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An ancient, yet current, experience of
deficient architecture: the case of Doge

A. Pérez Negrete, L. Punzi
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ear Editor,

architecture has not yet devoted the
necessary attention to rheumatic diseases.
Unfortunately, those who suffer from them,
namely around a quarter of the world popu-
lation, find the surrounding world full of all
kinds of obstacles that make their lives
more difficult (1). This circumstance causes
serious disruption to the three pillars of
physical, mental, and social well-being
which, according to the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO), represent the essential
foundations of the health of all individuals.
Hence, these people are rejected and dis-
criminated in the context in which they
have previously lived their daily lives, thus
experiencing in many cases feelings of fail-
ure and social isolation (2).
Such frustration is not exclusive to our era.
Maybe this feeling is very similar to that ex-
perienced by Doge Andrea Gritti (1455-
1538) (3) when, as his gout was worsening,
was forced to modify several habits of both
his public and private life. In fact, the lead-
ers of the Serenissima had to usually deal
with a large number of official duties at a
very advanced age, especially for their
times. For example, Doges Cristoforo Moro
(1390-1471) and Marcantonio Barbarigo
(1413-1486) were elected when they were
72. Similarly, Pietro Lando (1462-1545)
was elected at the age of 76 and Leonardo
Dona (1536-1612) at 70. If one scrolls down
the list of Doges, it is evident that Gritti is
one of the ‘youngest’ of the Modern Age,
since he was elected at the age of 68. For

these people political life was full of activi-
ties: formal hearings with ambassadors and
citizens, processions (around twenty every
year) several local celebrations, and even
fighting in wars as in the case of Francesco
Morosini (1619-1694). In practice, their
roles required a robust health.

As to Andrea Gritti and his disease, he was
very well-known for overeating. Nicolo
Barbarigo stated that «at the table he did not
go unnoticed by the crowd often for the poor
quality of the food he ate, and even when he
was old, he would devour garlic, onions and
other such things after dinner, which he av-
idly enjoyed» (4). These indulgences, in
particular, a feast of spit-roasted eels or
bean soup, are believed to have caused his
death on 28 December 1538. Overeating
was likely to be one of the causes of his
gout, which caused severe deformities in his
feet (5).

Gritti endured the disease until 25 March
1530, the date on which Marin Sanudo re-
vealed an accidental fall of the Doge. It is
no coincidence that a month later, on April
24th, he refused to enter the balcony, the
place reserved for the ducal office (also
called ‘bigonzo’), in St. Mark’s Basilica
since he suffered from «leg aches». This
was one of the first occasions in which the
disease started to interfere with the Doge’s
ordinary life. From that day on, Gritti’s lim-
ited mobility caused a disruption to the
choir within the St Mark’s Basilica. Jacopo
Sansovino coordinated an operation to
place the Doge to the right of the choir, fac-
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ing the main altar, in the place usually oc-
cupied by the ‘Primicerio’, the head of the
ancient Venetian church (6, 7). The main
purpose of the intervention was for the
Doge to avoid the narrow space and the
stairs to reach the balcony. This had several
consequences in the ceremonies, already
studied by Andrew Hopkins (8). Despite
this different position, which was more suit-
able for the Doge disability, the disease pro-
gressed, causing Gritti to be absent from the
‘Collegio’ (the heart of the government) on
anumber of occasions, as he «could not feel
his legs». He even asked for permission to
leave the Doge’s Palace in order to go to his
residence on the island of Murano. His re-
duced mobility as well as his excessive con-
sumption of food made the Doge gain
weight. Hence, on May 8", 1532, he again
did not walk up to the balcony, since «he
was fat», and preferred to remain in the
choir. Similarly, a month later, the Doge had
to travel by boat to San Vito’s church, where
he was required to attend mass. However,
he was «not able to walk» (9).

In our opinion, this shows how rheumatic
diseases, at all times, affected the lives of or-
dinary and illustrious and influential people.
Gritti was just one of the many Doges af-
fected by these diseases. Yet, despite the suf-
fering and reduced functions of the Doge,
up to now there has been no evidence of any
planned changes to the accessibility of the
basilica. Therefore, perhaps the Schools of
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Architecture should bear these facts in
mind, since the lack of attention for these
aspects contributes to the exclusion of peo-
ple who suffer from rheumatic diseases,
thus amplifying their disabilities.
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