"Perfection, Squared"

by WILLARD SPIEGELMAN

Masterpieces are made. They can also change with time. When Napoleon entered Venice in 1797, he famously pronounced the Piazza San Marco "the world's most beautiful drawing room." He then promptly decreed plans for rearranging it. In architecture, and in urban spaces that undergo constant modification, a thing can grow and still remain instantly recognizable.

No one would deny the magnificence of the Venetian piazza. But Rome's Piazza Navona certainly gives it a run for its money in any contest for the World's Greatest Public Space. Less a drawing room than a market or "agora"—although the city's marketplace was officially moved to the Campo dei' Fiori in 1869—it has a history of its own that includes and surpasses its individual parts.

It took root in a city; it changed and grew as the city did. Like everything in central Rome, it is a palimpsest, layers of writing and meaning on top of, or at least next to, others. It also deliciously mingles, like so much in the Mediterranean world, the sacred and the profane, the sublime and the domestic.

It is the largest spot free of automobile traffic in Rome's Centro Storico. Its history goes back to the Emperor Domitian in the first century. Its name probably derives from a variation of/agonalis/ or /agone/, for the games held in the emperor's oval stadium. The market arrived at the end of the 15th century. And then, in the 17th, the genuine greatness started, under the direction of Pope Innocent X of the prestigious Pamphili family. Francesco Borromini's palazzo for that family, now the Brazilian Embassy, occupies the southwest corner of the piazza. The pope also commissioned the Church of Sant' Agnese in Agone, begun by Girolamo and Carlo Rainaldi, which Borromini finished.

Most important of all, the pope ordered one of Gian Lorenzo Bernini's masterworks, La Fontana del Quattro Fiume, or the Fountain of Four Rivers, for the centerpiece of the space. Innocent brought from elsewhere Domitian's obelisk, with his name and those of Vespasian and Titus done in hieroglyphics. It rises from the fountain. The enormous sculpture was unveiled in 1651. It holds everything together. It is worth spending a long part of any day in front of it, watching it transform and be transformed by the human life that pulses around it and its waters. It stands between two smaller fountains: at the north end, one from 1576 with a statue of Neptune (added in 1878); at the south end, the 1574 "Fountain of the Moor," to which Bernini added the central figure in 1673.

At Piazza Navona there is activity from morning to night. Everyone moves slowly. Painted mimes—those standing human statues holding cups for donations—move hardly at all. You encounter large tour groups led by umbrella- and flag-toting guides. You hear a babble of languages. I saw a chaotic band of red-capped French schoolchildren, some wearing "I HEART Roma" T-shirts, followed by 25 orderly Japanese ladies, all in black, carrying cameras. Clearly separated from the tourist costume of T-shirts, baseball caps and running shoes, a local aristocratic lady also dressed in black, with a gold-handled onyx cane, good jewelry and noble upright posture, entered her apartment building.

Commerce is everywhere. Africans and Southeast Asians hawk scarves, shawls and other junk. There's also a famous market at Christmas specializing in items for crèches. There are musicians—guitarists, klezmer bands, even a jazz combo playing "Strangers in the Night" that inspired impromptu swing dancing—and art vendors selling caricatures and mostly tacky stuff for the tourist trade.

Ordinary brick and stucco-fronted residences surround the square's perimeter, complementing the magnificent baroque fountains and buildings. Lovely colors abound: terra cotta, ochre, pink, white and yellow accented by gray, beige, black, green and brown shutters. Plants overhang balconies. A Spanish bookstore stands among bars and restaurants. (Beware of the prices at the latter: I paid €6 ($8) for a cappuccino that would cost €1 several blocks away.) No building is taller than the usual seven stories; the low-lying horizontality matches the long stretch of the piazza itself, and balances the vertical heft of the central obelisk and the church towers.

Bernini's central fountain draws everything, and everyone, together. 
Its construction was controversial. Commissioned at public expense during a famine, it inspired hostile notes, the famous, anonymous pasquinades that were hung near the piazza's south end. Outraged writers demanded bread instead of obelisks. The fountain has survived the controversy.

Bernini had done other fountains, most famously the Fountain of the Triton at the Piazza Barberini. None equals the Four Rivers. He made its base of travertine; at the top of the obelisk there is an olive branch and a dove, the emblem of the Pamphili family. Because Roman fountains traditionally provided water, as well as glorified their patrons, it was a perfect gesture to make this grand source of water a homage to water's own sources.

And there they are, the four river gods, rising from their base, each with his symbolic mark. The Danube, representing Europe, touches the papal coat of arms; the Rio de la Plata, the New World, sits on a pile of coins signifying wealth; the African Nile is hooded, because no one knew its source; the Asian Ganges holds an oar, denoting navigability.

The gods are muscular, Michelangelesque. All have flowing beards and hair. The smoothness of their bodies contrasts with the rough, seemingly unsculpted grottoes on which they sit. They seem to be caught in midstream, in postures of surprise, action or voluptuous movement. Earth and water weigh down the air that flows between the parts of the whole. The noise of waters has never sounded so sweet.

The scale of the whole piazza is perfect: warm stimulation and welcome relaxation in equal measure. Nothing overwhelms but everything impresses. As Emerson said, in a different context, "beauty breaks in everywhere."

