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Sal izada Pio X
Rial to

THE TESTA D’ORO AT RIALTO
Custodian of the secrets of a universal panacea

Almost opposite the entrance to the church of  San 
Bartolomeo, at the foot of  Rialto Bridge is a small 
sculpture of  a head that can often pass unnoticed. In 
bronze, it is the old shop sign for the apothecary ‘Alla 
Testa d’Oro’ (At the Golden Head) and dates from an 
era when a substantial part of  the population was 
illiterate and had no other way of  identifying the shop. 
We do not know exactly whom the artist took as his 
inspiration for this depiction of  a rather haughty, 
determined face crowned with laurel leaves. Perhaps 
it was Virgilio Zorzi, one of  the former owners of  the 
apothecary shop, or perhaps it was an imaginary 
portrait of  Andromache or Mithridates. 
On the wall, you can also see a fragment of  an ins-
cription which refers to Theriaca d’Andromaco. A sort of  

universal panacea believed to be efficacious against any 
number of  ills, Teriaca was a speciality of  this spezieria 
as early as 1603. In fact, its Teriaca was considered the 
best in the city, thus ‘Alla Testa d’Oro’ was authorised 
to manufacture the potion three times a year, while all 
the other licensed apothecaries in Venice could only do 
so once a year.
After the Fall of  the Venetian Republic in 1797, this 
apothecary was the only one to go on producing Teriaca. 
It would continue to do so right into the 20th century, 
although the recipe was simplified. 
For example, when regulations regarding pharmaceu-
tical products were introduced in the 1940s, Teriaca 
could no longer include opium, an ingredient that had 
originally been included for its analgesic properties.

01.

SAN MARCO
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In the upper gallery of  the Doge’s Palace, two pink co-
lumns stand amongst all the other white ones. Legend 
has it that the doge used to stand between these two 
during official ceremonies. It was also from here that 
death sentences were announced to the crowd below 
(the pink thus recalling the colour of  blood).
The most common place for the gallows was between 

the two columns overlooking the waterfront in the 
Piazzetta. Across the far side of  St. Mark’s Square was 
the clock tower, and so the condemned man could see 
the exact time of  his demise.
St. Mark’s bell-tower itself  was sometimes used for pu-
nishments, when a cage (cheba) containing convicted cri-
minals was hung from a point halfway up the structure.

Doge's  Palace
Piazza San Marco

THE PINK COLUMNS
OF THE DOGE’S PALACE

Why are two of the columns in the Doge’s Palace pink?

THE LAMPS OF THE DOGE’S PALACE
On the southwest side of  the Doge’s Palace are two small lamps that are always kept lit. They commemorate 
one of  the rare occasions when the Republic admitted to a miscarriage of  justice. One morning, as he was 
going to his bakery, baker Piero Tasca tripped over an object lying on the gleaming flagstones. Bending down 
to pick it up, he saw it was the sheath of  a dagger. A few feet away lay the body of  a man. Tasca was arrested 
for his murder, ultimately ‘confessing’ under torture and consequently executed on 22 March 1507, opposite
the south side of  the basilica. The real murderer was discovered shortly after his execution.

SAN MARCO



VENICE /  THE SECRET ATLAS

101 100 

13.

The members of  the confraternity of  the Scuola Grande 
di San Rocco commissioned their first paintings from 
Tintoretto (1518–1594) in 1564, ultimately amassing 
the magnificent group of  works that today forms one of  
the most significant collections of  Renaissance Venetian 
art. Three cycles of  paintings were gradually installed in 
the different rooms of  the Scuola: the history of  Christ’s 
Passion in the so-called Albergo in 1564–1567; scenes 
from the Old Testament and the Life of  Christ in the 
Chapter Room (1576–1581; on the ceiling and walls 
respectively); and scenes from the Life of  the Virgin and 
Christ’s Childhood in the lower room (1582–1584).
Experts have until recently interpreted these works as 
simple illustrations of  Holy Scripture, but now research 
has revealed that certain unusual iconographical fea-
tures and previously inexplicable details in the pain-
tings could have been inspired by the theological ideas 
of  Guillaume Postel, a French linguist and prophet 
who was charged with heresy by the Inquisition in Ve-
nice in 1555 (see following double page). For example, 
in The Adoration of  the Magi on the Scuola’s ground floor, 
there is a kneeling man dressed as a pilgrim who re-

veals a surprising resemblance to known depictions of  
Guillaume Postel himself.
Similarly, the Life of  the Virgin and the scenes from 
Christ’s Childhood can be read in a new key, taking 
on new meaning. The Adoration of  the Magi, in particu-
lar, could be a depiction of  the legend of  Venice as 
a New Jerusalem, whilst the female saints depicted in 
atmospheric landscapes at the far end of  the room 
could evoke the coming of  a second Messiah, who, 
Postel argued, would be a woman, entrusted to com-
plete Christ’s work of  redemption from the Original 
Sin brought into the world by Eve (see page 178).
Whilst the decision to take Postel’s ideas as the inspira-
tion for these paintings must undoubtedly have come 
from those commissioning the work, there is nothing 
to rule out an actual meeting between Tintoretto and 
the French theologian when the latter was at the hospi-
tal of  Santi Giovanni e Paolo in 1547-1548. That was, 
in fact, the period when Tintoretto was completing his 
first great masterpiece, The Miracle of  The Liberated Slave, 
for the Scuola Grande di San Marco, which stands 
very close to that Ospedaletto.

Scuola Grande di  San Rocco
Campo San Rocco
scuolagrandesanrocco. i t 
snrocco@libero. i t

THE SECRETS OF THE SCUOLA
GRANDE DI SAN ROCCO

Is there a hidden message in Tintoretto’s famous paintings?

SAN POLO
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Standing just a few steps from the church of  Santa Ma-
ria dei Miracoli, the facade of  Palazzo Bembo-Boldù 
is decorated with a very distinctive sculpture: a life-size 
figure of  a hairy man holding a round shield adorned 
with the Sun. This pelt-covered figure is a rare depic-
tion of Homo Silvanus, the ‘Man of  the Forests’, a pri-
mitive who, like Adam, did not know sin because he 
lived in remote forests during the earliest ages of  the 
world. Symbolising the innocence of  feelings, this was 
a figure who rejected a world of  falsity, lies and cruelty 
(of  which he may perhaps have been the victim). At the 
same time, however, this ‘Man of  the Forests’ also em-
bodied the dark and violent side of  each of  us, symboli-
sing that psychological and sexual perversion which, in 
Christian iconography, is depicted by the satyr. 
Here, this idealisation of  Primordial Man is associated 
with the Sun, the ‘king’ which nourishes the natural wor-
ld. As such, he reminds us of  the ‘savage’ purity of  hu-
mankind in the Garden of  Eden (the original Paradise).
In Ancient Rome, Silvanus was the god of  forests (sil-
vae). He was said to be one of  the sons of  Saturn or of  
Faunus (Saturn’s grandson), with whom he was often 
identified. Just like Faunus – the god of  shepherds  – 
Silvanus was a purely Roman god. The guardian of  
the forests, he was also apparently the first to permit 
a separation of  the countryside into private property. 
In this sense, he evokes the establishment of  the first 

rural communities, where religion was based upon the 
cycle of  the seasons (determined by Saturn, the god 
of  Time). Traces of  this ancestral paganism can still 
be found in various practices of  ‘popular religion’ 
throughout Europe.
Whilst an image of  Silvanus was to be found in the 
temple of  Saturn in Rome, the city also had two sanc-
tuaries dedicated specially to a god whose worship, 
Dillaway argues, was first introduced into Italy by the 
Pelasgians. Silvanus sometimes appeared naked, so-
metimes in a knee-length rustic garment. According 
to Murray, he was depicted as a young man playing 
a shepherd’s flute (like all the other gods of  pastoral 
activity, he was a musician) and holding the branch of  
a tree. This latter attribute recalled his status as God of  
the Forests, but also his love for the beautiful youth Cy-
parissus, who had been changed into a cypress tree, a 
symbol of  the power of  Death. According to Dillaway, 
however, the god was depicted as a small-sized figure 
with a human face but goat’s feet – but again with a 
branch of  cypress in his hand (as mentioned by Virgil).

There is another Man of  the Forests on the facade 
of  the Brass house (Dorsoduro 1083), near the 
church of  San Trovaso.

Palazzo Bembo-Boldù
Cannaregio 5999

THE SCULPTURE OF HOMO SILVANUS
A reminder of Ancient Rome’s ‘Man of the Forests’

CANNAREGIO

Assimilated by Christianity, Silvanus would be the origin of  the figures of  St. Silvanus and St. Syl-
vester. Like other saints subsequently withdrawn from the Roman Church’s calendar – for example, 
George, Christopher and Philomena – they did not actually exist.



VENICE /  THE SECRET ATLAS

135 134 

07.

Above the entrance to the Hotel Santi Apostoli at num-
ber 4391 Strada Nuova in Cannaregio, the Michiel fa-
mily coat of  arms is surmounted by a crown and a corno 
ducale (ceremonial crown of  the Doges of  Venice).
This is one of  the few remaining examples of  this 
unique kind of  ducal hat and the only one in a pri-
vate palazzo (see box): it means that at least one Doge 
came from the family who owned the palazzo and is 
an indication of  the family’s prestige. Members of  the 
Michiel family, who were of  noble Venetian Roman 
descent, joined the clergy and three of  them did indeed 
hold the office of  Doge: Vitale I Michiel (1096–1102), 
Domenico Michiel (1117–1130) and Vitale II Michiel 
(1156–1172).
The current palazzo, which dates from 1777, stands on 
the site of  the former Gothic palazzo of  the Michiel 

del Brusà family, which was destroyed by a huge fire in 
1774 (Brusà means ‘burned’ in the Venetian dialect). 
The remains of  the original Gothic facade were incor-
porated into the reconstruction, the perfect symmetry 
of  which still dominates the waters of  the Grand Canal.

OTHER EXAMPLES OF A CORNO DUCALE IN VENICE
South of  Castello, the Ca’ di Dio (literally the House of  God) is a long building bordering St. Mark’s Basin. 
Above the door, an armorial shield proudly boasts the corno of  Doge Antonio Grimani (1521–1523). This 
building, a home for the most deprived people, had been placed under the protection of  the Doge. On the 
side of  the bell tower of  the Renaissance church of  San Giobbe in Cannaregio, another shield surmounted 
by a corno alludes to Doge Cristoforo Moro (1462–1471), who had made charitable donations towards its 
construction. On Ruga Vecchia San Giovanni, in San Polo, the bell tower of  San Giovanni Elemosinario 
church is decorated with low reliefs depicting three figures, including a corno over the coat of  arms of  the 
Steno family. Doge Michele Steno (1400–1413) was the protector of  this building and attended services there 
every Wednesday. 

Strada Nuova 4391

CORNO DUCALE 
AT PALAZZO MICHIEL DEL BRUSÀ

A reminder that the owners of the palazzo gave Venice a Doge

CANNAREGIO
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Cannaregio 54
centroscalz i . i t

CONVENT OF THE DISCALCED
CARMELITES (SCALZI)

Mystical garden of the Discalced Carmelites

Close to Santa Lucia railway station, near Santa Ma-
ria di Nazareth church, the old brolo* of  the Discalced 
Carmelite convent, which dates back to 1650, has been 
converted into a Giardino Mistico (mystical or spiritual 
garden). Losing half  its land when the station was en-
larged in 1870, the garden previously extended to what 
is now platform 5 and enjoyed an outstanding panora-
mic view.
There are seven main sections in the garden, which are 
sequential like the seven days of  Creation (the number 
of  plants also respects biblical symbolism). A lawn re-
presents the countryside, with 8 flowerbeds containing 
33 species of  aromatic and medicinal herbs, plus a lar-
ger bed for lemon balm. For centuries, the Carmelites 
have produced a drink with therapeutic properties (all 
their gardens have a medical vocation). The essential 
oil, dissolved in water with clove, citron and cinnamon 

extracts, becomes lemon balm water, used to relieve 
stress or digestive problems.
The garden of  simples (Hortus simplicium, from the 
medieval Latin medicamentum or Medicina simplex) 
is reserved for medicinal plants, as is traditional in 
monasteries, whereas edible plants are grown in the 
monks’ garden.
Thanks to genetic material taken from ancient vines 
in convents and walled Venetian gardens, the Venice 
Wine Cooperative has managed to revive the grapes of  
the Republic in this garden. Today, there are 17 rows 
of  them, while 40 old varieties of  fruit ripen in the ‘Or-
chard of  Lost Flavours’. The 13 olive trees allude to 
Christ and the Apostles.
In the shrubbery, as inviting a place as any for a retreat, 
are bushes laden with berries, as well as the ‘Lawn of  
the Passion’ with its marruca (Crown of  Thorns plant). 

As its name indicates, the thorny branches of  this shrub 
were used for the wreath placed on the head of  Christ 
at his Crucifixion. The Judas Tree, from which Judas 
Iscariot is reputed to have hanged himself, and the wil-
low, whose branches were used in the Flagellation, also 
feature.
Around the edges are a flower garden, some climbing 
plants and two other lawns with trees rich in meaning 
for non-Christian cultures: for example, the persim-
mon and the kiwi are symbols of  peace and charity for 
the Japanese and Māori peoples respectively.
A pomegranate tree, as celebrated by St. John of  the 
Cross in his Spiritual Canticle, stands in the middle of  

the garden. This Spanish Christian mystic, a priest of  
the Order of  the Discalced Carmelites and Doctor of  
the Church (1542–1591), saw in the pomegranate the 
symbol of  the divine mysteries, and in its juice the me-
taphor of  what the pious soul receives in the knowledge 
of  God and the love that flows from it.

Brolo: this term was used to refer to a garden, vege-
table plot or orchard, often surrounded by a hedge 
or wall, especially in northern Italy.

CANNAREGIO
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The church of  Santa Maria dei Derelitti was built in 
1575 on the site of  a hospital that had existed since 
1528. The complex was used to house the sick, the 
needy, the elderly, orphans and children whose families 
could not care for them.
Nicknamed the ‘Ospedaletto’ (little hospital) because 
of  its small size, the institution is said to have been 
based on a project by Andrea Palladio. Thanks to the 
generosity of  the hospital’s benefactors during the 17th 
and 18th centuries, the church was endowed with va-
luable works by Giambattista Tiepolo, Johann Carl 
Loth (known as Carlo Lotti in Italy) and Pietro Liberi, 
as well as the spectacular facade by Baldassare Lon-
ghena.
The Ospedaletto was also renowned for its tradition 
of  choirs of  orphaned girls, who received their musical 
education from distinguished teachers. This is evident 
from the presence of  the 1751 pipe organ by Pietro 
Nacchini, above the high altar, and from the fact that 
the hospital had a Hall of  Music.
Venetian aristocrat Girolamo Miani (later St. Jerome 
Emiliani) had instigated this literary and artistic trai-
ning of  orphans, as well as teaching them singing, a 
method that was later imitated throughout the city.
Since the foundation of  the hospital, the girls who 
found a home there had sung in the church during 
Mass. Their reputation quickly won over the city. The 
donations collected during performances provided the 

girls with a dowry so that they could eventually leave 
the Ospedaletto and marry.
The girls were also taught to play an instrument, and 
in this way a proper orchestra (up to 40 members) was 
formed. This lies at the origins of  the Venetian tradi-
tion of  female youth choirs.
The 16th century saw the development of  the Ospeda-
letto School of  Music, a socio-educational phenome-
non that other hospitals soon adopted by welcoming 
orphans, to the point where a fierce competition deve-
loped between the various choirs.
To encourage these musical performances, a new space 
was added in 1776 – in place of  the Ospedaletto’s 
kitchens, a Hall of  Music with excellent acoustics was 
built. In 1777, this little-known hall was decorated with 
frescoes by Jacopo Guarana (a student of  Tiepolo), in 
collaboration with Agostino Mengozzi-Colonna. They 
were among the last representatives of  a pictorial tradi-
tion that had reached its high point in the 18th century 
with the works of  Tiepolo.

Note the splendid oval staircase and the equally 
magnificent Longhena courtyard, with the original 
well coping and a loggia with statues of  the Four 
Seasons.

Castel lo 6691
Barbar ia de le Tole
Vis i t s  only  on request  
in fo@scalabovolo.org ou 041 271 9012

OSPEDALETTO SALA DELLA MUSICA
Une belle inconnue

CASTELLO
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It is possible, by appointment, to visit the extraordina-
rily imposing library of  the Venice Seminary. Located 
on the first floor of  the building, it is one of  the city’s 
best-kept secrets.
The splendid library was originally created for the 
congregation of  Somaschi Fathers,* which was dissol-
ved at the time of  Napoleonic rule. Today, it contains 
a number of  precious texts. Primarily concerned with 
religion, a substantial part of  these texts come from 
the legacy left by the patriarch Federigo Giovanelli in 
1799. There are also two mappemondes by Vincenzo 
Coronelli and three ceiling paintings: A. Zanchi’s The 
Burning of  Heretical Books (1705), Sebastiano Ricci’s The 
Glorification of  Learning (1720), and N. Bambini’s Minerva 
Crowning Titus Livy.
The seminary itself  was built for the Somaschi Fathers 
in 1699 to designs by Baldassare Longhena. 
The Somaschi congregation was dissolved in 1810 by 
Napoleon, and the building was given to the Venice 
Seminary in 1815. Previously, the seminary had been 
located at San Cipriano on Murano.

* Founded by Saint Jerome Emilien (1486–1537), the Somaschi Fathers take 
their name from the city of  Somasca (northwest of  Bergamo), where their foun-
der died. In 1531, Emilien had decided to abandon all worldly goods and share 
the life of  paupers and orphans; he himself  had been orphaned at 10 years of  
age.

THE STARRED DODECAHEDRON IN THE LIBRARY
A surprising exhibit in one of  the display cases is 
a starred dodecahedron. It was probably used in 
mathematical studies of  Plato’s five solids, (see 
page  42), and is a further reminder of  the link 
between Venice and the goddess Venus, who was 
often associated with the dodecahedron.

Dorsoduro 1
seminar iovenezia. i t

THE LIBRARY
OF THE VENICE SEMINARY

A hidden gem

DORSODURO
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Next to the famous Libreria Toletta bookshop in Calle 
della Toletta, an old alarm clock is attached to a pipe – 
it sits at roof  height on a yellow house. The story goes 
that this clock would show the time when a witch who 
lived nearby cast her evil spells. For many years after 
the witch’s death, nobody wanted to live in her house 
and it lay empty for a long time.
The alarm you can see today is not the original, which 
was made from copper, but is the third to hang there 
over the years. Traditionally, every time the clock 
breaks down it is immediately replaced with a new one. 
If  this isn’t done, disturbing and inexplicable things are 
said to happen.
Apparently it was a barber with a salon in the witch’s 
street who had the idea of  hanging up the first alarm 
clock in the 1940s. He wanted this street to have its 

own public timepiece, so asked one of  his apprentices 
to fix up an old-fashioned clock in imitation of  those 
from the 19th century that can still be seen around Ve-
nice. In another version of  the tale, the alarm clock is 
said to have been hung there by the witch herself  to 
check the best time to work her magic.
A few years later, when the clock was removed, alar-
ming and inexplicable incidents did indeed occur: 
visions, strange noises, domestic upsets and disappearing 
objects. 
A new clock was therefore fixed in the same place as the 
previous one, but when it had to be taken away during 
restoration work, the mysterious events began again.
After the latest renovation of  the building, the clock 
was restored to the site. It is now protected by a Plexi-
glas box.

Cal le de la Tolet ta

TOLETTA ALARM CLOCK
The witching hour?

DORSODURO
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