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6$(*/?(%*:@***&;%0/.<*%'*'$(*(?<(*:@*'$(*0%.%;*9:7(*7:)B
phological structures that never existed before in that 
&%)'*:@*'$(*;%<::.*$%?*/./'/%;;2*%):89(?*&()&;(H/'2*:.*
'$(*&%)'*:@*98&&:)'()9*:@*%*&::);2*8.?()9'::?*&):'(0B
tion of the lagoon environment, but the elderly engiB
neer did not care too much and loved to repeat often: 
‘it would be desirable that these people, hastily judgB
ing the intervention beyond its potential effectiveB
ness to be impossible, knew how to stifle their feelB
ings, giving space to reasoning and a well-conducted 
%.?*0:.'):;;(?*(H&()/7(.'%'/:.1*%=;(*':*9$(?*;/<$'*:.*
'$(*0:7&;(H*/.'()%0'/:.9*:@*;%<::.*7:)&$:?2.%7/09*
&):?80(?*=2*'$(*/.9()'/:.*:@*'$(9(*9')80'8)(9K5*M(2:.?*
'$(* /.()'/%* :@* '$(* ?(0/9/:.B7%>/.<*7(0$%./9791* '$(*
0:.9')80'/:.*:@*'$(*9%.?=%.>9*%'*'$(*(?<(*:@*'$(*0%B
nal was nevertheless necessary to counter the ampliB
tude of the waves deriving from the increasingly freB
quent ,%$** 9':)79*'$%'*)(<8;%);2*0):99*'$(* ;%<::.*:.*
one side, and the growing lagoon traffic that crossed 
'$(* 0$%..(;* :.* '$(* :'$()5*JKI;&%:91*A$:1* %9* %;)(%?2*
7(.'/:.(?1*?(?/0%'(?*%*;%)<(*&%)'*:@*$/9*;/@(*%9*%*90$:;B
%)*%.?*&):@(99/:.%;*':*'$(*/.'(<)/'2*:@*'$(*;%<::.*%.?*
its equilibrium, could never have imagined that these 
first terraforming processes would become a pretext 
@:)*8&9(''/.<*'$(*/./'/%;*&):N(0'1*&;:''/.<*'$(*0:.0(&B
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'8%;* @:8.?%'/:.9*:@* %*&):0(99*A$/0$1*=2* ;(</'/7/G/.<*
'$(*/?(%*:@***%*)%?/0%;*')%.9@:)7%'/:.*:@*'$(*0(.')%;*;%B
<::.1*A:8;?*9::.()*:)*;%'()*%;9:*%8'$:)/G(*'$(*&:99/B
bility of its division. In fact, it is precisely on these 
first salt marshes, initially created through the simple 
arrangement of cordons of polyester huts filled with 
stones, that over the years, together with the higher 
sea levels, the increasingly solid elements have settled, 
thus giving rise to the current massive embankment 
'$%'*9(&%)%'(9*'$(*0(.')%;*;%<::.5*
6$(*0:.9:;/?%'/:.*:@*'$(*9%;'*7%)9$(9*%.?*'$(/)*')%.9B
@:)7%'/:.*/.':*'$(*08))(.'*(7=%.>7(.'*@:;;:A(?*'$(*
%00(;()%'/:.* :@* '$(* )$2'$79* ?/0'%'(?* =2* '$(* )('8).*
'/7(9*:@* '$(*$/<$*A%'()9*A$/0$*A/'$*0;/7%'(* 0$%.<(*
became more and more frequent, imposing after more 
than fifty years the almost daily closure of the mobile 
?%79* ;:0%'(?* %'* '$(* D/?:* %.?* C%;%7:00:* 7:8'$95*
Naturally, the daily closure of the MoSE, even if wideB
;2*(H&(0'(?*%'*'$(*=(</../.<*:@*'$(*0(.'8)21*$%?*.:A*
=(0:7(*8.989'%/.%=;(*%9*A(;;*%9*%*0:.'/.8:89*9:8)0(*
of quarrels and accusations between the various deciB
9/:.B7%>/.<*=:?/(95*6$(*'(.9/:.9*?8(*':*'$(*0:.'/.B
8:89*0;:98)(9*A()(*?('()7/.(?*.:'*:.;2*=2*'$(*$8<(*
7%.%<(7(.'* 0:9'9* (H%0()=%'(?* =2* '$(* (.()<2* 0)/9/91*
=8'*%;9:*=2*'$(*?%7%<(*':*'$(*;%<::.*%.?*':*'$(*.8B
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merous activities linked to the tourist and industrial 
&:)'1*A$/0$*A%9*&%)';2*9'/;;*;:0%'(?*:.*'$(*7%/.;%.?5*
To further exacerbate the situation were the diverB
<(.'* /.'()(9'9* )(&)(9(.'(?* =2* '$(* ?(@(.?()91* :.* '$(*
one hand of the safeguarding of Venice, on the other 
of the fluid-dynamic equilibrium of the lagoon, not to 
7(.'/:.*'$(*@8.0'/:./.<*:@*'$(*&:)'*;:0%'(?*=('A((.*
'$(*7%/.;%.?*%.?*'$(*7:8'$*:@*C%;%7:00:5
The first to introduce the idea of the permanent closure 
:@*'$(*;%<::.*':*&):'(0'*-(./0(*A%9*P(:)<*Q7</(99()1*
a German oceanographer of the CNR of Venice.  He 
?/?*9:*7:)(*:)*;(99*/.*'$(*9%7(*2(%)9*/.*A$/0$*JKI;&%:9*
@:)78;%'(?*'$(*:&()%'/:.%;*$2&:'$(9(9*89(@8;*@:)*&)(B
serving the fluid-dynamic equilibrium of the lagoon. 
I00:)?/.<*':*Q7</(99()1*A$:*$%?*7%?(*7%'$(7%'/0%;*
7:?(;9*:@*'$(*;%<::.*':*9/78;%'(*/'9*=)(%'$/.<1*0;:9/.<*
the lagoon was not optional. ‘The problem is not if 
/'*A/;;*$%&&(.1*=8'*A$(.*/'*A/;;*$%&&(.*5551K*$(*A:8;?*
:@'(.*)(&(%'*':*'$(*;:0%;*&)(991*A$/0$*)(;%8.0$(?*'$(*
news with sensational headlines. It was a few decB
%?(9*;%'()1*':A%)?9*'$(*9(0:.?*$%;@*:@*'$(*+39'*0(.'8B
ry, when it became clear that the MoSE, despite its 
name, would no longer be enough to save everything 
R-(./0(1*':<('$()*A/'$*/'9*&:)'*%.?*'$(*;%<::.S1*A$(.*
'$(* :.;2* 9:;8'/:.* A$/0$* %'* '$%'* &:/.'* 9((7(?* @(%B
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9/=;(* <%/.(?* <):8.?5*6$(* 0:.9')80'/:.* 9/'(*A%9* '$89*
launched for the largest work built after the MoSE to 
save Venice, an embankment of 14,350 metres located 
to enclose the central lagoon which, having reached 
'$(*'/&*:@*'$(*I;=():./*:.*'$(*D/?:1*A%9*;/.>(?*':*'$(*
%.0/(.'*929'(7*:@*-.$*//' in Istrian stone, accordingB
;2*(H'(.?(?*%.?*)%/9(?*@:)*'$(*(.'/)(*;(.<'$*:@*'$(*/9B
;%.?5* 6$(* /.@)%9')80'8)(* A%9* 0:..(0'(?* ':* %* 929'(7*
:@*TO*>/;:7(')(9*:@*)(/.@:)0(?*=%.>9*%.?*=(%0$(9* ':*
defend against storm surges towards the sea, and 45 
>/;:7(')(9*:@*A%'()&)::@(?*9$:)(9*%.?*=%.>9*':A%)?9*
'$(*&:;;8'(?*9/'(9*:@* '$(*$/.'();%.?*':*=8/;?*%* 9/.<;(*
;%)<(*/.@)%9')80'8)(*:@*(7=%.>7(.'91*?8.(9*%.?*9$(('*
&/;(9*'$%'*/9:;%'(*'$(*0(.')%;*;%<::.5*6$(*0:.9')80'/:.*
of the tram line above the embankment appeared then 
to be the most obvious thing to do, as a natural conB
sequence of an unexpected opportunity or compensaB
tion for the bereavement suffered.
6:<('$()*A/'$*'$(*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*'$(*(7=%.>7(.'1*
'$(* @:)7()* !"#$%&'( )*+*&* $%9* <)%?8%;;2* =((.* ')%.9B
@:)7(?*%.?*':?%2*$%9*=(0:7(*'$(*@8.?%7(.'%;*0:.B
.(0'/:.*=('A((.*'$(*'A:*&:)'*@%0/;/'/(91*.:A*;:0%'(?*
=('A((.*'$(*/.;('*:@*C%;%7:00:*%.?*'$(*%.0/(.'*&:)'*
:@*C%)<$()%5*I;:.<*'$(*0%.%;*)8.*$8.?)(?9*:@*7(?/B
87* %.?* ;%)<(B9/G(?* @())/(9* 89(?* @:)* '$(* ')%.9&:)'* :@*
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goods and people, powered by the nearby Hydrogen 
U%)>*/.*C%)<$()%5*6$(*0:..(0'/:.*=('A((.*'$(*0%.%;*
and the lake of Venice is governed by complex systems 
of navigation basins, pumps, and transfer ports that 
selectively cut into the embankment. These hydrauB
lic devices and great works of architecture inspired 
=2*D(:.%)?:*?%*-/.0/*%)(*(.')89'(?*A/'$*'$(*'%9>*:@*
maintaining the heights of the lake at the warning levB
els of the first half of the 20th century, when the high 
waters marked the rhythms of the Serenissima and 
A()(*9'/;;*%*7%.%<(%=;(*'$)(%'5
I;:.<9/?(*'$(*(7=%.>7(.'*':A%)?9*'$(*;%>(1*%.?*:.*
'$(*:'$()*9/?(*:@*'$(*0$%..(;*':A%)?9*'$(*;%<::.1*)(B
7%/.*'$(*.:A*0:.9:;/?%'(?*')%0(9*:@*'$(*%.0/(.'*,*$"+"
built by D’Alpaos, that define a modern archaeology 
of mudflats on which the new southern lagoon, at least 
/.*&%)'1*A%9*@:8.?(?5
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./0/*&*#'(122"-

3($&4-%&*-5#&67(")6&"$-!#("*#'2,)-
The myth of the origin of Venice, carefully constructed and upB
dated by the Serenissima Republic of Venice over the centuries 
until its definition in the 13th century (Bettini 2006, p. 125), went 
%.?*:@'(.*9'/;;*<:(9*$%.?*/.*$%.?*A/'$*%.:'$()*72'$5*F)*)%'$()1*
with another dogma: the unity of the lagoon. On the contrary, 
$/9':)/0%;*7%&9*9$:A*$:A*'$(*;%<::.*9&%0(*$%9*%;A%29*=((.*8.B
?()9'::?*/.*%*.:.B$:7:<(.(:89*A%21*%.?*$:A*/.*@%0'*'$()(*A%9*
never a single lagoon. We are also aware of centuries-old customs 
;/.>(?* ':* '$(*&)(9(.0(* /.* '$(*-(./0(* ;%<::.*:@*A%'()9$(?9* '$%'*
transformed it in everyday life into independent lagoons that can 
be traced back to the inlets. Watersheds that both fishermen and 
9$/&*0%&'%/.9*A()(*A(;;*%A%)(*:@1*%.?*A$:9(*(H/9'(.0(*$%?*=((.*
taken into account by hydraulic experts in order to develop proB
N(0'9*@:)*'$(*;%<::.5
Starting from the 16th century, a new awareness and sensitivity 
)(<%)?/.<*'$(*0:.9/9'(.02*:@*'$(*8)=%.*@%=)/0*%.?*/'9*)(;%'/:.9$/&*
with the surrounding environment developed in Venice, as well as 
in other Italian cities including Milan, Florence, Verona, Ferrara!
and Rome (Calabi 2006, p. 2). It is precisely in this perspective that 

8(77(*/"29-#'(122"
Approx. year 1550. The diagram illustrates the project for the diversion of rivers and protection of 
the lagoon developed by Cristoforo Sabbadino: the diversion of rivers outside the lagoon in gold; 
inside the lagoon the new embankments in gold; towards the sea, along the shores, the coastal proB
tections. Note on the left the embankments protecting the outlet to the sea of the new course of the 
Brenta, that separate the ancient Brondolo lagoon (now filled in) from the southern lagoon; between 
'$(*0(.')%;*;%<::.*%.?*'$(*9:8'$().*;%<::.*'$(*&)(&%)%'/:.*@:)*'$(*#$*0"$1*2+%*':*&):'(0'*-(./0(5
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'$(*&):&:9%;9*7%?(*=2*'$(*3$%#%*:@*'$(*-*2'1#$*#%(*&&"(456."(RC%</9B
trate to the Waters), Cristoforo Sabbadino, should be read: in two 
maps from 1547 (Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, Disegni, Laguna 9) (Image 1, p.96) and 1556 (Archivio 
di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori alle Acque, Disegni, LaguB
na 13) (Image 2, p.96) he elaborates one of the first attempts to 
avoid that the sediments carried by the rivers were pushed by the 
sirocco towards Venice through a ‘light’ instrument. This tool –alB
ternatively referred to as a #$*0"$1*2+%*:)*3*$*7%$– consisted of a 
=%))/()*:@*A::?(.*&:;(9*0:/.0/?/.<*A/'$*'$(*A%'()9$(?*9:8'$BA(9'*
of Venice. Only later, in 1558, did Sabbadino himself elaborate a 
more radical project (Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed EsecuB
tori alle Acque, disegni, Diversi n.106) (Image 3, p.97) of deviation 
of the major rivers that flow into the lagoon, first of all the Brenta 
A$/0$* /9* ?/)(0'(?* ':A%)?9* '$(* 9(%* =2* 'A:* ):=89'* (7=%.>7(.'9*
through the mouth of the port of Chioggia, effectively separating 
'$(*9:8'$().7:9'*&%)'*@):7*'$(*)(9'*:@*'$(*;%<::.5*
In the same years Alvise Cornaro, contrary to Sabbadino who 
A%.'(?*':*%;;:A*@)((*(H&%.9/:.*:@*'$(*;%<::.*A%'()9*':A%)?9*'$(*
7%/.;%.?1*&):&:9(?*0;(%);2*9(&%)%'/.<*'$(*;%<::.*@):7*'$(*7%/.B
land through the construction of an embankment (Archivio di 

:24"(429-#'(122"
Approx. year 1550. The diagram illustrates the hypotheses for the closure of the lagoon developed 
by Alvise Cornaro: towards the mainland, in gold a continuous embankment separating the land 
and the water; towards the sea, in gold, the coastal protections along the shores; inside the lagoon, 
in dotted white, the navigable canals. Note the contraction of the lagoon caused by the reclamaB
tion and conversion of dead lagoon areas into arable land; the closure of the lagoon mouths.
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Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori alle Acque, Atti, filza 231, reg.3, 
0006, 003r) (Image 4, p.98)"*6$/9*9')80'8)(*A%9*%;9:*(H'(.?(?*/.':*
the lagoon to ensure that the sediments of the Brenta –in the 
meantime forced into a new bed that diverted it from the lagoon– 
A()(* ;(?*':A%)?9*'$(*9(%*%.?*%9* @%)*%9*&:99/=;(*%A%2*@):7*-(.B
ice. The alternative visions developed by Sabbadino and Cornaro 
would have a strong echo also in the following centuries. It is no 
0:/.0/?(.0(*'$%'*%):8.?*3OO4*%.*(H&()'* /.*$2?)%8;/09* R&):=%=;2*
Federico Gualdi or Fantin Contarini) reworked Alvise Cornaro’s 
&):&:9%;*':*0)(%'(*%.*(7=%.>7(.'*'$%'*(7=)%0(?*'$(*(.'/)(*;%B
<::.1*;:0%'/.<*/'*$%;@A%2*=('A((.*'$(*7%/.;%.?*%.?*'$(*8)=%./G(?*
islands, including Venice (Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed 
Esecutori alle Acque, filza 123, 0790, 362-r) (Image 5, p.98)" In this 
way the structure separated the living lagoon and the dead lagoon, 
A$/;(* 0$%..(;9* '$%'* ;(?* /.* %* 9')%/<$'* ;/.(* ':* '$(* ;%<::.*7:8'$9*
A()(*?8<5
A few years later, in 1673, engineer Alfonso Moscatelli –originally 
from Brescia– presented a plan for dividing the lagoon into four 
phases to ensure its survival, radically changing its morphology 
(Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori alle Acque, b.131, 
dis.2) (Image 6, p.99)▶;5*
-/(A(?*@):7*%*0:.'(7&:)%)2*%.<;(1*C:90%'(;;/K9*&):&:9%;*7%2*%&B
pear naive, difficult to implement –in particular with the technical 
means of the late 17th century– and of dubious effectiveness. HowB
ever, it reiterates once again how in past centuries the hydraulic enB
gineers –even the most ‘unlikely’ ones like Sabbadino himself– did 
.:'*0:.9/?()*'$(*8./'2*:@*'$(*;%<::.*%9*%*?:<7%*%.?*A()(*A/;;/.<*':*
7%>(*)%?/0%;*0$:/0(9*/.*:)?()*':*<8%)%.'((*/'9*(H/9'(.0(5

<4/*1&-5#42(*-!#("*#*2,)-
Radical choices, such as those proposed by the engineer Eugenio 
Miozzi in the second half of the last century. In the Sixties of the 
+4'$*0(.'8)21*%'*'$(*(.?*:@*%*;:.<*0%)(()*%.?*%*@(A*2(%)9*%@'()*'$(*
dramatic flood of 1966, the engineer proposed a futuristic solution 
to the ‘sinking’ of Venice caused by the combined action of sea 
level rise and land subsidence: to lift the entire city by injecting 
large quantities of water into the subsoil to reconstitute the arteB
sian aquifers, emptied in particular by the feverish industrial acB
tivity of Porto Marghera. Through the construction of a compresB
sion chamber –delimited in the lower and upper part by layers of 

▶1 The four phases of MosB
catelli’s proposal respectively 
involved:

Phase 1:
- Closure of the Chioggia 
7:8'$*A/'$*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*
navigation locks for maritime 
navigation;
- closure of the Sant’Erasmo 
mouth;
B*0)(%'/:.*:@*%*A%'()9$(?*=(B
tween the mouths of Chioggia 
%.?*C%;%7:00:*@:;;:A/.<*
'$(*0;:98)(*:@*'$(*7:8'$*:@*
Chioggia;
B*0)(%'/:.*:@*%*A%'()9$(?*=(B
tween the Port of Venice and 
'$(*6)(&:)'/*7:8'$*@:;;:A/.<*
the closure of the Sant’Erasmo 
7:8'$5

Phase 2:
B*#:.9')80'/:.*:@*%.*(7=%.>B
ment that closed the Chioggia 
;%<::.*=($/.?*'$(*C:.'KI;B
=%.:*0%.%;*':*7%/.'%/.*%*
sustained level of water in 
Chioggia;
B*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*;:0>9*':*
allow navigation from the 
Chioggia lagoon to the LomB
=%)?2*0%.%;*RA$/0$*0:..(0'(?*
the lagoon to the river Po). 
The locks could be opened 
@:)*7%/.'(.%.0(*&8)&:9(91*
thus letting the water flow 
@):7*'$(*;%<::.*':*'$(*0%.%;1*
favouring the excavation of 
the latter;
B*0)(%'/:.*:@*<%'(9*':*=(*
:&(.(?*%9*.((?(?*':*)(&;%0(*
the water in the Chioggia laB
<::.*%.?*)(/.@:)0(*'$(*G:9%.(*
R(==*'/?(9S*/.*'$(*;%<::.*%)(%*
%?N%0(.'*':*'$(*C%;%7:00:*
7:8'$5

Phase 3:
B*#:.9')80'/:.*:@*%.*(7=%.>B
7(.'*&8.0'8%'(?*=2*:&(./.<9*
'$%'*;:.</'8?/.%;;2*9(&%)%'(?*
the dead from the living 
lagoon;
B*0)(%'/:.*:@*%*0%.%;*&%)%;;(;*':*
'$(*(7=%.>7(.'*:.*'$(*9/?(*
of the dead lagoon;
B*7%/.'(.%.0(*:@*0%.%;9*%.?*
08'9*/.*'$(*?(%?*;%<::.*9:*
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'$%'*'$(*A%'()*0:8;?*?)%/.*
%9*.((?(?*A$(.*'$(*;:0>9*
'$%'*?:''(?*'$(*(7=%.>7(.'*
9(&%)%'/.<*'$(*'A:*;%<::.9*
A()(*:&(.(?5

Phase 4:
- Simultaneous opening 
:@*:.(*:)*7:)(*;:0>9*'$%'*
?:''(?*'$(*(7=%.>7(.'*'$%'*
9(&%)%'(?*'$(*'A:*;%<::.9*':*
excavate the living lagoon;
B*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*%*;:0>*/.*'$(*
embankment that divided 
'$(*Taglio Novissimo del Brenta
@):7*'$(*?(%?*;%<::.1*%.?*
:&(./.<*:@*'$(*9%7(*;:0>*
during the flood waves of the 
Brenta in order to excavate 
'$(*?(%?*;%<::.*%.?*)(/.@:)0(*
the zosane in the living 
;%<::.5

&$%9(*3

&$%9(*+

&$%9(*L

&$%9(*T

=2-,($&''/9-#'(122"
Year 1673. The diagrams illustrate the four phases of subdivision of the lagoon elaborated by 
Alfonso Moscatelli. Note the reconceptualization of the dead lagoon as a hydraulic service system 
in function of the living lagoon.
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5*$*+#%, a thick layer of natural clay, and on the sides by artificial 
diaphragms– the goal was to raise the ground, which over the cenB
'8)/(9*$%?*;:A()(?*%;9:*?8(*':*'$(*&$(.:7(.:.*:@*(89'%'/971*%.?*
bring the average piezometric altitude back to +4.00 m, the altiB
tude measured in 1858 (Miozzi 1974, pp. 1-47).
E%0(?*A/'$*'$(*(.:)7:89*'(0$.:;:</0%;*0$%;;(.<(*'$%'*'$(*9:;8'/:.*
of raising the ground would have represented, Miozzi imagined 
two alternative and more pragmatic versions for the protection of 
Venice at the end of the fourth volume, 8&(9*&0*:"+#%1*:@*$/9*A:)>*
;"+"/'*(+"'(1"5%&'(R;"+'5"(%0"$(#<"(5"+#.$'"1) (1969, pp. 475–494). The 
first alternative consisted in the creation of a basin of 27,000 hecB
'%)(9*/.0;8?/.<*-(./0(*%.?*'$(*(.'/)(*.:)'$().*;%<::.5*6$(*9(0B
:.?1*7:)(*;/7/'(?1*A%9*'$(*0)(%'/:.*:@*%*=%9/.*:@*,1444*$(0'%)(9*
/.0;8?/.<*-(./0(*%.?*'$(*:'$()*$/9':)/0*/9;%.?*0(.')(9*RC8)%.:1*
M8)%.:1*C%GG:)=:1* %.?*6:)0(;;:S5* 6$(* )(<8;%'(?* 0;:98)(* :@* '$(*
basin provided for the mechanical removal of the ‘old water’. It 
would have taken place through a system of vehicular embankB
ments –which at the same time would have also radically redeB
signed the mobility of the lagoon– and the construction of gates 
and navigation locks at the Lido mouth, to some extent anticipatB
ing the MoSE project. In the first case (basin of 27,000 hectares), 
the barrier would have been double, built between Sant’Erasmo 
and Cavallino and between Sant’Erasmo and the Lido; in the secB
:.?*0%9(*R=%9/.*:@*,1444*$(0'%)(9S! it would have been completed 
only between Sant’Erasmo and the Lido, thus leaving the northern 
;%<::.*A/'$*%.*:&(.*=%9/.*:@*%=:8'*3"1444*$(0'%)(9▶>5
In more recent times, some of the protagonists of the debate 
around the advisability of creating the MoSE have raised once again 
the fundamental issue of lagoon unity, hypothesizing alternative 
solutions to the MoSE that in some ways recalled a centuries-old 
Venetian design tradition. In this sense, it is worth mentioning 
'$(*&):&:9%;*7%?(*=2*U):@(99:)*I.':./:*E:90%)/▶? to divide the 
;%<::.*/.':*'$)((*&%)'9*'$):8<$*'$(*89(*:@*3*&*+5%&"1*'$89*%;;:A/.<*
to maintain different levels of water according to the preservation 
.((?9*:@*'$(*$/9':)/0*0(.')(9*%.?*:&()%'/:.%;*0:.?/'/:.9*:@*U:)':*
C%)<$()%5*6$/9*&):&:9%;*&()'%/.9* ':* '$(* ;:</0*:@*<)%?8%;/'2*%.?*
reversibility that has guided the interventions in the lagoon area 
over the centuries, and has many elements in common with the 
barrier imagined centuries earlier by Sabbadino. 
Today, in the light of the repetition of extreme high-water events, 

▶2  I9*%*?(7:.9')%'/:.*
:@*'$(*&):@:8.?*$/9':)/0%;*
knowledge of Venice and its 
;%<::.1*C/:GG/*)(0%;;9*/.*$/9*
proposal (1969, pp. 482–483) 
&)(0/9(;2*'$(*#$*0"$1*2+%
located west of Venice, which 
specifically for the 27,000-hecB
tare basin envisaged:
V*/9:;%'/.<*'$(*D/?:*=%9/.*
@):7*'$%'*:@*C%;%7:00:*A/'$*
%.*(%)'$*=%.>*0):99/.<*'$(*
(.'/)(*;%<::.1*@):7*'$(*6())(*
U()9(*/.*'$(*D/?:*':*E89/.%1*
‘renovating’ the #$*0"$1*2+%
(7=%.>7(.'*=8/;'*/.*'$(*3O'$*
century;
B*0;:9/.<*(H/9'/.<*0:778./B
0%'/:.9*A/'$*'$(*:&(.*9(%*:)*
A/'$*0%.%;9*/.*'8).*0:778./B
cating with the sea: in order 
not to jeopardize river navigaB
tion, these outlets would have 
been equipped with locks, in 
A$/0$*:.(*:@*'$(*'A:*?::)9*
A:8;?*%;A%29*=(*0;:9(?1*'$89*
ensuring isolation;
- closing the Canale di S. 
Erasmo with an embankment 
&%)';2*/.*(%)'$*%.?*&%)';2*/.*
masonry;
B*0;:9/.<*'$(*D/?:*7:8'$*=(B
tween S. Nicolò and S. Erasmo 
A/'$*%.*(%)'$*(7=%.>7(.'*/.*
'$(*9$%;;:A()*%)(%*%.?*A/'$*%*
masonry dam in the navigaB
tion channel;
B*'$(*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*'A:*
lifting stations for the ‘old 
A%'()9K1*:.(*:@*'$(7*/.*C%;B
contenta, and one in Cava di 
Caligo near Jesolo;
B*'$(*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*%*?%7*
A/'$*0:%9'%;*&)(998)/G%'/:.*
:.*'$(*;%<::.*(?<(*A/'$*'$(*
7%/.;%.?*=('A((.*C%;0:.B
'(.'%*%.?*'$(*%)(%*08))(.';2*
:008&/(?*=2*C%)0:*U:;:*
%/)&:)'5

▶3  During a lecture held by 
Professor Foscari on 25 OctoB
=()*+43,*%'*U%;%GG:*M%?:()*/.*
Venice as part of the ‘Forms of 
>.:A;(?<(1*@:)79*:@*)%'/:.%;/B
ty’ module (lecturer Ludovico 
Centis) of the European 
C%9'()*/.*Q)=%./975
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the environmental effects of the hydrodynamic and morphologB
/0%;* )(;%'/:.9*=('A((.*A%'()*%.?* ;%.?*)(B(7()<(* /.*%* @:)7*&%)B
'/08;%);2*%00(.'8%'(?*=2*'$(*&$(.:7(.%*:@*98=9/?(.0(*%.?*(89'%'B
/975*I9*$2&:'$(9/G(?*=2*Q7</(99()1*'$(*<%'(9*:@*'$(*'$)((*7:=/;(*
dams –under construction in the respective mouths of the Lido, 
Malamocco, and Chioggia– with an average sea level increase of 
50 centimetres by the end of the century, will come into operation 
on average at least once per day.
In the perspective of a gradual but total closure of the lagoon, the 
studies and hypotheses developed over the centuries that we have 
retraced constitute a fundamental source of reflection for the adB
vancement of the idea of a possible division of the lagoon into 
%)(%9* 0$%)%0'()/G(?*=2* ?/@@()(.'* ;%.?90%&(91* 89(91* $2?)%8;/0* %.?*
ecological characteristics. Not only that: they oblige us to underB
stand that the need to safeguard Venice necessarily implies –then 
as today– a project of radical transformation of the environment 
/.*A$/0$*/'*/9*;:0%'(?5

$2&:'$(9/9*%

$2&:'$(9/9*=

=/2@@/9-#'(122"
Year 1969. The diagrams illustrate the two hypotheses for dividing the lagoon developed by engiB
neer Eugenio Miozzi after the 1966 Venice flood: the separation embankments in gold; hypothesis 
a) basin of 27,000 hectares; hypothesis b) basin of 9,000 hectares.
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A?

B6(1&#A;C#=(D#2+#$%&#,&"$4('#'(122"#7(-/"#
D42*E,&*#7F#:4/-$2+242#8(77(*/"2#G;HIJK#
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, disegni, Laguna n.9.
In red at the top the quarries that intercept 
the terminal stretch of the Brenta diverting its 
waters towards Malamocco. In the centre, the 
9')%/<$'*;/.(*:@*'$(*#$*0"$1*2+%*R&()$%&9*:.;2*
&;%..(?S*A$/0$*0:/.0/?(9*A/'$*'$(*A%'()9$(?*
%.?*0:.9/9'9*:@*%*?:8=;(*:)?()*:@*&:;(9*%.?*
planks to prevent the sediments of the Brenta 
@):7*=(/.<*0%))/(?*':A%)?9*-(./0(*=2*'$(*
9/):00:5*

B6(1&#A>C#=(D#2+#$%&#&"$/4&#'(122"#D42*E,&*#
7F#:4/-$2+242#8(77(*/"2#G;HHLK5#,2DF#7F#
M"1&'2#=/"24&''/#+426#;LNH
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, disegni, Laguna n.13.

Map showing rivers and canals in dark blue 
%.?*'$(*,*$"+" in light brown. The watersheds 
are indicated in text form on the map; the 
#$*0"$1*2+%*=('A((.*-(./0(*%.?*'$(*7:8'$*:@*
C%;%7:00:*/9*%;9:*')%0(?5*

B6(1&#A?C#=(D#2+#$%&#'(122"#D42*E,&*#7F#
:4/-$2+242#8(77(*/"2#G;HHOK#P/$%#$%&#<4&"$(#
*/0&4-/2"#D42Q&,$#
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, disegni, Diversi n.106.
Deviation project of the Brenta-Muson toB
wards the mouth of Chioggia. Real embankB
7(.'9*'$%'*9(&%)%'(*'$(*9:8'$().*;%<::.*@):7*
'$(*)(9'*:@*'$(*;%<::.*%)(*/7%</.(?5
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B6(1&#AIC#=(D#7F#M'0/-&#:24"(42#*($/"1#
7(,)#$2#$%&#6/*R;L$%#,&"$E4F5#*&D/,$/"1#("#
&67(")6&"$#$%($#,'&(4'F#-&D(4($&-#$%&#'(122"#
+426#$%&#6(/"'("*#
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, Atti, filza 231, reg.3, 0006, 003r.
I*.(A*(7=%.>7(.'*/9*=8/;'*'$%'*0;(%);2*9(&%B
)%'(9*'$(*;%<::.*@):7*'$(*7%/.;%.?*%.?*A$/0$*
%;9:*(H'(.?9*/.':*'$(*;%<::.*':*(.98)(*'$%'*'$(*
sediments of the Brenta are diverted towards 
the sea away from Venice. It is relevant to 
.:'(*'$(*&)(9(.0(*:@*7:)(*;%<::.*7:8'$9*'$%.*
'$:9(*(H/9'/.<*':?%25

B6(1&#AHC#M"2"F62E-#6(D#GS&*&4/,2#TE('*/U#
S("$/"#:2"$(4/"/UK#*($/"1#7(,)#$2#(42E"*#
;LLA5#*&D/,$/"1#("#&67(")6&"$#$%($#&674(,&-#
$%&#&"$/4&#'(122"#
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, filza 123, 0790, 362-r. 
A new embankment that separates the living 
%.?*?(%?*;%<::.*%9*A(;;*%9*0%.%;9*'$%'*0:..(0'*
':*'$(*;%<::.*7:8'$9*/9*=8/;'5*

AI
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AL

B6(1&#ALC#V%(-&*#D42Q&,$#7F#$%&#<4&-,/("#&"R
1/"&&4#M'+2"-2#=2-,($&''/#$2#*/0/*&#$%&#'/0/"1#
'(122"#+426#$%&#*&(*#'(122"#G;LJ?K
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori 
alle Acque, b.131, Dis.2. 
Moscatelli updates and develops the suggesB
tions of Alvise Cornaro. Specifically, he plans 
to close the ports of Chioggia and Sant’ErasB
7:1*%.*(7=%.>7(.'*':*(.0;:9(*'$(*;%<::.*:@*
Chioggia, the excavation of a large perimetral 
0:;;(0':)*0$%..(;*%;:.<*'$(*?(7%)0%'/:.*
between the living and dead lagoon, and the 
introduction of the Brenta Novissima into the 
?(%?*;%<::.5*
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.&-/1"/"1#&*1&-

6$(*;%<::.*/9*7%?(*8&*:@*%7&$/=/:89*'())/':)/(9*:.*A$/0$*'$(*(@B
fects of climate change and sea rise will become more evident"*E:)*
'$/9*)(%9:.1*/.*'$(*@8'8)(1*%9*$%9*%;)(%?2*=((.*'$(*0%9(*/.*'$(*&%9'1*
it will be subject to the definition of new limits and the modelling 
:@*/'9*(?<(91*@:;;:A(?*=2*/7&:)'%.'*%.?*)%?/0%;*')%.9@:)7%'/:.95*
A privileged point of view on these aspects can be more clearly 
<)%9&(?*%'*'$(*(?<(9*:@*'$(*;%<::.1*A$()(*'$(*(@@(0'9*:@*')%.9@:)B
mation on the territory induced by the interventions initiated 
with the government of the Serenissima are still clearly visible. 
6$(*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*'$(*argine di intestadura*R%.*(7=%.>7(.'*%0'B
/.<*%9*%*?%7S1*=(<8.*=2*'$(*-(.('/%.9*9'%)'/.<*@):7*'$(*3T'$*0(.B
tury with the aim of diverting the rivers that were responsible for 
'$(*;%<::.K9*9/;'/.<*&$(.:7(.%1*0:.'/.8(?*'$):8<$*')/%;*%.?*()):)*
8.'/;*'$(*7/?#16th century (D’Alpaos 2010, pp. 32–37).
6$(*(7=%.>7(.'*%.?*'$(*0%.%;9*%99:0/%'(?*A/'$*/'*A()(*%*0:7B
&;(H* /.@)%9')80'8)(1* :&()%'/.<* %'* '$(* 9%7(* '/7(* :.* %* $2?)%8;/01*
(0:;:</0%;! and territorial governance level, that was to ‘act as a 
0;(%)*(;(7(.'*:@*9(&%)%'/:.*=('A((.*@)(9$*%.?*9%;'*A%'()K*RJKI;B
&%:9* +4341*&5* L+S* 9(''/.<* '$(* ;/7/'91* /.0;8?/.<*&:;/'/0%;*:.(91*=(B
tween the interior and exterior of an environment which by naB
'8)(*A:8;?*:'$()A/9(*=(*/.*0:.'/.8:89*%.?*&()(../%;*')%.9/'/:.5*
I'*'$(*.:)'$().*;/7/'*:@*'$(*0(.')%;*;%<::.1*/.*'$(*9')('0$*=('A((.*
the park of San Giuliano and the airport of Tessera, the effects of 
'$(*')%.9@:)7%'/:.9*/.?80(?*=2*'$(*0:.9')80'/:.*:@*'$(*(7=%.>B
ment and the Osellino canal in 1507 can still be read: a straight 
line of about 15 kilometres on which the waters of the Marzenego, 
Dese, Zero and Sile rivers flow. Here, beyond the net limit defined 
=2* '$(* (?<(1* %* 929'(7* :@* ,*$"+" that were previously cultivated 
fields is located on the side towards the lagoon. On the other side, 
':A%)?9* '$(* $/.'();%.?1* '$()(* /9* 0:8.')29/?(* A$()(* :.0(* 9'::?*
7%)9$(9* %.?* ;:A;%.?* @:)(9'95*6$(*,*$"+"* %;:.<* '$(*F9(;;/.:* 0%B
nal are ‘well known because they can be easily reached from the 
<):8.?*W555X1*'$(2*:A(*'$(/)*$/<$*9'%=/;/'2*':*'$(*0:.'/.(.'%;*9:/;9*
:.*A$/0$*'$(2*)(9'1*9:*'$%'*':*'$/9*?%2*0%.*=(*)(0:<./G(?*'$(*9/<.9*
:@*'$(*%<)%)/%.*9')80'8)(*&)/:)*':*'$(/)*9(&%)%'/:.*@):7*'$(*7%/.B
;%.?*/.*9:7(*9')%/<$'*2<",'1*A$/0$*:.0(*A()(*?/'0$(9K*RM:.:7('':*
+43T1*&5*++S5*F.*'$(*:'$()*9/?(*:@*'$(*0%.%;*%)(*'$(*'())/':)/(9*':?%2*
0$%)%0'()/G(?* =2* A/?(9&)(%?* 8)=%./G%'/:.1* %.?* '$(* 0:8.')29/?(*
)(98;'/.<*@):7*'$(*+4'$#0(.'8)2*)(0;%7%'/:.1*)(%?%=;(*=2*'$(*)(<B
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ular rhythm of the fields, ditches!*%.?*;:0>9*@:)*A%'()*)(<8;%'/:.5*
‘Five Venetian feet high (~ 1.75 m) above sea level and up to 20 
(~ 7 m) wide at the base’ (D’Alpaos 2010, p. 33), the embankment 
)(7%/.9*%*0:7&;(H*%.?*78;'/?/7(.9/:.%;*/.@)%9')80'8)(*:.*A$/0$*
hydraulic, ecosystemic and legal rationalities overlap. Along the 
embankment is it still possible to find the !'"#$*(7=81#$'**7%)>()9*
that defined (and still define) the limits of the 5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*>
2.+*$"(%.?*'$(*N8)/9?/0'/:.*:@*'$(*-*2'1#$*#%(*&&"(456."5
Here the border takes on the character of a peremptory straight 
line that artificially separates two worlds that would otherB
A/9(* =(* =;8))(?* %.?1*A/'$* '$(71* '$(*7%/.*?(9/<.* )%'/:.%;/'/(9*
that from the times of Cornaro and Sabbadino to Umgiesser 
and D’Alpaos define these spaces. The edge separates, on the 
one hand, a lagoon whose survival is linked to the maintenance 
of those environmental systems of ,*$"+"*%.?*$%;:&$2'/0*&;%.'9*
on which the health of its own waters depends; on the other, 
%*'())/':)2*:@*0:8.')29/?(1*':A.91*7('):&:;/'%.* /.@)%9')80'8)(9*
and widespread urbanity, whose survival depends on the sophisB
'/0%'(?*%.?*@)%</;(*7(0$%./0%;*?)%/.%<(*929'(7*%.?*?(A%'()/.<*
&87&9*/.$()/'(?*@):7*'$(*&%9'5

ular rhythm of the fields, ditches!*%.?*;:0>9*@:)*A%'()*)(<8;%'/:.5*
‘Five Venetian feet high (~ 1.75 m) above sea level and up to 20 
(~ 7 m) wide at the base’ (D’Alpaos 2010, p. 33), the embankment 
)(7%/.9*%*0:7&;(H*%.?*78;'/?/7(.9/:.%;*/.@)%9')80'8)(*:.*A$/0$*
hydraulic, ecosystemic and legal rationalities overlap. Along the 
embankment is it still possible to find the !'"#$*(7=81#$'**7%)>()9*
that defined (and still define) the limits of the 5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*>
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The walls of Venice

100 Venetian markers
In recent years there has been discussion of a possible division of 
'$(*-(.('/%.*7('):&:;/'%.*%)(%*.:'*:.;2*/.*&$29/0%;*'()791*'$):8<$*
projects involving the construction of barriers made of sheet piles 
or embankments, but also in administrative terms. Various $"?>
"$"+7.:, the most recent in 2019, have proposed the division into 
two different municipalities, those of Venice and Mestre. Despite 
having all had negative results, these referendums expose unsolved 
&):=;(79*%.?*'(.9/:.9*=2*.:A*0:.9:;/?%'(?*=('A((.*'$(*;%<::.*
and mainland spheres of the metropolitan city. The definition of 
a possible new administrative border has pushed both citizens’ 
committees in favour of separation, and research groups in the 
university field (DeVine "#(*&@ 2016) to reflect on a boundary that 
can realistically be shared and effective for this purpose. In most 
0%9(9*'$/9*=:8.?%)2*'%>(9*8&*;%)<(*9(0'/:.9*:@*'$(*&()/7('()*:@*'$(*
5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*2.+*$"1*'$(*%)(%*$/9':)/0%;;2*8.?()*'$(*0:.'):;*:@*
'$(*-*2'1#$*#%(*&&"(456."5
As we have seen, since the days of Sabbadino and Cornaro, definB
ing both a physical and political/administrative boundary of the 
-(./0(*;%<::.*&:9(9*')(7(.?:89*/998(9*/.*'()79*:@*9&%0(*%.?*'/7(5*
In spatial terms, we face the problem of the management and the 
construction of the border –as a territorial and legal entity– for a 
mutable physical body with an extension of 550 square kilometres 
fed by a hydrographic basin more or less four times larger. In 
'(7&:)%;*'()791*A(*@%0(*'$(*&$%9(*?/9&;%0(7(.'*=('A((.*<(:;:<B
ical time and human providential time, between the natural and 
man-driven evolution of the morphology of the lagoon and the 
72'$*:@*'$(*:)/</.*:@*'$(*-(.('/%.*Y(&8=;/05
6$(*0%9(*:@*'$(*-(./0(*;%<::.*/9*:.(*:@*'$(*7:9'*@%90/.%'/.<*0%9(*
studies in territorial terms. If, according to Robert Sack, we conB
9/?()* '())/':)/%;/'2*%9* '$(*7(%.9*=2*A$/0$* 9&%0(*%.?*9:0/('2*%)(*
interrelated, as the basic geographic expression of influence and 
power, as ‘the attempt by an individual or group to affect, influB
(.0(1*:)*0:.'):;*&(:&;(1*&$(.:7(.%*%.?*)(;%'/:.9$/&91*=2*?(;/7B
iting and asserting control over a geographic area’ (Sack 1986, p. 
3,S! few other cases might be more relevant –and thoroughly hisB
torically documented– than that of the Venice lagoon.
Territoriality is the first form of spatial expression of political 
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▶4  ‘L’assunto che il territorio 
0:9'/'8/90(*(;(7(.':*(99(.B
ziale per l’esistenza dello Stato 
– congiuntamente al popolo e 
all’ordinamento – viene inteso 
?/*)(<:;%*0:7(*)/@()/7(.':*%*
quella quantità ben definita 
?/*9&%G/:*.(;*08/*%7=/':*9/*
esercita il potere di sovranità. 
Venezia, Città-Stato insulare, 
offre invece il singolare 
esempio di Stato che lotta 
9:&)%''8'':*&()*;%*?/@(9%*?(;;%*
“qualità” del suo territorio laB
<8.%)(5*D%*'8'(;%*?(;;%*;%<8.%*
contro gli eventi suscettibili 
?/*78'%).(*;:*9'%'89*/.'(9:*
come “qualitas soli” costituisce 
98;*&/%.:*</8)/?/0:*;%*)%'/:*
?/*'8''%*;%*;(</9;%G/:.(*98;;(*
acque, mentre su quello politB
ico diviene la ragion di Stato 
0$(*?('()7/.%*;(*90(;'(*0$(*
&:)'%.:*%;;%*)(%;/GG%G/:.(*?/*
<)%.?/:9(*:&()(*?/*/.<(<.()/%*
/?)%8;/0%K*R%8'$5')%.95S5

power, and this also translates into legislation. Silvano Avanzi, 
98&()/.'(.?(.'* :@* '$(*A.*$7'*( 7'( B'+*+/** /.*-(./0(* %.?* %7:.<*
the three experts who guided the most recent process of redefiniB
'/:.*:@*'$(*%)(%*:@*5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*2.+*$" in 1991, expressed very 
clearly the relevance of the Venice lagoon case study in territorial 
terms: ‘The assumption that the territory constitutes an essential 
element for the existence of the state –together with the people 
and the legal system– is normally understood as a reference to that 
well-defined amount of space in which sovereignty is exercised. 
W555X*-(./0(1*%.* /9;%.?*0/'2B9'%'(1*:@@()9*'$(*9/.<8;%)*(H%7&;(*:@*%*
state that fights above all for the defence of the “quality” of its laB
goon territory. The protection of the lagoon against events likely 
to change its status understood as “quality of the soil” constitutes 
the rationale for all legislation on water, while on a political level 
/'*=(0:7(9*'$(*raison d’état*'$%'*?('()7/.(9*'$(*0$:/0(9*'$%'*;(%?*
to the creation of grandiose hydraulic engineering works’ (Avanzi 
1989, p. 55).▶I

And if the quality of the lagoon territory is rather unique, it is also 
rather unique the way in which different notions of time overlap 
above and below the surface of this expanse of water and islands. 
As Tafuri reminded us, after having carefully shaped and redeB
fined through the Late Medieval period its own origin, ‘Venice 
')/(?*':*"+7.$"(C'#<'+(<"$(%$'2'+: Venice will become the symbol of 
980$*%*)(9/9'%.0(1*A$(.*0:.'/.8/'2*/.*$()*=(</.9*':*=(*=(')%2(?*=2*
repetition and impotent fetishism’ (Tafuri 1995, p. X).
-(./0(1*%00:)?/.<*':*#%);:*F99:;%*R+44LS1*$%9*%;A%29*%.'/0/&%'(?*
/'9*=(</../.<9*%.?*:.*'$(*:'$()*$%.?*$%9*&)(0/&/'%'(?*/'9*(.?1*?/9B
solving by its own initiative a pluri#0(.'(../%;*Y(&8=;/0*/.*3!,!5*
F.;2*%*@(A*2(%)9*(%);/()1*=('A((.*3!,3*%.?*3!,+1*'$(*-(.('/%.*Y(B
public had placed 100 markers –for the sake of precision, 98 markB
()9*%.?*:.(*A%;;*A/'$*%.*/.90)/&'/:.*'$%'*0:8.'(?*%9*'A:*7%)>()9*
(Caniato 1991, p. 52)– to define once and for all the borders of the 
Venice lagoon. Yet, as we know, the boundaries of Venice and 
the boundaries of its lagoon are by their very nature unstable and 
subject to continuous negotiations.  The whole operation revealed 
a paradox: how to define for eternity the boundary of 550 square 
kilometres of marshes and navigable waters that made the existB
(.0(*:@*'$(*Y(&8=;/0*&:99/=;(Z*6$(*&:9/'/:./.<*:@*'$(9(*$87=;(*
markers –made either in !'"#$*(7=81#$'**:)*=)/0>9*%.?*7:)'%)1*%.?*
)%.</.<*@):7*3*':*3"5 metres in height– proved obviously inadeB
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quate to fulfil such an ambitious goal and represented the swan 
song of the Republic that dissolved itself a few years later before 
Napoleon conquered it.

M"#&,2'21/,('#+(7'&

Essendo il principal objecto del Stado nostro la conservation de queste nostre lacune ▶H

(Savi ed Esecutori alle Acque, 1534)

Venetorum urbs | divina disponente Providentia | in aquis fundata | aquarum ambitu circumsepta | aquis 
pro muro munitur. | Quisquis igitur | quoquomodo detrimentu | publicis aquis inferre ausus fuerit | et hostis 
patriae iudicetur | nec minore plectatur poena | quam qui sanctos muros patiae violasset. | Huius edicti ius 
$*#.:(3"$3"#..:6."("1#%@ ▶L

(Latin inscription for the headquarters of the Magistrato alle Acque in the Doge’s Palace, 16th 
0(.'8)21*C89(:*#:))()S5

The conservation of the lagoon has always been a dogma and repB
)(9(.'(?*:.(*:@*'$(*7%N:)*(0:.:7/0*%.?*'(0$.:;:</0%;*(@@:)'9*@:)*
the Venetian Republic. It is not by chance then that in the colB
lective imaginary guaranteeing eternal life to the lagoon equalled 
<8%)%.'((/.<*('().%;*;/@(*':*'$(*Y(&8=;/05*6$(*@%0'*'$%'*'$(*;%<::.*
should have been preserved for eternity did not obviously mean 
that the Venetians –and above all experts in hydraulics such as 
Cristoforo Sabbadino, head of the -*2'1#$*#%( *&&"( 456."* %):8.?*
'$(*7/?#16th century– were not aware that the lagoon was a living 
and mutable body. A mutable body divided in &*2.+*(0'0* –living 
;%<::.1*A$()(*9:7(*%)(%9*%)(*%;A%29*98=7()<(?*%.?*:'$()9*%)(*&(B
riodically submerged during high tides– and laguna morta –?(%?*
;%<::.1▶J where the areas have emerged or are invaded only exB
0(&'/:.%;;2*=2*'$(*A%'()9*RC:)%.?/./*3,O41*&5*!3S5*I*78'%=;(*=:?2*
)(;%'(?*=:'$*':*?%/;2*020;(91*%9*'$(*:.(*:@*'$(*)/9/.<*%.?*?(0)(%9/.<*
tide illustrated by Sabbadino himself, and long-term modificaB
tions, as reported by ancient historians such as Strabo and by the 
capillary activity of survey and preservation led by the Venetian 
Republic since the Late Medieval period. 
6$(*=:)?()9*:@*'$(*-(./0(*;%<::.*&;%2(?*%*0)80/%;*):;(*/.*'$(*7/;/B
tary and political tradition –historic or mythical– of the Republic, 
':*'$(*&:/.'*:@*=(/.<*0:.9/?()(?*%9*'$(*')8(*A%;;9*:@*'$(*Y(&8=;/0*
RF)'%;;/*+44L1*&5*34TS5*6$(*$/9':)2*)(;%'(?*':*'$(*7%/.'(.%.0(*:@*
these ‘walls’ has been described as an ‘ecological fable’ (Bevilacqua 
2009, p. 13), with a wise governance capable of preserving a deliB
cate and vulnerable habitat with the consent and contribution of 
the universality of citizens.

▶H Being the main objective 
of our state the conservation 
:@*:8)*;%<::.*R%8'$5')%.95S5

▶6  The islands of the 
-(.('/%.9*%'*'$(*=($(9'*:@*
divine Providence founded on 
'$(*A%'()9*%.?*98)):8.?(?*=2*
'$(*A%'()91*%)(*&):'(0'(?*=2*
A%'()9*/.9'(%?*:@*A%;;95*I.2B
:.(*'$()(@:)(*?%)/.<*':*0%89(*
$%)7*/.*%.2*A%2*':*&8=;/0*
A%'()9*/9*0:.?(7.(?*%9*%.*
(.(72*:@*'$(*$:7(;%.?*%.?*
/9*&8./9$(?*.:*;(99*9()/:89;2*
than the one who violated the 
$:;2*A%;;9*:@*'$(*$:7(;%.?5*
The right of this edict is imB
78'%=;(*%.?*&()&('8%;*R%8'$5
')%.95S5

▶J Sabbadino underlined 
that while Alvise Cornaro 
0:.9/?()(?*'$(*;%<::.*:.;2*'$(*
&*2.+*(0'0*1*$(*0:.9/?()(?*@8.B
damental the preservation of 
=:'$*'$(*&*2.+*(0'0**%.?*morta
for the survival of the lagoon: 
‘Ben è vero che essa laguna è 
divisa, parte lago disocupato 
(*&%)'(*0%.(?/*(*0%.%;/*9%;9/1*(*
dove puol entrar il salso, non 
(99(.?:*:08&%':*?%;*?:;G(1*7%*
'8'':*/.*8.*0:)&:*?(;;%*;%<8.%1*
e volendola conservar, il tutto 
bisogna conservar, e pur esB
sendo sforzati in qualche parB
te perderne per salvar il resto, 
&()?().(*7%.0$:*0$(*9/*&:99%1*
0:7K(/*?/0(*.(;*98:*@:.?%7(.B
to 22 delle acque salse, là dove 
dice che la conservation della 
laguna consiste in conservarla 
/.*;%)<(GG%1*<)%.?(GG%*('*(7B
piezza. Hor volendo lui quella 
&%)'(1*0$K(<;/*/.'(.?(*;%<8.%1*
conservar, consiglia che’l si 
@%0/*;K%)G()(*(*0%.%;/*9:&)%90)/B
'/5*J/0:*/:*0$K(<;/*&):&:.(*.:.*
solamente cosa difficilissima 
e quasi impossibile a farsi, ma 
cosa dannosissima quando 
la si facesse’. See Cessi (1987, 
&5*3++S5
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The prevailing attitude when dealing with the Venice lagoon has 
been one of extreme caution: if measures to control the evolving 
morphology of the lagoon have been taken since the origins of huB
man settlements in this region, it was only between the 15th and 
16th centuries that an original hydraulic doctrine was developed 
%.?*/.9'/'8'/:.%;/G(?*R#(99/*3,O41*&5*+LS5*6$/9*A%9*7%?(*&:99/=;(*
by two fundamental facts: the sovereignty of the Republic over 
the Venetian hinterland, that meant control over the entire hyB
drographic basin of the Venice lagoon, and the division of the 
original lagoon, that in ancient times extended from Ravenna to 
6)/(9'(5*I*@8)'$()*&89$*0%7(*@):7*'$(*)(0:<./'/:.1*%@'()*'$(*?(B
feat of Agnadello in 1509 and the ensuing siege, of the fundamenB
'%;*):;(*'$%'*'$(*;%<::.*&;%2(?*/.*7/;/'%)2*'()795
The planned or realized interventions on the Venice lagoon thereB
fore varied between a set of extremes, ranging from daily mainteB
nance and fixing recurrent damage to radical modification of the 
morphology of the bodies of water to prevent long term problems; 
between a conservative approach that put military and salubrious 
aspects first and the pressure exercised by a diverse set of priB

.4(P/"1#2+#(#6(4)&4#/"#74/,)-#("*#624$(45#;JN;C#
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, Savi ed Esecutori alle Acque, Busta 152
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vate economic interests; between the determination to safeguard 
'$(*;%<::.*<8%)%.'((/.<*&8=;/0*0:.'):;*%.?*'$(*@)((*(H&%.9/:.*:@*
A%'()9*%.?*'$(*/.(H:)%=;(*7%.7%?(*')%.9@:)7%'/:.*%.?*&:99/=;(*
overexploitation of resources.
At the beginning of the 18th century –after many radical interB
ventions on rivers carried out during the 17th century, many of 
which had already been proposed by Sabbadino around 1550– the 
@8'8)(*:@*'$(*-(./0(*;%<::.*A%9*':*9:7(*(H'(.'*0:.9/?()(?*':*=(*
9(08)(?*@):7*A$%'*/.*(%);/()*0(.'8)/(9*$%?*=((.*9((.*%9*'$(*7%/.*
menace, the landfilling caused by river sediments. The governB
7(.'*:@*'$(*Y(&8=;/0*%/7(?*'$()(%@'()*%'*9(08)/.<*'$/9 status quo 
'$):8<$*%*@:)7*:@*(.@:)0(7(.'*'$%'*'::>*'$(*.%7(*:@*5%+#"$:'+*>
/'%+"(&*2.+*$""

W%&#!"#$%&'(#)*("#%+,)-.#)&%
While the unstable balance between water and earth has been 
allegorically represented on multiple occasions –as in the fronB
tispiece of Bernardo Trevisan’s Trattato* :@* 3!3"* '$%'* 0%))/(9* '$(*
7:'':*D33%+"1'("&":"+#%(*7("&":"+#%E▶O A$()(*'$(*'A:*(;(7(.'9*%)(*
depicted as two fighting women– the tangle of private but also 
public general interests that shaped this environment meant that 
for centuries the question of clearly delimiting the Venice lagoon 
did not arise. It was not discussed even during the intense debate 
on the destiny of the lagoon between Cristoforo Sabbadino and 
Alvise Cornaro in the mid#3O'$*0(.'8)25*6$/9*/.()'/%*A%9*=):>(.*
:.;2* %'* '$(*=(</../.<*:@* '$(* 3!'$* 0(.'8)21* %.?* /'* '::>*7:)(*:)*
less two hundred years to establish a final definition with the 
&:9/'/:./.<*:@*'$(*344*7%)>()9*:@*'$(*5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"( &*2.+*$"E*%*
kind of ‘lagoon protection belt interposed between salt and fresh 
water’ (Cessi 1960, p. 58). The safeguard of the lagoon required 
on one hand a juridical action, including the revising of specific 
legislation, and on the other technical interventions that radicalB
ly modified the morphology of the borders of the lagoon. Since 
'$(*3!'$*0(.'8)2*'$(*-*2'1#$*#%(*&&"(456."*$%?*0:.'/.8%;;2*/998(?*
&):0;%7%'/:.9* )(;%'(?* ':* '$(* $%)7* '$%'* /.0%8'/:89* %.?* @)%8?8B
lent activities were causing and could cause to the Venice lagoon, 
stipulating very harsh punishments for those caught in violation. 
These proclamations were obviously not sufficient: the defence 
of this environment required a coordinated normative action to 
be enforced ‘nel giro d’una fissa linea di conterminazione...per indi>

▶8 ‘Elements opposing each 
:'$()K*R%8'$5')%.9S5
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▶9 ‘Within a fixed boundary 
;/.(*555*':*/.?/0%'(*/'*')8;2*
9%0)(?*A/'$/.*'$(*%99/<.(?*
=:8.?%)/(9K*R%8'$5*')%.95S5*

5*$&*( 0"$*:"+#"( 1*5$*( 7"+#$%( 2&'( *11"2+*#'( #"$:'+'K!▶N* %9*Y:7&/%9/:*
R3!LL1*&5*3+OS*9'%'(?5*6$(*5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"( &*2.+*$"*A%9*0:7&;('(?*
/.*@:8)*&$%9(91*9'%)'/.<*@):7*'$(*9:8'$BA(9'().*%)(%*:@*'$(*;%<::.1*
&):0((?/.<*':A%)?9*'$(*.:)'$B(%9'*%.?*'$(.*0:.0;8?/.<*A/'$*'$(*
coastal tract (Tiepolo 1992, p. 91):
- 1605-1615, between Chioggia and Lizza Fusina, in relation to the 
deviation of the Brenta river with the realization of the Brenta 
F%0'11':* riverbed;
B*3O3OB3OLO1*=('A((.*D/GG%*E89/.%*%.?*C%)<$()%1*0:.'/.8/.<*'$(.*
along the Osellino canal until the Dese river;
- 1670-1683, between the Dese river and Torre del Caligo, followB
ing the deviation of the Sile river with the realization of the G*2&'%(
7"&(9'&" riverbed and the deviation of the Piave river;
B*3!"LB3!,+1*@):7*6:))(*?(;*#%;/<:*':*#$/:<</%*%;:.<*'$(*0:%9'*:@*
Cavallino, Sant’Erasmo, the Lido and Pellestrina.
F.(*$8.?)(?*2(%)9*&%99(?*=('A((.*'$(*0:7&;('/:.*:@*'$(*'$/)?*
phase and the beginning of the fourth and final phase. A fundaB
7(.'%;*&89$*0%7(*@):7*'$(*)(&:)'*&):?80(?* /.*3!O+*=2*I.<(;:*
Emo on the deterioration of the lagoon. The report followed his 
appointment to produce a map where every alteration to the laB
<::.*=:)?()*7:)&$:;:<21*A$('$()*&):?80(?*=2*.%'8)(*:)*=2*&)/B
vate interests, was to be highlighted (E. Bevilacqua 1992, p. 56). 
After noticing severe alterations throughout the border of the laB
goon, Emo strongly suggested that measures be taken to complete 
'$(*5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*2.+*$"(%.?*'$(*&:9/'/:./.<*:@*.(A*7%)>()9*%9*
98=9'/'8'(9*@:)*'$:9(*&;%0(?*/.*'$(*3!'$*0(.'8)21*A$/0$*$%?*/.*'$(*
7(%.'/7(*;%)<(;2*?/9%&&(%)(?5
Even if since the fall of the Republic of Venice the pre-eminence 
:@*'$(*927=/:'/0*)(;%'/:.*=('A((.*-(./0(*%.?*/'9*;%<::.*/.*)(;%B
'/:.*':*'$(*7%/.;%.?*$%9*?/9%&&(%)(?1*'$(*5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*2.+*$"(
is still relevant as an expression of political and technical awareB
.(991*%9*%*7:)&$:;:</0%;*%.?*N8)/?/0%;*(;(7(.'*'$%'*)(7/.?9*89*:@*
the necessity of defining a space devoted to the daily as well as 
long-term safeguarding of the unique environment of the Venice 
;%<::.5
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*&0/,&-

Elements / Key concepts



34,!"#$%&%'%()%*+,%-./,%0,1,)2,3

The Venice lagoon is a space with mutable borders also 
from an administrative point of view. It is a ‘regulated 
;%<::.K*.:'*:.;2*A/'$*)(9&(0'* ':* /'9*7:)&$:;:<2*=8'*
also through a series of legislative instruments that 
overlap and sometimes ‘collide’, creating a complex 
929'(7*:@*0):99B;/.>(?*0:.9')%/.'9*%.?*9%@(<8%)?9*'$%'*
)(9&:.?*':*$('():<(.(:89*)%'/:.%;/'/(95
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Numerous intangible perimeters have been 
recognized, conceived, defined, and retraced 
over the centuries. The first, linked to the morB
&$:;:<2*:@*'$(*-(./0(*;%<::.*/'9(;@*%.?*':*'$(*
&)(9(.0(*:@*'$(*;%<::.*7:8'$9*%.?*)(;%'(?*%)B
eas of influence, are the watershed lines. While 
not representing a fixed obstacle, these implied 
a relevant limit to navigation across the lagoon 

in the event of low tide. The 5%+#"$:'+*/'%+"(&*>
2.+*$" was officially established at the end of 
the 18th century: however, it had already been 
conceived at the beginning of the 17th century 
and was implemented over a long period, in 
'$(* @%0(*:@* 0:.9/?()%=;(*?/90899/:.95*6:* '$(9(*
=:)?()9*A()(*'$(.*%??(?*@8)'$()*:.(91*980$*%9*
the administrative borders of the municipaliB

M*6/"/-$4($/0&#D&4/6&$&4-#2+#$%&#'(122"
Contermination of the lagoon, watersheds, municipal 
!"#$%&'()*+,')-.&/&0("$,-"$*"'0(&,,,




