
Venice's Fate: A Reflection on Art, History, and
the Future of a Beleaguered City
Venice, the city of canals, bridges, and breathtaking architecture, stands as
a testament to the ingenuity and artistic brilliance of humankind. Yet, behind
the picturesque facades and romantic allure lies a city in peril, its very
existence threatened by the relentless march of mass tourism,
unsustainable development, and environmental degradation. In his thought-
provoking and deeply moving book, If Venice Dies, renowned art historian
Salvatore Settis embarks on a profound exploration of the factors
contributing to Venice's decline, offering a powerful wake-up call to all who
cherish this irreplaceable cultural and historical treasure.
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The Allure and Peril of Mass Tourism

Venice has long been a magnet for travelers from around the globe, drawn
by its enchanting beauty and rich cultural heritage. However, the sheer
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volume of tourists has reached unsustainable levels, straining the city's
infrastructure and overwhelming its delicate ecosystem. Settis paints a vivid
picture of the daily onslaught of cruise ships disgorging thousands of
visitors onto the narrow streets and canals, creating an atmosphere of
chaos and overcrowding that threatens to erode the very essence of
Venice.

The influx of mass tourism has not only compromised the city's physical
environment but has also distorted its social and cultural fabric. Traditional
Venetian crafts and customs are being replaced by souvenir shops and
tourist-oriented businesses, while the cost of living has skyrocketed, forcing
many lifelong residents to abandon their homes. Settis argues that this
relentless tourist pressure is akin to a form of colonization, undermining the
city's autonomy and threatening its unique identity.

Unsustainable Development and Environmental Neglect

Compounding the problems caused by mass tourism is the issue of
unsustainable development. Over the years, Venice has witnessed the
construction of intrusive modern structures that clash with the city's historic
character. The uncontrolled expansion of the city's industrial port, Porto
Marghera, has resulted in severe environmental pollution, jeopardizing the
delicate balance of the lagoon ecosystem. Settis decries the
shortsightedness of these developments, which have sacrificed the long-
term well-being of Venice for short-term economic gains.

Climate change poses an additional threat to Venice. Rising sea levels and
increasingly frequent flooding events have caused irreparable damage to
the city's historic buildings and infrastructure. Settis emphasizes the
urgency of addressing these environmental challenges, calling for a



comprehensive plan to protect Venice from the ravages of climate change
and ensure its survival for future generations.

A Call for Preservation and Respect

Throughout If Venice Dies, Settis argues passionately for a fundamental
shift in our approach to Venice. He calls for a moratorium on mass tourism,
demanding that the city be given the time and space to heal from the
damage it has endured. He advocates for sustainable development
practices that prioritize the preservation of Venice's historic character and
environmental integrity.

Settis's vision for Venice is one of a living city, where residents and visitors
alike can appreciate its beauty and cultural heritage in a responsible and
respectful manner. He emphasizes the need for a new tourism model that
focuses on quality over quantity, promoting sustainable practices and
educational experiences that foster a deeper understanding of Venice's
unique significance.

A Legacy for the Future

If Venice Dies is not merely a lament for a city in decline but a clarion call to
action. Settis implores us to recognize the profound value of Venice as a
cultural and historical treasure that must be preserved for generations to
come. He urges us to confront the challenges facing Venice with a sense of
urgency and collective responsibility.

By shedding light on the complex factors contributing to Venice's decline,
Settis's book provides a roadmap for a more sustainable and respectful
future for the city. It is a must-read for anyone who cares about Venice, art,
history, and the preservation of our shared cultural heritage. Let us heed



Settis's call and work together to ensure that Venice continues to thrive as
a beacon of beauty, creativity, and enduring human spirit.

About the Author:

Salvatore Settis is an internationally renowned art historian and professor
at the Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. He has written extensively on the
art and architecture of Venice and is a leading advocate for the
preservation of Italy's cultural heritage. Settis is the recipient of numerous
awards and honors, including the prestigious Kyoto Prize in Arts and
Philosophy.
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