
Joseph Brodsky’s and Carlo Scarpa’s Venetian Incantations, 
Reflexions, and Evocations



Venetian Reflections Venetian Reflexions

This paper focuses on two conscious 
responses to Venezia’s phenomena, 
particularly the reflections by one 
regular visiting writer, the other by 
an native born Venetian architect’s 
observations of his locale that 
allowed him to transmogrify visual 
form. 
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If a reflection is the phenomenon of a propagating wave of light being thrown 
back from a surface, then Venice must capital city of reflections.



Venice is a water-city set to a lunar 
clock, the tides leaving temporal 

stained traces upon the canal 
buildings….and the water-bound 

reflections are ever-present.



“Water unsettles the principle of horizontality,
especially at night, when its surface resembles
pavement. No matter now solid its substitute – the
deck – under your feet, on water you are somewhat
more alert than ashore, your faculties are more
poised” (Brodsky, 1992,” pp.14-15).

EMBARKATIONS: 
leaving terra firma



Venice has a Istria Stone and brick construction that is 
deceiving by its very presence: how could such heavy 

structure it be built on water?

“The Venetians thrust…millions of poles into the 
lagoon…[two to ten metres in length, with a diameter 
of 200 to 300mm]. Upside-down trees, hammered in 

with a kind of anvil hoisted on pulleys. The trunks 
[have] mineralised precisely because of the mud, 
which has wrapped them in its protective sheath, 

preventing them from rotting in contact with oxygen: 
breathless for centuries, the wood has been turned 

almost to stone…
…You’re walking on a vast upside-down forest.” 

(Scarpa, 2009, pp.3-5).



Venetian “fog is thick, 
blinding…left, right, up 

and down swap places…
if you go out on a short 

errand…you can find 
your way back via the 
tunnel your body has 

burrowed in the fog; the 
tunnel is likely to stay 
open for half an hour,” 
(Brodsky, 1992, p.59).



Topsy 

Turvy



Inanimate by nature, hotel mirrors are even 
further dulled by having seen so many. What 

they return to you is not your identity but your 
anonymity… a reflection cannot possibly care for 

a reflection. The city [Venice] is narcissistic 
enough to turn your mind into an amalgam, 

unburdening it of its depths. (Brodsky, 1992, 
pp.22-23).



Orlando, dL, from the series Leiermann, Venezia, 2010, 
by Matthias Schaller

“Although the earlier methods had 
emerged in the North, Venice was 

unquestionably the leading producer of 
mercury mirrors for many years, [in the 
1400’s]. Venice's presence on the seas 

and in the salt trade made it one of the 
richest cities in Europe. (Schaller, M., 

2010). 



Being Here / Hiding in Plain View

Henry James once wrote that “Venice is 
like an interior, an apartment consisting 
of corridors and drawing-rooms: you’re 
always walking inside it”…the Venetian 

passion for the mask was born from this 
need to be incognito…



It should be noted that water borne reflections are inverted, 
(that is: made upside down). Where-as a man-made mirror 

reflection reverses the image, (left becomes right). In addition 
the box camera and camera obscura both invert and reverse. 



Betty Edwards 1979 book: Drawing on the Right 
Side of the Brain sets up a neurological theory and 
how it affects the way we conceptualize the act of 

drawing…





“Love is a selfless sentiment, a one-way street. That’s why 
it is possible to love cities, architecture per se, music, dead 
poets…For love is an affair between a reflection and its 
object.” (Brodsky, 1992, p. 123).

What if we privilege the Reflection?



Architects are like Magpie’s: seeking out gems of form, 
something they can use for their own ends, Venetian Architect Carlo Scarpa 

was one such “borrower,” sifting through his locale, and produced
rich mysterious visage that spoke silently to…..



Embarkations 
/ Landings

Disembarkations 
/ Departures  



“It is interesting to note that 
there are many lovers among 

the visitors. The latter may 
seek romance in the Brions’ 

tombs that stand side by side, 
inclined toward each other,” 

(Saito, 1997, p.16). 



experiential
Journeys

metaphysical 

Journeys
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Enigmatic 
Riddles:

“Water” 
flows uphill



Ennio Brion describes how 
“Scarpa was free to work 

as he chose…the most 
liberating aspect of the 
project for him was no 
need for any electrical 

appliances at all.” (Saito, 
1997, p.153)

PRIMAL Elements: 
Earth, Water, Air 



“Perhaps the best proof of the 
Almighty’s existence is that we never 

know when we are to die. In other 
words, had life been a solely human 

affair, one would be issued at birth 
with a term…That this doesn’t happen 

suggests that the affair is not entirely 
human; that something we’ve got no 

idea or control of interferes.” 
(Brodsky, 1992, p. 34).



Water immortalizes to level flat_____________
Reflections double reality + invert

Mortal humans pass-on to another planar state

Clearly (and enigmatically) here there are two 
worlds: above and below the water surface



…if we are…synonymous with water, 
which is fully synonymous with 
time…the Adriatic of time stores our 
reflections whilst we are long gone. 
(Brodsky, 1992, p.124).

DEPARTURES:
Returning to terra firma



Joseph Brodsky’s metrical word structure 
evokes the ebbs and flows, swirl and 

eddies of this unique water-city. Casting 
a magical charm over the reader, as 

weaves his observations of Venetian 
phenomena to create lyrical reflexions, a 

visual vocabulary made manifest in the 
words of the book Watermark.. 



If the one believes in the primal power 
of experiences of one’s formative years, 

that are later reflected in an artist’s 
work: one Architect that sits within this 

genre is Carlo Scarpa. Osmosis like, 
Scarpa has soaked up the Venetian 

everydayness that most just walk 
past…and are transformed into an 

unique visual vocabulary. 


