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N ovember 18, 2013. I’m standing at the Galleria 
Ca’ Rezzonico, my face not-quite-pressed 
between the curves of a wrought-iron gate. 

I’m squinting, trying to see. The gate’s sealed. Locked. 
Behind it, a glass door. Behind that, a dusty, abandoned 
gallery space. Behind me, Venice’s busy Grand Canal, 
black gondolas and vaporetti (waterbuses) and the eternal 
lapping waves. A vaporetto pulls up to the dock and 
tourists disembark, hauling their luggage over one of 
Venice’s countless stone stairways to the hotel next door. 

The lapping waves. Out the Canal into the lagoon, out 
the lagoon into the Adriatic, out the Adriatic into the 
Mediterranean, through the Straits of Gibraltar, across 
the North Atlantic, into Placentia Bay, around Point 
Verde, through Placentia Gut, these same waves are 
lapping in the Southeast Arm, where my father taught 
me how to skip rocks. These waves have carried me from 
the happy waters of my childhood to this unpromising 
sight. A barricade, a dark doorway, an empty room.

The Ca’ Rezzonico Museum is next door. We head to 
the information desk. My Italian is not up to the task, 
and that makes me awkward. “Excuse me,” I say to the 
attendant, unfolding a 2013 Venice Biennale map and 
programme. I point at the red dot, numbered 3, over the 
Galleria Ca’ Rezzonico. “I’m looking for this exhibit. It’s 
supposed to be next door.”

She shakes her head and tells me that she has no idea 
what I’m talking about. She’s never heard of this exhibit. 
My heart sinks as I thank her.

We go back to the dark barricade. The tourists are 
gone but the Canal and its waves are still there.  
I squint again. Through the gloom I can just see a  
stray, abandoned pamphlet: About Turn: Newfoundland 
in Venice.

Defeated, we trudge back to our hotel, across the 
Canal, on the far side of San Marco Square, a place 
documented and re-documented in countless tourist 
snapshots, a place once called Europe’s drawing room. 

ESSAY

HIGH WATER
Newfoundland in Venice
BY MICHAEL COLLINS



7NEWFOUNDLAND QUARTERLY

I brought no electronic devices with me on this trip, 
so Chris, my husband, has to email the Terra Nova 
Art Foundation, the organizational brains behind 
Newfoundland’s presence at the Biennale, on my behalf. 
Where is Newfoundland in Venice? Did it move? Is it too 
late to see it?

The Foundation is prompt, friendly, and apologetic 
in its emailed response. The tidal floods that plague 
Venice in late fall and winter were just too much. The 
acqua alta (literally, high water). They were putting the 
art at risk. So the committee decided to pull up stakes a 
couple of weeks early, before it got too bad. We were, it 
turns out, simply too late.

*
The Venice Biennale is one of the most important 

events in the contemporary art world. It’s a non-
commercial art fair that has been running every second 
year since 1895. By the later years of the 20th century, it 
had come to be a barometer of prestige; 2013’s fair was 
expected to draw 400,000 visitors.

The Biennale is organized in two ways. The first is 
thematic. A curator, or team of curators, assembles a 
massive exhibition around some central theme. The 
second is the national pavilion system. Countries that 
are big enough, rich enough, and important enough 
have permanent pavilions at Venice’s public gardens, the 
Giardini. Most pavilions are built in a modernist style, 
immediately reminiscent of the 1950s and 1960s. These 
pavilions make, at most, only oblique references to the 
traditional cultures of the country represent. 

The other main venue for the Biennale is Venice’s 
abandoned shipyard, the Arsenale. Once, an entire 
warship could be built at the Arsenale in a single day; 
now, once every two years, it is again a kind of vast 
harbour, but for art, not for ships. Beyond this, scattered 
through the dense medieval alleyways and canals of the 
city itself, temporary exhibits and pavilions are tucked 
away here and there, spaces for stand-alone artists to 
exhibit, or for countries that cannot afford or justify a 
permanent pavilion space in the Giardini itself. 

In some ways, the organizers of the Biennale are 
very broad-minded as to what counts as a national 
pavilion. In 2013, there was a Catalan pavilion, a 
Welsh pavilion, and a Scottish pavilion, for instance. 
They are experienced by those wandering the city 
alongside the other scattered national pavilions with no 
differentiation between the two - same range of sizes, 
same signage. In other ways, though, the organizers of 

the Biennale are very careful and 
politic about technicalities. In 
the programme, none of these 
subnational entities are listed as 
“national pavilions” in the way 
as say, Canada, Colombia, or 
the Maldives. Instead, they are 
classified as “collateral exhibits.” 

The 2013 Biennale’s central organizing theme was 
“The Encyclopedic Palace.” In the 1950s, Marino Auriti, 
a self-taught Italian-American outsider artist, created 
a 1:200 scale 11-foot tall architectural model that he 
called “The Encyclopedia Palace of the World.” Auriti 
envisioned it as an enormous monument to knowledge, 
a storehouse for every discovery, every piece of 
information our species has ever acquired. If it had been 
built, it would have been 2,322 feet high, the tallest 
building in the world (until the construction of Dubai’s 
Burj Khalifa in 2010). Massimiliano Gioni, curator of the 
2013 Biennale, chose Auriti’s model as the centrepiece 
of the vast Arsenale exhibit. Further, Gioni took its title 
as the 2013 Biennale’s own, because the grandiosity, 
the ambition, and the impossibility of such a task—
gathering, indexing, and describing the wealth and 
range of human knowledge and experience—reflects, in 
its ambition and its impossibility, what art itself also tries 
to do.

Also in 2013, for the first time in Venice’s history, 
Newfoundland and Labrador had an official, sanctioned 
exhibition under the aegis of the Biennale, like 
Wales or Catalonia. It was titled, fittingly enough, 
About Turn: Newfoundland in Venice. And very well: 
if the 2013 Venice Biennale is organized around a 
utopian desire to encompass everything, a maximalist 
impulse of inclusion and taxonomy, then it makes 
sense that Newfoundland should have its first formal 
representation in this, the Most Serene Republic; it 
makes sense that Newfoundland should have a room in 
this Encyclopedic Palace.

*
I thought back to the empty, barricaded gallery, to 

the Grand Canal right behind us. Yes, that would be 
a dangerous spot for art if the sea was to rise from its 
place. Which, in this city, it does with some frequency. 
In any event, it was too late for us; Newfoundland in 
Venice was no longer in Venice. 

I was depressed at this. And I felt foolish for feeling 
depressed. I was in Venice for the first time in my life. I 

The tidal floods 
that plague 
Venice in late fall 
and winter were 
just too much. 
The aqua alta.
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was in Venice, an improbable, strange, beautiful city, and 
my only job was to look at art, and to think about what 
I saw. I had no cause for complaint. I had seen so many 
wonderful things, from medieval masterpieces of oil and 
canvas to perception-warping contemporary installations. 
At Korea’s pavilion I had been bathed in prismatic light 
before being ushered into an anechoic chamber, devoid 
of light or sound, alone with the whine of my own 
nervous system. At Azerbaijan’s I was confronted with a 
seemingly random tangle of metal and a sign instructing 
visitors to take pictures with their phones; only then, in 
the picture, would the words IT IS NOT CHAOS become 
legible. At Belgium’s, the giant sculpture Cripplewood 
haunted me - a huge, grotesque, dead tree bearing, I 
read,  “an almost disturbing resemblance to the muscles, 
tendons and bones of the human form.” I could easily 
go on. The Biennale had been a non-stop feast of new 
experiences.

But I was so proud of Newfoundland’s Biennale debut. 
In the world of contemporary art, at least, it was a 
moment of great significance for Newfoundland’s culture. 
There are very few international stages for art more 
prestigious than Venice. It was the exhibit I most wanted 
to see. And to have come so close, to have touched, 
briefly, the lock on the gallery door, and to know it was 
impossible to go further, to see that, even if I could enter, 
there was only dust and darkness inside … I couldn’t 
force my mind from such thoughts.

*
It was Chris who made the suggestion that finally 

broke me out of this funk. Why don’t I gather a few 
humble supplies, have a bit of a wander, and make my 
own little and totally unofficial exhibit of Newfoundland 
art in Venice?

Yes. I would do that. I set out into the city to see what 
I could scrounge up. I came back a few hours later, tipsy 
from the cheap Veneto reds served at a random wine 
bar (one of seemingly hundreds in the city). My finds 
included some kitschy postcards, some hotel stationery, 
and a notebook of sketchy ideas. I set to work.

*
About Turn: Newfoundland in Venice featured the work of 

two accomplished Newfoundland-based artists: Will Gill 
and Peter Wilkins. 

 In the hotel room, I read the exhibition I would not 
see. Both Wilkins and Gill each contributed four large 
paintings (Gill) or prints (Wilkins) and a video-art 
installation. Wilkins’s contributions were variations on, 

or interventions into, the particularly conservative genre 
of still life painting. I read about how his work layered 
images of simple objects, the kind of things painters 
have been painting for centuries, to create stylized, 
abstracted versions of these everyday things. This builds 
on Wilkins’s past work, which uses the repetition of 
landscape photography to produce seemingly abstract 
designs—de-familiarizing the familiar.

Gill’s contributions, I read, were a mixture of the 
abstract and the figurative, and were preoccupied 
with people lost as at sea—with the sea as a force that 
swallows things whole, that denies any narrative or 
emotional closure to those left behind. 

I had spent these days in Venice thinking of the 
unexpected connections between these islands and 
my own, the ways that these two disparate places have 
surprising similarities. And maybe Gill had hit upon 
it, with his focus on people lost at sea. Venice and 
Newfoundland are sea-faring cultures. In both cultures 
the land diminished, and the sea took precedence. For 
hundreds of years, both Venice and Newfoundland have 
relied upon the sea; neither could exist without it. Yet, 
at the same moment, the sea has been taking from us, 
creating wounds in our communities that never properly 
heal. Over the course of the centuries, of loss layered on 
loss, both Newfoundlanders and Venetians have become 
dissolved in the sea, in a curious way—and in this way, I 
came to think of Wilkins’s densely tiered representations 
and Gill’s depictions of the drowned and the lost as 
coming together into a kind perceptual unity, a common 
thread that could knit Newfoundland and Venice 
together.

Also fitting, then, that the threat of encroaching 
seawater is precisely what prevented me from seeing this 
exhibit. 

*
I broke into the wine and started defacing postcards.

 *
Very early the next morning I woke during the 

grey hours to an eerie sound. Two mournful sirens in 
succession, the second higher than the first. I had no idea 
that this signalled the approach of those same devouring 
waves. What I did not know: the sirens mean an acqua 
alta is starting. Get ready, they say. The sea is coming for 
us. Again.

Everyone knows Venice is sinking. But you never really 
think about the day-to-day mechanism of that sinking. 
It is the acqua alta, the exceptionally high tides most 
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common in early winter, combined with ill-favoured 
winds and currents, which bring one, two, three feet 
of brackish water—and sometimes even more—into 
the normally dry stone streets. Again, like the waves 
themselves, a strange link with home: much of the old 
town of Placentia is at or below sea level, and it was also 
often afflicted by acqua alta, although we never knew to 
call it that. My first Christmas, there was 18 inches of 
seawater in my family’s living room, just as there is now 
18 inches of seawater in San Marco square.

Venice is a city mired by the sea and mired by the 
past. It is a city built where there was no land on which 
to build. A city built on a forest of petrified wood, poles 
driven into anaerobic muck where they will never rot. 
Vast marble palaces and cathedrals rising as if from 
the waves. A kind of Fata Morgana on a cluster of 118 
artificial islands, made remarkable and unreal by the 
same forces that threaten to someday destroy it.

*
Who knows if Newfoundland artists will exhibit in 

Venice again? The Terra Nova Art Foundation has that 

goal. But government funding for art is threatened 
at every level, and Venice is a non-commercial fair—
artists can’t sell their work when it’s on exhibit there. 
Even About Turn: Newfoundland in Venice would not 
have happened without vigorous fundraising to make 
possible what government funding alone could not. 
In 2013, our community had both the will and the 
financial liquidity to support such efforts. But can that 
be depended on every two years in perpetuity?

It was our last proper day in Venice, and if my little 
outsider’s attempt at artistic self-soothing was to have an 
airing, it would have to be today. We set out into the sea 
that was the city as the high water receded. We went to 
the Rialto, to San Marco, to the dark gate on the Grand 
Canal, and at each place I held my small offerings up to 
the famous Venetian light.

Newfoundland had been in Venice. It felt like the 
most natural thing in the world. 
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