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Here, where the green waters of the Venetian lagoon slip inwards from the sea towards the 
city built on wood and stone, six pairs of colossal hands connect in soaring arches as if they 
are frozen in time. Joining in peaks, the hands mimic the vaults of a cathedral pointing 
towards the sky, while great shards of sunlight pierce the hollow spaces between them. 
Each hand and gesture is unique; each one the extension of an unknown individual with 
something to share. Together they form a processional tunnel with their clasps and in 
doing so create a new architecture formed through human connections.  

Building Bridges is a temporary installation by artist Lorenzo Quinn (b.1966) to mark the 
occasion of the 2019 Venice Art Biennale. Quinn’s series of bridges modelled on human 
exchanges draws on one of the artistic narratives of Venice, in which bridges themselves 
have become a visual shorthand for the city – from eighteenth-century paintings by 
Canaletto (1697–1768) that delivered idealised visions of La Serenissima to the rest of 
Europe, to the functionality of bridges in an amphibian city where crossings and 
connections are part of the rhythm of everyday life. Venice has around 400 bridges, each 
one with its own identity and evocative history. Together they bind the 118 islands 
submerged in the north end of the Adriatic Sea –  each in its own watery isolation like giant 
lily-pads in an oceanic pond –  to make an intricate lattice across the lagoon.  

There are the less familiar bridges, whose names are echoes of the ghosts of the city, such 
as the Ponte del Purgatorio, or the Ponte del Soccorso, which takes its name from the Italian 
word for ‘rescue’. This bridge was a lifeline for marginalised women and retired prostitutes 
seeking assistance from the city’s sixteenth-century women’s refuge Santa Maria del 
Soccorso (an institution that offered care and aid without judgement). Then there are the 
more well-known bridges, such as the Rialto, the oldest of the four crossings of the Grand 
Canal. On one side is a sculpted relief of the Archangel Gabriel who calls out his message of 
the Annunciation to a relief sculpture of the Virgin Mary on the other bank of the canal. The 
graceful arch of brick soars across the watery expanse of the canal like a sentence bridging 
the territories of San Marco and San Polo, but bridging also the gulf between divine and 
human.  

The bridges of Venice are much more than convenient thoroughfares across the canals. 
They have a long history that looks back to the fifth century AD, to tell the story of the 
fractured origins of the floating city, when a community of forlorn migrants reached out to 
one another across the cold marshlands. These migrants came from the abandoned Roman 
cities of the Veneto mainland – Aquileia, Concordia, Oderzo, Padova and Altino – places in 
chaotic disarray that had been ransacked by barbarian armies tearing their way through 
the plains on route to Rome. At first these dispossessed refugees built their bridges among 
themselves, so that they wouldn’t be alone; bridges that over time bound the water, salt 
and stone of the archipelago into a single identity – Venice. And by building more bridges 
with her neighbours near and far through trading partnerships, these slippery places of the 
lagoon evolved from humble sites of sanctuary into the most glittering republic. 

A place of so many bridges then gets used to the ebb and flow of diverse peoples and the 
music of different voices. They have left their vestiges inscribed on the urban landscape: 



the German community at the Fondaco dei Tedeschi; the Slavic population on the Riva degli 
Schiavoni; the Greek Orthodox in the churches of Castello.  

With this tradition of diversity, Venice is ideally suited to host international festivals such 
as the Art Biennale, where new bridges continue to be formed among nations through the 
language of art and cultural exchange. A broad transnational outlook has informed the 
spirit of the festival since its inception in 1895, when it was established as a platform for 
showcasing contemporary Italian art in dialogue with other international artists. As 
cultural bridges between Venice and the world strengthened, so the number of permanent 
international pavilions built in the Giardini increased, rising to seven by 1914, and to the 
current total of 29 in 2019. In addition, by 2017, the number of participating nations across 
all exhibition sites in the city was 85, making Venice a microcosm of the world and all the 
world’s issues during the six months of the Biennale. 

In recent times, part of the driving ideology behind the Art Biennale has been to 
democratise cultural production and explore the ways in which art can be lifted outside of 
those political systems that have invoked chaos in the global world order. It is this ethos of 
connection and exchange through a universalising medium that provides the contemporary 
context for Building Bridges – a work that articulates without words the way in which the 
languages of both art and the human body can transcend race, religion and divisive politics. 

For while visual art has the ability to communicate messages beyond borders of national 
identity and overcome the alienation of different foreign tongues, Quinn’s bridges of 
monumental hands draw on the powers of expression in this most loquacious body part.   

 
The German philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889–1976) once offered the image of the 
hand as a metaphor for human thought. It ‘reaches and extends, receives and welcomes,’ he 
said, and it is particularly eloquent ‘when man speaks by being silent’. Indeed, the 
extension of ourselves to another body through the hand is so simple, and yet as the hands 
of Building Bridges illustrate, there are many iterations of this most instinctive gesture, 
each one with a syntax of its own expressing a different facet of human experience. In 
Quinn’s installation, each pair of hands celebrates one of humanity’s universal values: help, 
love, friendship, faith, wisdom and hope. These have been modelled on the intimate 
dynamics witnessed among the artist’s family and friends, many of which evoke the 
importance of tactile exchange between different generations. The solemnity of two palms 
touching creates a symmetry that is fitting for the expression of ‘Friendship’, which is 
modelled on Quinn’s son, Anthony, and a family friend, while the tightly interlaced fingers 
of ‘Love’ suggest the intensity of bodies clinging to one another in passionate devotion. 
‘Wisdom’ is a sculpture of the hand of a grandmother clasping the smaller hand of a 
granddaughter, and suggests that the imparting of knowledge also runs through the 
conduit of the body. In ‘Faith’, the grasp of the tiny hand clutching the adult fingers of the 
mother is a reminder of the responsibility to nurture a younger generation whose trust is 
bestowed in our actions in blind faith. It is also a reminder that it is through touch that we 
first experience the world as an infant, and discover that we are not alone within it. Indeed, 
Quinn’s bridges of superhuman hands are a study of the connections and transformations 
made through human touch; after all, it is the sensory cognition that informs all human 
experience, both emotional and physical. 



 
It is by touching that we know we have borders and surfaces that contain us as individual 
islands in the ocean of humankind. Reaching out and touching another is, as it was for those 
early settlers of the lagoon, our bridge to the world outside of ourselves. To touch another 
is to abandon prejudices based on differences of age, race or creed in recognition of what 
we share, rather than what separates us. 
 
So the hand acts: it knows, and it speaks, for the most part, in a way that we all can 
understand. Although there are nuances and permutations across cultures, the handshake, 
for example, is a universally acknowledged gesture of equality when greeting someone 
new, far more so than the hierarchical relations implied by bowing or curtseying. It is also 
symbolic of a laying down of weapons, and most crucially, of kinship. The handshake has 
become an act of trust or affirmation and can be more binding perhaps even than the 
spoken or written word. Quinn’s hands appear to reinforce this message of peace and 
conciliation.  
 
As a motif, the hand has preoccupied artists throughout history, both as an instrument of 
invention and for its ability to communicate what makes us human. These range from 
Michelangelo’s Adam on the Sistine Chapel ceiling, whose body is animated by the hand of 
God in whose reflection he is made, to a reification of the hands as conduit of divine and 
artistic creation by Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528). Nineteenth- and twentieth-century artists 
such as Auguste Rodin (1840–1917) and Louise Bourgeois (1911–2010) have explored the 
sculptural form of the hand in isolation from the rest of the body, not as a comment on 
dismemberment and fragmentation, but rather on the way in which all aspects of the 
human condition can be distilled into the expression of hands. For Bourgeois in particular, 
the sculptures she made of the hands of her studio assistant Jerry Gorovoy became a 
medium of portraiture, and a way to explore the conflicts, vulnerability and dependence on 
another within a creative working relationship.  
 
Quinn’s decision to locate his bridges of hands on the basin of water adjacent to the 
Arsenale – the former shipyards of the Venetian Republic and now one of the key exhibiting 
spaces of the Art Biennale – contextualises the heritage of the location’s history dating back 
to 1104, as a site for production and human endeavour on a vast scale. It was here, in the 
palatial atriums of stone, steel and timber, that 2,000 workers a day were employed in the 
production of ships and rope at the zenith of Venice’s maritime supremacy. And just as the 
toil of thousands of hands built the battleships that sustained the success of the Venetian 
navy and provided the vessels that would facilitate the exploration of new seas by voyagers 
such as Marco Polo, the same shipyards now showcase the labour of many hands in the 
production of art. The distinctive name itself is even a product of the bridging of languages, 
a fusion of Venetian dialect (Arzanà) and the Arabic word darsina’a (meaning ‘workshop’), 
which would become the Italianicised ‘Arsenale’.  
 
This is not the first time that Quinn has used hands as a vehicle to explore humanity’s 
shared ideas and concerns in ways that speak across continents. In fact, hands have been a 
recurrent motif in his monumental sculpture installations, including in his series of ‘Love’ 
sculptures. During Love is a work created from Carrara marble, a stone that has rich 



historical associations with sculpture from the Antique and Renaissance past and was 
installed in Mumbai, India in 2015. These hands communicate the passionate intensity that 
can result when two bodies, and two worlds, collide and cannot let go of one another. This 
expression is echoed in another work entitled simply Love, installed on London’s Millbank 
(2017) in which the lover’s clasp is bound in a circle, the abiding symbol of eternity and 
immortality. Finding Love, also in London (One Hyde Park, 2011), shares this format; here 
the patinated bronze hands radiate with the sensuality of first encounters between bodies 
in love, and its animating magic. 
 
Quinn has also used hands to address more political concerns. In 2017 the canal waters by 
the Ca’ Sagredo – a fourteenth-century Byzantine-Gothic style palace in Venice – were the 
site of the installation Support. In this work a giant pair of child’s hands seemed to emerge 
from the water to bolster the palazzo in an act of protection. These are the hands of the 
future, who need to act now to save the heritage and history of Venice from inevitable 
inundation as water levels rise as a result of ecological crisis – an issue that impacts not 
only Venice but the whole world. 
 
A preoccupation with the dual nature of hands, as instruments of feeling, creativity and 
language, but also as a means to manipulate and destroy is the focus of This is Not a Game; a 
two-part installation that represented Italy at the 2011 Art Biennale. Here a giant pair of 
sculpted resin hands blithely played with an armed artillery vehicle – a reconstruction of a 
T55 Russian tank with life-size bronze-coated figures of soldiers. These hands were 
suggestive of the abstract abuse of power at the hands of those in control, who seem as 
unperturbed by the real consequences of their political and military manoeuvres as a child 
at play. In all of these works, an exploded scale renders human hands on a gargantuan level 
– a process that removes the language of hands from their everyday ubiquity, making them 
stranger, stronger and a whole universe unto themselves. 
 
Despite the process of globalisation that has made the world smaller and more connected, 
the rising politics of isolationism has affected us both economically and in terms of national 
identity. Technological advances may have given us the invisible connections and bridges 
that have made the world more easily traversable with services and trade outsourced via 
virtual bridges, but increasingly the lament of our time is that this technological progress 
has been at the expense of human contact, and with serious repercussions on wellbeing. 
‘No man is an island,’ wrote John Donne in 1624. Today the quest for real connections is 
still a ceaseless one in all aspects of life, from the personal to the political. Building Bridges 
invites a return to the politics of the human and, as we sail under its glorious arches, a 
reminder of what togetherness can construct. 
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FINDING LOVE  One Hyde Park, London, installed January 2011.  Bronze and brass, 250 x 
315 x 94 cm. Edition of 6 plus 2 artist’s proofs 
 

 
THIS IS NOT A GAME  Two part installation: San Servolo Island, Venice, Italy, installed July 
2011.  Mixed media, authentic T55 Russian tank, polyurethane resin, bronze coating, 1200 
x 1200 x 800 cm. Unique 
 
 


