
Download 
The Gondola Maker: A Novel of 16th-

Century Venice
 Ebooks For Free

 John L. Worrall

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GlmP/KqPw/xrqJP/The-Gondola-Maker-A-Novel-of-16th-Century-Venice
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GlmP/KqPw/xrqJP/The-Gondola-Maker-A-Novel-of-16th-Century-Venice
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GlmP/KqPw/xrqJP/The-Gondola-Maker-A-Novel-of-16th-Century-Venice
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GlmP/KqPw/xrqJP/The-Gondola-Maker-A-Novel-of-16th-Century-Venice
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GlmP/KqPw/xrqJP/The-Gondola-Maker-A-Novel-of-16th-Century-Venice
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GlmP/KqPw/xrqJP/The-Gondola-Maker-A-Novel-of-16th-Century-Venice


Award-winning historical fiction set in 16th-century VeniceBenjamin Franklin Digital AwardIPPY
Award for Best Adult Fiction E-bookNational Indie Excellence Award FinalistEric Hoffer Award
FinalistShortlisted for the da Vinci Eye PrizeFrom the author of Made in Italy comes a tale of
artisanal tradition and family bonds set in one of the world's most magnificent settings:
Renaissance Venice.Venetian gondola-maker Luca Vianello considers his whole life arranged.
His father charted a course for his eldest son from the day he was born, and Luca is positioned
to inherit one of the city's most esteemed boatyards. But when Luca experiences an unexpected
tragedy in the boatyard, he believes that his destiny lies elsewhere. Soon he finds himself drawn
to restore an antique gondola with the dream of taking a girl for a ride.The Gondola Maker brings
the centuries-old art of gondola-making to life in the tale of a young man's complicated
relationship with his master-craftsman father. Lovers of historical fiction will appreciate the
authentic details of gondola craftsmanship, along with an intimate first-person narrative set
against the richly textured backdrop of 16th-century Venice.A Venetian page-turner"I'm a big fan
of Venice, so I appreciate Laura Morelli's special knowledge of the city, the period, and the
process of gondola-making. An especially compelling story." --Frances Mayes, author of Under
the Tuscan Sun"Laura Morelli has done her research, or perhaps she was an Italian carpenter in
another life. One can literally smell and feel the grain of finely turned wood in her hands." --
Pamela Sheldon Johns, author of Italian Food Artisans"Romance, intrigue, family loyalty, pride,
and redemption set against the backdrop of Renaissance Italy." --Library of Clean
Reads"Beautiful, powerful evocation of the characters, the place, and the time. An elegant and
thoroughly engaging narrative voice." --Mark Spencer, author of Fiction Club: A Concise Guide
to Writing Good FictionScroll up and get your copy today!

-Professor Wright has given us a highly useful volume, compendious, orderly, and clearly
written. . . . Professor Wright's volume is commendably comprehensive.---Edward S. Corwin,
Columbia Law Review-[This book's] historical survey is so complete and authentic that a study
of that sort will not have to be made again. And no one is more competent than Professor Wright
to deal with any question concerning the present theoretical and practical significance of the
concept of natural law in America.---Francis W. Coker, The American Political Science Review-
Professor Wright moves among his authors with very great skill and with a due sense of their
relative importance and interest, and he has notably illustrated a leading motive in American
political theory and history. . . . A solid piece of work.---D. W. Brogan, The New England Quarterly-
Such books as Mr. Wright's are of much value. He has brought together diligently, completely,
and intelligently the materials for an understanding of natural law in American political
thought. . . . An important undertaking well carried out.---Roscoe Pound, Harvard Law
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written. . . . Professor Wright's volume is commendably comprehensive."--Edward S. Corwin,
Columbia Law Review"[This book's] historical survey is so complete and authentic that a study
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Harvard Law Review"Professor Wright has given us a highly useful volume, compendious,
orderly, and clearly written. . . . Professor Wright's volume is commendably comprehensive."--
Edward S. Corwin, Columbia Law Review"[This book's] historical survey is so complete and
authentic that a study of that sort will not have to be made again. And no one is more competent
than Professor Wright to deal with any question concerning the present theoretical and practical
significance of the concept of natural law in America."--Francis W. Coker, The American Political
Science Review"Professor Wright moves among his authors with very great skill and with a due
sense of their relative importance and interest, and he has notably illustrated a leading motive in
American political theory and history. . . . A solid piece of work."--D. W. Brogan, The New
England Quarterly"Such books as Mr. Wright's are of much value. He has brought together
diligently, completely, and intelligently the materials for an understanding of natural law in
American political thought. . . . An important undertaking well carried out."--Roscoe Pound,
Harvard Law ReviewAbout the AuthorSidney A. Pearson, Jr. is professor emeritus of political
science at Radford University. He is the editor of Transaction's Library of Liberal Thought series.
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Praise forThe Gondola MakerSilver IPPY Award for Best Adult Fiction eBookFinalist for the 2014
National Indie Excellence AwardShortlisted for the da Vinci Eye PrizeCategory finalist for the
Eric Hoffer Award“I’m a big fan of Venice, so I appreciate Laura Morelli’s special knowledge of
the city, the period, and the process of gondola-making. An especially compelling story.”—
Frances Mayes, author, Under the Tuscan Sun“Sixteenth-century Venice is the star of Laura
Morelli’s well-crafted historical novel about the heir to the city’s most renowned gondola
builder.”— Publishers Weekly Starred Review“The heir to a gondola empire rejects his birthright
in this fascinating glimpse into Renaissance Venice.”— Kirkus Indie Book of the Month “Laura
Morelli has done her research, or perhaps she was an Italian carpenter in another life. One can
literally smell and feel the grain of finely turned wood in her hands.”— Pamela Sheldon Johns,
author, Italian Food Artisans“Laura Morelli’s extensive research into 16th-century Venice and the
art of gondola making brings history to the present.”— Foreword Reviews“Romance, intrigue,
family loyalty, pride and redemption set against the backdrop of Renaissance Italy.”— Library of
Clean Reads“Historical fiction at its best.”— Midwest Book ReviewThe Gondola MakerCopyright
© 2014 Laura MorelliAll rights reserved.The Gondola Maker is a work of historical fiction. Apart
from the actual events and locales that figure in the narrative, all names, characters, places, and
incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
current events or locales, or to living persons, is entirely coincidental.Except for brief excerpts for
review purposes, no part of this book may be reproduced or used in any form without written
permission from the author.Published in the United States of America by Laura Morelli.Library of
Congress Control Number 2013922567The Gondola Maker / Laura
Morelliwww.lauramorelli.comFREE DOWNLOADJoin my Readers’ Group and get a free copy of
my short story, "Bridge of Sighs."To get started visit Dedicated to thosewhose hearts propel
their handsTable of ContentsCoverPraiseTitleCopyrightDedicationPart 1Chapter 1Chapter
2Chapter 3Chapter 4Chapter 5Chapter 6Chapter 7Chapter 8Chapter 9Chapter 10Chapter
11Chapter 12Chapter 13Chapter 14Chapter 15Chapter 16Chapter 17Chapter 18Chapter
19Chapter 20Chapter 21Chapter 22Chapter 23Chapter 24Chapter 25Chapter 26Chapter
27Chapter 28Chapter 29Chapter 30Chapter 31Chapter 32Chapter 33Chapter 34Chapter
35Chapter 36Chapter 37Chapter 38Chapter 39Chapter 40Chapter 41Chapter 42Chapter
43Chapter 44Chapter 45Author's NoteAcknowledgmentsAbout the AuthorVenice, 1581Chapter
1I chew my lower lip while I wait to see my father’s gondola catch fire.Beneath the boat, a pile of
firewood is stacked so high that I find myself in the odd position of looking up at the underside of
its black hull. A meticulous servant or day laborer has split the logs and arranged them into neat
stacks, then pressed dried brush into the spaces between the wood, with the intention to start an
impressive blaze. The gondola has been lashed to the largest logs of the pyre, yet it remains
skewed at an angle. From my vantage point, I cannot help but admire the craft’s flowing lines, its
elegant prow reaching toward the sky as if to defy this injustice.My father had nothing to do with



the crime committed in this boat, of course. I feel certain that none of the onlookers has any idea
that my father, our Republic’s most renowned gondola maker, and I, a young man barely worthy
of note, crafted this gondola with our own hands. Surely no one has noticed our catanella, the
maple-leaf emblem we carve into the prow of each gondola that emerges from the Vianello
workshop.I stand in a crowd of bakers, clockmakers, tailors, housewives, fishermen, and
merchants, all hungry for a fiery spectacle. I cast my eyes to what must be hundreds of
individuals gathered around me. No, not one of them is thinking of my proud father or myself,
even though I helped my father craft this fine boat just two years ago in our family boatyard. The
only man on people’s minds is the one who threw the rock that started this humiliating affair.I
hear murmuring behind me, then the crowd parts in unison. I scramble to the fringes just in time
to feel the swish of a silk robe as a man strides purposefully by me, ignoring my presence as if I
were a mere bird fluttering out of his path.“The Councillor,” I hear someone whisper beside me.
My heart begins to pound.Beneath the clasp that holds his garment closed, the man’s chest
protrudes. His brow pulsates at the temples, and flecks of gray dust his otherwise slick head of
black hair that shows beneath his close-fitting cap. A perfectly straight nose and an even, thin-
lipped mouth define a regal profile. Silently, the man circles the doomed boat, turning his
piercing dark eyes into the depths of the pyre as if he can see through to the other side. He looks
up at the great black craft, and everyone in the circle follows his gaze, shifting from foot to foot in
anticipation.The man in the silk robes completes his circumnavigation of the pyre. Finally, he
addresses the crowd, which has grown silent over the course of the man’s dramatic entrance. A
shadow darkens his face, and his mouth forms a scowl as the deep cadence of his voice
reverberates through the air:“The Lords of our Most Excellent Council have ruled in the case
brought against Bonito Banfi, boatman of Cannaregio, so that justice may be served in a manner
proper and fitting to any individual who would seek to disrupt the peace and stable government
of our Most Serene Republic. Accounting for the harmful scourge that irreverent boatmen bring
to the peace of Our Most Excellent State, Bonito Banfi has been sentenced to ten years of
service on the convict galleys.”By now all of us have heard the story of Bonito Banfi, the
condemned gondolier whose boat—the same one that launched from our boatyard ramp two
years ago—will burn on the pyre.The tale has spread across the Venetian Republic for nearly ten
days. As with so many crimes in our city, this one began with a family quarrel so old that no one
remembers how it had started. Banfi had been making his rounds of the ferry stations when he
spied his archrival, another gondolier called Paolo Squeran. Squeran owed him money, Banfi
said, to settle a gambling debt. The two men commenced a shouting match, their foul words
echoing across the canal waters from one gondola to the other. The verbal insults escalated and
began to draw crowds of onlookers to the edge of the quay.Banfi didn’t know it, but the
passenger riding behind the curtains of Squeran’s gondola happened to be the French
ambassador, returning to the embassy after a meeting at the Great Council. Banfi lifted a large
rock that he had been carrying in his gondola just in case he happened to cross paths with
Squeran. Instead of hitting Banfi’s rival, however, the rock rang against the ambassador’s



passenger compartment. The curtains parted and the enraged ambassador emerged from his
peaceful retreat to hurl insults of his own, in French, at the offending gondolier. The ambassador
then ordered Squeran to ferry him directly to the Council of Ten, where he lodged a formal
complaint with the body of justice-makers.Banfi’s sentence, so it has been recounted, is to serve
for ten years on the convict galleys. Banfi’s ankles were shackled, and he has been escorted to
the state shipyard, where he will be chained to a crew of prisoners forced to row one of Our
Serene Republic’s sailing ships, part of a fleet that embarks each day for Crete, Corfu, Acre, and
other port cities of our colonies in the eastern Mediterranean. To be sure, the convict galleys
mean a sentence for Banfi that is worse than prison, perhaps even than death. A host of ills
awaits him, seasickness and diarrhea the very least of his worries. All of us have heard the
stories of dysentery that make you vomit blood, scurvy that causes pus-filled wounds to emerge
across your thighs, and gangrene that turns your feet black. This is all on top of falling victim to
whatever tribulations one’s fellow prisoners might inflict under cover of darkness.A modest state
pittance will be provided to feed and clothe Banfi’s wife and four small children, who watched
tearfully as six of the state night-guards, the signori di notte, seized the gondola. Within hours,
the boat was sentenced to this fiery doom. The intent, of course, is to set an example for the
notoriously foul-mouthed gondoliers whom everyone in the crowd already considers the scourge
of the city.Before the pyre, I watch the man in the silk robes, himself surely one of The Ten who
received the complaint lodged by the French ambassador. I see his lower lip twitch, an almost
imperceptible, involuntary spasm that seems at odds with this otherwise well-composed official.
It vanishes as quickly as it appears. He continues:“Today, it is both my obligation and my
privilege to oversee the public disgrace of this boat, as an example and a symbol for any
boatman who would seek to act in any manner against Our Most Excellent Government. The
greatest weight shall be placed against those who would seek to disrupt the peace of Our Most
Serene Republic. So decreed on this four-hundred-fifty-first day of the reign of our Most
Illustrious and Benevolent Prince Doge Nicolò da Ponte.”He turns and nods to a servant hanging
on the edge of the crowd. I draw my breath now and watch a lean, muscular African dressed in a
pair of drab breeches and a short-waisted jacket step forward into the circle. The crowd presses
back to make room for the Councillor, who stands to face the prow of the boat. The servant
approaches the pyre with a lit torch, which he begins to swing, igniting the wood prepared
beneath it.Small flames dance inside the pile of brush and logs. Within moments, flames climb,
rapidly reaching up to lick the bottom of the great black craft. With a crackle and a whoosh, the
gondola is engulfed in a blaze. I suck in my breath, but soon smoke assails my nostrils and the
heat tightens the skin on my face. As the wooden planks begin to crack and char, I recognize the
same malaise I have experienced at public executions—an incongruous mix of fascination and
revulsion that forces me to freeze in place, incapacitated.My feet feel glued to the cobblestones,
yet I need to avert my eyes. I look beyond the pyre where the gondola now stands ablaze and
cast my attention past the square and into the Grand Canal. Cargo boats, private gondolas, and
public ferries traffic the great basin that extends between the Piazza San Marco and the island of



San Giorgio Maggiore. What must amount to more than five hundred gondolas bob in the vast
expanse of glittering water, more than I have ever seen assembled there in all of my twenty-two
years on this earth. The boatmen and their passengers are gathered there for just one reason: to
watch this boat burn between the great columns of justice that mark the gateway to the city. I
gaze skyward now at the tall, white columns, one topped with a shimmering, gilded, winged lion,
the other with Saint Theodore treading on a crocodile. These two statues are the symbols of My
Great Republic, My Most Serene, my home, the city of my birth, the only place I have ever
known.Of course, this gondola-burning isn’t the first public humiliation that I have witnessed on
this very spot in my life, but I am certain that it will be the most memorable. Nearly every day, on
the platform between the columns of justice in the piazzetta, the smaller square off our main
Piazza San Marco, some poor wretch is clapped in the stocks for cursing in public, snitching an
apple from a fruitseller, staggering drunkenly into his parish church, or committing crimes much
more serious.A few times, I have seen rapists and thieves dangling by their necks from a rope
suspended between the columns. Their bodies hang for days, sometimes weeks, to decompose
before our eyes, their cheeks bloated and black, their eyes bulging as if they were watching the
crowd below in a frozen expression of horror. A few of my braver childhood friends hurled rocks
and sticks to make their doll-like bodies swing and spin, then ran off laughing as armed guards
from the nearby Doge’s Palace chased them until they disappeared into the shadows of the
arcades lining the square. I had never had the nerve to do it myself. My father would have seen
me hanged, too.When I was a very small boy I even saw someone—a man who had murdered
eight people, they said—tied with ropes to four horses by his wrists and ankles between the
columns. When slaves whipped the horses, they galloped into four different directions. The
man’s body exploded, and as long as I live I will never forget the sound it made, something akin
to a ripe melon bursting from the inside out. I watched, frozen, as a flock of shrieking seagulls
descended to fight over a feast of entrails. At the sight of it, a woman standing beside me
vomited on my shoes. All of it was meant to uphold the just and civilized society of Our Great
Republic of Venice, so it was explained to me.None of those public spectacles, however
gruesome, compares with this one, at least for me. My father will not leave the boatyard today.
He could not bring himself to watch one of his own creations so publicly disgraced. That is
because this is not just any gondola. It is one of the most perfect boats we have ever made.
Although I am proud of how I shaped the prow, I know I will keep my pride to myself, as my father
will not permit me to show it.The sound of crackling fire snatches me from my thoughts, and I
turn my attention back to the burning boat. It has disintegrated even faster than I could have
imagined. The flaming craft remains little more than a skeleton now, like the bones of an
enormous fish. Curls of black smoke rise into the gray sky. My eyes follow the black embers
upward, where they seemed to take flight, dancing crazily in the haze.The spectacle nearly over,
onlookers scatter away from the square to resume their lives as if nothing of significance has
happened. Their voices echo through the narrow alleyways that snake away from the Piazza San
Marco. Beyond, in the wide expanse of the Grand Canal, an eerie light makes shimmering



patterns on the water, and the dark gondolas crowded there begin to disperse without a sound
down the smaller rivulets and watery passages that pervade our great city.I cannot seem to
move myself from the spot where I have stood transfixed. The flames of the burning boat are
dying now, but the embers glow, making wavering reflections in the water. Overhead, a bird
coos. I watch it hop from its perch on the stones of a building facing the square and sail
gracefully to a fluttering landing. Birds begin to gather and peck at detritus left behind by the
crowd. Two gray birds squabble over a crumb lodged in the crack of a cobblestone. I take one
last look at the pyre and then force myself to leave the square.The harsh stench of burning
lacquer lingers in the air long after the crowd has dispersed. The smell of scorched paint stings
my nostrils, yet I feel incited to inhale this aroma. It is repugnant and yet at the same time
strangely comforting. I sense that my clothes and even the dark locks of hair that fall across my
cheeks are impregnated with the smell. I feel my head reel and my stomach turn. Of course. I
don’t know why I did not recognize it before. It is my family’s secret recipe for boat varnish, a
special lacquer we use to protect the boat keels from the lichen that collects on them in the
canals. The origins of the recipe were lost even to our own boat-making ancestors, but we
continue to mix it in the jars of my father’s workshop every day. The smell grips me, haunts me as
I quicken my pace, eager to find my way through the narrow alleys leading back to my
neighborhood in Cannaregio.When at last I reach the fish market near home, I find that Signora
Galli, the fishmonger’s wife, has already set aside something for me. I approach her stall as she
plunges her arm into a bucket, scooping out a writhing handful of eels trawled from the sea this
morning, and plunks them on the scale.“Tell your sister to make everyone a nice risi e bisoto for
the midday meal,” she says, wagging a pudgy finger at me. “Good for the baby.”“Thank you,” I
say.It looks as if someone has dumped the entire contents of the Venetian lagoon onto a
wooden table before me. From this bounty, the fishmonger’s wife selects a few small fish and
presses them into my satchel.“She’s a bit old to be birthing a baby, your mother,” Signora Galli
continues. “But a woman must accept children from God no matter when they come.” She puts
her hands on her hips and nods.“Santo Stefano, let the poor boy go home,” says Signor Galli the
fishmonger, slapping his wife’s backside affectionately with a rag as she accepts my coins. “He
has no time for your opinions. The boy has a full day’s work ahead of him in his father’s
boatyard.”“Salve.” I salute the fishmonger and his wife.It is true, I am eager to reach home now.
We are waiting for the baby.Chapter 2“Mamma?”I cross the threshold into the dim warmth of our
house, dropping my felt hat and satchel on the table that fills the room. My younger sister,
Mariangela, is chopping onions and boiling water in an iron pot over the stone hearth fire. Now
that our mother has reached the end of her pregnancy, Mariangela refuses to leave her side
even for a moment. I would never admit it, of course, but I relish chores out of the house, like
market-going, that my sister would normally do herself. Part of me delights in slipping temporarily
from my father’s view, but I do not admit that either, especially to myself.My sister silently
gestures with her chin to the adjacent room.I peer into the bedchamber without entering. From
the doorway, I soak in the stillness of the house, broken only by the dull rhythm of Mariangela’s



chopping. My mother lies on her side with her back to us, breathing heavily, her entire body
heaving up and down under a loosely woven cloth. It’s the same bed where all of us were born—
me, then my brother Daniele, then Mariangela. I try to remember how many times my mother has
become pregnant in between, but I’ve lost count.As long as I can remember, Donatella Vetraio di
Vianello has been in a constantly fluctuating state of with child or no longer with child. She has
lost so many little souls, even some before my own birth twenty-two years ago. Most went to the
world hereafter before they glimpsed our mother’s sparkling gaze. Finally a boy came into the
world but he lay ashen and still in her embrace. Months later, a stronger one pushed out of my
mother’s womb, his forceful cry drawing neighbors as far away as Signora Faldi’s bakery some
eight houses distant. That’s the tale our father told us once, his eyes lighting up before a shadow
overtook his face. He never recounted it again.Only as a young child, after I noticed the tiny
grave in our family plot, did I raise the question with my mother, possessing then the courage
that innocence brings. His name was Primo, she told me, the first-born. My father had taken him
into the boatyard within days of his birth, and my mother had had to pry the child away to feed
him or put him in the cradle my father had made. She smiled, then, seeming to read my mind,
and she gathered my bony shoulders and squeezed me tightly.“What happened to him?” I asked
wide-eyed.“It was the day before his third birthday,” my mother said, her voice quavering as I
have never heard it before or since. “Your uncle Tino found him floating in the shallow water at
the bottom of the boatyard ramp.” My mother left the room then and I was left to imagine the
rest.I was not supposed to be the eldest son. Yet, here I am, the accidental heir to my father’s
boatyard. I suppose I consider it nothing short of a miracle that I am here at all.On the opposite
side of our bedchamber stands a wooden bed fashioned from our father’s own tools, where my
younger brother and I sleep. Our sister occupies a narrow cot next to our parents. Their bed now
stands at an angle so that my mother can get into it without climbing over my father. This
bedroom, along with the kitchen and a small gathering room, constitutes the only home I’ve ever
known. Occasionally, when our father has taken on a new apprentice, we’ve set up a temporary
cot in the kitchen, but it is only the five of us now, soon to be six, God willing.Sensing my
presence, Mamma turns her head toward the door, opens her eyes halfway, and gestures for me
to come. I approach carefully and perch on the edge of the bed. Immediately, she presses
against my back and brings her small left hand to my face. I cover it with my larger, calloused
one. I favor my left hand, just like my mother. She smiles.“I brought the fish from the market,
Mamma.”“Good,” she replies. She looks into my eyes, and her body softens. We are like mirror
images, my mother and I, our eyes the color of the amber stones that come off the ships from
the East, trapping small black insects inside their glowing orange orbs. People tell my mother
and me that our eyes seem to burn with flames or shine like the sun. My mother’s eyes sparkle,
defying the sadness that must lie beneath. A fortuneteller in the Rialto once told my mother that
she and her eldest son had descended from gypsies and were destined to wander. It made my
mother laugh, and her eyes glowed even more. Today my mother’s eyes are uncharacteristically
dull, ringed by dark circles. I feel the weight of her unease for the new soul that grows inside her



womb.“Signora Galli sends her regards to you and the baby,” I tell her, acknowledging with a
glance the taut abdomen that touches my hip. “And she also scolded me for doing the
shopping.”Mamma laughs, but it ends in a weak cough. “Did you see Annalisa at the
market?”“No,” I say, and turn my gaze to the window to watch a gull wheeling in the sky.Annalisa
Bonfante is the girl who will be my wife. Since I was old enough to toddle around the boatyard,
my parents have worked to arrange a union between their eldest son and the ferro maker’s
daughter. My father’s sole concern is the future of our trade; he has insisted on ensuring this
alliance to bridge our two related crafts. It took Father nearly a year to convince Bonfante that I
was worthy of his daughter’s hand, though, as the gruff blacksmith already had in mind the son
of a master goldsmith in Rialto. My father is both skilled and persistent in his arguments. Once
his mind is set, there is no changing it. My own thoughts about the engagement have never been
asked.It is not that Annalisa Bonfante is an unreasonable choice for a wife; she is a fine girl. Her
skin and teeth look healthy, my mother has pointed out more than once, and my aunts take note
of her broad hips. Annalisa’s mother and grandmother have taught her to cook, raise hens, and
embroider linens. She is nearly sixteen, ripe for marriage. She will be a good mother and bring
me sons to build gondolas in our family boatyard for years to come.I am already well aware of
Annalisa’s skin and teeth. Her hips, too, for that matter. Once Annalisa’s father had finally agreed
to his daughter’s betrothal, she found a way to steal away from her market-going long enough to
track me and push me behind the wall of a vegetable warehouse in Castello. For a girl, she
surprised me with her nerve. In the mere moments we had together before being interrupted by
a cabbage seller pulling a laden cart, she had managed to grab the ties of my shirt, press me
against a stone wall, and let me taste the salt in her mouth.Next spring I will marry Annalisa in
our parish church. Every member of the boatbuilding guild will be there. We will move to a small
but solid house provided by Annalisa’s father. I will continue to work in my father’s boatyard, and
at the moment of his death, it will become my own. I will teach our sons how to season walnut
and oak, fashion the keels to be virtually indestructible, and stain ten different woods with our
family’s own formula of lacquer that will make the craft watertight. On my own deathbed, I will
pass the business on to my eldest son. It is preordained.My mother’s breathing draws me back
to the present. Her eyes are closed again, and I watch her swollen girth rise and fall gently under
the blanket. Her face is lined, but her hair spreads in waves across the pillow, and I remark that
she is lovely. My father parades his beautiful wife at meetings of the Scuola Grande, but that is
the only time I have ever seen Domenico Vianello treat her in this manner. I believe that my
mamma loves Father, but at times I fail to understand why. I learned at a young age that my
father’s way of showing affection is through discipline. With his wife, he is particularly harsh. I
have never seen Father raise a hand against her, but I read the pain of his abrasive manner in
her eyes. She swallows the sting of his words and never utters anything unkind to him or about
him. I have never told anyone, but I hope that at the least, Father will match my sister
Mariangela, soon to be of marriageable age at fourteen, with a husband who will treat her with
greater regard.My mamma’s breathing is labored, and her temple throbs. I rise and slip out of the



room. I take my hat from the table, salute my sister, and step out the house. If I can reach the
boatyard before the bell clangs in the tower of Santa Maria Assunta, I may avoid my father’s
wrath. I quicken my pace. The day is young, and there is work to be done.Chapter 3“Where have
you been?” my father growls as he looks up from sanding a long oak plank to see me tiptoeing
down the stone stairs into the boatyard, trying to avoid notice. “I promised Signor Pesaro a new
gondola by December! The ribs are not even in place yet. Most of them are still stacked in the
storehouse,” he grumbles.I say nothing, for the best way to respond to my father is through
action, not words. I have already resolved not to mention the boat burning, and certainly not my
attendance at the event, which could only serve to make my father more ill-tempered. Still, the
image of the burning boat haunts me as I carry out my tasks. I head across the boatyard toward
the storehouse.In spite of its renown, the Squero Vianello, our family boatyard, is little more than
a haphazard conglomeration of buildings surrounding a boat ramp. Its three structures—the
workshop, the storehouse, and our home—have been standing longer than anyone remembers.
The boatyard has an entrance on the landward side as well as a mooring on the canal, so we
can access it from the water or from the alley. The buildings in our little compound have been
restored, altered, and enlarged so many times that they resemble a jumbled assemblage of
stone, metal, and wood, the work of many generations of Vianello men, each of whom has left
his mark.I lean my weight against the door of the storehouse, and it heaves open reluctantly,
scraping along its metal track as it rolls to one side. I stand still for a moment while my eyes
adjust to the darkness. I inhale the familiar aroma, a mixture of damp earth, seasoned wood,
rusting metal, and lacquer, then I step carefully into the dust-flecked gloom. There is hardly
space to walk among the piles of wood, paintbrushes, varnish, hammers, adzes, planes, axes,
nails, and buckets, not to mention splintered pieces of ancient gondolas waiting for my father to
breathe new life into them. The storehouse contains all the gondola-building supplies we will
ever need in my lifetime. I seem to be the only one of us who perceives the disorder. If I could
ever find relief from my work, I would have time to devote to reordering the varnishes, stacking
the scrap wood neatly by type, or arranging the tools so that we don’t spend so much time
hunting for things as I am now.Along the back wall, I find what father is looking for: corbe, the U-
shaped ribs that will give form to the new gondola we are building for Lorenzo Pesaro. Truth be
told, the fair-skinned, thin-lipped spice merchant is as pompous as he is prosperous, but that is
none of our concern, Father is quick to remind my brother and me. The man has fine taste in
boats as well as a large purse, and that is all that matters. Pesaro is one of the few patrons who
occasionally appear unannounced to inspect the progress of the gondola they have
commissioned us to craft. The ever-present possibility of an unexpected visit from a client puts
Father on edge. I feel his nervous energy project itself onto me in the form of tingling bumps
creeping across my arms and up the back of my neck.“Luca!” My father’s voice booms from the
direction of the workshop, and I flinch. “Where are those corbe?”I rifle through the stacks of
wooden ribs, feeling for the right sizes. During the rare times that orders for new boats slow, my
father commands us to craft corbe for future projects. My brother, uncle, and cousins spend



countless hours pre-making these gondola ribs. You could never have too many on hand, my
father says. My younger cousins cut, sand, and fasten the curved frames of oak and elm
together with wooden nails, fashioning increasingly narrower and wider pieces to form,
respectively, the skinny fore and aft ribs, and the sturdier members that will support the flat
central keel of the boats. We stack the finished ribs in the storehouse, which makes the work in
the boatyard more efficient during times when we have many commissions.“Arrivo!” I emerge
from the storehouse into the sunshine and begin organizing the ribs by size along the exterior
wall. From the corner of my eye I catch sight of my cousin, Roberto, standing in a gondola tied to
one of the posts that mark the canal-side entrance to the boatyard. A scuttle in one hand and a
horsehair brush in the other, Roberto is refreshing the paint on one of the mooring posts. He
salutes me with the paintbrush, bracing himself in the rocking boat with his legs spread wide and
his hair falling sideways across his brow as he cocks his head to paint.This is my favorite place
to work in the boatyard. The téza—the hulking, shed-like structure open on its southern side to
the boat ramp—is covered with a truss roof of wooden beams supported on massive brick
pillars. Here we take each gondola through the final steps of its construction: varnishing, water-
testing, and finally launching it in the water before our house. The ramp slopes gradually from
the téza into the dark waters of the canal. Made partly of stones, partly of packed earth, the ramp
turns to mud during the spring’s rainy season, and everyone must watch his step to avoid
slipping on the muck. Beyond, a cluster of mooring posts painted with red and black spirals
stands just off the ramp in the water, marking the entrance to the squero. In the summer, we take
frequent leave of our work to walk down the ramp and splash our faces with cool canal water. In
the winter, we watch our breath vaporize in the damp air as we varnish boats under the shelter of
the great roof.Along the back wall of the téza, stacks of timber wood stand exposed to the open
air, left to season sometimes for years. These raw planks of oak, ash, elm, cherry, fir, larch, and
mahogany once grew as trees in the great forests of the Dolomite Mountains to the north. I,
never having ventured outside Our Most Serene City, find it impossible to imagine trees so large
growing in such vast quantities. The barge captains who traffic the timbers down the rivers to our
boatyard describe forests as thick as grass stretching as far as the eye can see, punctuated by
the craggy cliffs of the Dolomites, a sight I have tried many times to envision. My father buys
timber only from two barges, whose captains he has known for years and whose lumber he has
come to trust. Each autumn Father hand-selects our raw planks, avoiding pieces with knots,
splintered edges, and other imperfections. Some of the planks in the storage area, I calculate,
have lain there for ten years or longer, waiting to be transformed into a boat at the moment when
Domenico Vianello deems it right.The narrow sliver of water before the téza is not the Grand
Canal, but it remains our own piece of this Most Serene City, where we witness an ever-
changing pageant of watercraft. Our days are propelled by the rhythm of the boatmen who steer
simple cargo rafts, flat-bottomed lagoon craft, small rowboats, dinghies, and infinite numbers of
black gondolas through the waterway that borders the squero. A few times, I have feasted my
eyes on diplomatic boats, exempt from the decree handed down from the Doge himself that



boats must be painted black to avoid the sin of opulence. These ambassadorial craft are the
most conspicuous, some decorated with red velvet upholstery, carving along the sides and
decks, and even gilded figures and animals on the prows. Other times, private gondolas owned
by men rich enough to afford the steep fines imposed for breaking the sumptuary laws pass our
squero. These fine boats are usually rowed by two men instead of one and are also elaborately
painted and gilded. Today there are the usual comings and goings of the water-seller’s raft, a
neighbor’s unadorned gondola, and a boy in a rowboat.“Luca!” my father’s voice booms again.I
duck into the dimly lit workshop with a stack of gondola ribs draped over each forearm. Father
stands with his hands on his hips, looking over the shoulder of my brother, Daniele, who is
tapping a long oak plank gently with a mallet. Father looks up briefly as I enter but immediately
turns his attention back to his younger son’s hammering. “No! More force on the underside, like
this,” he instructs in his usual abrasive manner. “Give me the mallet.” Domenico Vianello is a
perfectionist; everyone knows it. Daniele, an acquiescent boy, watches patiently as our father
demonstrates again how to maneuver the tool. Sunlight streaks into the space from the giant
doors, and I am struck by the identical profiles of my father and my brother, as if both men were
molded from clay by the same master, one a younger version of the other. My brother is content
and good-natured, even under my father’s heavy hand. Daniele is responsible for the mallet-
work now, our father having long ago grown weary of my left-handed efforts that did not conform
to his idea of how it should be done.It was not always so. One of my earliest memories was
overhearing a neighbor woman whisper that the gondola maker’s eldest son was marked by the
devil. My father must have believed it, as he did his best to undo my curse. In the boatyard, I was
not allowed to pick up tools with my left hand. I lived for most of a year with my left hand tied
behind my back during my hours in the boatyard, untied only at mealtime. Even now, I feel the
knuckles of my left hand tingle when my father raises his voice.It was my mother who taught me
to temper my ever-present compulsion to use my sinister hand, as she herself had had to do. At
the table and in our parish church, she squeezed my left hand tightly while teaching me to make
the sign of the cross with my right. In public, she instructed me to sit on my left hand or keep it in
my pocket; in private, she reminded me that the left hand was the “hand of the heart.” At night
she nursed my knuckles, bruised and swollen from where my father had struck them with a rasp
each time I had reached for an implement.I never mastered the tools with my right hand nearly
as well as with my left. Eventually, Father gave up trying to force me to use my “correct” hand in
the boatyard and assigned many of the duties that the eldest son might be expected to do to my
brother, who is gifted with dexterity and unmarked by Satan. My uncle and cousins mercifully
turned a blind eye to my affliction, and my brother loved me anyway. I did what I could to make
beautiful and seaworthy boats, just like my father and grandfather. Our work carried on.A crude
wooden frame hammered into the earthen floor occupies the bulk of our workshop’s interior
space. No one knows how long the frame has been there; Father recalls his own grandfather
using it as a basic mold for the workshop’s gondolas. We still use the roughhewn mold, little
more than a few pieces of lumber arched to approximate the size and proportion of a standard



gondola, to begin each boat. My younger brother is practicing one of the most critical steps in
the construction: attaching the long oak planks that run the entire length of the boat on the left
and right of the keel and provide the fundamental integrity of the boat. I have practiced it
countless times and understand instinctively why my father is so attentive at this stage; it is
critical to get this part right. If the longest planks are even slightly malformed, we have to
dismantle the boat and start over again. My father will not settle for anything less. Then we curve
the oak planks by soaking one side with water and applying fire with a torch to the other, a
deceivingly simple and particular warp that, once achieved, forms the distinctive shape of the
gondola. Once the two oak planks are in place, we will begin to place the gondola ribs that I have
carried from the storehouse. For a while—up to two dozen moons—the craft will resemble the
carcass of a gigantic fish. Then, day by day, the gondola begins to take shape.We do not do
everything ourselves, to be sure. As every boat maker does, we send some parts of the work to
specialists who carry out their own trade better than the Vianello family. The oars and oarlocks
are crafted by Signor Fumagalli the oarmaker. My uncle handles the decorative carvings that
adorn our standard boats, but for more elaborate commissions we hire an elderly carver who
worked for my grandfather, one of the only men in Venice who still carves the elaborate swirls
and flowers in the manner done in the time of my great-grandfather.Along with my brother, my
uncle, two cousins, and myself, Father employs a journeyman named Andrea, the son of a
distant cousin. A grown man, Andrea is dimwitted and has not spoken a word since his parents
died of the pestilence that befell our city when he was a small boy. Though completely mute, he
is a genius with needle and thread. The man can sew and upholster leather, silks, and many
other fabrics better than any professional. His skill is the only thing that saved him from living as
an outcast in the streets. He sleeps in a spare room off the workshop and takes his meals with
us or with my uncle’s family. Father had to make an appeal to the confraternity for approval to
have upholstery completed within the confines of our boatyard, and since then, Andrea has
worked as diligently and meticulously as any member of our workshop. Andrea silently fashions
any parts of the boat to be adorned with fabric or leather, from the seats to the curtained
enclosures, felze, of our more elaborate boats.Although I have watched boats being built since I
was old enough to toddle from the house to the boatyard, I still find the gondola-making process
part hard labor, part alchemy. Each gondola begins as nothing more than raw planks of wood but
emerges from our boatyard transformed. Even though I am intimately familiar with each step,
even though I have been present every day, each time the men heave open the doors of the
workshop and release our latest creation into the daylight for the first time, easing the craft down
the ramp and into the cool canal waters on its first voyage, the sight of it stops me in my
tracks.Father boasts that his reputation for quality gondolas is thanks in part to the fact that he
does not allow himself to be distracted by the same diversions of the other boatyards. Domenico
does not tolerate anyone other than his own assistants and the occasional client into his squero.
Ours is one of the few boatyards in the city that is not covered with loiterers: well-meaning
friends, bossy relatives, curious guild members, bored boatmen, nosy neighbors. I have seen my



father chortle with disdain every time we row past the Squero San Selvaggio on a neighboring
canal, where gondoliers congregate to play cards, tell jokes, regale each other with tall tales,
and cajole the boat makers through the workday and well into the night. Nothing but idle fools,
Father assures us. It is shameful, but above all, no way to work.While I carry the wooden ribs
from the storehouse to the workshop, aromas of my sister’s cooking waft into the boatyard. I
salivate, thinking of the slimy, writhing handful of eels that the fishmonger had pressed into my
satchel. Mariangela, though just a girl, is already an accomplished cook. She works alongside
our mother every day, of course, but she also inherited our grandmother’s natural knack for flavor
combinations, which is not the kind of thing that can be taught but only inherently
understood.The bells ring from the tower of Santa Maria Assunta, and we break for the midday
meal. The clanging bells are the only thing that I have ever seen stop our father in his tracks. No
matter how much work we have before us in the boatyard, the meal hour is sacred. It is the only
time when work can wait. My uncle Tino and his two young sons disappear around the corner to
their home a hundred paces away, where I am sure my aunt has prepared cabbage stew or
something else that is less inspired than what Mariangela has crafted for us.My brother sits
beside my father on a narrow wooden bench while Mariangela serves our plates. I notice that my
sister’s hair has turned blonde seemingly overnight, the result of pouring a foul-smelling
concoction of white wine, saffron, urine, and lemon juice over her tresses, then sitting in our sun-
filled vegetable garden until it turns a remarkable shade of gold. This small act of self-interest is
the only one my sister allows herself, and we men know better than to comment on the subject.I
sit alone on the other side of the table so that I can peer into the bedroom where my mother lies,
moving in and out of sleep. The onions and eels taste just as good as they smell, and I inhale the
vapors swirling up from my plate. The house is silent except for the sounds of spoons scraping
against the plates and our father slurping from a tankard of warm beer that Mariangela brewed
over the winter in the storage cellar. No one utters a word, and the air becomes heavy with our
attention trained on the doorway to the bedchamber. I steal another glimpse of the back of my
mother’s head, her hair tousled haphazardly over the blanket.After the meal, we return to the
squero to continue our work on Signor Pesaro’s new gondola. While my brother and I begin to
lay out the ribs to match the frame, Father sits at his workbench at the back of the shop,
sketching on a piece of parchment. He fancies himself a draughtsman, and it is true that he
possesses some natural skill. He draws each one of the boats he makes even though it is
unnecessary—the man could build a fine gondola with his eyes closed. He does it for conceit
but also because he enjoys it. Father squints his eyes and holds the drawing at arm’s length.
Finally, he peels the piece of parchment from the table, rolls it up in his hands, and ties it closed
with a thin leather strap.“I need for this to go to the remer,” he remarks curtly.I jump. “I’ll take it.” I
scramble to my father’s workbench to grab the roll, slap my hat on my head, and walk out the
door before he can send one of his apprentices instead.Chapter 4Anton Fumagalli, the
oarmaker, is the oldest person I know. To those unacquainted, his appearance is misleading: his
teeth are all gone, and his lips sink into his skull like a shriveled fig. He stoops when he walks,



yet his hands are strong and able, and his body, though wiry, is muscular and solid as a rock.
Deep creases mark his cheeks, and he pushes back wisps of gray hair with his tanned, strong
hands.But Signor Fumagalli is more alive than most men my own age. As I scuff along the
familiar paths to the oarmaker’s workshop, a smile crosses my lips. I relish my visits with the
remero. Signor Fumagalli specializes in making fórcole, the rowlocks that secure the oar and
allow a boatman to steer his gondola even in the narrowest and most crowded canals. Like my
father, Signor Fumagalli is the undisputed master of his trade, a perfectionist who could imagine
no other way to spend his days than using his hands to create a masterpiece from a humble
block of wood. But the comparisons between the two men end there. Where my father behaves
like a despot most of the time, Master Fumagalli possesses a generous soul. Instead of closely
guarding his trade secrets, he shares his craft enthusiastically with everyone he meets. Not that
anyone else on earth would have the skill to copy the master’s work. His studio teems with
visitors, but somehow amidst the chaotic comings and goings, Signor Fumagalli finds the
discipline to craft oars and rowlocks that the inspectors hold up to their guild members as
examples of the best of their trade.As I cross the threshold of the remero’s studio, I see the
master at his workbench, where he is inspecting a block of walnut, running his hands along the
grain as if he were stroking a dog. His eyes are closed. “This is one of the best ones you’ve done
so far,” he is telling an apprentice, “but it still needs work.” I watch the oarmaker run his palm
down the side of the carved chunk of wood, reading it with his hand as if he were blind. His
fingers explore its crevices. “Too thick on the aft side,” he explains, “and more carving is needed
in the lower oar position. Signor Bondi is even shorter than I am, and he will need more leverage
for reversing the boat.”When the oarmaker opens his eyes I am standing before him.
Immediately he drops the block on his workbench and greets me with a gaping smile, a grip on
the shoulder, and a slap on the back. The remero’s shop is much better than ours, full of light
and flecks of sawdust, with a line of worktables along the right side and designs for some of the
master’s fórcole tacked along the wall on the left. A wall of shelves houses a neatly arranged
collection of handsaws, files, and scrapers. Near the front entrance, a table displays some of the
master’s best works. Here, divorced from their boats, they appear like strange curvilinear beings
rather than boat hardware, their elegant silhouettes smoothly sanded and polished with nut oils
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my lower lip while I wait to see my father’s gondola catch fire.Beneath the boat, a pile of firewood
is stacked so high that I find myself in the odd position of looking up at the underside of its black
hull. A meticulous servant or day laborer has split the logs and arranged them into neat stacks,
then pressed dried brush into the spaces between the wood, with the intention to start an
impressive blaze. The gondola has been lashed to the largest logs of the pyre, yet it remains
skewed at an angle. From my vantage point, I cannot help but admire the craft’s flowing lines, its
elegant prow reaching toward the sky as if to defy this injustice.My father had nothing to do with
the crime committed in this boat, of course. I feel certain that none of the onlookers has any idea
that my father, our Republic’s most renowned gondola maker, and I, a young man barely worthy
of note, crafted this gondola with our own hands. Surely no one has noticed our catanella, the
maple-leaf emblem we carve into the prow of each gondola that emerges from the Vianello
workshop.I stand in a crowd of bakers, clockmakers, tailors, housewives, fishermen, and
merchants, all hungry for a fiery spectacle. I cast my eyes to what must be hundreds of
individuals gathered around me. No, not one of them is thinking of my proud father or myself,
even though I helped my father craft this fine boat just two years ago in our family boatyard. The
only man on people’s minds is the one who threw the rock that started this humiliating affair.I
hear murmuring behind me, then the crowd parts in unison. I scramble to the fringes just in time
to feel the swish of a silk robe as a man strides purposefully by me, ignoring my presence as if I
were a mere bird fluttering out of his path.“The Councillor,” I hear someone whisper beside me.
My heart begins to pound.Beneath the clasp that holds his garment closed, the man’s chest
protrudes. His brow pulsates at the temples, and flecks of gray dust his otherwise slick head of
black hair that shows beneath his close-fitting cap. A perfectly straight nose and an even, thin-
lipped mouth define a regal profile. Silently, the man circles the doomed boat, turning his
piercing dark eyes into the depths of the pyre as if he can see through to the other side. He looks
up at the great black craft, and everyone in the circle follows his gaze, shifting from foot to foot in
anticipation.The man in the silk robes completes his circumnavigation of the pyre. Finally, he
addresses the crowd, which has grown silent over the course of the man’s dramatic entrance. A



shadow darkens his face, and his mouth forms a scowl as the deep cadence of his voice
reverberates through the air:“The Lords of our Most Excellent Council have ruled in the case
brought against Bonito Banfi, boatman of Cannaregio, so that justice may be served in a manner
proper and fitting to any individual who would seek to disrupt the peace and stable government
of our Most Serene Republic. Accounting for the harmful scourge that irreverent boatmen bring
to the peace of Our Most Excellent State, Bonito Banfi has been sentenced to ten years of
service on the convict galleys.”By now all of us have heard the story of Bonito Banfi, the
condemned gondolier whose boat—the same one that launched from our boatyard ramp two
years ago—will burn on the pyre.The tale has spread across the Venetian Republic for nearly ten
days. As with so many crimes in our city, this one began with a family quarrel so old that no one
remembers how it had started. Banfi had been making his rounds of the ferry stations when he
spied his archrival, another gondolier called Paolo Squeran. Squeran owed him money, Banfi
said, to settle a gambling debt. The two men commenced a shouting match, their foul words
echoing across the canal waters from one gondola to the other. The verbal insults escalated and
began to draw crowds of onlookers to the edge of the quay.Banfi didn’t know it, but the
passenger riding behind the curtains of Squeran’s gondola happened to be the French
ambassador, returning to the embassy after a meeting at the Great Council. Banfi lifted a large
rock that he had been carrying in his gondola just in case he happened to cross paths with
Squeran. Instead of hitting Banfi’s rival, however, the rock rang against the ambassador’s
passenger compartment. The curtains parted and the enraged ambassador emerged from his
peaceful retreat to hurl insults of his own, in French, at the offending gondolier. The ambassador
then ordered Squeran to ferry him directly to the Council of Ten, where he lodged a formal
complaint with the body of justice-makers.Banfi’s sentence, so it has been recounted, is to serve
for ten years on the convict galleys. Banfi’s ankles were shackled, and he has been escorted to
the state shipyard, where he will be chained to a crew of prisoners forced to row one of Our
Serene Republic’s sailing ships, part of a fleet that embarks each day for Crete, Corfu, Acre, and
other port cities of our colonies in the eastern Mediterranean. To be sure, the convict galleys
mean a sentence for Banfi that is worse than prison, perhaps even than death. A host of ills
awaits him, seasickness and diarrhea the very least of his worries. All of us have heard the
stories of dysentery that make you vomit blood, scurvy that causes pus-filled wounds to emerge
across your thighs, and gangrene that turns your feet black. This is all on top of falling victim to
whatever tribulations one’s fellow prisoners might inflict under cover of darkness.A modest state
pittance will be provided to feed and clothe Banfi’s wife and four small children, who watched
tearfully as six of the state night-guards, the signori di notte, seized the gondola. Within hours,
the boat was sentenced to this fiery doom. The intent, of course, is to set an example for the
notoriously foul-mouthed gondoliers whom everyone in the crowd already considers the scourge
of the city.Before the pyre, I watch the man in the silk robes, himself surely one of The Ten who
received the complaint lodged by the French ambassador. I see his lower lip twitch, an almost
imperceptible, involuntary spasm that seems at odds with this otherwise well-composed official.



It vanishes as quickly as it appears. He continues:“Today, it is both my obligation and my
privilege to oversee the public disgrace of this boat, as an example and a symbol for any
boatman who would seek to act in any manner against Our Most Excellent Government. The
greatest weight shall be placed against those who would seek to disrupt the peace of Our Most
Serene Republic. So decreed on this four-hundred-fifty-first day of the reign of our Most
Illustrious and Benevolent Prince Doge Nicolò da Ponte.”He turns and nods to a servant hanging
on the edge of the crowd. I draw my breath now and watch a lean, muscular African dressed in a
pair of drab breeches and a short-waisted jacket step forward into the circle. The crowd presses
back to make room for the Councillor, who stands to face the prow of the boat. The servant
approaches the pyre with a lit torch, which he begins to swing, igniting the wood prepared
beneath it.Small flames dance inside the pile of brush and logs. Within moments, flames climb,
rapidly reaching up to lick the bottom of the great black craft. With a crackle and a whoosh, the
gondola is engulfed in a blaze. I suck in my breath, but soon smoke assails my nostrils and the
heat tightens the skin on my face. As the wooden planks begin to crack and char, I recognize the
same malaise I have experienced at public executions—an incongruous mix of fascination and
revulsion that forces me to freeze in place, incapacitated.My feet feel glued to the cobblestones,
yet I need to avert my eyes. I look beyond the pyre where the gondola now stands ablaze and
cast my attention past the square and into the Grand Canal. Cargo boats, private gondolas, and
public ferries traffic the great basin that extends between the Piazza San Marco and the island of
San Giorgio Maggiore. What must amount to more than five hundred gondolas bob in the vast
expanse of glittering water, more than I have ever seen assembled there in all of my twenty-two
years on this earth. The boatmen and their passengers are gathered there for just one reason: to
watch this boat burn between the great columns of justice that mark the gateway to the city. I
gaze skyward now at the tall, white columns, one topped with a shimmering, gilded, winged lion,
the other with Saint Theodore treading on a crocodile. These two statues are the symbols of My
Great Republic, My Most Serene, my home, the city of my birth, the only place I have ever
known.Of course, this gondola-burning isn’t the first public humiliation that I have witnessed on
this very spot in my life, but I am certain that it will be the most memorable. Nearly every day, on
the platform between the columns of justice in the piazzetta, the smaller square off our main
Piazza San Marco, some poor wretch is clapped in the stocks for cursing in public, snitching an
apple from a fruitseller, staggering drunkenly into his parish church, or committing crimes much
more serious.A few times, I have seen rapists and thieves dangling by their necks from a rope
suspended between the columns. Their bodies hang for days, sometimes weeks, to decompose
before our eyes, their cheeks bloated and black, their eyes bulging as if they were watching the
crowd below in a frozen expression of horror. A few of my braver childhood friends hurled rocks
and sticks to make their doll-like bodies swing and spin, then ran off laughing as armed guards
from the nearby Doge’s Palace chased them until they disappeared into the shadows of the
arcades lining the square. I had never had the nerve to do it myself. My father would have seen
me hanged, too.When I was a very small boy I even saw someone—a man who had murdered



eight people, they said—tied with ropes to four horses by his wrists and ankles between the
columns. When slaves whipped the horses, they galloped into four different directions. The
man’s body exploded, and as long as I live I will never forget the sound it made, something akin
to a ripe melon bursting from the inside out. I watched, frozen, as a flock of shrieking seagulls
descended to fight over a feast of entrails. At the sight of it, a woman standing beside me
vomited on my shoes. All of it was meant to uphold the just and civilized society of Our Great
Republic of Venice, so it was explained to me.None of those public spectacles, however
gruesome, compares with this one, at least for me. My father will not leave the boatyard today.
He could not bring himself to watch one of his own creations so publicly disgraced. That is
because this is not just any gondola. It is one of the most perfect boats we have ever made.
Although I am proud of how I shaped the prow, I know I will keep my pride to myself, as my father
will not permit me to show it.The sound of crackling fire snatches me from my thoughts, and I
turn my attention back to the burning boat. It has disintegrated even faster than I could have
imagined. The flaming craft remains little more than a skeleton now, like the bones of an
enormous fish. Curls of black smoke rise into the gray sky. My eyes follow the black embers
upward, where they seemed to take flight, dancing crazily in the haze.The spectacle nearly over,
onlookers scatter away from the square to resume their lives as if nothing of significance has
happened. Their voices echo through the narrow alleyways that snake away from the Piazza San
Marco. Beyond, in the wide expanse of the Grand Canal, an eerie light makes shimmering
patterns on the water, and the dark gondolas crowded there begin to disperse without a sound
down the smaller rivulets and watery passages that pervade our great city.I cannot seem to
move myself from the spot where I have stood transfixed. The flames of the burning boat are
dying now, but the embers glow, making wavering reflections in the water. Overhead, a bird
coos. I watch it hop from its perch on the stones of a building facing the square and sail
gracefully to a fluttering landing. Birds begin to gather and peck at detritus left behind by the
crowd. Two gray birds squabble over a crumb lodged in the crack of a cobblestone. I take one
last look at the pyre and then force myself to leave the square.The harsh stench of burning
lacquer lingers in the air long after the crowd has dispersed. The smell of scorched paint stings
my nostrils, yet I feel incited to inhale this aroma. It is repugnant and yet at the same time
strangely comforting. I sense that my clothes and even the dark locks of hair that fall across my
cheeks are impregnated with the smell. I feel my head reel and my stomach turn. Of course. I
don’t know why I did not recognize it before. It is my family’s secret recipe for boat varnish, a
special lacquer we use to protect the boat keels from the lichen that collects on them in the
canals. The origins of the recipe were lost even to our own boat-making ancestors, but we
continue to mix it in the jars of my father’s workshop every day. The smell grips me, haunts me as
I quicken my pace, eager to find my way through the narrow alleys leading back to my
neighborhood in Cannaregio.When at last I reach the fish market near home, I find that Signora
Galli, the fishmonger’s wife, has already set aside something for me. I approach her stall as she
plunges her arm into a bucket, scooping out a writhing handful of eels trawled from the sea this



morning, and plunks them on the scale.“Tell your sister to make everyone a nice risi e bisoto for
the midday meal,” she says, wagging a pudgy finger at me. “Good for the baby.”“Thank you,” I
say.It looks as if someone has dumped the entire contents of the Venetian lagoon onto a
wooden table before me. From this bounty, the fishmonger’s wife selects a few small fish and
presses them into my satchel.“She’s a bit old to be birthing a baby, your mother,” Signora Galli
continues. “But a woman must accept children from God no matter when they come.” She puts
her hands on her hips and nods.“Santo Stefano, let the poor boy go home,” says Signor Galli the
fishmonger, slapping his wife’s backside affectionately with a rag as she accepts my coins. “He
has no time for your opinions. The boy has a full day’s work ahead of him in his father’s
boatyard.”“Salve.” I salute the fishmonger and his wife.It is true, I am eager to reach home now.
We are waiting for the baby.Chapter 1I chew my lower lip while I wait to see my father’s gondola
catch fire.Beneath the boat, a pile of firewood is stacked so high that I find myself in the odd
position of looking up at the underside of its black hull. A meticulous servant or day laborer has
split the logs and arranged them into neat stacks, then pressed dried brush into the spaces
between the wood, with the intention to start an impressive blaze. The gondola has been lashed
to the largest logs of the pyre, yet it remains skewed at an angle. From my vantage point, I
cannot help but admire the craft’s flowing lines, its elegant prow reaching toward the sky as if to
defy this injustice.My father had nothing to do with the crime committed in this boat, of course. I
feel certain that none of the onlookers has any idea that my father, our Republic’s most
renowned gondola maker, and I, a young man barely worthy of note, crafted this gondola with
our own hands. Surely no one has noticed our catanella, the maple-leaf emblem we carve into
the prow of each gondola that emerges from the Vianello workshop.I stand in a crowd of bakers,
clockmakers, tailors, housewives, fishermen, and merchants, all hungry for a fiery spectacle. I
cast my eyes to what must be hundreds of individuals gathered around me. No, not one of them
is thinking of my proud father or myself, even though I helped my father craft this fine boat just
two years ago in our family boatyard. The only man on people’s minds is the one who threw the
rock that started this humiliating affair.I hear murmuring behind me, then the crowd parts in
unison. I scramble to the fringes just in time to feel the swish of a silk robe as a man strides
purposefully by me, ignoring my presence as if I were a mere bird fluttering out of his path.“The
Councillor,” I hear someone whisper beside me. My heart begins to pound.Beneath the clasp
that holds his garment closed, the man’s chest protrudes. His brow pulsates at the temples, and
flecks of gray dust his otherwise slick head of black hair that shows beneath his close-fitting cap.
A perfectly straight nose and an even, thin-lipped mouth define a regal profile. Silently, the man
circles the doomed boat, turning his piercing dark eyes into the depths of the pyre as if he can
see through to the other side. He looks up at the great black craft, and everyone in the circle
follows his gaze, shifting from foot to foot in anticipation.The man in the silk robes completes his
circumnavigation of the pyre. Finally, he addresses the crowd, which has grown silent over the
course of the man’s dramatic entrance. A shadow darkens his face, and his mouth forms a scowl
as the deep cadence of his voice reverberates through the air:“The Lords of our Most Excellent



Council have ruled in the case brought against Bonito Banfi, boatman of Cannaregio, so that
justice may be served in a manner proper and fitting to any individual who would seek to disrupt
the peace and stable government of our Most Serene Republic. Accounting for the harmful
scourge that irreverent boatmen bring to the peace of Our Most Excellent State, Bonito Banfi
has been sentenced to ten years of service on the convict galleys.”By now all of us have heard
the story of Bonito Banfi, the condemned gondolier whose boat—the same one that launched
from our boatyard ramp two years ago—will burn on the pyre.The tale has spread across the
Venetian Republic for nearly ten days. As with so many crimes in our city, this one began with a
family quarrel so old that no one remembers how it had started. Banfi had been making his
rounds of the ferry stations when he spied his archrival, another gondolier called Paolo Squeran.
Squeran owed him money, Banfi said, to settle a gambling debt. The two men commenced a
shouting match, their foul words echoing across the canal waters from one gondola to the other.
The verbal insults escalated and began to draw crowds of onlookers to the edge of the
quay.Banfi didn’t know it, but the passenger riding behind the curtains of Squeran’s gondola
happened to be the French ambassador, returning to the embassy after a meeting at the Great
Council. Banfi lifted a large rock that he had been carrying in his gondola just in case he
happened to cross paths with Squeran. Instead of hitting Banfi’s rival, however, the rock rang
against the ambassador’s passenger compartment. The curtains parted and the enraged
ambassador emerged from his peaceful retreat to hurl insults of his own, in French, at the
offending gondolier. The ambassador then ordered Squeran to ferry him directly to the Council
of Ten, where he lodged a formal complaint with the body of justice-makers.Banfi’s sentence, so
it has been recounted, is to serve for ten years on the convict galleys. Banfi’s ankles were
shackled, and he has been escorted to the state shipyard, where he will be chained to a crew of
prisoners forced to row one of Our Serene Republic’s sailing ships, part of a fleet that embarks
each day for Crete, Corfu, Acre, and other port cities of our colonies in the eastern
Mediterranean. To be sure, the convict galleys mean a sentence for Banfi that is worse than
prison, perhaps even than death. A host of ills awaits him, seasickness and diarrhea the very
least of his worries. All of us have heard the stories of dysentery that make you vomit blood,
scurvy that causes pus-filled wounds to emerge across your thighs, and gangrene that turns
your feet black. This is all on top of falling victim to whatever tribulations one’s fellow prisoners
might inflict under cover of darkness.A modest state pittance will be provided to feed and clothe
Banfi’s wife and four small children, who watched tearfully as six of the state night-guards, the
signori di notte, seized the gondola. Within hours, the boat was sentenced to this fiery doom.
The intent, of course, is to set an example for the notoriously foul-mouthed gondoliers whom
everyone in the crowd already considers the scourge of the city.Before the pyre, I watch the man
in the silk robes, himself surely one of The Ten who received the complaint lodged by the French
ambassador. I see his lower lip twitch, an almost imperceptible, involuntary spasm that seems at
odds with this otherwise well-composed official. It vanishes as quickly as it appears. He
continues:“Today, it is both my obligation and my privilege to oversee the public disgrace of this



boat, as an example and a symbol for any boatman who would seek to act in any manner
against Our Most Excellent Government. The greatest weight shall be placed against those who
would seek to disrupt the peace of Our Most Serene Republic. So decreed on this four-hundred-
fifty-first day of the reign of our Most Illustrious and Benevolent Prince Doge Nicolò da Ponte.”He
turns and nods to a servant hanging on the edge of the crowd. I draw my breath now and watch
a lean, muscular African dressed in a pair of drab breeches and a short-waisted jacket step
forward into the circle. The crowd presses back to make room for the Councillor, who stands to
face the prow of the boat. The servant approaches the pyre with a lit torch, which he begins to
swing, igniting the wood prepared beneath it.Small flames dance inside the pile of brush and
logs. Within moments, flames climb, rapidly reaching up to lick the bottom of the great black
craft. With a crackle and a whoosh, the gondola is engulfed in a blaze. I suck in my breath, but
soon smoke assails my nostrils and the heat tightens the skin on my face. As the wooden planks
begin to crack and char, I recognize the same malaise I have experienced at public executions—
an incongruous mix of fascination and revulsion that forces me to freeze in place,
incapacitated.My feet feel glued to the cobblestones, yet I need to avert my eyes. I look beyond
the pyre where the gondola now stands ablaze and cast my attention past the square and into
the Grand Canal. Cargo boats, private gondolas, and public ferries traffic the great basin that
extends between the Piazza San Marco and the island of San Giorgio Maggiore. What must
amount to more than five hundred gondolas bob in the vast expanse of glittering water, more
than I have ever seen assembled there in all of my twenty-two years on this earth. The boatmen
and their passengers are gathered there for just one reason: to watch this boat burn between the
great columns of justice that mark the gateway to the city. I gaze skyward now at the tall, white
columns, one topped with a shimmering, gilded, winged lion, the other with Saint Theodore
treading on a crocodile. These two statues are the symbols of My Great Republic, My Most
Serene, my home, the city of my birth, the only place I have ever known.Of course, this gondola-
burning isn’t the first public humiliation that I have witnessed on this very spot in my life, but I am
certain that it will be the most memorable. Nearly every day, on the platform between the
columns of justice in the piazzetta, the smaller square off our main Piazza San Marco, some
poor wretch is clapped in the stocks for cursing in public, snitching an apple from a fruitseller,
staggering drunkenly into his parish church, or committing crimes much more serious.A few
times, I have seen rapists and thieves dangling by their necks from a rope suspended between
the columns. Their bodies hang for days, sometimes weeks, to decompose before our eyes,
their cheeks bloated and black, their eyes bulging as if they were watching the crowd below in a
frozen expression of horror. A few of my braver childhood friends hurled rocks and sticks to
make their doll-like bodies swing and spin, then ran off laughing as armed guards from the
nearby Doge’s Palace chased them until they disappeared into the shadows of the arcades
lining the square. I had never had the nerve to do it myself. My father would have seen me
hanged, too.When I was a very small boy I even saw someone—a man who had murdered eight
people, they said—tied with ropes to four horses by his wrists and ankles between the columns.



When slaves whipped the horses, they galloped into four different directions. The man’s body
exploded, and as long as I live I will never forget the sound it made, something akin to a ripe
melon bursting from the inside out. I watched, frozen, as a flock of shrieking seagulls descended
to fight over a feast of entrails. At the sight of it, a woman standing beside me vomited on my
shoes. All of it was meant to uphold the just and civilized society of Our Great Republic of
Venice, so it was explained to me.None of those public spectacles, however gruesome,
compares with this one, at least for me. My father will not leave the boatyard today. He could not
bring himself to watch one of his own creations so publicly disgraced. That is because this is not
just any gondola. It is one of the most perfect boats we have ever made. Although I am proud of
how I shaped the prow, I know I will keep my pride to myself, as my father will not permit me to
show it.The sound of crackling fire snatches me from my thoughts, and I turn my attention back
to the burning boat. It has disintegrated even faster than I could have imagined. The flaming craft
remains little more than a skeleton now, like the bones of an enormous fish. Curls of black
smoke rise into the gray sky. My eyes follow the black embers upward, where they seemed to
take flight, dancing crazily in the haze.The spectacle nearly over, onlookers scatter away from
the square to resume their lives as if nothing of significance has happened. Their voices echo
through the narrow alleyways that snake away from the Piazza San Marco. Beyond, in the wide
expanse of the Grand Canal, an eerie light makes shimmering patterns on the water, and the
dark gondolas crowded there begin to disperse without a sound down the smaller rivulets and
watery passages that pervade our great city.I cannot seem to move myself from the spot where I
have stood transfixed. The flames of the burning boat are dying now, but the embers glow,
making wavering reflections in the water. Overhead, a bird coos. I watch it hop from its perch on
the stones of a building facing the square and sail gracefully to a fluttering landing. Birds begin to
gather and peck at detritus left behind by the crowd. Two gray birds squabble over a crumb
lodged in the crack of a cobblestone. I take one last look at the pyre and then force myself to
leave the square.The harsh stench of burning lacquer lingers in the air long after the crowd has
dispersed. The smell of scorched paint stings my nostrils, yet I feel incited to inhale this aroma. It
is repugnant and yet at the same time strangely comforting. I sense that my clothes and even the
dark locks of hair that fall across my cheeks are impregnated with the smell. I feel my head reel
and my stomach turn. Of course. I don’t know why I did not recognize it before. It is my family’s
secret recipe for boat varnish, a special lacquer we use to protect the boat keels from the lichen
that collects on them in the canals. The origins of the recipe were lost even to our own boat-
making ancestors, but we continue to mix it in the jars of my father’s workshop every day. The
smell grips me, haunts me as I quicken my pace, eager to find my way through the narrow alleys
leading back to my neighborhood in Cannaregio.When at last I reach the fish market near home,
I find that Signora Galli, the fishmonger’s wife, has already set aside something for me. I
approach her stall as she plunges her arm into a bucket, scooping out a writhing handful of eels
trawled from the sea this morning, and plunks them on the scale.“Tell your sister to make
everyone a nice risi e bisoto for the midday meal,” she says, wagging a pudgy finger at me.



“Good for the baby.”“Thank you,” I say.It looks as if someone has dumped the entire contents of
the Venetian lagoon onto a wooden table before me. From this bounty, the fishmonger’s wife
selects a few small fish and presses them into my satchel.“She’s a bit old to be birthing a baby,
your mother,” Signora Galli continues. “But a woman must accept children from God no matter
when they come.” She puts her hands on her hips and nods.“Santo Stefano, let the poor boy go
home,” says Signor Galli the fishmonger, slapping his wife’s backside affectionately with a rag as
she accepts my coins. “He has no time for your opinions. The boy has a full day’s work ahead of
him in his father’s boatyard.”“Salve.” I salute the fishmonger and his wife.It is true, I am eager to
reach home now. We are waiting for the baby.Chapter 2“Mamma?”I cross the threshold into the
dim warmth of our house, dropping my felt hat and satchel on the table that fills the room. My
younger sister, Mariangela, is chopping onions and boiling water in an iron pot over the stone
hearth fire. Now that our mother has reached the end of her pregnancy, Mariangela refuses to
leave her side even for a moment. I would never admit it, of course, but I relish chores out of the
house, like market-going, that my sister would normally do herself. Part of me delights in slipping
temporarily from my father’s view, but I do not admit that either, especially to myself.My sister
silently gestures with her chin to the adjacent room.I peer into the bedchamber without entering.
From the doorway, I soak in the stillness of the house, broken only by the dull rhythm of
Mariangela’s chopping. My mother lies on her side with her back to us, breathing heavily, her
entire body heaving up and down under a loosely woven cloth. It’s the same bed where all of us
were born—me, then my brother Daniele, then Mariangela. I try to remember how many times
my mother has become pregnant in between, but I’ve lost count.As long as I can remember,
Donatella Vetraio di Vianello has been in a constantly fluctuating state of with child or no longer
with child. She has lost so many little souls, even some before my own birth twenty-two years
ago. Most went to the world hereafter before they glimpsed our mother’s sparkling gaze. Finally a
boy came into the world but he lay ashen and still in her embrace. Months later, a stronger one
pushed out of my mother’s womb, his forceful cry drawing neighbors as far away as Signora
Faldi’s bakery some eight houses distant. That’s the tale our father told us once, his eyes lighting
up before a shadow overtook his face. He never recounted it again.Only as a young child, after I
noticed the tiny grave in our family plot, did I raise the question with my mother, possessing then
the courage that innocence brings. His name was Primo, she told me, the first-born. My father
had taken him into the boatyard within days of his birth, and my mother had had to pry the child
away to feed him or put him in the cradle my father had made. She smiled, then, seeming to read
my mind, and she gathered my bony shoulders and squeezed me tightly.“What happened to
him?” I asked wide-eyed.“It was the day before his third birthday,” my mother said, her voice
quavering as I have never heard it before or since. “Your uncle Tino found him floating in the
shallow water at the bottom of the boatyard ramp.” My mother left the room then and I was left to
imagine the rest.I was not supposed to be the eldest son. Yet, here I am, the accidental heir to
my father’s boatyard. I suppose I consider it nothing short of a miracle that I am here at all.On the
opposite side of our bedchamber stands a wooden bed fashioned from our father’s own tools,



where my younger brother and I sleep. Our sister occupies a narrow cot next to our parents.
Their bed now stands at an angle so that my mother can get into it without climbing over my
father. This bedroom, along with the kitchen and a small gathering room, constitutes the only
home I’ve ever known. Occasionally, when our father has taken on a new apprentice, we’ve set
up a temporary cot in the kitchen, but it is only the five of us now, soon to be six, God
willing.Sensing my presence, Mamma turns her head toward the door, opens her eyes halfway,
and gestures for me to come. I approach carefully and perch on the edge of the bed.
Immediately, she presses against my back and brings her small left hand to my face. I cover it
with my larger, calloused one. I favor my left hand, just like my mother. She smiles.“I brought the
fish from the market, Mamma.”“Good,” she replies. She looks into my eyes, and her body
softens. We are like mirror images, my mother and I, our eyes the color of the amber stones that
come off the ships from the East, trapping small black insects inside their glowing orange orbs.
People tell my mother and me that our eyes seem to burn with flames or shine like the sun. My
mother’s eyes sparkle, defying the sadness that must lie beneath. A fortuneteller in the Rialto
once told my mother that she and her eldest son had descended from gypsies and were
destined to wander. It made my mother laugh, and her eyes glowed even more. Today my
mother’s eyes are uncharacteristically dull, ringed by dark circles. I feel the weight of her unease
for the new soul that grows inside her womb.“Signora Galli sends her regards to you and the
baby,” I tell her, acknowledging with a glance the taut abdomen that touches my hip. “And she
also scolded me for doing the shopping.”Mamma laughs, but it ends in a weak cough. “Did you
see Annalisa at the market?”“No,” I say, and turn my gaze to the window to watch a gull wheeling
in the sky.Annalisa Bonfante is the girl who will be my wife. Since I was old enough to toddle
around the boatyard, my parents have worked to arrange a union between their eldest son and
the ferro maker’s daughter. My father’s sole concern is the future of our trade; he has insisted on
ensuring this alliance to bridge our two related crafts. It took Father nearly a year to convince
Bonfante that I was worthy of his daughter’s hand, though, as the gruff blacksmith already had in
mind the son of a master goldsmith in Rialto. My father is both skilled and persistent in his
arguments. Once his mind is set, there is no changing it. My own thoughts about the
engagement have never been asked.It is not that Annalisa Bonfante is an unreasonable choice
for a wife; she is a fine girl. Her skin and teeth look healthy, my mother has pointed out more than
once, and my aunts take note of her broad hips. Annalisa’s mother and grandmother have taught
her to cook, raise hens, and embroider linens. She is nearly sixteen, ripe for marriage. She will
be a good mother and bring me sons to build gondolas in our family boatyard for years to come.I
am already well aware of Annalisa’s skin and teeth. Her hips, too, for that matter. Once
Annalisa’s father had finally agreed to his daughter’s betrothal, she found a way to steal away
from her market-going long enough to track me and push me behind the wall of a vegetable
warehouse in Castello. For a girl, she surprised me with her nerve. In the mere moments we had
together before being interrupted by a cabbage seller pulling a laden cart, she had managed to
grab the ties of my shirt, press me against a stone wall, and let me taste the salt in her



mouth.Next spring I will marry Annalisa in our parish church. Every member of the boatbuilding
guild will be there. We will move to a small but solid house provided by Annalisa’s father. I will
continue to work in my father’s boatyard, and at the moment of his death, it will become my own.
I will teach our sons how to season walnut and oak, fashion the keels to be virtually
indestructible, and stain ten different woods with our family’s own formula of lacquer that will
make the craft watertight. On my own deathbed, I will pass the business on to my eldest son. It is
preordained.My mother’s breathing draws me back to the present. Her eyes are closed again,
and I watch her swollen girth rise and fall gently under the blanket. Her face is lined, but her hair
spreads in waves across the pillow, and I remark that she is lovely. My father parades his
beautiful wife at meetings of the Scuola Grande, but that is the only time I have ever seen
Domenico Vianello treat her in this manner. I believe that my mamma loves Father, but at times I
fail to understand why. I learned at a young age that my father’s way of showing affection is
through discipline. With his wife, he is particularly harsh. I have never seen Father raise a hand
against her, but I read the pain of his abrasive manner in her eyes. She swallows the sting of his
words and never utters anything unkind to him or about him. I have never told anyone, but I hope
that at the least, Father will match my sister Mariangela, soon to be of marriageable age at
fourteen, with a husband who will treat her with greater regard.My mamma’s breathing is
labored, and her temple throbs. I rise and slip out of the room. I take my hat from the table, salute
my sister, and step out the house. If I can reach the boatyard before the bell clangs in the tower
of Santa Maria Assunta, I may avoid my father’s wrath. I quicken my pace. The day is young, and
there is work to be done.Chapter 2“Mamma?”I cross the threshold into the dim warmth of our
house, dropping my felt hat and satchel on the table that fills the room. My younger sister,
Mariangela, is chopping onions and boiling water in an iron pot over the stone hearth fire. Now
that our mother has reached the end of her pregnancy, Mariangela refuses to leave her side
even for a moment. I would never admit it, of course, but I relish chores out of the house, like
market-going, that my sister would normally do herself. Part of me delights in slipping temporarily
from my father’s view, but I do not admit that either, especially to myself.My sister silently
gestures with her chin to the adjacent room.I peer into the bedchamber without entering. From
the doorway, I soak in the stillness of the house, broken only by the dull rhythm of Mariangela’s
chopping. My mother lies on her side with her back to us, breathing heavily, her entire body
heaving up and down under a loosely woven cloth. It’s the same bed where all of us were born—
me, then my brother Daniele, then Mariangela. I try to remember how many times my mother has
become pregnant in between, but I’ve lost count.As long as I can remember, Donatella Vetraio di
Vianello has been in a constantly fluctuating state of with child or no longer with child. She has
lost so many little souls, even some before my own birth twenty-two years ago. Most went to the
world hereafter before they glimpsed our mother’s sparkling gaze. Finally a boy came into the
world but he lay ashen and still in her embrace. Months later, a stronger one pushed out of my
mother’s womb, his forceful cry drawing neighbors as far away as Signora Faldi’s bakery some
eight houses distant. That’s the tale our father told us once, his eyes lighting up before a shadow



overtook his face. He never recounted it again.Only as a young child, after I noticed the tiny
grave in our family plot, did I raise the question with my mother, possessing then the courage
that innocence brings. His name was Primo, she told me, the first-born. My father had taken him
into the boatyard within days of his birth, and my mother had had to pry the child away to feed
him or put him in the cradle my father had made. She smiled, then, seeming to read my mind,
and she gathered my bony shoulders and squeezed me tightly.“What happened to him?” I asked
wide-eyed.“It was the day before his third birthday,” my mother said, her voice quavering as I
have never heard it before or since. “Your uncle Tino found him floating in the shallow water at
the bottom of the boatyard ramp.” My mother left the room then and I was left to imagine the
rest.I was not supposed to be the eldest son. Yet, here I am, the accidental heir to my father’s
boatyard. I suppose I consider it nothing short of a miracle that I am here at all.On the opposite
side of our bedchamber stands a wooden bed fashioned from our father’s own tools, where my
younger brother and I sleep. Our sister occupies a narrow cot next to our parents. Their bed now
stands at an angle so that my mother can get into it without climbing over my father. This
bedroom, along with the kitchen and a small gathering room, constitutes the only home I’ve ever
known. Occasionally, when our father has taken on a new apprentice, we’ve set up a temporary
cot in the kitchen, but it is only the five of us now, soon to be six, God willing.Sensing my
presence, Mamma turns her head toward the door, opens her eyes halfway, and gestures for me
to come. I approach carefully and perch on the edge of the bed. Immediately, she presses
against my back and brings her small left hand to my face. I cover it with my larger, calloused
one. I favor my left hand, just like my mother. She smiles.“I brought the fish from the market,
Mamma.”“Good,” she replies. She looks into my eyes, and her body softens. We are like mirror
images, my mother and I, our eyes the color of the amber stones that come off the ships from
the East, trapping small black insects inside their glowing orange orbs. People tell my mother
and me that our eyes seem to burn with flames or shine like the sun. My mother’s eyes sparkle,
defying the sadness that must lie beneath. A fortuneteller in the Rialto once told my mother that
she and her eldest son had descended from gypsies and were destined to wander. It made my
mother laugh, and her eyes glowed even more. Today my mother’s eyes are uncharacteristically
dull, ringed by dark circles. I feel the weight of her unease for the new soul that grows inside her
womb.“Signora Galli sends her regards to you and the baby,” I tell her, acknowledging with a
glance the taut abdomen that touches my hip. “And she also scolded me for doing the
shopping.”Mamma laughs, but it ends in a weak cough. “Did you see Annalisa at the
market?”“No,” I say, and turn my gaze to the window to watch a gull wheeling in the sky.Annalisa
Bonfante is the girl who will be my wife. Since I was old enough to toddle around the boatyard,
my parents have worked to arrange a union between their eldest son and the ferro maker’s
daughter. My father’s sole concern is the future of our trade; he has insisted on ensuring this
alliance to bridge our two related crafts. It took Father nearly a year to convince Bonfante that I
was worthy of his daughter’s hand, though, as the gruff blacksmith already had in mind the son
of a master goldsmith in Rialto. My father is both skilled and persistent in his arguments. Once



his mind is set, there is no changing it. My own thoughts about the engagement have never been
asked.It is not that Annalisa Bonfante is an unreasonable choice for a wife; she is a fine girl. Her
skin and teeth look healthy, my mother has pointed out more than once, and my aunts take note
of her broad hips. Annalisa’s mother and grandmother have taught her to cook, raise hens, and
embroider linens. She is nearly sixteen, ripe for marriage. She will be a good mother and bring
me sons to build gondolas in our family boatyard for years to come.I am already well aware of
Annalisa’s skin and teeth. Her hips, too, for that matter. Once Annalisa’s father had finally agreed
to his daughter’s betrothal, she found a way to steal away from her market-going long enough to
track me and push me behind the wall of a vegetable warehouse in Castello. For a girl, she
surprised me with her nerve. In the mere moments we had together before being interrupted by
a cabbage seller pulling a laden cart, she had managed to grab the ties of my shirt, press me
against a stone wall, and let me taste the salt in her mouth.Next spring I will marry Annalisa in
our parish church. Every member of the boatbuilding guild will be there. We will move to a small
but solid house provided by Annalisa’s father. I will continue to work in my father’s boatyard, and
at the moment of his death, it will become my own. I will teach our sons how to season walnut
and oak, fashion the keels to be virtually indestructible, and stain ten different woods with our
family’s own formula of lacquer that will make the craft watertight. On my own deathbed, I will
pass the business on to my eldest son. It is preordained.My mother’s breathing draws me back
to the present. Her eyes are closed again, and I watch her swollen girth rise and fall gently under
the blanket. Her face is lined, but her hair spreads in waves across the pillow, and I remark that
she is lovely. My father parades his beautiful wife at meetings of the Scuola Grande, but that is
the only time I have ever seen Domenico Vianello treat her in this manner. I believe that my
mamma loves Father, but at times I fail to understand why. I learned at a young age that my
father’s way of showing affection is through discipline. With his wife, he is particularly harsh. I
have never seen Father raise a hand against her, but I read the pain of his abrasive manner in
her eyes. She swallows the sting of his words and never utters anything unkind to him or about
him. I have never told anyone, but I hope that at the least, Father will match my sister
Mariangela, soon to be of marriageable age at fourteen, with a husband who will treat her with
greater regard.My mamma’s breathing is labored, and her temple throbs. I rise and slip out of the
room. I take my hat from the table, salute my sister, and step out the house. If I can reach the
boatyard before the bell clangs in the tower of Santa Maria Assunta, I may avoid my father’s
wrath. I quicken my pace. The day is young, and there is work to be done.Chapter 3“Where have
you been?” my father growls as he looks up from sanding a long oak plank to see me tiptoeing
down the stone stairs into the boatyard, trying to avoid notice. “I promised Signor Pesaro a new
gondola by December! The ribs are not even in place yet. Most of them are still stacked in the
storehouse,” he grumbles.I say nothing, for the best way to respond to my father is through
action, not words. I have already resolved not to mention the boat burning, and certainly not my
attendance at the event, which could only serve to make my father more ill-tempered. Still, the
image of the burning boat haunts me as I carry out my tasks. I head across the boatyard toward



the storehouse.In spite of its renown, the Squero Vianello, our family boatyard, is little more than
a haphazard conglomeration of buildings surrounding a boat ramp. Its three structures—the
workshop, the storehouse, and our home—have been standing longer than anyone remembers.
The boatyard has an entrance on the landward side as well as a mooring on the canal, so we
can access it from the water or from the alley. The buildings in our little compound have been
restored, altered, and enlarged so many times that they resemble a jumbled assemblage of
stone, metal, and wood, the work of many generations of Vianello men, each of whom has left
his mark.I lean my weight against the door of the storehouse, and it heaves open reluctantly,
scraping along its metal track as it rolls to one side. I stand still for a moment while my eyes
adjust to the darkness. I inhale the familiar aroma, a mixture of damp earth, seasoned wood,
rusting metal, and lacquer, then I step carefully into the dust-flecked gloom. There is hardly
space to walk among the piles of wood, paintbrushes, varnish, hammers, adzes, planes, axes,
nails, and buckets, not to mention splintered pieces of ancient gondolas waiting for my father to
breathe new life into them. The storehouse contains all the gondola-building supplies we will
ever need in my lifetime. I seem to be the only one of us who perceives the disorder. If I could
ever find relief from my work, I would have time to devote to reordering the varnishes, stacking
the scrap wood neatly by type, or arranging the tools so that we don’t spend so much time
hunting for things as I am now.Along the back wall, I find what father is looking for: corbe, the U-
shaped ribs that will give form to the new gondola we are building for Lorenzo Pesaro. Truth be
told, the fair-skinned, thin-lipped spice merchant is as pompous as he is prosperous, but that is
none of our concern, Father is quick to remind my brother and me. The man has fine taste in
boats as well as a large purse, and that is all that matters. Pesaro is one of the few patrons who
occasionally appear unannounced to inspect the progress of the gondola they have
commissioned us to craft. The ever-present possibility of an unexpected visit from a client puts
Father on edge. I feel his nervous energy project itself onto me in the form of tingling bumps
creeping across my arms and up the back of my neck.“Luca!” My father’s voice booms from the
direction of the workshop, and I flinch. “Where are those corbe?”I rifle through the stacks of
wooden ribs, feeling for the right sizes. During the rare times that orders for new boats slow, my
father commands us to craft corbe for future projects. My brother, uncle, and cousins spend
countless hours pre-making these gondola ribs. You could never have too many on hand, my
father says. My younger cousins cut, sand, and fasten the curved frames of oak and elm
together with wooden nails, fashioning increasingly narrower and wider pieces to form,
respectively, the skinny fore and aft ribs, and the sturdier members that will support the flat
central keel of the boats. We stack the finished ribs in the storehouse, which makes the work in
the boatyard more efficient during times when we have many commissions.“Arrivo!” I emerge
from the storehouse into the sunshine and begin organizing the ribs by size along the exterior
wall. From the corner of my eye I catch sight of my cousin, Roberto, standing in a gondola tied to
one of the posts that mark the canal-side entrance to the boatyard. A scuttle in one hand and a
horsehair brush in the other, Roberto is refreshing the paint on one of the mooring posts. He



salutes me with the paintbrush, bracing himself in the rocking boat with his legs spread wide and
his hair falling sideways across his brow as he cocks his head to paint.This is my favorite place
to work in the boatyard. The téza—the hulking, shed-like structure open on its southern side to
the boat ramp—is covered with a truss roof of wooden beams supported on massive brick
pillars. Here we take each gondola through the final steps of its construction: varnishing, water-
testing, and finally launching it in the water before our house. The ramp slopes gradually from
the téza into the dark waters of the canal. Made partly of stones, partly of packed earth, the ramp
turns to mud during the spring’s rainy season, and everyone must watch his step to avoid
slipping on the muck. Beyond, a cluster of mooring posts painted with red and black spirals
stands just off the ramp in the water, marking the entrance to the squero. In the summer, we take
frequent leave of our work to walk down the ramp and splash our faces with cool canal water. In
the winter, we watch our breath vaporize in the damp air as we varnish boats under the shelter of
the great roof.Along the back wall of the téza, stacks of timber wood stand exposed to the open
air, left to season sometimes for years. These raw planks of oak, ash, elm, cherry, fir, larch, and
mahogany once grew as trees in the great forests of the Dolomite Mountains to the north. I,
never having ventured outside Our Most Serene City, find it impossible to imagine trees so large
growing in such vast quantities. The barge captains who traffic the timbers down the rivers to our
boatyard describe forests as thick as grass stretching as far as the eye can see, punctuated by
the craggy cliffs of the Dolomites, a sight I have tried many times to envision. My father buys
timber only from two barges, whose captains he has known for years and whose lumber he has
come to trust. Each autumn Father hand-selects our raw planks, avoiding pieces with knots,
splintered edges, and other imperfections. Some of the planks in the storage area, I calculate,
have lain there for ten years or longer, waiting to be transformed into a boat at the moment when
Domenico Vianello deems it right.The narrow sliver of water before the téza is not the Grand
Canal, but it remains our own piece of this Most Serene City, where we witness an ever-
changing pageant of watercraft. Our days are propelled by the rhythm of the boatmen who steer
simple cargo rafts, flat-bottomed lagoon craft, small rowboats, dinghies, and infinite numbers of
black gondolas through the waterway that borders the squero. A few times, I have feasted my
eyes on diplomatic boats, exempt from the decree handed down from the Doge himself that
boats must be painted black to avoid the sin of opulence. These ambassadorial craft are the
most conspicuous, some decorated with red velvet upholstery, carving along the sides and
decks, and even gilded figures and animals on the prows. Other times, private gondolas owned
by men rich enough to afford the steep fines imposed for breaking the sumptuary laws pass our
squero. These fine boats are usually rowed by two men instead of one and are also elaborately
painted and gilded. Today there are the usual comings and goings of the water-seller’s raft, a
neighbor’s unadorned gondola, and a boy in a rowboat.“Luca!” my father’s voice booms again.I
duck into the dimly lit workshop with a stack of gondola ribs draped over each forearm. Father
stands with his hands on his hips, looking over the shoulder of my brother, Daniele, who is
tapping a long oak plank gently with a mallet. Father looks up briefly as I enter but immediately



turns his attention back to his younger son’s hammering. “No! More force on the underside, like
this,” he instructs in his usual abrasive manner. “Give me the mallet.” Domenico Vianello is a
perfectionist; everyone knows it. Daniele, an acquiescent boy, watches patiently as our father
demonstrates again how to maneuver the tool. Sunlight streaks into the space from the giant
doors, and I am struck by the identical profiles of my father and my brother, as if both men were
molded from clay by the same master, one a younger version of the other. My brother is content
and good-natured, even under my father’s heavy hand. Daniele is responsible for the mallet-
work now, our father having long ago grown weary of my left-handed efforts that did not conform
to his idea of how it should be done.It was not always so. One of my earliest memories was
overhearing a neighbor woman whisper that the gondola maker’s eldest son was marked by the
devil. My father must have believed it, as he did his best to undo my curse. In the boatyard, I was
not allowed to pick up tools with my left hand. I lived for most of a year with my left hand tied
behind my back during my hours in the boatyard, untied only at mealtime. Even now, I feel the
knuckles of my left hand tingle when my father raises his voice.It was my mother who taught me
to temper my ever-present compulsion to use my sinister hand, as she herself had had to do. At
the table and in our parish church, she squeezed my left hand tightly while teaching me to make
the sign of the cross with my right. In public, she instructed me to sit on my left hand or keep it in
my pocket; in private, she reminded me that the left hand was the “hand of the heart.” At night
she nursed my knuckles, bruised and swollen from where my father had struck them with a rasp
each time I had reached for an implement.I never mastered the tools with my right hand nearly
as well as with my left. Eventually, Father gave up trying to force me to use my “correct” hand in
the boatyard and assigned many of the duties that the eldest son might be expected to do to my
brother, who is gifted with dexterity and unmarked by Satan. My uncle and cousins mercifully
turned a blind eye to my affliction, and my brother loved me anyway. I did what I could to make
beautiful and seaworthy boats, just like my father and grandfather. Our work carried on.A crude
wooden frame hammered into the earthen floor occupies the bulk of our workshop’s interior
space. No one knows how long the frame has been there; Father recalls his own grandfather
using it as a basic mold for the workshop’s gondolas. We still use the roughhewn mold, little
more than a few pieces of lumber arched to approximate the size and proportion of a standard
gondola, to begin each boat. My younger brother is practicing one of the most critical steps in
the construction: attaching the long oak planks that run the entire length of the boat on the left
and right of the keel and provide the fundamental integrity of the boat. I have practiced it
countless times and understand instinctively why my father is so attentive at this stage; it is
critical to get this part right. If the longest planks are even slightly malformed, we have to
dismantle the boat and start over again. My father will not settle for anything less. Then we curve
the oak planks by soaking one side with water and applying fire with a torch to the other, a
deceivingly simple and particular warp that, once achieved, forms the distinctive shape of the
gondola. Once the two oak planks are in place, we will begin to place the gondola ribs that I have
carried from the storehouse. For a while—up to two dozen moons—the craft will resemble the



carcass of a gigantic fish. Then, day by day, the gondola begins to take shape.We do not do
everything ourselves, to be sure. As every boat maker does, we send some parts of the work to
specialists who carry out their own trade better than the Vianello family. The oars and oarlocks
are crafted by Signor Fumagalli the oarmaker. My uncle handles the decorative carvings that
adorn our standard boats, but for more elaborate commissions we hire an elderly carver who
worked for my grandfather, one of the only men in Venice who still carves the elaborate swirls
and flowers in the manner done in the time of my great-grandfather.Along with my brother, my
uncle, two cousins, and myself, Father employs a journeyman named Andrea, the son of a
distant cousin. A grown man, Andrea is dimwitted and has not spoken a word since his parents
died of the pestilence that befell our city when he was a small boy. Though completely mute, he
is a genius with needle and thread. The man can sew and upholster leather, silks, and many
other fabrics better than any professional. His skill is the only thing that saved him from living as
an outcast in the streets. He sleeps in a spare room off the workshop and takes his meals with
us or with my uncle’s family. Father had to make an appeal to the confraternity for approval to
have upholstery completed within the confines of our boatyard, and since then, Andrea has
worked as diligently and meticulously as any member of our workshop. Andrea silently fashions
any parts of the boat to be adorned with fabric or leather, from the seats to the curtained
enclosures, felze, of our more elaborate boats.Although I have watched boats being built since I
was old enough to toddle from the house to the boatyard, I still find the gondola-making process
part hard labor, part alchemy. Each gondola begins as nothing more than raw planks of wood but
emerges from our boatyard transformed. Even though I am intimately familiar with each step,
even though I have been present every day, each time the men heave open the doors of the
workshop and release our latest creation into the daylight for the first time, easing the craft down
the ramp and into the cool canal waters on its first voyage, the sight of it stops me in my
tracks.Father boasts that his reputation for quality gondolas is thanks in part to the fact that he
does not allow himself to be distracted by the same diversions of the other boatyards. Domenico
does not tolerate anyone other than his own assistants and the occasional client into his squero.
Ours is one of the few boatyards in the city that is not covered with loiterers: well-meaning
friends, bossy relatives, curious guild members, bored boatmen, nosy neighbors. I have seen my
father chortle with disdain every time we row past the Squero San Selvaggio on a neighboring
canal, where gondoliers congregate to play cards, tell jokes, regale each other with tall tales,
and cajole the boat makers through the workday and well into the night. Nothing but idle fools,
Father assures us. It is shameful, but above all, no way to work.While I carry the wooden ribs
from the storehouse to the workshop, aromas of my sister’s cooking waft into the boatyard. I
salivate, thinking of the slimy, writhing handful of eels that the fishmonger had pressed into my
satchel. Mariangela, though just a girl, is already an accomplished cook. She works alongside
our mother every day, of course, but she also inherited our grandmother’s natural knack for flavor
combinations, which is not the kind of thing that can be taught but only inherently
understood.The bells ring from the tower of Santa Maria Assunta, and we break for the midday



meal. The clanging bells are the only thing that I have ever seen stop our father in his tracks. No
matter how much work we have before us in the boatyard, the meal hour is sacred. It is the only
time when work can wait. My uncle Tino and his two young sons disappear around the corner to
their home a hundred paces away, where I am sure my aunt has prepared cabbage stew or
something else that is less inspired than what Mariangela has crafted for us.My brother sits
beside my father on a narrow wooden bench while Mariangela serves our plates. I notice that my
sister’s hair has turned blonde seemingly overnight, the result of pouring a foul-smelling
concoction of white wine, saffron, urine, and lemon juice over her tresses, then sitting in our sun-
filled vegetable garden until it turns a remarkable shade of gold. This small act of self-interest is
the only one my sister allows herself, and we men know better than to comment on the subject.I
sit alone on the other side of the table so that I can peer into the bedroom where my mother lies,
moving in and out of sleep. The onions and eels taste just as good as they smell, and I inhale the
vapors swirling up from my plate. The house is silent except for the sounds of spoons scraping
against the plates and our father slurping from a tankard of warm beer that Mariangela brewed
over the winter in the storage cellar. No one utters a word, and the air becomes heavy with our
attention trained on the doorway to the bedchamber. I steal another glimpse of the back of my
mother’s head, her hair tousled haphazardly over the blanket.After the meal, we return to the
squero to continue our work on Signor Pesaro’s new gondola. While my brother and I begin to
lay out the ribs to match the frame, Father sits at his workbench at the back of the shop,
sketching on a piece of parchment. He fancies himself a draughtsman, and it is true that he
possesses some natural skill. He draws each one of the boats he makes even though it is
unnecessary—the man could build a fine gondola with his eyes closed. He does it for conceit
but also because he enjoys it. Father squints his eyes and holds the drawing at arm’s length.
Finally, he peels the piece of parchment from the table, rolls it up in his hands, and ties it closed
with a thin leather strap.“I need for this to go to the remer,” he remarks curtly.I jump. “I’ll take it.” I
scramble to my father’s workbench to grab the roll, slap my hat on my head, and walk out the
door before he can send one of his apprentices instead.Chapter 3“Where have you been?” my
father growls as he looks up from sanding a long oak plank to see me tiptoeing down the stone
stairs into the boatyard, trying to avoid notice. “I promised Signor Pesaro a new gondola by
December! The ribs are not even in place yet. Most of them are still stacked in the storehouse,”
he grumbles.I say nothing, for the best way to respond to my father is through action, not words. I
have already resolved not to mention the boat burning, and certainly not my attendance at the
event, which could only serve to make my father more ill-tempered. Still, the image of the
burning boat haunts me as I carry out my tasks. I head across the boatyard toward the
storehouse.In spite of its renown, the Squero Vianello, our family boatyard, is little more than a
haphazard conglomeration of buildings surrounding a boat ramp. Its three structures—the
workshop, the storehouse, and our home—have been standing longer than anyone remembers.
The boatyard has an entrance on the landward side as well as a mooring on the canal, so we
can access it from the water or from the alley. The buildings in our little compound have been



restored, altered, and enlarged so many times that they resemble a jumbled assemblage of
stone, metal, and wood, the work of many generations of Vianello men, each of whom has left
his mark.I lean my weight against the door of the storehouse, and it heaves open reluctantly,
scraping along its metal track as it rolls to one side. I stand still for a moment while my eyes
adjust to the darkness. I inhale the familiar aroma, a mixture of damp earth, seasoned wood,
rusting metal, and lacquer, then I step carefully into the dust-flecked gloom. There is hardly
space to walk among the piles of wood, paintbrushes, varnish, hammers, adzes, planes, axes,
nails, and buckets, not to mention splintered pieces of ancient gondolas waiting for my father to
breathe new life into them. The storehouse contains all the gondola-building supplies we will
ever need in my lifetime. I seem to be the only one of us who perceives the disorder. If I could
ever find relief from my work, I would have time to devote to reordering the varnishes, stacking
the scrap wood neatly by type, or arranging the tools so that we don’t spend so much time
hunting for things as I am now.Along the back wall, I find what father is looking for: corbe, the U-
shaped ribs that will give form to the new gondola we are building for Lorenzo Pesaro. Truth be
told, the fair-skinned, thin-lipped spice merchant is as pompous as he is prosperous, but that is
none of our concern, Father is quick to remind my brother and me. The man has fine taste in
boats as well as a large purse, and that is all that matters. Pesaro is one of the few patrons who
occasionally appear unannounced to inspect the progress of the gondola they have
commissioned us to craft. The ever-present possibility of an unexpected visit from a client puts
Father on edge. I feel his nervous energy project itself onto me in the form of tingling bumps
creeping across my arms and up the back of my neck.“Luca!” My father’s voice booms from the
direction of the workshop, and I flinch. “Where are those corbe?”I rifle through the stacks of
wooden ribs, feeling for the right sizes. During the rare times that orders for new boats slow, my
father commands us to craft corbe for future projects. My brother, uncle, and cousins spend
countless hours pre-making these gondola ribs. You could never have too many on hand, my
father says. My younger cousins cut, sand, and fasten the curved frames of oak and elm
together with wooden nails, fashioning increasingly narrower and wider pieces to form,
respectively, the skinny fore and aft ribs, and the sturdier members that will support the flat
central keel of the boats. We stack the finished ribs in the storehouse, which makes the work in
the boatyard more efficient during times when we have many commissions.“Arrivo!” I emerge
from the storehouse into the sunshine and begin organizing the ribs by size along the exterior
wall. From the corner of my eye I catch sight of my cousin, Roberto, standing in a gondola tied to
one of the posts that mark the canal-side entrance to the boatyard. A scuttle in one hand and a
horsehair brush in the other, Roberto is refreshing the paint on one of the mooring posts. He
salutes me with the paintbrush, bracing himself in the rocking boat with his legs spread wide and
his hair falling sideways across his brow as he cocks his head to paint.This is my favorite place
to work in the boatyard. The téza—the hulking, shed-like structure open on its southern side to
the boat ramp—is covered with a truss roof of wooden beams supported on massive brick
pillars. Here we take each gondola through the final steps of its construction: varnishing, water-



testing, and finally launching it in the water before our house. The ramp slopes gradually from
the téza into the dark waters of the canal. Made partly of stones, partly of packed earth, the ramp
turns to mud during the spring’s rainy season, and everyone must watch his step to avoid
slipping on the muck. Beyond, a cluster of mooring posts painted with red and black spirals
stands just off the ramp in the water, marking the entrance to the squero. In the summer, we take
frequent leave of our work to walk down the ramp and splash our faces with cool canal water. In
the winter, we watch our breath vaporize in the damp air as we varnish boats under the shelter of
the great roof.Along the back wall of the téza, stacks of timber wood stand exposed to the open
air, left to season sometimes for years. These raw planks of oak, ash, elm, cherry, fir, larch, and
mahogany once grew as trees in the great forests of the Dolomite Mountains to the north. I,
never having ventured outside Our Most Serene City, find it impossible to imagine trees so large
growing in such vast quantities. The barge captains who traffic the timbers down the rivers to our
boatyard describe forests as thick as grass stretching as far as the eye can see, punctuated by
the craggy cliffs of the Dolomites, a sight I have tried many times to envision. My father buys
timber only from two barges, whose captains he has known for years and whose lumber he has
come to trust. Each autumn Father hand-selects our raw planks, avoiding pieces with knots,
splintered edges, and other imperfections. Some of the planks in the storage area, I calculate,
have lain there for ten years or longer, waiting to be transformed into a boat at the moment when
Domenico Vianello deems it right.The narrow sliver of water before the téza is not the Grand
Canal, but it remains our own piece of this Most Serene City, where we witness an ever-
changing pageant of watercraft. Our days are propelled by the rhythm of the boatmen who steer
simple cargo rafts, flat-bottomed lagoon craft, small rowboats, dinghies, and infinite numbers of
black gondolas through the waterway that borders the squero. A few times, I have feasted my
eyes on diplomatic boats, exempt from the decree handed down from the Doge himself that
boats must be painted black to avoid the sin of opulence. These ambassadorial craft are the
most conspicuous, some decorated with red velvet upholstery, carving along the sides and
decks, and even gilded figures and animals on the prows. Other times, private gondolas owned
by men rich enough to afford the steep fines imposed for breaking the sumptuary laws pass our
squero. These fine boats are usually rowed by two men instead of one and are also elaborately
painted and gilded. Today there are the usual comings and goings of the water-seller’s raft, a
neighbor’s unadorned gondola, and a boy in a rowboat.“Luca!” my father’s voice booms again.I
duck into the dimly lit workshop with a stack of gondola ribs draped over each forearm. Father
stands with his hands on his hips, looking over the shoulder of my brother, Daniele, who is
tapping a long oak plank gently with a mallet. Father looks up briefly as I enter but immediately
turns his attention back to his younger son’s hammering. “No! More force on the underside, like
this,” he instructs in his usual abrasive manner. “Give me the mallet.” Domenico Vianello is a
perfectionist; everyone knows it. Daniele, an acquiescent boy, watches patiently as our father
demonstrates again how to maneuver the tool. Sunlight streaks into the space from the giant
doors, and I am struck by the identical profiles of my father and my brother, as if both men were



molded from clay by the same master, one a younger version of the other. My brother is content
and good-natured, even under my father’s heavy hand. Daniele is responsible for the mallet-
work now, our father having long ago grown weary of my left-handed efforts that did not conform
to his idea of how it should be done.It was not always so. One of my earliest memories was
overhearing a neighbor woman whisper that the gondola maker’s eldest son was marked by the
devil. My father must have believed it, as he did his best to undo my curse. In the boatyard, I was
not allowed to pick up tools with my left hand. I lived for most of a year with my left hand tied
behind my back during my hours in the boatyard, untied only at mealtime. Even now, I feel the
knuckles of my left hand tingle when my father raises his voice.It was my mother who taught me
to temper my ever-present compulsion to use my sinister hand, as she herself had had to do. At
the table and in our parish church, she squeezed my left hand tightly while teaching me to make
the sign of the cross with my right. In public, she instructed me to sit on my left hand or keep it in
my pocket; in private, she reminded me that the left hand was the “hand of the heart.” At night
she nursed my knuckles, bruised and swollen from where my father had struck them with a rasp
each time I had reached for an implement.I never mastered the tools with my right hand nearly
as well as with my left. Eventually, Father gave up trying to force me to use my “correct” hand in
the boatyard and assigned many of the duties that the eldest son might be expected to do to my
brother, who is gifted with dexterity and unmarked by Satan. My uncle and cousins mercifully
turned a blind eye to my affliction, and my brother loved me anyway. I did what I could to make
beautiful and seaworthy boats, just like my father and grandfather. Our work carried on.A crude
wooden frame hammered into the earthen floor occupies the bulk of our workshop’s interior
space. No one knows how long the frame has been there; Father recalls his own grandfather
using it as a basic mold for the workshop’s gondolas. We still use the roughhewn mold, little
more than a few pieces of lumber arched to approximate the size and proportion of a standard
gondola, to begin each boat. My younger brother is practicing one of the most critical steps in
the construction: attaching the long oak planks that run the entire length of the boat on the left
and right of the keel and provide the fundamental integrity of the boat. I have practiced it
countless times and understand instinctively why my father is so attentive at this stage; it is
critical to get this part right. If the longest planks are even slightly malformed, we have to
dismantle the boat and start over again. My father will not settle for anything less. Then we curve
the oak planks by soaking one side with water and applying fire with a torch to the other, a
deceivingly simple and particular warp that, once achieved, forms the distinctive shape of the
gondola. Once the two oak planks are in place, we will begin to place the gondola ribs that I have
carried from the storehouse. For a while—up to two dozen moons—the craft will resemble the
carcass of a gigantic fish. Then, day by day, the gondola begins to take shape.We do not do
everything ourselves, to be sure. As every boat maker does, we send some parts of the work to
specialists who carry out their own trade better than the Vianello family. The oars and oarlocks
are crafted by Signor Fumagalli the oarmaker. My uncle handles the decorative carvings that
adorn our standard boats, but for more elaborate commissions we hire an elderly carver who



worked for my grandfather, one of the only men in Venice who still carves the elaborate swirls
and flowers in the manner done in the time of my great-grandfather.Along with my brother, my
uncle, two cousins, and myself, Father employs a journeyman named Andrea, the son of a
distant cousin. A grown man, Andrea is dimwitted and has not spoken a word since his parents
died of the pestilence that befell our city when he was a small boy. Though completely mute, he
is a genius with needle and thread. The man can sew and upholster leather, silks, and many
other fabrics better than any professional. His skill is the only thing that saved him from living as
an outcast in the streets. He sleeps in a spare room off the workshop and takes his meals with
us or with my uncle’s family. Father had to make an appeal to the confraternity for approval to
have upholstery completed within the confines of our boatyard, and since then, Andrea has
worked as diligently and meticulously as any member of our workshop. Andrea silently fashions
any parts of the boat to be adorned with fabric or leather, from the seats to the curtained
enclosures, felze, of our more elaborate boats.Although I have watched boats being built since I
was old enough to toddle from the house to the boatyard, I still find the gondola-making process
part hard labor, part alchemy. Each gondola begins as nothing more than raw planks of wood but
emerges from our boatyard transformed. Even though I am intimately familiar with each step,
even though I have been present every day, each time the men heave open the doors of the
workshop and release our latest creation into the daylight for the first time, easing the craft down
the ramp and into the cool canal waters on its first voyage, the sight of it stops me in my
tracks.Father boasts that his reputation for quality gondolas is thanks in part to the fact that he
does not allow himself to be distracted by the same diversions of the other boatyards. Domenico
does not tolerate anyone other than his own assistants and the occasional client into his squero.
Ours is one of the few boatyards in the city that is not covered with loiterers: well-meaning
friends, bossy relatives, curious guild members, bored boatmen, nosy neighbors. I have seen my
father chortle with disdain every time we row past the Squero San Selvaggio on a neighboring
canal, where gondoliers congregate to play cards, tell jokes, regale each other with tall tales,
and cajole the boat makers through the workday and well into the night. Nothing but idle fools,
Father assures us. It is shameful, but above all, no way to work.While I carry the wooden ribs
from the storehouse to the workshop, aromas of my sister’s cooking waft into the boatyard. I
salivate, thinking of the slimy, writhing handful of eels that the fishmonger had pressed into my
satchel. Mariangela, though just a girl, is already an accomplished cook. She works alongside
our mother every day, of course, but she also inherited our grandmother’s natural knack for flavor
combinations, which is not the kind of thing that can be taught but only inherently
understood.The bells ring from the tower of Santa Maria Assunta, and we break for the midday
meal. The clanging bells are the only thing that I have ever seen stop our father in his tracks. No
matter how much work we have before us in the boatyard, the meal hour is sacred. It is the only
time when work can wait. My uncle Tino and his two young sons disappear around the corner to
their home a hundred paces away, where I am sure my aunt has prepared cabbage stew or
something else that is less inspired than what Mariangela has crafted for us.My brother sits



beside my father on a narrow wooden bench while Mariangela serves our plates. I notice that my
sister’s hair has turned blonde seemingly overnight, the result of pouring a foul-smelling
concoction of white wine, saffron, urine, and lemon juice over her tresses, then sitting in our sun-
filled vegetable garden until it turns a remarkable shade of gold. This small act of self-interest is
the only one my sister allows herself, and we men know better than to comment on the subject.I
sit alone on the other side of the table so that I can peer into the bedroom where my mother lies,
moving in and out of sleep. The onions and eels taste just as good as they smell, and I inhale the
vapors swirling up from my plate. The house is silent except for the sounds of spoons scraping
against the plates and our father slurping from a tankard of warm beer that Mariangela brewed
over the winter in the storage cellar. No one utters a word, and the air becomes heavy with our
attention trained on the doorway to the bedchamber. I steal another glimpse of the back of my
mother’s head, her hair tousled haphazardly over the blanket.After the meal, we return to the
squero to continue our work on Signor Pesaro’s new gondola. While my brother and I begin to
lay out the ribs to match the frame, Father sits at his workbench at the back of the shop,
sketching on a piece of parchment. He fancies himself a draughtsman, and it is true that he
possesses some natural skill. He draws each one of the boats he makes even though it is
unnecessary—the man could build a fine gondola with his eyes closed. He does it for conceit
but also because he enjoys it. Father squints his eyes and holds the drawing at arm’s length.
Finally, he peels the piece of parchment from the table, rolls it up in his hands, and ties it closed
with a thin leather strap.“I need for this to go to the remer,” he remarks curtly.I jump. “I’ll take it.” I
scramble to my father’s workbench to grab the roll, slap my hat on my head, and walk out the
door before he can send one of his apprentices instead.Chapter 4Anton Fumagalli, the
oarmaker, is the oldest person I know. To those unacquainted, his appearance is misleading: his
teeth are all gone, and his lips sink into his skull like a shriveled fig. He stoops when he walks,
yet his hands are strong and able, and his body, though wiry, is muscular and solid as a rock.
Deep creases mark his cheeks, and he pushes back wisps of gray hair with his tanned, strong
hands.But Signor Fumagalli is more alive than most men my own age. As I scuff along the
familiar paths to the oarmaker’s workshop, a smile crosses my lips. I relish my visits with the
remero. Signor Fumagalli specializes in making fórcole, the rowlocks that secure the oar and
allow a boatman to steer his gondola even in the narrowest and most crowded canals. Like my
father, Signor Fumagalli is the undisputed master of his trade, a perfectionist who could imagine
no other way to spend his days than using his hands to create a masterpiece from a humble
block of wood. But the comparisons between the two men end there. Where my father behaves
like a despot most of the time, Master Fumagalli possesses a generous soul. Instead of closely
guarding his trade secrets, he shares his craft enthusiastically with everyone he meets. Not that
anyone else on earth would have the skill to copy the master’s work. His studio teems with
visitors, but somehow amidst the chaotic comings and goings, Signor Fumagalli finds the
discipline to craft oars and rowlocks that the inspectors hold up to their guild members as
examples of the best of their trade.As I cross the threshold of the remero’s studio, I see the



master at his workbench, where he is inspecting a block of walnut, running his hands along the
grain as if he were stroking a dog. His eyes are closed. “This is one of the best ones you’ve done
so far,” he is telling an apprentice, “but it still needs work.” I watch the oarmaker run his palm
down the side of the carved chunk of wood, reading it with his hand as if he were blind. His
fingers explore its crevices. “Too thick on the aft side,” he explains, “and more carving is needed
in the lower oar position. Signor Bondi is even shorter than I am, and he will need more leverage
for reversing the boat.”When the oarmaker opens his eyes I am standing before him.
Immediately he drops the block on his workbench and greets me with a gaping smile, a grip on
the shoulder, and a slap on the back. The remero’s shop is much better than ours, full of light
and flecks of sawdust, with a line of worktables along the right side and designs for some of the
master’s fórcole tacked along the wall on the left. A wall of shelves houses a neatly arranged
collection of handsaws, files, and scrapers. Near the front entrance, a table displays some of the
master’s best works. Here, divorced from their boats, they appear like strange curvilinear beings
rather than boat hardware, their elegant silhouettes smoothly sanded and polished with nut oils
to a high sheen.Chapter 4Anton Fumagalli, the oarmaker, is the oldest person I know. To those
unacquainted, his appearance is misleading: his teeth are all gone, and his lips sink into his skull
like a shriveled fig. He stoops when he walks, yet his hands are strong and able, and his body,
though wiry, is muscular and solid as a rock. Deep creases mark his cheeks, and he pushes
back wisps of gray hair with his tanned, strong hands.But Signor Fumagalli is more alive than
most men my own age. As I scuff along the familiar paths to the oarmaker’s workshop, a smile
crosses my lips. I relish my visits with the remero. Signor Fumagalli specializes in making fórcole,
the rowlocks that secure the oar and allow a boatman to steer his gondola even in the narrowest
and most crowded canals. Like my father, Signor Fumagalli is the undisputed master of his
trade, a perfectionist who could imagine no other way to spend his days than using his hands to
create a masterpiece from a humble block of wood. But the comparisons between the two men
end there. Where my father behaves like a despot most of the time, Master Fumagalli possesses
a generous soul. Instead of closely guarding his trade secrets, he shares his craft
enthusiastically with everyone he meets. Not that anyone else on earth would have the skill to
copy the master’s work. His studio teems with visitors, but somehow amidst the chaotic comings
and goings, Signor Fumagalli finds the discipline to craft oars and rowlocks that the inspectors
hold up to their guild members as examples of the best of their trade.As I cross the threshold of
the remero’s studio, I see the master at his workbench, where he is inspecting a block of walnut,
running his hands along the grain as if he were stroking a dog. His eyes are closed. “This is one
of the best ones you’ve done so far,” he is telling an apprentice, “but it still needs work.” I watch
the oarmaker run his palm down the side of the carved chunk of wood, reading it with his hand
as if he were blind. His fingers explore its crevices. “Too thick on the aft side,” he explains, “and
more carving is needed in the lower oar position. Signor Bondi is even shorter than I am, and he
will need more leverage for reversing the boat.”When the oarmaker opens his eyes I am standing
before him. Immediately he drops the block on his workbench and greets me with a gaping



smile, a grip on the shoulder, and a slap on the back. The remero’s shop is much better than
ours, full of light and flecks of sawdust, with a line of worktables along the right side and designs
for some of the master’s fórcole tacked along the wall on the left. A wall of shelves houses a
neatly arranged collection of handsaws, files, and scrapers. Near the front entrance, a table
displays some of the master’s best works. Here, divorced from their boats, they appear like
strange curvilinear beings rather than boat hardware, their elegant silhouettes smoothly sanded
and polished with nut oils to a high sheen.
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Charles Scott, “He was caught up in a well-crafted, high-octane, whirlwind romance.. Laura
Morelli's compelling novel, The Gondola Maker, published in 2014, commences in the year 1581
and takes place in the popular vacation destination of Venice, Italy. The narrator, "Luca
Vianello," relates the incredible story of his life, family, and adventures during the waning years
of the Renaissance period when Italian art, culture, and society were all the rage. His long-
established and reputable family has been constructing and selling the sleek, swift,
maneuverable wooden vessels that circumnavigate the Republic's canals, rapidly propelling the
local population throughout the city, for generations upon generations. He proves his
capabilities as a tried, trued, and tested master craftsman and "river-yacht" tradesman. His
family touts their own particular brand and trademark of dealership vessels, as it were. It is not
surprising that their boats are highly regarded as being among the finest manufactures
anywhere in the then-known world. One day, Luca decides to branch-out into the water-taxi
business, and so begins the real adventure of a lifetime. He meets a certain "Guiliana Zanchi,"
and she zings him good, with one of Cupid's arrows. Their brief, fleeting, promiscuous,
unexpected encounters dramatically change his perception of life, and his role in it, as he takes
off in the "Daytona 500" fast lane. The adrenaline-rush coursing through his blood-steam is
unlike anything he's ever experienced before. He feels as pumped and psyched as a man in
flight. He becomes zestfully enamored and suitably enticed. Teased and pleased, true romance
finally catches up to him. He acquires a sense of entitlement that should last him forever and a
day. Giovanni Boccaccio undoubtedly would have modified and re-told the love story differently,
had he heard it first, after a fashion, in his own ribald and risque way, before including it in his
"Decameron." William Shakespeare, arguably, would likewise have been impressed with the
more modern, down-to-earth version of "Romeo and Juliet," quite possibly even preferring it to
his own. This could be a slight exaggeration, however. Bill was no fool, caught up in a
handcrafted, high-octane, whirlwind romance. R. Royce was driving along a hilly, winding county
road, having opted for the paved scenic route to their final destination. Seated beside him in the
unrivaled Porsche was his good friend and long-time business associate, Cornelius Korn. "Have
you told Alexis Sue about the farm acreage you acquired out here, yet?" asked Royce. Alexis
Sue is Korn's significant other and their business associate. "She thinks we just hunt pheasants
out in the County somewhere," said Korn. They continued on their way to their destination in
muted silence. Korn provided timely directions, indicating the appropriate turn-offs and proper
detours that they must make along the way, throughout the four-states region. He wanted to
show Royce the property that he had recently purchased. He had already begun landscaping it.
"You wanted to surprise somebody?" asked Royce. "It looks like an ordinary mobile home to me,
a rounded, silver-bullet "Air-stream" like you'd find in any recreational trailer park in America,
only you have it isolated among a grove of shade trees on a hillside, near a clear-running creek,
on about five acres of secluded land." "Actually, it's more like thirty-nine acres of wilderness



peace, joy, and serenity out here," said Korn. "Would you like the grand tour?" "Certainly," said
Royce. "By all means, let's hike around the woods and have a closer look. We can smell the
roses and commune with nature in all her splendor." "I can guarantee that you're going to be
pleasantly surprised," said Korn. They walked along a meandering trail through the woods.
Royce played follow the leader. Before very long they had located an abandoned set of railroad
tracks. The tracks had been converted into a paved bicycle path. They followed this path for a
while. Then, they went on an off-road vehicle trail for a few hundred yards further. It led them to
a large, obtrusive boulder. They went around its circumference to see what it might conceal from
view. Sure enough, they found a smooth bed-rock road leading up to the entrance of a cavern
wide enough and tall enough for a full-sized automobile to drive into. They also discovered a
spring-fed pool of sparkling pure, clean spring-water with a water-fall cascading into the creek
far below. They began exploring the cavern interior. Some of the limestone rock formation that
was inside the cave must have washed out over thousands of years ago, leaving the solid rock
interior hollowed out. Gigantic stalactites and stalagmites as big around as tremendous tree
trunks merged like reinforced concrete columns in the center and throughout the cave,
supporting the roof and tying into the metamorphic and igneous conglomeration that comprised
the hard-packed rock floor. The enormously large room nature had created appeared to be
architecturally and structurally sound. The temperature inside the cavern would be a dry,
comfortable 60 degrees year-round, according to Korn. There was enough open space inside to
park two dozen cars and couple of motor-homes. With its Southern exposure, the cavern
appeared to be naturally illuminated. Royce noticed that Korn's beloved Mustang--his pride and
joy, in pristine condition, had already been parked inside, where it was safely housed, secured,
and hidden away, out of inclement weather. "This is exactly where I want to be when the balloon
goes up and the big one goes off," exclaimed Royce, somewhat excited about the rarefied
discovery. "Jesse James must have said the same thing to his brother, Frank, when he revealed
the location of the Gang's new hide-out in 1862," said Korn. "The old homestead definitely
shows potential," said Royce. "The only possible down-side I can see for the foreseeable future
involves the proposed reservoir that the city plans to build some thirty miles downstream. The
project will flood thousands of acres of fertile farm land in the valley south of here. I guess, your
property value all depends on how high the water rises after they complete the hydro-electric
dam. Excessive rainfall and global-warming may have an additional impact." "There's no great
concern here. We're at much higher elevation," said Korn, brimming with contentment and
beaming with confidence. "I don't believe it will have any effect on us, whatsoever--unless we
want to drive over to the lake and go fishing for bass and crappie." "Then, I am impressed," said
Royce. "Can we store our cars in here out of the weather?" "Whatever floats your boat," said
Korn. "What a fantastic cavern!" said Alexis Sue, a few days later, checking out the vista and
panorama views. "Don't you just love a lush, tropical paradise? It's so romantic." "This is what
I'd call a real 'Man-Cave,'" said Meghan Thomas, having seen the hallowed halls for the first
time. She stood by R. Royce 100 per cent. They were all in. "Now that we have a high-and-dry



parking garage to store them in, we can broker another consignment of Ferrari's," announced
the always enterprising Cornelius Korn.  "The last batch went too fast."”

Kathleen, “Another marvelous historic novel by one of the best!!. What a story teller! Ms MOrelli
tells a story with such lovely detail that the reader loses themselves in the 16th century life. Her
description of the life as an a young man brings his every incident to life.  A wonderful story.”

EvilAntieJan, “Intriguing. This is like a coming I've novel set in 16th Century Venice. It went into a
great deal of detail about gondola making. I found the story of father and son thought provoking.
The first book was so strong and I simply preferred it to this one.”

Dar, “Gondola artisans, Renaissance Venice. This interesting and well researched historical
novel tells of Renaissance Venice and the artistry needed to create gondolas. The characters
came to life and drew me into the era and the lives of gonndoliers.”

Texas, “An excellent writer.. The Gondola Maker #2 - A wonderful, well written novel of the past.
The author's style of writing immerses the reader in the Venice (Italy) of 1581. Her attention to
detail; her flowing descriptions; her interesting characters, which includes Venice, keeps the
reader glued to the pages.I read The Bridge of Sighs, which is an interesting short story, first
before reading The Gondola Maker. Any knowledgeable reader can see the research done by
the author when reading both the short story and the novel.The Painter's Apprentice #1 - This
wonderful, well written novel is set a generation before the The Gondola Maker. The fathers and
events are described in detail that were mentioned in TGM.The author still manages to immerse
the reader into the Venice of that period. She keeps her attention to detail, along with flowing
descriptions. Her interesting characters include a few from TGM; but the small community of
Venice, the Plague and the changes to the art world are more in depth, since this is an important
period in history.Bridge of Sighs - A quickly read, well written short story set in early 1600s
Venice, Italy during the time of the plague. It was interesting to read how the medical field treated
the families and the body of a deceased family member.The author did a great job with the plot
and her attention to detail and the knowledgeable reader can tell research was done.”

Ebook Library_Reader, “Almost a 5 star book. Author Laura Morelli has written a wonderful
book, that's almost a 5 star book, and would have been if the ending of her book was written
differently. To put it bluntly the novel's resolution or ending was a let-down. In fairness Morelli
does create a novel that is well paced and well researched. Her writing will take you back to a
time when Venice was filled with artists, nobility, wealthy and when gondoliers plied their
trade.Her story is told by a young boy whose family built gondolas and he was destined to
become the next head gondola maker. Instead his destiny is changed and the young boy
becomes a gondolier and tells about what he sees in Venice. Eventually he is hired by an artist
and he later meets a wealthy young woman thereby allowing the reader to see more of his world



through his eyes.The end of the story is a bit of a let-down as I have written earlier. If the story
was re-edited, this book would most certainly earn a 5 star rating as it is a very fine book indeed.
For a first effort, and this is Morelli's first work of fiction, it is a fine book indeed.Recommend.The
above review was written after receiving a review copy for review.”

Karen, “Great read. I learned so much about Venice, boat making and like in all good books, evil
and good. An intense book about a boy who comes full circle at a very young age. You will enjoy
this book.”

Daniel C., “Excellent book - step into another time.. I enjoy quality historical fiction which
transports the reader into another time and place. The Gondola Maker does this well. I found the
characters compelling and the plot had some nice twists and turns. If you're tired of reading half-
baked stories about serial killers, vampires or WWII that seem to endlessly spew out of the
literary world - The Gondola is an excellent change of pace.”

Stephanie Jane (Literary Flits), “Rich in detail and authenticity. I was invited to join an Italy Book
Tours spotlight tour for Laura Morelli's new novel, The Painter's Apprentice, next month. That
story takes place in the same historical Venice setting as The Gondola Maker and, on the
strength of this first book, I am certainly looking forward to the next in the series!The eponymous
Gondola Maker, Luca, is the son of a boat-building family whose expertise, passed down
through the generations, means his life expectations are limited to continuing the family
business in which he has grown up. Unexpected - and very plausible - circumstances however
see him cast out on his own and I loved how Morelli explores the concept of someone whose
fate appeared predetermined now having an opportunity to choose their own path.Luca is a
sympathetic character, somewhat introverted which is unusual for a male lead. He has a keen
eye so throughout the book we are treated to gloriously vivid descriptions of sixteenth-century
Venice. I loved this aspect of the novel! I have visited Venice myself so particularly enjoyed
imagining the colours, energy and aromas depicted! Morelli obviously has a great love for the
city herself and this comes through, via Luca, in her writing. She must also have spent many
hours researching this historical period and the craft of gondola building because this aspect of
the novel always felt authentic and honest to tradition.In reading The Gondola Maker, I was
reminded of the historical richness of books by Tracy Chevalier and Jessie Burton. Perhaps this
story does not quite have the intricacies and depth of of those authors' works, but it is a
satisfying read with a strong sense of its place and time.”

Lynda, “Venice at its finest. I so enjoyed this novel. Whether you have been to Venice or not you
will feel as if you know it by the time you have finished reading the book. Learning about the
network that revolves around the profession of crafting gondoliers was enthralling as well as the
variety of people involved.The class system of the time was explored as well as the corruption



within it. There were hints of homosexuality and the trading of young patrician daughters in
exchange for money. My favourite sections were the ones with the painter and the descriptions
of his paintings and the intricate, all absorbing work involved. An open ending for the future of
the young gondolier was refreshing. A great read.”

Ms. A. Traczykowski, “A fascinating story set in Venice.. The son of a gondola maker, our hero
loves working with wood, but his Father is a brutal man. After a heated argument with his Father
a lamp is knocked over and the workshop erupts into a blazing inferno. The son , afraid of his
Father`s wrath runs away. And so begins a future that involves near starvation until he gets a job
on the gondolas.This is really good book that pays great attention to gondola making and the
general day to day life of the citizens of  Venice, both rich and poor.”

Jeanne, “Venice comes to life. Fact and fiction combined to make this romantic, historical
account of by gone days of Venetian life into a remarkable story. The accurate description of the
gondola and lifestyle of Venetian culture through the generations is the heart beat that preserves
Venice for the 21st century. Laura Morelli has give life to the people, places,sights and smells as
well as colours and emotions that made Venice so unique and unforgettable.”

The book by John L. Worrall has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 778 people have provided feedback.
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