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“Amidst the enthusiasm, chivalry, or fanaticism of the other states of Europe, Venice 
stands, from first to last, like a masked statue; her coldness impenetrable.”1

Ruskin, Stones of Venice

Venetian architecture has a logic of its own, significantly different to that of other 
Italian cities and it has been famously difficult to get new architectural projects 
agreed. John Ruskin raises the metaphor of Venice as an impenetrable mask, and in 
this context, I seek to argue that the mask can be used to analyse and appreciate the 
city’s architecture. Built upon islands in the lagoon of the Adriatic Sea2, the highly 
dense cityscape of Venice means that often buildings are only visible by their front-
facing façade along the canal. While this limits the angles in which each building is 
viewed, the façade exposed has full control over the way in which it is perceived, 
and how the interior corresponds with the exterior. The effect is similar to that of a 
mask, a rigid external element that when worn, controls the audience while in turn 
liberating its wearer by hiding their face. Theatre is so integral to Venice, with the 
city being the cradle for Italian theatre and opera3, which reflects the significance 
of the mask in its culture. The façade, like a mask, presents the boundary between 
public and private, frontstage and backstage, but in Venice, there are different ways 
in which this boundary is enacted. Masks were standardised during the 18th Century, 
but in distinct categories, three of which this essay will examine to show how they 
help reveal aspects of the city’s architecture.

Masks played a key role in Venetian society since at least the 16th Century4, introduced 
in response to rigid social hierarchies implemented5 that limited individual 
expression. Laws were imposed regarding how Venetians had to portray themselves 
in public, based on class, gender, sexuality and wealth, regulating everything from 
their houses, the decorations of gondolas and patterns of dress6. In Venice there was 

1  Ruskin, J. (1890). The stones of Venice. (Vol. 2). J. Wiley and sons.
2  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.
3  Farrell, J., & Puppa, P. (2011). A history of Italian theatre. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.
4  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.
5  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
6  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.
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a long-running tension between individuality and the collective: “The individual was 
absorbed in the State. Which refused independent initiative to the individual.”7 By 
covering their face with a mask, they temporarily liberated themselves from these 
preconceived definitions. This brought performance to the streets, and the wearing 
of a mask “to prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet”8 became the customary 
way to interact. So ubiquitous were masks in the 18th Century that the Government 
had to rewrite its laws to regulate their use to avoid anarchy9. These laws echoed 
the temporary nature of masks, fluctuating throughout the century from the total 
prohibition of their use, to the requirement of them in certain public occasions, such 
as theatres, casinos and eventually within Parliament itself10. Rather than eliminating 
order, the mask was a tool to control it, and redefine society to reflect the desires of 
its individuals. Paradoxically, by standardising society with the same face, Venetians 
found an autonomous liberty within the guarded limits of the mask11 under which 
their true identities were freed.

A mask can be understood to bear the threshold between frontstage and backstage, 
both in the literal sense of the theatre, and within the public/private thresholds 
of architecture in which the façade is the mask. This analogy is reminiscent of the 
contested distinctions brought forward in the 1950s by sociologist Erving Goffman, 
between frontstage (performance) and backstage (reality) that defined the way 
individuals interacted within the urban sphere12. Goffman defined the frontstage 
personality as the role one takes on when in public, an artificial identity conforming 
to social expectations, while the backstage personality is closer to their true self, but 
reserved for private life, where there is no audience. While Goffman refers to theatrics 
within the general urban sphere, this connection to Venice had been made by his 
precursor, sociologist Georg Simmel, who on visiting the city in the early 1900s, he 
saw its façades mask-like which he associated with superficiality and dishonesty. In 
his account he writes “all that cheerfulness and brightness, lightness and openness 
is merely a façade for a dark, violent and remorselessly purposeful life, the city’s 
decline has left behind only a lifeless set, the mendacious beauty of a mask”13. By 
comparing Venice to a stage set, Simmel implies that the façades present a utopic 
frontstage exterior while masking a dark backstage reality where “all action seems 
to be foreground without background.”14 Simmel sees Venice as an example of the 
problems of urban society presented in his works, where the individual is swallowed 
by the crowd.15 and sees Venice as representative of this. However, Venice’s relationship 
to mask and theatre is more complex than this. Venice’s reality and individuality are 
expressed by means of masks and facade, where the standardisation of the mask and 
the architecture paradoxically brings freedom in society. Venice is immersive theatre, 

7  McPherson, D. C. (1990). Shakespeare, Jonson, and the myth of Venice. Newark: University of 
Delaware Press.
8  Lester, J. (1968). The Mask. In Journey Through Despair, 1880-1914 (pp. 127-153). PRINCETON, 
NEW JERSEY: Princeton University Press. doi:10.2307/j.ctt183pg5v.10
9  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic. Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press.
10  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
11  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Saving Face. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 
112–128). Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
12  Goffman, E. (2008). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books/Random 
House.
13  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
14  Ibid
15  Podoksik, E. (2012). In search of unity: Georg Simmel on Italian cities as works of art. Theory, 
culture & society, 29(7-8), 101-123.

with no clear distinction between frontstage or backstage. Even the layout of the city 
may be seen to show this, where the twisted routes leave the observer disorientated, 
stumbling upon the frontstage of a piazza via the isolated backstreets as though by 
accident. As Ruskin understood, Venice itself is a mask, a complicated impenetrable 
threshold between performance and reality, and the two are hard to separate, as they 
have grown to be a natural part of the city’s interplay.

This is an interdisciplinary thesis drawing together the themes of architecture, 
theatre, society, and the role of the mask within the timeless context of Venice. The 
structure of the essay follows the sequence of a performance to echo the way Venice 
parallels theatre. Through studying Simmel’s accounts on Venice in comparison with 
architectural theories regarding the mask, as well as my own experience when visiting 
the city, I will explore the connection between Venetian masks and architecture. 
The threshold between theatre and reality is complex in Venice, and there is a 
correspondence between the way masks developed and the way architecture is set 
out. Three Venetian masks, the bauta, the moretta and the gnaga, form the chapters 
of this thesis, each bringing out a different principle of the mask that help explain the 
different layers to Venice’s façades. The essay ends with exploring how this relates to 
the modern context, to understand how future architectural interventions should 
approach Venice without diminishing its overall effect. With Venice’s ongoing conflict 
with modernity, OMA’s renovation of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi is one of few projects 
to have successfully been implemented, where the architect has recognised the 
significance of the façade within Venice’s ensemble, and claims to use the mask as a 
strategic tool for design. In the following sections I review the three archetypal masks 
that, in their different ways, relate to the architecture of Venice.





15

Fig. 2 The bauta mask,worn with a tricon and cape for complete anonymity, in The Perfurme Seller, by Pietro Longhi c. 1750 

ACT 1: THE BAUTA

“Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell 
you the truth.”1 

Oscar Wilde, The Happy Prince and other stories

“The city’s decline has left behind only a lifeless set, the mendacious beauty of a mask.”2

Georg Simmel, Venice

A mask can be seen from two sides as these quotes demonstrate. For some, it is a way 
to reveal the truth; for others, it suppresses it. Simmel recognised Venice’s beauty 
but resented its artificial theatricality, that “the single parts may be harmonious and 
perfect among themselves… and the more perfect it is in itself, the worse the lie”3. This 
section seeks to demonstrate that masks and theatricality have a more ambiguous 
and positive role in Venice than that understood by Simmel. Venice’s façades, like 
its masks, follow standard patterns, so that the city has the overall order of a stage 
set. However, in Venice the function of the mask not to suppress but empower 
individuality. Venetian façades and masks bypass the contradiction between the 
individual and the collective that preoccupied Simmel4. A single mask stands out 
in a crowd, but when worn by the majority, it becomes a way for an individual to 
pass unnoticed, liberated from social limitations. By the 18th Century, masks were 
as natural a part of Venetian society as the façades were a part of its architecture, 
despite both being extraneous additions to a separate structure5.

One of the most widely used masks, the bauta (Fig. 2) directly corresponds to 
Venice’s architecture as it provided the most complete façade for the wearer, entirely 
obscuring their features. Although, used initially by men who pursued their sexual 
desires incognito6 it acquired much wider use and even became a legal requirement 
in certain public situations. The bauta allowed the wearer to sidestep the constraints 
of the rigid social hierarchy7. It was plain in design and its squared jawline enabled 
the wearer to eat and drink, as well as distorting their voice, making it perfect for use 
in public over long periods of time. The bauta was required on entering theatres, 
casinos and coffeehouses, rendering everyone equal so that “conversation flowed 

1  Wilde, O. (2017). The happy prince and other stories. Pan Macmillan.
2  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
3  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
4  Simmel, G. (1950). The Metropolis and Mental Life. (K. Wolff, Trans., D. Weinstein, Ed.). Free Press.
5  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
6  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
7  Johnson, J. H. (2011). New World. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 13–24). 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.



1716

Fig. 3 Panorama of Venice from the Grand Canal
Fig. 4  The Ridotto, by Pietro Longhi , c. 1760
Both images depict the mask in Venice, the uniformity of the façades along the Grand Canal reflecting the standardisation of 
the bauta mask in the crowds of the Ridotto.

freely among people who would not otherwise have spoken”8. It even became a 
obligatory for certain Parliamentary debates, to enable free expression of opinions9. 
On Goffman’s terms, the bauta separated the user from their ‘frontstage’ persona, 
allowing them to reveal their true ‘backstage’ identity. 

Just as the bauta created balance in a non-uniform society, the façades of Venice 
are striking in their aesthetic consistency and “unique equilibrium of uniformity and 
variety”10, like faces in a crowd. The façade is the primary element of a building that 
defines the way its perceived. In Venice’s hybrid Gothic11 architecture that combines 
Western and Eastern influences, the repetition of modules, portals, windows and 
pediments has been seen to reflect the city’s integrated identity12 and, like the bauta, 
to ensure a certain level of social and political equality. The ambiguity of influences, 
and the unrelenting consistence of its façades is what makes Venetian architecture 
immediately identifiable.13 In this unique sense, Venice’s theatricalised uniformity 
is used to nurture individuality14, just as the anonymous bauta aided individual 
expression. The façade, like the mask, identifies its wearer as Venetian, but otherwise 
retains its mystery. To illustrate this, Figures 5-8 show multiple façades along Grand 
Canal. While the similarity of the façades does not disturb the rhythm of the ensemble, 
each shows a unique variation on an implicit underlying order. This was analysed 
by architect Peter Eisenman, who identified each façade to vary around symmetry, 
superimpositions, and oscillations of a prescribed type, representing an open-ended 
process rather than a resolved configuration15. In this respect, Eisenman’s analysis 
directly counteracts Simmel’s perception of Venice as a “lifeless set”16, as Venice’s 
architecture can be seen to allow for a life beyond their construction. His conclusion 
states: 

“There is not a ‘before’ to which these faces/masks refer, there is not a ‘one’ to which 
they aspire. The face detaches itself from the building to which it is applied… The choral 
unity to which these faces/façades belong is that of the urban and its theatrical unity: a 
dynamic representation of La Serenissima.”17

While Simmel saw the rhythms of Venetian life as monotonous18, Eisenman shows 
that this monotony hides a subtle variety. Similarly, the bauta, while seemingly 
homogenous, was crafted bespoke to each face19 and was used for a wide range 
of purposes. What looked like uniformity on the surface was in fact a medium for an 
individualised society.

8  Johnson, J. H. (2011). New World. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 13–24). 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
9  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Venetian Incognito. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 
129–140). Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
10  Howard, D., & Dursteler, E. (2013). Venetian Architecture. In A Companion to Venetian History, 
1400-1797 (pp. 743–778). Leiden: Brill.
11  The Architecture of Venice: Anything but Italian • Approach Guides. (2020, April 10). Retrieved 
April 15, 2020, from https://www.approachguides.com/blog/venice-architecture-byzantine-islamic-influ-
ences/
12  Foscari, G., & Koolhaas, R. (2014). Elements of Venice. Zürich: Lars Müller Publishers.
13  Howard, D., & Dursteler, E. (2013). Venetian Architecture. In A Companion to Venetian History, 
1400-1797 (pp. 743–778). Leiden: Brill.
14  Mele, V. (2018, May 14). Before and beyond the masses. Simmel, Benjamin, and the sociology 
of crowds. Retrieved from https://www.utpjournals.press/doi/abs/10.3138/ttr.39.1.119
15  Stoppani, T. (2012). Paradigm Islands: Manhattan and Venice: discourses on architecture and the 
city. Routledge.
16  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
17  Stoppani, T. (2012). Paradigm Islands: Manhattan and Venice: discourses on architecture and the 
city. Routledge.
18  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
19  History of Venetian Masks. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://magicofvenezia.com/history-of-vene-
tian-masks/

Fig. 5-8 Own images 
showing the uniformity of 

façades along the Canal.
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Fig. 9 Cross-section drawing of a Venetian palace, by Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, illustrating how the majority of the 
building is hidden and the front façade, while only covering a small area of the exterio, has complete control over the way the 
building is perceived. This is reminiscent to a stage set, where the complexity of the backstage is masked by the scenery.

Venice’s resemblance to a stage set was more than just a superficial; one, as it was 
built in a manner reminiscent of stage scenery. Firstly, the axial orders and repeated 
components in the architecture is reminiscent to the long standing principle of 
harmony and balance in stage design20 in order to set the scene for performance 
without dictating the focus. Venice’s façades followed specific construction laws 
when built21. The buildings had to be extremely lightweight to resist sinking into 
the soft ground; external walls had to be durable to withstand ruinous flooding; and 
buildings had to be tall and slender to accommodate a dense population within 
the islands’ boundaries22. Just as with Venice’s architecture, the mask is not purely 
an element of costume, but a tool for design that aims to maintain an illusion and 
have power over the spectator’s perception. A stage set is paradoxical in that it is an 
artificial creation, but it facilitates suspension of disbelief (the audience’s conscious 
acceptance of an illusion)23. Similarly, the bauta, which makes no attempt to simulate 
a human face (Fig. 10), when worn on mass, enables the spectator to accept a new 
reality. The façade is detached from the building’s primary structure24, masking the 
‘backstage’ behind it, while providing the backdrop to the performance in front, 
just as the bauta is physically detached from the wearer. At first glance, the way in 
which the façade masks a building’s interior, can also be compared to the role of 
the proscenium in traditional stage design, defined as the vertical partition between 
stage and audience, marking a physical point where performance and reality meet25. 
However, while the façade separates interior from exterior, the threshold between 
theatre and reality is not defined by this and is much more complex. Simmel mistook 
the façades to be controlling the spaces where performance happens. He stated 
“Everyone in Venice moves as if on a stage… they are constantly emerging from 
behind a corner before disappearing behind the next, like actors disappearing stage 
left or right”26, but he assumes the architecture to be scripting an artificial act, that 
“the play merely takes place there; it has no cause in the reality of what occurred 
before, or effect in the reality of what comes after.”27 Simmel overlooks the agency 
of the people he sees, believing theatre and masks to control behaviour, when it is 
the opposite in Venice. As the bauta demonstrates, the mask was not way to script 
society but an instrument for improvisation.

The architecture embodies both the stage set and the mask, and while Simmel 
sees them as a deadening uniformity, it is this uniformity that allows for individual 
expression. In its blurring of the boundaries between theatre and reality, Venice, 
in effect, anticipates modern ‘immersive theatre’28, where the proscenium is 
eradicated and the audience become a part of the performance, rather than mere 

20  The Principles of Design. (2009, June 18). Retrieved March 12, 2020, from https://scenography.
wordpress.com/2009/06/18/theatre-design-principles-scenography-theory-alina-nicoleta/
21  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
22  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
23  Safire, W. (2007, October 7). Suspension of Disbelief. Retrieved March 4, 2020, from https://
www.nytimes.com/2007/10/07/magazine/07wwln-safire-t.html
24  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
25  What are the types of theatre stages and auditoria? (n.d.). Retrieved April 4, 2020, from http://
www.theatrestrust.org.uk/discover-theatres/theatre-faqs/170-what-are-the-types-of-theatre-stages-and-
auditoria
26  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
27  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
28  Higgin, P. (2017, September 6). A Punchdrunk approach to making theatre. Retrieved March 
13, 2020, from https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/a-punchdrunk-approach-to-mak-
ing-theatre

Fig. 10 The bauta, worn 
typically with a black 

tricorn and cape for 
complete anonymity. The 
mask does not attempt to 

imitate human features 
accurately. Instead it is a 
grotesquely dramatised 

addition.
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onlookers. Punchdrunk29 (Fig. 11) is a notable example of ‘immersive theatre’, and a 
direct reflection of Venice. The performance confuses the proscenium, following a 
labyrinthine route along which both actors and audience follow freely, engaging 
in the performance like being lost in the narrow, secluded passages of Venice. The 
audience are required to wear a mask – a modernised version of the bauta – along 
with a dress code, suspending the reality of the outside world, and becoming a part 
of the performance. Nowadays, the boundary between architecture and the stage is 
becoming increasingly intertwined, with several architects such as Zaha Hadid, Frank 
Gehry, and Jean Nouvel having designed stage sets30. While comparing architecture 
to stage sets used to be an insult to the architects31, it is now celebrated as a platform 
for freedom of design within a reality the designer can control.

The fact that the bauta does not attempt to take the form of a human face, when 
applied to Venice’s architecture, may suggest its façades to be deceptive regarding 
their interior. Whereas Simmel appears to see a contradiction between masks and a 
true personality, it is notable that in the classical world, personality and mask were 
synonymous (the Latin word persona translates to mask), and a character could 
switch between different personas at different times32. This connection was also 
emphasised by architect Martin Neveu who, when commenting on the public sphere 
in Venice, says “masking – either literally or with the bauta, or more symbolically 
through irony or satire – that allows for participation to occur… Masking offered an 
alibi to act freely, openly… a more nuanced sense of public interior space emerged 
in Venice… the space that existed between one’s face and the mask that was worn.”33 
This space was present both in the façades of Venice and in the bauta mask itself.

29  Higgin, P. (2017, September 6). A Punchdrunk approach to making theatre. Retrieved March 
13, 2020, from https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/a-punchdrunk-approach-to-mak-
ing-theatre
30  How architecture and set design are blurring the line between city and stage. (2019, Septem-
ber 16). Retrieved March 12, 2020, from https://www.iconeye.com/design/features/item/13358-architec-
ture-set-design-theatre-stage-city
31  How architecture and set design are blurring the line between city and stage. (2019, Septem-
ber 16). Retrieved March 12, 2020, from https://www.iconeye.com/design/features/item/13358-architec-
ture-set-design-theatre-stage-city
32  Cancik, H. (1998). Persona and Self in Stoic Philosophy. In Self, Soul and Body in Religious Experi-
ence (pp. 335-346). Brill.
33  Neveu, M. (2017) The Space of the Mask. In Martin, M. (Ed.). Architectural Space in Eigh-
teenth-Century Europe: Constructing Identities and Interiors. Routledge.

Fig. 11 A scene from 
Punchdrunk’s Sleep 
No More, where the 
bauta masked audience 
are integral to the 
performance, isolated in a 
warehouse and detached 
from their own realities.
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Fig. 12 By hiding the true beauty of the face, the wearer entices the spectator in a game of love. La Moretta, by Felice Boscar-

“Masks simultaneously veil and unveil... Behind all masks lie dark and unconscious 
streams that cannot be dissociated from the pleasure of architecture. The mask may 
exalt appearances. Yet by its very presence, it says that, in the background there is 
something.”1

Bernard Tschumi, The Pleasure of Architecture

This section addresses the prominence of seduction in architecture, how the 
Venetian façade is designed as a mask, to control and seduce the audience. A mask 
simultaneously veils and unveils. It plays with the spectator’s perception by providing 
a threshold where the user can control what is private and what is exposed. Calculated 
hints of what exists behind the mask evokes a seductive curiosity within the viewer to 
uncover more. It is in our cognition to be curious2, and we are naturally attracted to 
subjects of mystery, the veiling of features only implying their existence, sparking a 
desire for them to be discovered. Architecture that toys with its thresholds between 
public and private, creates a depth to its effect on the user that unravels beyond the 
façade, making for a more alluring and pleasurable experience than that of a building 
that hides nothing. This is evident in Venice, through the ornamented openings in 
its façades and the weathering of its walls, areas in which this division is broken. This 
argument is promoted by architect Bernard Tschumi, who in his essay, The Pleasure of 
Architecture3, stated ‘there is rarely pleasure without seduction, or seduction without 
illusion”4. Venice fascinates the spectator is this way, but the alluring ambiguity 
between public and private is brought into effect by meticulous laws imposed upon 
the city’s architecture.5 Once again Venice embodies a stage set, and a fundamental 
objective in stage design is to captivate an audience through careful composition 
and choreography of components6. Since Venice’s architecture can be considered 
as variations around a type7, seduction, both deliberate and unintentional, can be 
accurately explored within the boundaries of a single house where the façade masks 
the interior. Such tensions are formed between public and private  through openings, 
materiality and ornamentation, that seduce observers from the street. 

1  Tschumi, B. (1977). The pleasure of architecture. Architectural Design, 47(3), 214-218.
2  Kidd, C., & Hayden, B. Y. (2015). The Psychology and Neuroscience of Curiosity. Neuron, 88(3), 
449–460. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2015.09.010
3  Tschumi, B. (1977). The Pleasure of Architecture. Architectural Design, 47(3), 214-218.
4  ibid
5  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
6  The Principles of Design. (2009, June 18). Retrieved March 12, 2020, from https://scenography.
wordpress.com/2009/06/18/theatre-design-principles-scenography-theory-alina-nicoleta/
7  Stoppani, T. (2012). Paradigm Islands: Manhattan and Venice: discourses on architecture and the 
city. Routledge.

ACT 2: THE MORETTA
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The moretta (Fig 12) is the Venetian mask which best illustrates seduction, especially 
when worn during the Republic, making it a strong foundation for analysing this 
aspect of the architecture. The moretta was the symbol of seduction in the 18th 
Century, in which the curated balance between concealment and exposure provided 
a level of mystery that enticed others to discover the truth. Worn by women, it was 
a simple, black velvet mask that spanned just enough to cover the facial features of 
the wearer, evoking an aura of mystery8. Also known as la muta (the mute woman), 
the mask was strapless, only held in place by the biting down on a button located at 
the mouth, silencing the user while exposing their eyes. The voice was considered 
the route to the soul and this restraining feature, while limiting for the woman, only 
aroused curiosity for the outsider by the prohibition it implied9. The hiding of the 
face allowed for women to dress more promiscuous; this was the era of “décolleté 
alla veneziana”10, a fashion in which it was common for women to wear dresses that 
exposed their breasts behind thinly veiled material, while the mask protected them 
against charges of immodesty11. Women wearing the moretta aimed to seduce men 
by exposing their body yet obscuring the fundamental element of beauty – their 
face. As described in Venice Incognito, “What gave such conversations their thrill was 
not that masks disguised their wearers… though they often did. It was that they 
lent plausible deniability to direct contact. From this, temporary intimacy could 
develop.”12 The restraint imposed also allowed women to easily “slip away only with 
the aid of their masks”13 and those who wore the moretta, or pursued a woman in a 
moretta, received pleasure in the venture of this game of love, in which the face of the 
women would only be unveiled in private14.

This concept is utilised in stage design, where the designer controls what is revealed 
and hidden, often using the proscenium as the threshold for this15. Elements 
hidden include the structure of the stage set, along with any elements that break 
the illusion, while the stage creates a setting for the performance, upon which hints 
to a background narrative are revealed. By suggesting subtle traces of a story, the 
stage set aims to coax enough interest within the spectator for them to pursue the 
plot. The same can be transferred to the ways in which architecture seeks to seduce, 
and Tschumi recognises the importance of the mask in this: “Sometimes you wish to 
seduce… you wear a disguise. Conversely you may wish to change roles… you consent 
to someone else’s disguise… that it dissimulates something else.”16. Deception and 
mystery intensify a building’s experience and adds layers that prolong revelations 
beyond the dimension of its façades, playing a powerful game of seduction with the 
audience.

8  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
9  ibid
10  The Moretta or Muta. (n.d.). Retrieved February 24, 2020, from https://www.camacana.com/
en-UK/moretta-venetian-mask.php
11  Johnson, J. H. (2011). The Honest Mask. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 
47–53). Berkeley, CA: University of California Press
12  Ibid
13  McPherson, D. C. (1990). Shakespeare, Jonson, and the myth of Venice. Newark: University of 
Delaware Press.
14  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
15  The Principles of Design. (2009, June 18). Retrieved March 12, 2020, from https://scenography.
wordpress.com/2009/06/18/theatre-design-principles-scenography-theory-alina-nicoleta/
16  Tschumi, B. (1977). The pleasure of architecture. Architectural Design, 47(3), 214-218.

One of the fundamental differences between stage design and architecture is that 
a stage set, in the classical form, is solely to be observed, while architecture has a 
function and is to be interacted with17. Venice, however, is a stage set that remains 
alive, seducing the outsider as its architecture plays with the thresholds between 
public and private, gradually eroding the walls between front and backstage - giving 
the viewer a glimpse beyond the façade. This is another reason why the functionalistic 
concepts of society imposed by Goffman and Simmel can be complicated when 
applied to Venice, a city that thrives off deception over total honesty, performative 
over pragmatic reality. Each architectural element in a house defines the way in 
which is it perceived, while directs the nature of domestic life within18. In this way, 
the seduction of the Venetian as a typology is analysed through categorization of 
its components, beginning with the front door, before extending to openings, 
materiality and ornament.

Goffman symbolizes public behavior as the frontstage of the urban sphere while 
the unfiltered expression of backstage personality is kept private19. In a city that 
complicates this otherwise reductive analogy, the orientations of Venice’s buildings 
are likewise inverted, further confusing the threshold of front to backstage20. While 
the façades along the canals present the backs of houses, occupants appear to enter 
from the streets. Due to the narrow passages, the elevations of the front of houses are 
never seen, nor is there any attention to ornamentation, yet the façades at the back 
are the true face of Venetian architecture, and the backdrop for the performance of 
daily life. The placement of front doors along these streets makes it difficult to capture 
residents leaving or entering their homes. Figure 15 shows how the typical ‘front’ of 
the house is decipherable from its neighbours along the passage, in comparison to 
their ‘back’ façades along the canal (Fig. 16). While guests arriving by boat can enter 
via the canal, it is more common for buildings to be entered from these backstreets21. 
Without a grid system, the labyrinthine streets make it difficult to associate a façade 
seen from the river with its respective front door, and with the city’s perplexing 
numbering system22, the spectator is denied a clear route, as though it were flirting 
with the spectator by denying them of a clear way in. This was criticized by Simmel: 
“Everyone in Venice moves as if on a stage: whether bustling around inconclusively 
or in empty daydreams, they are constantly emerging from behind a corner before 
disappearing behind the next, like actors disappearing stage left or right.”23 But his 
interpretation of this observation falls short by his assumption that Venice hides its 
true identity behind this act: “The play merely takes place there; it has no cause in the 
reality of what occurred before or effect in the reality of what comes after.”24 Theatre 
is Venice’s reality and illusion drives the way in which we experience its performance. 

17  How architecture and set design are blurring the line between city and stage. (2019, Septem-
ber 16). Retrieved March 12, 2020, from https://www.iconeye.com/design/features/item/13358-architec-
ture-set-design-theatre-stage-city
18  Evans, R., Difford, R., & Middleton, R. (1997). Translations from drawing to building and other 
essays (p. 94). London: Architectural Association.
19  Goffman, E. (2008). The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books/Random 
House.
20  Steves, R., & New York Times. (2013, November 7). How to “Read” Venice’s Palaces. Retrieved 
from https://www.walksofitaly.com/blog/venice/venetian-palazzo-architecture-venice-italy
21  Marchiori, L. (2019, February 1). Weird Venetian house numbers explained. Retrieved April 4, 
2020, from https://lucasitaly.com/2019/02/01/venetian-house-numbers/
22  Ibid
23  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
24  Ibid
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Fig. 15-16 (Left to right) Own images illustrating the contrast between the façades along the canals and the passages to their 
respective front doors. The front door is via the narrow back of the house, while the opulence of the front façades is to be 
spectated from the canal.

The door is fundamental to seduction within the architectural mask, with the 
accessibility of a space defined by the scale and number of doors leading to it25. 
Just like the voice was regarded the passage to a woman’s soul during the Republic, 
the front door marks the threshold from public life to the intimacy of somebody’s 
personal space. Just like the mouth remains shut to hold up the moretta, the front 
door is hidden, as it reveals too much to the outsider. The door is therefore only 
opened when the game of seduction is over, and inhabitant chooses to invite the 
outsider in.

While the door denies clear access, the deceptive materiality of the façade also plays 
a role in seducing the outsider. Venice’s elusive atmosphere is brought into effect 
by specific architectural laws regarding the structural mechanics required for the 
city’s external conditions26. The first analysis is on the Venetian façade itself and how 
it redefined the notion of privacy27. The external wall that overlooks the water is 
structurally independent from the rest of the building28, just like the scenery of a stage 
set. Stage scenery, while lightweight for mobility, is designed to appear heavier to  an 
audience, in the same way that the papier mâché moretta was rigid in appearance. 
Likewise, the Venetian façade is entirely deceptive to its internal structure, a literal 
mask (Fig. 17). Venetian buildings suggest a stone load-bearing structure, but such 
materials are too heavy upon the soft-soil lagoon29. Stone is only used in required 
places, such as to connect the external façades to the rest of the building’s structure, 
to hold the building together to shifting soils. The city’s unique ground conditions 
require a more complex approach than the Euclideon geometry applied in most 
masonry construction30. The façades are thin, using brickwork over stone work to 
reduce the overall weight of the building. Yet exteriors are dressed in a thin revetment 
of ‘stone veneer’ – a slimmer and lighter alternative to stone cladding31, also noticable 
in the wall building up in Figure 16. The veneer is primarily ornamental, a thin layer 
upon the external build-up, like the papier mache layers of a Venetian mask, denying 
the spectator to see the structure behind. Architecture has frequently been disguised 
under a decepetive exterior, an example being Banqueting Hall in London, as a way 
to either divert or entice the outsider. The stone veneer is not a permanent disguise 
and are seen to erode where water has touched them. However it is these areas of 
decay, where the true materials of the façade are unveiled, that are arguably the most 
visually seducitve element of the façade.

25  Evans, R., Difford, R., & Middleton, R. (1997). Translations from drawing to building and other 
essays (p. 94). London: Architectural Association.
26  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
27  Stoppani, T. (2012). Paradigm Islands: Manhattan and Venice: discourses on architecture and the 
city. Routledge.
28  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
29  Ibid
30  Ibid
31  Ibid
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Fig 18-23 A selection of openings seen in Venice, with their juxtaposition of architectural influences. Ornament is 
concentrated around the openings, bringing focus to the interior like the openings of the moretta.

The final element, the openings, are arguably the most recongizable aspect of 
Venetian architecure, with its ambiguous juxtaposition of  Gothic inflected and 
Islamic pointed arches32. In the same nature that the eye sockets of the moretta both 
allowed the wearer to see, while exposing their beauty beneath, the openings are 
the focal point of the façade, the moment where exterior meets interior. As evident 
in Beatrice Colomina’s essay The Split Wall, the façade is a physical threshold and 
the design of openings, in isolation and in relation to the building’s interior, define 
how this threshold is approached and what is perceived from either side33. Venetian 
façades has a high void-to-solid ratio34, with larger openings than in other Italian 
cities (Fig. 24-25), partly to reduce a buiding’s weight35, but also to allow light into 
spaces within a dense urban context. 

Glass was an expensive building material and other Italian cities consciously 
minimised openings in their façades, to disguise weath and protect inhabitants from 
invadors. Venice, isolated in its lagoon, did not share this threat and, with a seemingly 
endless supply of Murano glass36, therefore could afford to reveal a lot through its 
palaces’ windows. Just like the eyes are the attractive feature of the face yet the voice 
is the route to the soul, the large ornate openings flirt with the outsider, provoking 
them to discover more, while the front door remains obscure. This counteracts 
Simmel’s criticism when comparing Venice to Florence. He favours Tuscan buildings 
for their ability to “perfectly  express their inner meaning”37, while Venetian “represent 
a precious game who’s uniformity masks the individual characters of its inhabitants, a 
veil whose folds follow only the laws of its own beauty, revealing the life behind it only by 
concealing it.”38 Simmel sees Florentine architecture as genuine, while Venice appears 
to be hiding a darker truth. He believes a mask must imply an opposing truth, yet in 
reality, Venice uses the mask to expose the soul to the city’s theatrical reality. 

Ornament is concentrated around openings to emphasise focus, while the most 
ornate areas remain out of reach39, seducing the spectator by denying acces. While 
the moretta was plain, this same effect came from the decadent clothing that 
complemented the mask, and the black velvet contrasted the woman’s exposure of 
fair skin40 41. This tension between exposure and obstruction is highly attractive in 
both the mask and the architecture and reflect Tschumi’s argument for pleasure42. 

32  The Architecture of Venice: Anything but Italian • Approach Guides. (2020, April 10). Retrieved 
April 15, 2020, from https://www.approachguides.com/blog/venice-architecture-byzantine-islamic-influ-
ences/
33  Colomina, B. (1992). The split wall: Domestic voyeurism. Sexuality and space, 74.
34  Foraboschi, P. (2017). Specific structural mechanics that underpinned the construction of 
Venice and dictated Venetian architecture. In Engineering Failure Analysis (Vol. 78, pp. 169–195).
35  While traceries tend to only support the glass in Northern Europe, in Venetian Gothic, they 
support the weight if the whole façade. Venetian Gothic Style (14th-15th Century). (2019, November 29). 
Retrieved March 20, 2020, from https://www.idesign.wiki/venetian-gothic-style-14th-15th-century/
36  Steves, R., & New York Times. (2013, November 7). How to “Read” Venice’s Palaces. Retrieved 
from https://www.walksofitaly.com/blog/venice/venetian-palazzo-architecture-venice-italy
37  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare
38  Ibid
39  The Architecture of Venice: Anything but Italian • Approach Guides. (2020, April 10). Retrieved 
April 15, 2020, from https://www.approachguides.com/blog/venice-architecture-byzantine-islamic-influ-
ences/
40  Johnson, J. H. (2011). The Honest Mask. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 
47–53). Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
41  This is inverse to the Gothic typology, where resolution of detail is higher in more accessible 
areas of a building, that while reducing unnecessary construction, results in a less of a mystery. Ruskin, J. 
(1920). In The Seven Lamps of Architecture. With illustrations drawn by the author. London: Waverley Book 
Co.
42  Tschumi, B. (1977). The pleasure of architecture. Architectural Design, 47(3), 214-218.
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Ornament is a luxury and adds weight to a building, while Venice was one of the 
centres of luxury at the time of construction in the Renaissance43, sumptuary laws 
were imposed that regulated excess of ornamentation in façades44. The distribution 
is strategic with even the most luxurious palaces45 resulting in a controlled opulence, 
that in turn controls and seduces the spectator.

What this study shows is that while the threshold imposed by the façade is ambiguous, 
it is realised through deliberate design, in the same way that the designs of the bauta 
and moretta informed their uses. However, in neither case does the form dictate the 
use but provides a framework through which they can be interpreted in practice. 
In order to provide the same liberation of identity as the Venetian masks, Venice’s 
architecture must allow its performance and occupation to evolve beyond the 
architect’s intent, a paradoxical aspect to be considered when designing for the city.

43  Condello, A. (2014). Architectural Excess. In The Architecture of Luxury (pp. 51–64). Surrey: 
Ashgate.
44  Ibid
45  Ibid
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Fig. 26 The gnaga, worn as a disguise by the homosexual community. It was a cultural trope, when masked, to wear women’s 
attire, carry a basket of kittens and to curse at bystanders.

“Sensuality was a crucial element in the image of Venice in Europe, and in the Venetian’s 
sense of themselves. The façades of the great palaces along the grand Canal were 
richly ornamented, light reflecting their colours into the rippling water; the buildings 
were diverse façades but roughly uniform in height, so they composed an unbroken 
street wall of ornamented colour… There was a flourishing homosexual subculture to 
cross-dressing, young men lounging in gondolas on the canals in nothing but women’s 
jewels.”1

Richard Sennet, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilisation

Architecture as a discipline is driven by transgression, its process relying on the 
breaking of taboos in order to break its own boundaries2. At one point it would 
be unheard of to trans-program or cross-program a building, yet contemporary 
architects strive to create space that has multiple potentials. The same can be 
witnessed in theatre, with the once strict rules of stage design transgressing from 
being merely observed to a more dynamic, immersive genre of art to that overlaps 
with architecture. It used to be an offence to compare architecture to stage design yet 
many architects such as Zaha Hadid have since actively worked with stage designer 
on stage projects of their own3.

The final mask, the gnaga (Fig. 26), has arguably the most fascinating narrative, where 
the transgressive effects it had on society represents the non-conforming theatrics of 
Venice and the way its architecture supports this. The gnaga was one of the earliest 
masks and a symbol of the social decadence and “sexual licentiousness”4 that made 
Venice centuries ahead of its time. Transgression is defined by the act of going against 
a rule, but the gnaga is an example of when transgression began to rewrite the law, 
upturning normality within Venetian society. Mimicking the features of a cat, and 
covering half the face, it was a tool for homosexual men to disguise themselves as 

1  Sennet, R. (1994). Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civiliztion. New York: W. W. 
Norton.
2  Doron, G. M. (2000). The Dead Zone and the Architecture of Transgression. In City: Analysis of 
Urban Trends, culture, theory, policy, action. (pp. 247–263). Routledge. doi: 10.1080/13604810050147857
3  How architecture and set design are blurring the line between city and stage. (n.d.). Retrieved 
February 13, 2020, from https://www.iconeye.com/design/features/item/13358-architecture-set-design-
theatre-stage-city
4  McPherson, D. C. (1990). Shakespeare, Jonson, and the myth of Venice. Newark: University of 
Delaware Press.

ACT 3: THE GNAGA
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women in public, envisioning one of the earliest forms of drag queen sub-culture5. 
Drag, to this day, revolves around theatrical performance within daily life6, in which a 
male temporarily adopts a dramatized feminine persona, as a method to release their 
own suppressed identity to an audience. Homosexuality was punishable by death 
during the Republic; however, the arresting of a masked individual was against the 
law7, therefore the gnaga became be the perfect loophole for the city’s homosexual 
community. This transgression from the law introduced its own fantastic rules; 
to wear a gnaga, one had to commit to the full character represented, by wearing 
women’s’ clothing, carrying a basket of kittens, and cursing at bystanders8. The wide 
use of the mask also affected the prostitution business, a legal and accepted activity 
that Venice was even famous for during the Renaissance9, so to compromise, a new 
law permitting prostitutes to lean topless from balconies was introduced, which 
lead to the naming of Ponte delle Tette (Bridge of Breasts) and Fondamenta delle Tette 
(Street of Breasts)10. This account shows how Venice as always had a counter-cultural 
view on taboo and normality, often reversing what is acceptable on the frontstage 
with the secrets of the backstage. The ambiguity of thresholds between theatre and 
reality is also evident in the ambiguity of morals within society: “In this parade of 
transgressions the mask is a figure for wickedness.”11

In his famous Advertisements for Architecture postcard series (Fig. 27-29)12, Tschumi 
proclaimed “If you want to follow architecture’s first rule, break it.”13 Philosopher 
Mikhail Bakhtin defined transgression as an act that pushes the limits of experience14, 
and is known for his promotion of the ‘Carnivalesque’ as a way to emancipate 
literature and theatre15, using the Venetian Carnival as a representation of this in daily 
life: “the carnival celebrates temporary liberation from the prevailing truth of the 
established order; it marks the suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges norms 
and prohibitions”.16 Architecture is a disciplinary that constantly pushes known 
boundaries in order to progress and have an effect on society, and redefining rules. 
Venice also is known for its ability to defy what is socially correct to the rest of Europe, 
creating its own context that it constantly strives to surpass, as shown by the story of 
the gnaga within its context. At the time, the city was famous for its liberation 

5  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
6  Taylor, V., & Rupp, L. J. (2004). Chicks with Dicks, Men in Dresses: What It Means to Be a Drag 
Queen. In Journal of Homosexuality (Vol. 46, pp. 113–133). doi: DOI: 10.1300/J082v46n03_07
7  Johnson, J. H. (2011). Saving Face. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Republic (pp. 
112–128). Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
8  Wang, I. (2017, May 25). A Guide to the Masks of Venice. Retrieved February 9, 2020, from 
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/italy/articles/a-guide-to-the-masks-of-venice/
9  Bilal, K. (2019, October 8). Venice Once Paid Prostitutes To Expose Themselves On The ‘Bridge 
Of Breasts’. Retrieved January 10, 2020, from https://www.thevintagenews.com/2019/05/04/bridge-of-
breasts/
10  Ibid
11  Johnson, J. H. (2011). The Culture of Masking. In Venice Incognito: Masks in the Serene Repub-
lic (pp. 112–128). Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
12  Engelen, J. (2014, February 12). “Advertisements for Architecture” - Bernard Tschumi. Retrieved 
February 12, 2020, from https://www.dedeceblog.com/2011/02/22/architectural-adverts/
13  Ibid
14  Lachmann, R., Eshelman, R., & Davis, M. (1988). Bakhtin and Carnival: Culture as Counter-Cul-
ture. Cultural Critique, (11), 115-152. doi:10.2307/1354246
15  Wilson, R. (1986). Play, Transgression and Carnival: Bakhtin and Derrida on “Scriptor 
Ludens”. Mosaic: A Journal for the Interdisciplinary Study of Literature, 19(1), 73-89. Retrieved May 2, 2020, 
from www.jstor.org/stable/24777518
16  Bakhtin And Carnival. (n.d.). Retrieved April 4, 2020, from https://bak.spc.org/subversion/18 
carnival.html

Fig 27-29 Posters in 
Tschumi’s Advertisements 
for Architecture (1976-
77), arguing that 
transgression from rules 
is vital for architectural 

Fig. 30 The gnaga’s role 
in society resembles 

the significance of 
transgressive counter 

culture in Venice’s 
identity.

“from arbitrary oppression”17 and the ways in which counter-culture rewrote the 
law is reflected in the way its architecture redefined limits. As an individual process, 
transgression is temporal, yet the transgressive, decadent culture of Venice has 
remained a timeless image at the forefront of the city’s reputation.

In the context of Venice’s architecture, the transgressive zone can be understood 
as the point of development beyond the design, where the architect suspends 
control over the building:  transgression can be analysed as the ways in which the 
buildings are experienced beyond the initial design, with individual tactics used to 
overcome authoritative architectural strategies18, but Venice as a cityscape is also 
reflective of this. The significance of transgression within architectural progression 
is a widely acknowledged concept, with Tschumi and Bakhtin being only a couple 
of precedents. Within Tschumi’s essay Architecture and Transgression19, he discussed 
the paradoxical relationship between the architect’s deliberate intentions and the 
way a building is experienced in use, called this junction where this is resolved 
the ‘rotten point’, stating that “this metaphorical rot is where architecture lies. Rot 
bridges sensory pleasure and reason.”20This ‘rotten point’, as well as Tschumi’s views 
on transgression is taken literally by architectural professor Gil Doron, in The Dead 
Zone and the Architecture of Transgression21, where transgressive space is analysed 
within what Doron refers to as ‘dead zones’ of urban cities around the world, such 
as New York, Istanbul, and London. A dead zone in this context is a derelict area of 
land considered neither public space nor private, where backstage/illegal acts take 
place, “marshy grounds of ambiguity”22 that appear to evade the onlooking of an 
audience, without having to obscure themselves. Referring to Simmel’s argument 
that individual identities are ’swallowed’ within urban metropoles, such transgressive 
zones are the true performative spaces of a city, where people are liberated from 
social expectation. The paradox is that these ‘dead’ areas are where true life exists, in 
the forms of street actors, prostitutes, and the homeless, where architecture of the 
space is unpresumptuous of its use.

Most urban cities can be viewed this way through the lens of Goffman, who’s theories 
would draw a distinct separation between transgressive zones and the frontstage 
public realm, but Venice once again complicates this threshold. Venice is excluded 
from Doron’s research, again showing that it cannot be pinned to a universal 
definition of urban life. The entire city is a performative ‘dead zone’, built upon sinking 
marshes, with its buildings in a perpetual state of decay and where private matters 
are publicized and decadence is celebrated. Homosexuality and prostitution, as the 
history of the gnaga shows, are an example of the counter-culture relatively liberated 
during the Republic, and prominent in the decadence that is romanticised about 
Venice to this day.

17  McPherson, D. C. (1990). Shakespeare, Jonson, and the myth of Venice (p. 000). Newark: Uni-
versity of Delaware Press.
18  De Certeau, M., & Mayol, P. (1998). The Practice of Everyday Life: Living and cooking. Volume 
2 (Vol. 2). U of Minnesota Press.
19  Tschumi, B. (1996). Architecture and Transgression. In Architecture and Disjunction (pp. 65–80). 
Cambridge, MA: the MIT Press.
20  Ibid
21  Doron, G. M. (2000). The Dead Zone and the Architecture of Transgression. In City: Analysis of 
Urban Trends, culture, theory, policy, action. (pp. 247–263). Routledge. doi: 10.1080/13604810050147857
22  Ibid
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Fig. 31-39 Death, Decay and Decadence. The seductive beauty of erosion of Venice’s façades, as a result of the city’s unique 
environment.

Tschumi famously stated “the most architectural thing about this building is the state 
of decay in which it is.”23, an argument directly materialised in the decay of Venice’s 
façades, the literal rotten point. The mask, as a metaphor for Venice, extends also 
to climate and the effect it has on the city. The water in the canals is a mask in itself, 
flooding the streets at regular intervals, as a curtain veils the stage between acts. 
Even the deceptive colour of the water, intensely green from excessive algae24, 
dramatically complements the spectacle of the city. The erosion of the brick façades 
over the centuries, while greatly problematic for sustainability, has resulted in 
buildings having a decayed aesthetic that has only added to the overall seduction of 
the architecture (Fig. 31-39). The layers of the façades have partially decayed to unveil 
the buildings’ true structural build-ups, captivating the spectator by suggesting an 
identity beyond the monotony of the stone veneered mask. 

Simmel sees Venice’s soul to be “trapped by the rhythm of this city… it is as the only 
the most superficial layers of the soul were breathing, the layers that merely reflect, 
merely enjoy, while its complete reality stood to one side as if in an airy dream.”25 
While Venice appears to be a prisoner in its own role by functionalist European 
principles, the beauty of its decay demonstrates how the city’s identity thrives with 
transgression and decadence, instead of the downfall expected. Such values have 
always seemed to be overturned within the context of Venice, known to be in a state 
of decline for centuries, where its own death is a celebrated aspect within its culture. 
Death is a recurring personification of Venice within literature26 and the expression 
“Venice is Dying” is the cliché headline adopted by journalists27, yet the city entertains 
this identity as a morbid symbol of its own immortality. Everything appears inverted: 
land becomes water; night holds more life than the day; houses are back to front; the 
backstage is brought to the frontstage; decay augments architecture; masks are worn 
to reveal one’s true self, and reality embodies theatre.

23  Engelen, J. (2014, February 12). “Advertisements for Architecture” - Bernard Tschumi. Retrieved 
February 12, 2020, from https://www.dedeceblog.com/2011/02/22/architectural-adverts/
24  Burkart, K. (2020, January 13). Venice to become first algae-powered city. Retrieved March 30, 
2020, from https://www.mnn.com/green-tech/research-innovations/blogs/venice-to-become-first-algae-
powered-city
25  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
26  “I used to think that darkness and death were probably the same. That death was the absence 
of light. That death was nothing more than the shadow-lands where people bought and sold and loved 
as usual but with less conviction. The night seems more temporary than the day… This is the city of un-
certainty, where routes and faces look alike and are not.” Winterson, J. (1996). The Queen of Spades. In The 
Passion (pp. 47–76). London: Vintage.
27  Albanese, C., Salzano, G., & Vespignani, F. (2019, June 30). Venice is Dying a Long, Slow Death. 
Retrieved March 4, 2020, from https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2019-06-30/venice-is-dying-
a-long-slow-death
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Fig. 40 The inner façade of OMA’s renovation to the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, as seen from its courtyard.

“It is necessary to wear a mask to save one’s soul”1

Lea-Catherine Szacka, La Strategia della Maschera

This section takes the findings from the bauta, moretta and gnaga and tests it against 
architecture that has been recently implemented in Venice. Harmony, seduction 
and transgression have proven to be inherent to the city, therefore any architectural 
interventions must adhere to this brief. Venice’s ability to maintain its image has often 
been misinterpreted as the city’s inability to modernise, with traditionalism perpetually 
hindering architectural progress.2 This is exemplified by the persistent rejection of 
modern projects, including Frank Lloyd Wright’s Ca’Masieri3, Le Corbusier’s Venice 
Hospital Project4, Louis Khan’s Palazzo dei Congressi5 and Eisenman’s Cannaregio 
Project6. From an outside glance, Venice appears to be trapped by its own identity, 
with Simmel stating : “It is as if everything had deposited all the beauty it could 
give onto its surface, shrinking back from it and leaving it as if petrified to guard 
this beauty that no longer participates in the vibrancy and developments of the real 
being.”7 However, the reality is that any visual interruptions in the harmony of Venice’s 
architecture would break the suspension of belief in the city’s performance, and 
while all else wavers (politics, society, ecology, decay), Venetian identity is grounded 
within its façade, and preserved through theatre. The variations that makes every 
façade in the city unique8 is unequivocal proof that there are infinite possibilities for 
design despite the limitations. Venice’s alleged resistance to modernity may be seen 
as reflective not of its fragility but its resilience that demands a bespoke approach, 
sensitive to its performative past. 

2  ibid
3  Masieri, S. R. (n.d.). Fondazione Angelo Masieri. Retrieved April 12, 2020, from https://www.
masieri.org/
4  Fiederer, L. (2018, October 16). AD Classics: Venice Hospital / Le Corbusier. Retrieved April 12, 
2020, from https://www.archdaily.com/789025/ad-classics-venice-hospital-proposal-le-corbusier
5  Fiederer, L. (2016, June 11). AD Classics: Palazzo dei Congressi / Louis Kahn. Retrieved April 12, 
2020, from https://www.archdaily.com/789021/ad-classics-palazzo-dei-congressi-louis-kahn
6  Cannaregio Town Square 1978. (n.d.). Retrieved April 12, 2020, from https://eisenmanarchi-
tects.com/Cannaregio-Town-Square-1978
7  Simmel, G. (2017). Venice. Divisare.
8  Stoppani, T. (2012). Paradigm Islands: Manhattan and Venice: discourses on architecture and the 
city. Routledge.
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Fig. 41 External view of the Fondaco against the water, its façade polished, and glimpses of its interior luring the outsider in.

Rem Koolhaas is one of few architects to transcend the opposition of modernity 
and Venice, with OMA’s 2016 restoration of the Fondaco dei Tedeschi (Fig. 41)9, a 
recognizable palace with monument status10, located near the Rialto Bridge and a 
recurring subject within Canaletto’s work11. The project, named La Strategia della 
Maschera12 (Strategy of the Mask), claims to acknowledge the significance of the 
mask and theatre in its approach. In this respect, this building is a test case for the 
concepts analysed in this thesis.

Built in 1228, and destroyed twice by fires, and rebuilt in 150613, the Fondaco dei 
Tedeschi has a complex history. It has undergone five centuries of construction 
techniques14; it has taken the role of a warehouse for German traders, a customs office 
during the Napoleonic era, and the city’s main post office under Mussolini’s rule.15 It is 
an example of the multifunctional, transgressive architecture that made Renaissance 
Venice ahead of its time, its versatility reflecting that of actor portraying multiple 
roles on stage. OMA’s renovation evolves the building into a commercial shopping 
mall, a superficial program that faces potential challenges in maintaining reverence 
to Venice’s culture, but approached through a series of interventions imposed on the 
existing building. The refurbishment consists of a series of interventions that each 
seeks to unveil the true substance of the building’s complex history16. The presence of 
the mask, as defined by the bauta, moretta and gnaga, is analysed within the Fondaco 
dei Tedeschi through images curated by OMA, where the architect has control over 
audience perception, before then reviewing the transgression of the architecture, 
how the building is experienced beyond the architect’s control17. 

It is evident that the aforementioned rejected projects did not correspond with the 
ensemble of Venice, which was often the reason that construction was denied by 
authorities18. OMA’s strategy was to preserve the Fondaco dei Tedeschi’s heritage 
while reviving its identity within the 21st Century. Koolhaas used this project to 
counteract Ruskin’s 19th-century argument, that it is impossible to “restore anything 
that has ever been great or beautiful in architecture”19. Quoting Viollet-le-Duc, 
Koolhaas notes: “to restore a building is not to repair it, nor to do maintenance or to 
rebuild it, it is to re-establish it in an ultimate state that never existed.”20

9  Il Fondaco dei Tedeschi. (n.d.). Retrieved March 27, 2020, from https://oma.eu/projects/il-fon-
daco-dei-tedeschi
10  Howarth, D. (2016, December 20). OMA completes restoration of Venice’s Fondaco dei 
Tedeschi. Retrieved April 15, 2020, from https://www.dezeen.com/2016/06/07/oma-completes-resto-
ration-venice-fondaco-dei-tedeschi-department-store/ 
11  The Grand Canal with the Rialto Bridge and the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, Canaletto (workshop 
of ), 1707 - 1750. (n.d.). Retrieved April 15, 2020, from https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/SK-A-
3385
12  Szacka, L. (2016). La Strategia Della Maschera: OMA in Venice. Log, (38), 83-86. Retrieved 
February 10, 2020, from www.jstor.org/stable/26323788
13  Ibid
14  Howarth, D. (2016, December 20). OMA completes restoration of Venice’s Fondaco dei 
Tedeschi. Retrieved March 21, 2020, from https://www.dezeen.com/2016/06/07/oma-completes-resto-
ration-venice-fondaco-dei-tedeschi-department-store/
15  Romeo, L. (2019, October 4). A façade deserves attention: Venice and its veneer. Retrieved 
from http://www.seevenice.it/en/facade-deserves-attention-venice-and-its-veneer/
16  Panagiotopoulou, S. (2016, September 5). The Fondaco dei Tedeschi in Venice: OMA Architect, 
Silvia Sandor, Talks to Yatzer. Retrieved April 6, 2020, from https://www.yatzer.com/fondaco-dei-tedes-
chi-venice-benetton-oma 
17  Tschumi, B. (1996). Architecture and Transgression. In Architecture and Disjunction (pp. 65–80). 
Cambridge, MA: the MIT Press.
18  Fondazione Angelo Masieri. (n.d.). Retrieved March 27, 2020, from https://www.masieri.org/ 
19  Ruskin, J. (1920). In The Seven Lamps of Architecture. With illustrations drawn by the author. 
London: Waverley Book Co.
20  Szacka, L. (2016). La Strategia Della Maschera: OMA in Venice. Log, (38), 83-86. Retrieved 
February 10, 2020, from www.jstor.org/stable/26323788

Fig. 42-43 (Top to 
bottom) Ground Floor 

strucural strategy plan, 
indicating zones for 

demolition, restoration 
and preservation; Ground 

Floor plan indicating 
the preservation of the 

external front-facing 
façade as a key factor in 

their approach.



4544

Fig. 44-48 (Left to right) The internal façade as a performative mask. (left to right) The façade as intented, displaying OMA’s 
layered interventions;  A physical model for the space; A diagram emphasising the interventions to scale; A physical model 
presenting the courtyard as a stage set; The façade in use, reminiscent to balconies within a threatre.

“Venice is a city of masks, a place where changes can only occur inside, without letting 
anything appear on the surface.”21

The most significant difference in this project is that the exterior, the mask, is 
retained. As visible in the strategic floor plans regarding demolition, reconstruction 
and preservation (Fig 42-43), the front facing façade along the canal is preserved, 
so as to sustain the illusive rhythms of Venice’s architecture. The façade is polished 
down, with its decay/peeling removed. While this is aesthetically an improvement on 
the original, this decision has been criticised to have lost the essence of Venice22, and 
the seductive unravelling of the decay. However, this can be counteracted, arguing 
that the blank façade, like the plain designs of the bauta and moretta, acts as an ideal 
canvas for a new narrative, without disregarding the building’s identity. As discussed, 
architecture that plays a game of seduction with the spectator provides aa more 
dynamic experience, especially in Venice where architecture and theatre go hand 
in hand. While the façade is a clean start, elements of the inside are exposed and 
brightly lit (Fig 41), and the simplicity of the exterior brings more attention to the 
openings, inviting you in. Like the eye openings of the moretta reveal enough of the 
soul to seduce the spectator to uncover more.

The façade’s form is continued throughout the design, with an internal façade 
framing a courtyard (Fig. 44-48). The overall architecture is reminiscent of a traditional 
stage set structure, where everything is emphasises in the vertical plane, and a clear 
response to the structure of Venice’s architecture, with the façade being structurally 
independent from the interiors. The significance of architectural ensemble advocated 
through analysis of the bauta, is directly applicable here. The repetitive harmony of 
the arches of the internal façade, that vary in shape, echo the rhythms of Venice’s 
cityscape, and are the perfect multifaceted backdrop for both the performance of 
everyday life, and for performance arts, of which the courtyard is often used for (Fig.  
49-51).

Performance continues beyond both façades, into the smaller passages of the Fondaco 
dei Tedeschi (Fig. 52-57), making the design “a whole theatrical paraphernalia”23. 
Strategic excavation of the existing structure, that survived fires and saw several 
programs, brings seduction to the architecture, revealing the layers of a past, as 
well as bringing forward the ‘backstage’ architecture of wall build-ups normally 
concealed. This aspect of architecture is reminiscent to the concealment of structure 
in a stage set, and by inverting this logic, the Fondaco dei Tedeschi embodies the 
same ambiguity of thresholds between frontstage and backstage that Venice does. 
The huge, iconic voids, with bright bold materials (Fig. 58) are not shy, described by 
OMA as a.Reminiscent to the large glass openings in Venetian façades, and the eye 
sockets of the moretta, these excavations captivate the audience with their drama, 
while maintaining some mystery to the spaces behind.The circulation is intended 
to be disorientating24, like the backstage streets of the city, with escalators surreally 
cutting through primary structure, voids isolated from logical routes, with bold 

21  Szacka, L. (2016). La Strategia Della Maschera: OMA in Venice. Log, (38), 83-86. Retrieved 
February 10, 2020, from www.jstor.org/stable/26323788
22  Romeo, L. (2019, October 4). A façade deserves attention: Venice and its veneer. Retrieved 
from http://www.seevenice.it/en/facade-deserves-attention-venice-and-its-veneer/
23  Stott, R. (2016, June 12). AD Readers Debate: Venice’s History, Makoko’s Future. Retrieved 
March 20, 2020, from https://www.archdaily.com/789321/ad-readers-debate-venices-history-ma-
kokos-future
24  https://oma.eu/projects/il-fondaco-dei-tedeschi
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Fig. 52-59 Images showing the rich performance of the architecture, and the juxtaposition of preserved elements with 
modern interventions. Like the eye sockets of the moretta, the excavaions create a tension of thresholds from every viewpoint. 
Through openings, and bold materials, the foreground is challenged by glimpses of distant elements, seducing the spectator. 

materials inviting you to approach them but the route is obscured, like the front doors 
of houses are hidden in Venice. This requires the spectator to fully be immersed in the 
architecture, discovering new angles and views of all scales at every turn. The game of 
seduction that the moretta advocated is epitomized in the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, with 
the unravelling of its elements only prolonging the spectator’s experience. Simmel 
might have preferred the frankness of the modern schemes that were rejected, but it 
can be argued that this is a more faithful representation of Venice, where there is no 
grid, and no clear thresholds, incessantly immersing the spectator in its performance. 

The ongoing paradox between design intention and design experience has lead 
to some criticism regarding the design in use, beyond the architect’s intent. In 
conversation with those who have visited the Fondaco dei Tedeschi first-hand, there 
appears to be a contrast between the images presented by OMA, and the ways in 
which the building has since transgressed. The beauty of the restoration is partly lost 
in commercial clutter, and new light fittings have diverted attention away from the 
drama of the architecture, strayed from the spatial qualities intended.

Aside from these details, the overall design is highly praised by those who visit25, but 
the fact that its renders are better than its reality strikes an interesting debate, initially 
raised by Tschumi, on the purpose of architecture in the modern era. In response 
to his 1970s essay on Architecture and Transgression26, he states “We now live in a 
world of images”, where architects design for the iconicism of a digital image, as 
the architectural audience of the 21st Century is primarily digital, viewing a building 
through pixels on a screen rather than the multi-sensory spatial experience. In this 
context, architecture loses the quality of transgression, and risks reverting in effect 
to the archaic two-dimensional stage set, an object to be observed rather than 
experienced. Venice has always had the opposite quality, where no single image can 
encapsulate the theatrical, multifaceted experience of the city, and OMA managed to 
capture this quality in their design. OMA’s design does not violate Venice’s ensemble, 
nor is it only powerful through two dimensional images. The Fondaco dei Tedeschi 
is a multi-layered embodiment of the city, and a direct architectural response to the 
strategies outlined by the bauta, moretta and gnaga. 

25  Il Fondaco dei Tedeschi by OMA: Church architecture / community centres. (2016, June 
22). Retrieved April 6, 2020, from https://www.architonic.com/en/project/oma-il-fondaco-dei-tedes-
chi/5103440

26  Tschumi, B. (1996). Architecture and Transgression. In Architecture and Disjunction (pp. 65–80). 
Cambridge, MA: the MIT Press.
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This thesis explored three Venetian masks, how they each represent the tensions 
both in individual identity within a mass citizenship and liberation within a rule-
bound society. These same tensions are embedded in the city’s architecture, that 
in turn composes the timeless performance that is Venice. The bauta advocated 
honesty through anonymity, the moretta conveyed elegance within mystery, while 
the gnaga promoted mischief within a decadent society. In the way that a mask 
provides a framework for exercising social liberty, architecture must respond to the 
nature of its society. This study brought together these parallel relationships through 
the common denominator that is theatre, where the mask is a tool for architectural 
design. Theatre is integral in architecture, both in how a building performs, as well as 
how a building allows for natural performance.

While this study explains the role of the mask in Venice, it raises the question of what 
this means for architecture in the wider context. A mask is specific in its form and 
its definition varies based on the situation upon which it is applied. The success of 
a building, in the same way, depends on careful responses environmental, social, 
financial or political constraints. Even within Venice, the three masks represented 
entirely different social conditions, each connecting to a different attribute of Venetian 
architecture. Regarding the bauta, where the face is hidden while speech is liberated, 
it was shown how buildings were designed as an ensemble, indistinguishable 
as individuals yet providing a harmonious backdrop for the performance of its 
inhabitants. Contrastingly, the moretta represents a more individual architectural 
dynamic, where the tensions are explored along the threshold between the interior 
and exterior. In the same way that the mask, through muting the wearer, played upon 
visual seduction, with emphasis on eye contact, Venetian architecture is unafraid to 
flirt with the spectator, while denying access, and a visually dynamic relationship 
between user and building is intrinsic to architecture. Finally, the gnaga revealed 
the spontaneity of cities, that often the derelict spaces overlooked by authorities are 
where true performance of society occurs, and architecture should loosen its grip on 
the ways in which it is occupied, allowing spaces to be open to interpretation. It is 
this complex set of balances that makes it seemingly difficult to modernise Venice, 
but as evident in OMA’s success with the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, innovation is possible 
provided Venetian logic is adopted over foreign principles. 

It has been illustrated that Venice is a city of inverted realities and reversed 
perceptions of values. Having been fixed in a state of ‘decline’ for centuries, the city 
entertains its own associations with mortality, and thrives off any transgression 
that, by definition, should be the cause for its death. Venetian culture allows for 
mischief within regulation, that is not witnessed in other urban cities, and while 

EPILOGUE
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architecture demands careful design, it should not impose an order without leaving 
room for spontaneous theatricalities. As reflected in Venice’s façades, architecture 
that responds to theatre should be a visualization of a process rather than a resolute 
order, with some elements left ambiguous.

In response to the topics explored, this thesis embodies the structure of a theatrical 
performance. Venice is an architectural spectacle in which people are participants 
rather followers. Outsiders such as Simmel misinterpret Venice as a city to passively 
observe through the eyes of a flâneur, rather than allowing themselves to become a 
part of the spectacle. While Venice embodies a stage, it does not inherit an impactful 
falseness of a dramatic stage set, rather it subtly provides an alternative reality for the 
spectator to be immersed in. As with human psychology, Venice is recognizable but 
unknowable, where the same route is never repeated, and it’s the inability to grasp 
the city that draws people back to it. Architecture should strive for level of depth, 
where circulation, or materiality, or undefined space allows for endless evolution 
beyond the architect’s control. With this argument considered, Venice is a timeless 
precedent for modern architecture.
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