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The First Time

A FIRST TIME, THERE IS ALWAYS A FIRST TIME. IT IS 1964, a rickety old train from communist Yugoslavia, final destination: Venice. Beside me, a young woman, American. The long journey here has left its mark on us. Everything is new. We take the city as it comes. We have no expectations, except for those associated with the city’s name, and so everything is good. It is all stored away in the secret tissue of the memory. The train, the city, the name of the young woman. We will lose touch, lead different lives, find each other again, much later on the other side of the world, tell each other our lives. More than fifty years after, that first day, in 1964, will find its way into a story, a story called “Gondolas”. The city, and everything that had vanished in the meantime, will form the backdrop for that story.

*

In 1982, another city, another train. A friend has brought me to Victoria Station, in London. I am taking the Orient Express to Venice.

But the train is not there. Something somewhere is broken, and we do not travel over or under the sea, we fly across the world. Two days after that, the train leaves from Paris instead, a night train. I remember the stations at night, voices in the darkness, the rhythm that goes with trains, the invisible drummers that live somewhere underneath the carriages, loudspeakers announcing something in different languages.

I recognise the people who stood on the empty platform with me in London, but there are no spies among them, no great loves, no-one to go in a novel. The notes from this trip are in a different book, so I no longer have to carry them around. Years ago, I stored away the pink lamp from the luxury train that has stayed in that book, along with the people in evening dress, the extensive menus, the French of the waiters and their uniforms, as well as the sky-blue uniform of the man who ruled our compartment and is now wandering the cellars of memory. I can no longer keep him either, it may be the same life, but I have different things to do, I am on my way to the second of the first two times. This visit, I will share the city of water with no-one. It is 1982 in my then of now, the present tense of my sentences is embedded in a constant repetition, I will arrive and return here, the city will attract and repel me, I will have constantly different addresses in that place, I will keep on writing and reading about it, the city will become part of my life in a way that I will never be part of hers, I will drift through her history like a speck of dust, she will eat me up just as she has always devoured all her lovers and admirers, who over the course of the centuries have lain at her feet as if they themselves have imperceptibly turned to marble, a part of the air, of the water or the pavement, something you walk over, your eyes focused on the never-ending splendour of palaces and churches, briefly a participant in the story of the lion, the city and the water.




Slow Arrival

IN THE NOW OF THEN, IT IS FOGGY ON THE PO PLAIN. I am not in the mood for reading and so I look at the moving paintings outside – a false palm, an orange tree clipped bare, its foolish-looking fruits hanging like a reproach, but to whom? Weeping willows along a polluted brown river, trimmed cypresses, a cemetery with enormous mausoleums, as if boastful dead people live there, a clothesline with pink sheets on it, a capsized ship with a rotting keel, and then I am travelling across water, the whitish, mirroring, misty surface of the lagoon. I press my head to the cold window and see in the distance a grey hint of something that must be a city and which is now visible only as an intensification of nothingness, Venice.

In the station hall, the train has already fallen away from me, brown and painted it remains behind on the autumnal platform, I have once again become an ordinary passenger, someone who has arrived from Verona, a person with a suitcase, hurrying to the vaporetto. “The high bridges arched across the dim canals and there was a dark scent of moisture, moss and green decay, and the atmosphere of a centuries-old mysterious past, a past of intrigue and crime; dark figures skulked across the bridges, along the waterside, wrapped in cloaks, masked; two bravi seemed to want to slip the corpse of a white woman from a balcony . . . into the silent water! But they were only shades, merely phantoms of our own imagination.”

That is not me, that was Couperus.1 It is not a shade sitting opposite me, but a nun. She has a white face, long and narrow, and is reading a book about educazione linguistica. The water is black-grey, like oil, no sun is gleaming on it. We sail past walls that are closed, under attack, overgrown with moss and mould. I, too, see dark figures crossing the bridges. It is cold on the water, a penetrating damp chill coming in from the sea. I see someone inside a palazzo lighting two candles on a chandelier. All the other windows are closed behind flaking shutters and now the last one shuts too – a woman steps forward and makes that gesture that cannot be made in any other way: arms outstretched, she approaches the shutters, her figure silhouetted against the weak light, dimming herself into invisibility.

My hotel is just behind Piazza San Marco, from my room on the first floor I can see a few gondoliers still waiting for tourists at this late hour, their black gondolas rocking a little in the death-coloured water. On the square I look for the spot where I stood when I first saw the Campanile and San Marco. It is long ago, but the moment remains unforgettable. The sun glanced off the square, onto all those rounded, feminine forms of arches and domes, the world turned ninety degrees and I felt dizzy. Here, people had done something that could not be done, on these few swampy pieces of ground they had come up with an antidote, a magic remedy for everything that was ugly in the world. A hundred times I had seen those pictures and yet I was not prepared, because it was perfect. That feeling of happiness has never left me, and I remember walking onto the square as if it were not permitted, out of the dark and narrow alleyways into that large, unprotected rectangle full of sun, with at one end that object, that impossible concoction of stone. I have been to Venice often enough since, and even though the lightning strike of the first time has not been repeated, there is still that mixture of delight and confusion, even now, with mists and flood planks. All the eyes that have ever seen this square – how much must they weigh?
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I walk along Riva degli Schiavoni. If I went left, I would get lost in the labyrinth, but I do not want to go left, I want to keep walking along the veiled border between land and water, to the monument to the partisans, the large, fallen figure of a dead woman that the wavelets of the Bacino di San Marco wash up against. It is cruel and sad, that monument. The darkness obscures the large, sombre body, which appears to move gently back and forth, the waves and the fog deceive me, it is as if her hair is fanned out with the motion of the water, as if the war is now, not then. She is so big because she wants something from our memory, a woman, much too large, who was shot dead and lies there in the sea until she, like all monuments, transforms from a bitter reminder of that one war and that one resistance into a sign that there is always war and always resistance. And yet, how easily a war is stripped of its blood if it is long enough ago. In the book I have with me, The Imperial Age of Venice, 1380–1580, the battles, the blood and the realms have been abstracted into hatching, arrows and erratic borders on the map of Italy, North Africa, Turkey, Cyprus and what is now Lebanon and the state of Israel, the arrows extending to Tana and Trebizond on the Black Sea, to Alexandria and Tripoli, and along the routes of those arrows the ships returned laden with the spoils of war and the merchandise that turned the city of water into a Byzantine treasury.

I take a boat to Giudecca. I have no reason to be there. Palladio’s churches stand like closed marble fortresses, with passers-by walking around them like ghosts. Someone is at home – from behind the closed windows comes the muffled sound of a television. I go in and out of a few streets, want to reach the other side, but do not succeed. I can barely make out the lights of the city. This is what, for me, limbo might well look like, alleys with no exit, sudden bridges, corners, abandoned houses, sounds that belong to nothing, the call of a foghorn, footsteps moving away, faceless passers-by, their heads wrapped in shawls, a city full of spirits and the memory of spirits, Monteverdi, Proust, Wagner, Mann, Couperus, wandering in the constant proximity of that black, death-coated water, polished like a marble gravestone.

The next day I visit the Accademia. I have come for Veronese’s so very secular Last Supper, but it is being restored, the room is closed off with a screen. The two restorers, a man and a woman, are sitting next to each other on a low bench and working on the tiles beneath the pink person and the green person, as I shall call them for the sake of simplicity. Using a stick with a white ball attached, they are rubbing something over an extremely small surface area, which is becoming lighter. The woman is wearing a shade of red that goes well with one of the figures. Now and then they lower their chemical sticks and discuss a colour or a direction, their gestures as theatrical as those of Veronese. I no longer remember if it was Baudelaire who compared museums to brothels, but what is certain is that there are always far more paintings that want something from you than the other way round. That is what makes the atmosphere in most museums so oppressive, all those square metres, painted with a purpose, attempting to woo you but with nothing to say, just hanging there to illustrate a period, to represent names, to perpetuate reputations. But today, as I wander away in disappointment from the hidden Veronese, I am in luck.

Something about a painting I have already passed calls me back, my brain has become snagged on something. I have never heard of the painter, Bonifacio de’ Pitati. The work is called The Apparition of the Eternal (Apparizione dell’Eterno) and that is exactly what it looks like. Above the Campanile – which did in fact collapse in 1902, but the painter, who died centuries before, could not have known that – a dark cloud looms threateningly. The top of the tower cannot be seen, the cloud itself is layered and, arms outspread, wrapped in his own cloud-like cloak, which is even darker, an old man flies past, surrounded by heads and body parts – the ghost of a hand, a plump piece of arm flying upwards – belonging to that unappealing category of angels known as putti. A dove is escaping the darkness of the cloak and the lesser evil of the cloud, spreading a strange and penetrating light. My previous education has perfectly conditioned me to interpret images of this kind. These are the Father and the Holy Ghost and, unaccompanied by the Son, they are whizzing across the lagoon at great speed. San Marco is finely painted, all the rest is rather hazy, it requires some effort to realise that this church painted so long ago is in fact close to me now. Human beings indicated by light brushstrokes occupy the large piazza. Some of them have raised their transparent, fly-winged arms, and yet this manifestation of the Eternal has not induced wide-spread terror, as would a shooting today. A few ships’ sails have been touched by the dove’s light, but none of those who are in the piazza becomes “nonymous”, they have no faces and therefore no names, no characters, they just represent a crowd. With difficulty, the hint of a dog frees itself from the painted pavement, a patch that depicts a dog among other patches that are also material and yet depict nothing, no nouns, just the nuances of colour and stone, added touches. Someone is carrying a barrel or a heavy bundle of wood and so they are walking with a stoop, many people are grouped around one, but it is not clear why, goods of some kind hang from the canopy of a stall, elongated hares, cloths, bunches of lavender, only the painter knew what. The Apparition pushes their tiny shadows in his direction of flight, the domes of San Marco are narrowed, bulging, they did not turn out well during the glass-blowing, too high and too thin.

Once again I peer, as if I myself might stand among them, at those strange rows of human beings, earlier Venetians. They are lined up as if at a British bus stop, but without the stop itself, the waiting they have to do appears to begin at some mysterious and insignificant spot, it is a place I would like to find on that piazza later, indicated by a formula that could only be read by me, so that I, and no-one else, would see the Eternal, who there, and only there, in the guise of an old man chasing a dove, would fly past as if he might still catch up with Icarus.
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