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ABSTRACT:  

Venice is a city in northeastern Italy located on a group of 118 small islands separated by 

canals and connected by bridges. The economic system and the mere existence of Venice 

have always been based on water. Water meant shelter, safety, nourishment, wealth, 

military strength and breath-taking views of spectacular sceneries from the bridges of 

Venice. The canals and lagoon are its main features and they give the city a relaxed and 

unique atmosphere. On the other hand, the destructive power of water also present the 

biggest enemy of the city’s infrastructure. This paper discusses a problematic phenomenon 

named Acqua Alta that has been affecting Venice for centuries and its influence on the 

creation of scenic space and its perception. The aim of this paper is to analyze Venice as 

a scene of tourism and media spectacle during the disasters unique  to this fascinating 

world surrounded by water. The problem of the research is the change in the perception 

of the city at the moment when an event occurs, more precisely the change in the very 

meaning of the city space when the event is experienced. This creates a hypothesis, that 

the change of the city space that we witness through our eyes (live or in the media) affects 

the formation of the scenic character of the city. 

 

Keywords: city, spectacle, tourism, Venice, acqua alta  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
    

"A city is always and despite everything a place from which culture and civilization 

radiate, a place of "production of knowledge," a place of historical initiative, freedom, 

diversity, multi-ethnic and multicultural coexistence, a place of urbanity in the sense of 

the noble urban behavior of educated people whose basic virtues are dialogue, tolerance, 

and empathy."[1] 

According to Jean Baudrillard [2], the modern city is defined as "the spectacle of 

consumption and the consumption of spectacle." This idea of his shows in an excellent 

way the close connection between the city and the spectacle as two significant and 

complex socio-spatial creations. The relationship between the city and the spectacle is 

complex and established on many different levels.[3] 
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"If we look at the city as an attempt to create a living space, similar to a highly artificial 

and functional organism or body, then we can define the spectacle as the soul of the city; 

more precisely, an attempt to translate the mental space of the city into an infinite space 

of art, as well as an attempt to stop time and thereby convey the city into a new space-time 

dimension."[4] 

The adjective qualifier spectacularly expands the field of meaning and use of this word. 

Spectacular expresses the dramatic effect of something that is exciting and unusual. 

Therefore, every appearance becomes a subject and an object in the conceptual order of 

the spectacle, that is, a macro sign of public representation. On the other hand, in 

Baudrillard's terms, the frequent use of the word spectacle nullifies its essence because 

everything is screened and spectacularized, and the question arises whether the spectacle 

exists in its basic conceptual form anymore. The notion of spectacle is difficult to define 

taxonomically because, in the bureaucratic meta language, it is not recognized as a 

separate determinant (regulations, branches, reports), and its role as genux proxima is 

taken over by the determinant's event or manifestation.[5] 

      

2. ACQUA ALTA  

 

Even those who have never been to Venice are extremely familiar with the aqcua alta [6] 

(high water) phenomenon. A larger inflow of water into the Venetian lagoon is caused by 

a combination of astronomical tides, strong southerly winds, and sea waves in the winter, 

which is when aqua alta primarily occurs. The results include the installation of reinforced 

walkways, the need to erect partitions in front of the entry, and the flooding of a portion 

of the city. The flooding often only affects a small area near Piazza San Marco and lasts 

for a short period of time before the tide changes again. The city's average relative 

elevation loss during the past century can be calculated at 23 cm, with land infill and sea 

level rise accounting for 11 and 12 cm, respectively. Millions of piles of wood, each 

roughly 14 cm thick and up to 3 meters long, support the entire city. More specifically, 

12,000 trees, 100,000 for the Campanile in Piazza San Marco, and more than a million for 

the Church of Santa Maria della Salute were utilized to sustain the weight of the Rialto 

Bridge, the Campanile, and the Church. Venice still has the same appearance as it did 

when it was first built, thanks to a number of different circumstances. The sort of wood 

(oak or larch) is particularly waterproof, to start. Second, only in the presence of both air 

and water provides wood rot. As a result, the absence of oxygen in the water below created 

protection for the wooden piles. 

Building. In order to prevent silt from accumulating, stone and rock were scattered 

between the piles after they had been set as close together as the earth would allow. 

Furthermore, it was and still is necessary for houses to be constructed in a particular 

manner because they must stand upright on unstable ground and withstand the forces of 

water. For instance, you might have noticed that the majority of the structures in Venice 

have marble floors. This is mostly because marble is water-impervious, rather than just 

for reasons of aesthetics. In order to prevent water from entering the house during aqua 

alta, other examples of particular Venetian construction standards include outside walls 
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that are wider than internal walls and larger, deeper foundations, or "paraties," that are 

placed in front of entrances.[7] 

 

 
Fig. 1. Square of St. Marco at the time of Aqua alta, source: Husein Đulović 

 

2.1. Media spectacle 
 

When a city is as widely recognized as Venice, the issue of what exactly must happen for 

someone or something to become so significant emerges. In addition, we can draw the 

conclusion that these other factors likely had an impact on the fact that Venice becomes a 

spectacle in the first second when her name is mentioned, aside from course from its 

uniqueness in its location and the fact that this city was built in an unusual manner that 

always set it apart from the rest of the world, which were written about in one part of the 

paper. 

Although the uniqueness of Venice has never been in doubt since its founding, it seems as 

though it is stressed and felt much more strongly in the modern era. 

Technology development has led to an increase in tourism because it has reduced the cost 

of seeing and experiencing every region of the earth. It is interesting to notice that there 

are a few locations that we can argue have earned the title of "most popular" precisely 

because of this option and the enormous choice. 

Today, a city's popularity is primarily determined by how many tourists visit it, how much 

is written about it, and how much of it is displayed on social media and other platforms. 
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The media, it should be mentioned, are the most important force that will shape a city's 

character, highlight its significance in terms of history and culture, or just provide 

information. Given that the media is founded on the ideas of novelty, the impact of 

knowledge, surprise, or astonishment, it only makes sense that they serve as a venue for 

spectacle in addition to being a source of information. The most popular title in modern 

media is a perpetual target of competition. Populism is a phenomena that has swept the 

political and media landscapes around the globe, creating entirely new benchmarks and 

approaches to breaking through and making money in the media. As a result, competition 

is stronger than ever in the context of populist content and a populist audience, as well as 

in the post-truth period and the "infotainment" trend, which refers to the inclination to 

deliver instructive content in an amusing and sensational way. Sensationalism, 

tabloidization, and false news have significantly pushed the limits of aesthetics, drama, 

and apparent originality while distorting the media's core function in a democratic society. 

The term "media spectacle" refers to both the audience's participation in the spectacle's 

creation as well as its sensation, attractiveness, and ability to break up the audience's daily 

routine.[8] The commercialization of the spectacle has been influenced by new media, 

particularly social networks, using both indirect and direct advertising content created by 

the users themselves. Social networks are the primary source of information for 

millennials, and it is user activity on sites like YouTube, Facebook, and others that helps 

shape new media and social habits as well as metrics for gauging popularity. The audience 

must now actively participate in the development of trends, images, and material in order 

to be effective.[9] Nearly all social media users under 30 share their travel experiences 

through visual content on social media platforms, according to recent research. 

Additionally, about 30% of travelers base their decisions on the "instagrammability" of 

potential vacation spots, or how well-liked a particular location is in terms of aesthetic 

standards established by powerful social media users.[10] 

As was evident from the previous sentence, social networks now play a significant part in 

establishing and preserving a city's identity. It's necessary to point out the permeation of 

educational and entertaining information while discussing the impact of new media and 

the spectacle phenomena on tourism, using the example of the disastrous floods that 

ravaged Venice in 2019. The second-largest flood in the city's recorded history was 

broadcast by users of social media and government services themselves using the popular 

"infotainment" techniques, which turned the natural disaster into a sensation and, even 

more, a landmark or characteristic of the city rather than a potential barrier for tourism. 

 

2.2. Touristic spectacle 

 

Open city spaces host a variety of activities, many of which contain aspects of 

spectacularity. It is challenging to categorize urban spectacles precisely because they can 

be political, socioeconomic, or cultural, according to Jean Davallon.[11] Commercial and 

advertising spectacles aid cities in one way or another to sell things and maintain 

themselves. Even though spectacle is very obvious and tangible, the experience of it can 

be very personal. According to research, the city on the water is losing a significant 
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number of its residents since living there has become nearly unpleasant for them, despite 

the fact that many people consider it to be one of the most beautiful cities in the world. 

Today, Venice only has 50,000 residents due to the city's inability to function normally 

due to the millions of tourists who visit each year, as well as the city's poor business 

climate and high cost of living. Even when the city is operating normally, every feature 

can be seen as a spectacle by the entire globe, but the phenomena of high water levels, or 

aqua alta, considerably intensifies that experience and the very identity of the "city on the 

water." 

The high water season is not as appealing to Venetians, who live and work in the city all 

year long, as it is to tourists. Despite the fact that this phenomena does not endanger 

humans, it has a number of negative effects, including traffic obstructions, flooded 

basements, flooded warehouses, and other destroyed products. 

The functioning and adjustments to daily life during floods will be briefly discussed in the 

text that follows, and we will understand why floods are a remarkable experience from the 

outset. The primary mode of transportation for both people and visitors in Italy is the 

"vaporetto." These boats make it possible to travel to all of the city's islands and enjoy the 

stunning sight of their silhouettes against the water. Every time there is flooding, leaving 

the house is an adventure and a new story. based on the amount of concern in the situation, 

traffic flows as usual, however there is a shift in lines based on which pier is submerged. 

When we arrive at Saint Marco's Square, we discover that water has permeated every inch 

of the magnificent historical structures. With metal waterproof partitions on the doors that 

are half a meter high and are intended to protect the interiors, locals try to protect their 

small tobacco kiosks and souvenir shops. Due to their location at the lowest point in the 

city, the stores in the center are actually most at risk of flooding, even when the tide is not 

exceptionally high. 

 
Fig. 2. Public transport in Venice, Vaporetto 
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Fig. 3. A seller in front of a tobacco and souvenir shop, source: Husein Đulović 

When sirens sound to warn of potential flooding, a person immediately experiences a 

sense of unpredictability and excitement. At that point, everyone dons large rubber boots, 

and on the water is transformed into a wonderful theater with players playing every man, 

every animal, every tree, and every item. 

Every step outside of these paths constitutes a danger for someone inexperienced with the 

city who does not know what might be waiting for them at the next step. Assembly paths 

become new streets. 

 
Fig. 4. St. Marco's Square at the time of Acqua alta and assembly path,source:H.Đulović 

 

This phenomena is typically adored by visitors because it produces a magnificent, slightly 

weird, distinctive, and incredibly attractive scene. St. Marco's Square is crowded with 

joyful people who are overjoyed to be able to see this amazing sight. The setting is 

certainly both utopian and dystopian in nature. 
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In Aqua Alta, abandoned bar stools and tables float completely free between storefront 

windows and columns. A million tiny steps were taken to capture each instant, and the 

result is a mixture of orange and yellow colors that double the reflections of the spectacular 

facade. 

 
Fig. 5. St.Marco's Square at the time of Acqua alta -tourists taking selfies 

 

3. CONCLUSION 

 

The spectacle is actually present in the city's open areas. But before something can be 

considered a fact, it must first be noticed and acknowledged for what it is, making the 

event a spectacle that belongs in the city's scenic area. 

A picturesque area is generated by involving the city in some way, whether it be by 

planning a large event, traveling through it, sailing the canals of Venice, or just by being 

there. Even if the city has been scenographically developed, the place is still not entirely 

dynamic. In order to be fully submitted, it must be observed, perceived, and felt. 

It may be claimed that extraordinary phenomena like Aqua Alta undoubtedly have an 

impact on the production of spectacular sceneries, and that a scene can be both destructive 

and beautiful at once, painful and pleasant, and so can arouse various experiences in a 

person. 
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