of at 

least 3,000 (and possibly up to 20,000). Walking along the bank of the access canal towards its 

cathedral and surviving piazza (with 11th century buildings), there is evidence of a canal system like 

that in Venice, with bridges, one with no parapets (the Ponticello del Diavolo), which used to be 

characteristic of many pedestrian bridges there. There are many waterways here, but few buildings. 

Details of the precise placing of buildings, waterways and walkways seem to have been unrecorded, 

but it had ten churches and several places before the twelfth century. Silting up of the lagoon 

waterways, and then malaria, led most inhabitants to move to Burano and to Venice itself, followed 

by the quarrying of abandoned buildings for salvaged building components. What remains, now a 

nature reserve, may reflect the kind of Venice that had developed 1000 years ago – not quite so 

densely urbanised, but individual islands that were slowly built-up and linked by boats and bridges. 

Torcello’s layout, now featuring winding canals between fields, may indicate the terrain on which 

Venice was founded, but it also demonstrates the reversion to natural processes that urban 

development has tried to overcome elsewhere, but without success here. It demonstrates what 

might have happened to Venice itself, and what could still take place.   



The vulnerability of the lagoon environment partly reflects the fragility of human settlement against 

destructive natural forces, but, ironically, some of the forces that threaten Venice are the 

consequence of transport developments. The deepening of channels to accommodate shipping to 

the port of Marghera was deliberate, as was the encouragement of cruise and freight shipping along 

the channel known as the Guidecca Canal. The development of road and rail links, and the more 

recent visits by cruise ships, involve overwhelming numbers of day visitors, which make the area 

round St Mark’s Square one of the few areas on the planet with significant pedestrian congestion. 

And, finally, stronger management of motorised public and private passenger transport, and that of 

freight, will be essential if wave damage to building fabric is to be limited. Here conservation lies in 

conflict with transport development, especially international transport, that fosters so much tourist 

pressure. Part of the history of Venice is the history of its transport, although empirical studies have 

been limited, and viable futures may necessitate policies that reduce the quantity of transport 

(including pedestrians) and its impact on what, in ways that can be much-disputed, is valued about 

Venice. Solutions within neoliberal frameworks, attempting to monetise and privatise, provide one 

way forward. But other values, and solutions, should and may prevail.             


