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1. Introduction
the joy of being lost

Venice has been so vigorously written about, and painted, and photographed, and filmed, that it

has taken on a kind of parallel life as a literary construct, or an artistic backdrop. The problem with

this other Venice is that, while it sometimes illuminates the real one, it also blocks it. This is such a

magical city, and so unlike any other, that it is a shame to see it through the eyes, or words, of

others. And a return to first principles can actually help us to understand the place better. 

Take the most obvious detail: the fact that, as Browning once wrote, “the sea’s the street there.”

This has an obvious effect on the look of the city, with its canals and bridges and grand palazzi

with their imposing water entrances. But it also affects every aspect of Venetian life. Imagine

moving house in Venice, or getting a fire put out, or having a fridge delivered, or – worse still – a

piano. All of these things have to be done by boat, trolley or sheer physical effort, usually a

combination of all three. The other direct consequence of the city’s watery position – adopted in

desperation in the sixth century by mainlanders fleeing Barbarian invasions, then turned by their

ancestors into the basis of a maritime empire – is that Venice has two entirely separate “road”

networks: the one experienced by pedestrians and the one plied by gondoliers. The two coincide

only occasionally, and these points of intersection – the bridges and the canalside walks and

those dark lanes that debouche unexpectedly on the glittering, bustling Grand Canal – are

charmed spaces. This is one of the reasons why it is such a pleasure to get lost in Venice, rather

than simply ticking off the tourist sights: because the joy of the Serene Republic is as much in its

fabric as in its single, significant monuments. The other reason is that tourists tend to stick to the

main routes. That secret Venice of washing strung up between the houses and neighbourhood

wine bars is often just around the corner.
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2. Travelling deeper

under the skin of the city

Venice’s best-kept secret
For the best part of a milennium, the Doge’s Palace was the centre of secular power in Venice,

the place from which the city’s trading empire was administered and its diplomatic intrigues

woven. Most visitors take the public tour of the palazzo, which takes in a series of vast and

echoing halls decorated by artists such as Tiepolo and Veronese. But with a bit of forward-

planning it’s possible to go behind these bombastic reception and assembly spaces, designed to

trumpet forth the majesty of Venice, and see the humbler rooms that housed the real machinery of

the state. The Itinerari Segreti tour, which should be booked at least two days in advance on 00

39 041 520 9070, gives you access to the offices of the palace’s army of clerks, the secret

chamber to which the heads of the Republic’s feared Council of Ten retired to consider their

decisions, and the torture chambers beyond. It also takes in the prisons under the “leads” or

eaves of the place from which Casanova staged his dramatic (at least in his own account) escape

in 1755.

Inside intelligence

Michela Scibilia

A local author and graphic designer, Michela Scibilia is the leading authority on the Venetian eating

and drinking scene. Her definitive guide, “Venezia Osterie e Dintorni”, recently came out in English

translation as “A Guide to the Eateries of Venice” (Vianello Libri, available in most Venetian book-

shops). Since the guide went to press in September 2002, there have been few new openings,

says Scibilia; but a couple of the more recent entries have confirmed their early promise. “Rioba

(Fondamenta della Misericordia, Cannaregio 2553, tel 00 39 040 5244379, closed Mon) is a place

I like very much. Though it’s fairly new, the decor is traditional Ventian osteria-style, with wooden

tables and paper tablecloths. The cuisine is local and seafood-based, but surprisingly refined

considering the ambience. They have a handful of tables outside, on a square just back from the

canal, in one the few areas of Venice that stays quite lively in the evening.” Another of Scibilia’s

favourites is a new wine bar, Al Prosecco, in pretty campo San Giacomo all’Orio (Santa Croce

1503, tel 00 39 041 524 0222, closed Sun). “This place is really on the up and up. They have a

great wine list, a good selection of cheeses and cold meats, and – most important of all – tables

outside in a square with a real neighbourhood vibe.” Scibilia is a keen shopper too. She gives the

thumbs up to Giovanna Zanella (see Shopping) but also points to another little gem: Gualti, a

creative jewellers in rio terà Canal (Dorsoduro 3111, tel 00 39 041 520 1731), a wide street just

south of campo Santa Margherita. “They make amazing, futuristic necklaces, earrings and

brooches in here using a kind of resin that looks like glass but is far less fragile.

We love…
...Watching the gondola makers and restorers at work in the last remaining squero (boatyard) in

central Venice. You can gaze across a canal at this picturesque workshop from fondamenta Nani,

just north of the Zattere vaporetto stop; but when the main gate is left ajar – a fairly frequent

occurrence – there’s an even closer view from campo San Trovaso, in front of the church of the

same name.
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3. Essential information
up-to-the-minute reconnaissance

Where to eat
Three of the best: stylish new entry, gourmet osteria, bacaro revisited

Stylish new entry: Il Sole sulla Vecia Cavana, rio terà Santi Apostoli, Cannaregio 4624
(00 39 041 528 7106; www.ilsolevenezia.it). Closed Mon.

After culinary adventures in Rio, Monte Carlo, Paris and Miami, globetrotting Stefano Monti has

landed back in Italy with this bright new Venetian restaurant near the church of Santissimi Apostoli.

The decor is a mixture of ancient and modern, with warm apricot-coloured walls above dark

wooden panelling and designer lamps hanging from exposed beams. Chef Antonello Ghin’s

cuisine puts a creative spin on the Venetian tradition in dishes like grouper and salmon carpaccio

scented with dill and pink peppercorns, or risotto with basil and sautéed scallops. Allow 100 euros

for two without wine – by no means excessive for a meal of this quality in the centre of Venice.

Gourmet Osteria: Alle Testiere, calle del Mondo Novo, Castello 5801
(00 39 041 522 7220). Closed Sun, Mon.

There’s hardly room to swing a shrimp in Alle Testiere. But you wouldn’t want to start throwing

your food around in this 22-seater shoebox of a restaurant just south of Campo Santa Maria

Formosa: it’s far too good for that. Chef Bruno Gavagnin takes the freshest fish and seafood and

prepares it in the simplest of ways, with just a touch of the exotic spices that were such an

important commodity in the markets of the Serenissima. So branzino (gilthead bream) comes in

lime and caper sauce; and mini-gnocchi are served with cinnamon-scented calamaretti (baby

squid). Luca de Vita, the front-of-house man, is an excellent sommelier: he needs little prompting

to talk you through some of the great white wines of Friuli and the Veneto, and will probably

uncork one or more bottles by way of illustration. Dinner should be booked at least a couple of

days in advance.

Bacaro revisited: Bancogiro, campo San Giacometto, San Polo 122
(00 30 041 523 2061). Closed Sun eve, Mon.

Historic Venetian host Andrea Varisco, a bear of a man with a passion for good wine and good

food, opened this updated take on the traditional Venetian bacaro (a wine bar with snacks and a

few hot dishes) a few years back in the pretty square of San Giacometto, just off the main Rialto

market drag. Fine cheeses and salumi (cold meats) replace the usual more humble cicheti (bar

snacks), while creative treats like carpaccio of branzino with aromatic herbs stand in for old

bacaro standards like squid-ink spaghetti. But Bancogiro’s ace card is revealed when you push

past the “topers” drinking at the bar to the outside terrace at the back, which is right on the

Grand Canal. Few other places in Venice offer this kind of view at these kind of prices (around 30

euros a head for a sit-down meal without wine).
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Where to shop
Venice is not the place to come bargain-hunting. But it is has its strengths as a shopping city.

Mask shops and marbled paper outlets are everywhere, some of them fronts for cheap imports,

others serious artisanal concerns. Glass is another strength – not just on the traditional furnace

island of Murano, but in the centre as well, where there are a number of interesting workshops.

Lacemaking is associated with the island of Burano, but Venice too has its share of outlets.

Fashion is less of a strong point; if you need them, most of the label shops cluster west of San

Marco in and around calle larga XXII Marzo and calle Vallaresso. For fresh fruit, vegetables and fish

– or just to soak in the local colour - head for the Monday to Saturday morning Rialto market.

Six of the best

Vittorio Costantini, calle del Fumo, Cannaregio 5311 (041 522 2265).

This one-man glass workshop in northern Venice is an excellent fallback for inexpensive gifts.

Costantini specialises in tiny lampwork insects and fishes, all amazingly realistic. You can watch

him making them at the back of the shop, heating glass rods over an oxygen torch and then

bending, pressing and snipping them into shape with astonishing dexterity.

Ca’ Macana, calle delle Botteghe, Dorsoduro 3172 (041 520 3229).

One of the most authentic mask shops in Venice, Ca Macanà is where the late Stanley Kubrick

had the masks made for the party scene in Eyes Wide Shut. They specialise in commedia dell’arte

designs, and also organise mask-making courses and workshops.

Ebrû, campo Santo Stefano, San Marco 3471 (041 523 8830).

There are plenty of handmade and not-so-handmade paper outlets in Venice. But Ebrû is a true

original. The fiefdom of master marbler Alberto Valesi, it offers beautiful stationery, pen-holders,

diaries and photo albums, decorated in a style that draws on the ancient Turkish ebrû school

of marbling.

Giovanna Zanella, campo San Lio, Castello 5641 (041 523 5500).

One of Venice’s few native fashion designers, Giovanna Zanella has a real feel for colour, and for

unusual combinations of materials. Zanella is especially good on accessories: her shoes, bags,

hats and scarves will definitely make you stand out in a crowd.

L’Angolo del Passato, calle del Cappeller, Dorsoduro 3276a (041 528 7896).

An old curiosity shop that specialises in antique glass, generally at far lower prices than those

charged by the specialist galleries. There are Belle Epoque Murano goblets, one-off vases by

contemporary glass artists, and a charming collection of goti de fornasa, irregular, brightly-

coloured glasses that the master-blowers made for their own use.

Gianni Basso, calle del Fumo, Cannaregio 5306 (041 523 4681).

If it’s time for an upgrade from those print-your-own visting cards you picked up in Bangkok, head

for Gianni Basso, whose workshop is a Gutenberg-era den of hand-tooled printing blocks and

ancient presses. You choose a motif, leave your details, and a couple of days later the cards are

ready. They can also be posted anywhere in the world.
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What to see
Santa Maria dei Miracoli (open Mon-Sat 10am-5pm, Sun 1-5pm) appears like a vision when

you’re least expecting it. You turn a corner, or cross a bridge, and there it is: Venice’s church of

the miracles, a miracle itself in pale grey, white and pink marble. Built by the Lombardo family of

sculptors and masons in the 1480s, this elaborate jewel-box of a church incorporates Byzantine

fragments, left over from Venice’s St Marks Cathedral, into its exquisite exterior. Inside are more

examples of the consummate art of Pietro Lombardo and his two sons, this time in the form of

delicate stone carvings on the steps, font and pilasters of the choir.

Nobody should miss the wealth of artistic treasures on show at the Gallerie dell’Accademia, or the

smaller but no less worthwhile collections of the Museo Correr, Ca’ d’Oro and the Museo Querini

Stampalia. But make time also for the churches and Scuole (charitable foundations, like

Renaissance Rotary Clubs) that allow one to see great art in its original setting. Of these “in situ”

experiences, perhaps the most delightful is the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni, the late

fifteenth-century meeting house of Venice’s Slav community. In 1502, Vittore Carpaccio was asked

to illustrate the life of Dalmatian saints George, Tryphonus and Jerome; the result is a lively cycle

of nine canvases that are packed with fascinating everyday details. The meeting hall upstairs is still

used by the Slav charitable brotherhood in Venice.

It’s worth trying to fit in Torcello, even if you’re only in Venice for a long weekend. This semi-rural

island in the northern lagoon, not far from Burano, gives one a real feel for what Venice must have

looked like in the early days, when churches and houses were still surrounded by fields and

orchards. Torcello was the first lagoon island to be colonised in the fifth century, by mainlanders

fleeing Atilla and his Huns. It was not always such a backwater: between the tenth and fourteenth

centuries Torcello was quite a lagoon metropolis, and two splendid churches, tiny Byzantine Santa

Fosca and more imposing Santa Maria Assunta, with its vivid mosaics, survive from this historical

high-water mark. Torcello is served by Motonave number 13 from the Fondamenta Nuove stop.

Kids’ days out
Venice can be both a joy and a trial if you have kids in tow. The canals, the bridges, the secret

passageways, the stone lions, the gondolas, the fire-engine boats, the ambulance boats... all of

these things can be guaranteed to delight children who haven’t been spoiled by Game Boys or

adolescence, or both. But at the same time all that walking, the lack of hands-on museums and

the difficulty of manoeuvring a pushchair down narrow lanes and across bridges can be a major

discouragement. 

Most kids will enjoy racing up, and down, the Renaissance spiral staircase known as the Scala del

Bovolo (follow signs from campo Manin; open 10am-6pm daily betwen April and October;

10am-4pm Sat & Sun the rest of the year), which affords a great view over the rooftops of Venice.

And the Museo Storico Navale (campo San Biagio, Castello 2148, tel 00 39 041 520 0276, open

8.45-1pm Mon-Sat), though resolutely old-fashioned, has some wonderful models of the ships on

which the maritime republic’s naval supremacy was founded.

If they’re getting fractious, try the lion game: one point (or appropriate monetary equivalent) for

every lion they spot, five points if it’s a stone lion with its paw on a book, and a hundred points if

the book doesn’t have any writing on it (there’s only one of these; around the Arsenale might be a

good place to look).
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Bars and nightlife
Bars are an essential part of the Venetian experience; nightlife isn’t. The lagoon city can hold its

own against Rome or Florence – if not Milan or Turin – when it comes to cafés and pasticcerie

(cake shops). And Venice’s traditional wine bars, or bacari, are great places to down un’ombra

(the local term for a glass of wine) in convivial surroundings. But this is not a city for night owls.

The more authentic bacari open early in the morning – so that gondoliers and others can start the

day with a little something on the way to work – and pull down the shutters around nine in the

evening. There are a few late-night bars, especially around Campo Santa Margherita, in

Dorsoduro, and Fondamenta della Misericordia, in Cannaregio. But for anything resembling a club

scene, you need to head across the water to Mestre, Venice’s drab mainland alter ego.

Il Cantinone, ponte San Trovaso, Dorsoduro 992 (00 39 041 523 0034). Closed Sun.

This is a classic Venetian bacaro (wine bar) with ultra-traditional decor – consisting mostly of

bottles – and wholesome bar-snacks for those who need to fill a gap. In summer, glass-cradling

topers spill out onto the canalside walk and the nearby bridge.

Rosa Salva, campo Santi Giovanni e Paolo, Castello 6779 (041 522 7949). Closed Wed.

This is one of the best places in town to sample a spritz al bitter, the classic Venetian aperitivo,

made with white wine, Campari and soda water. Rosa Salva also bakes its own cakes: try the

zaleti, soft, cigar-shaped cornmeal and raisin biscuits.

Margaret Duchamp, campo Santa Margherita, Dorsoduro 3019 (041 528 6255). Closed Tue.

The square of Campo Santa Margherita is one of the few places in Venice that has something of

an after-dinner scene, and this stylish cocktail bar, which stays open until 2am, is at the centre of

the action.

Five key facts
Currency: There are around 1.40 euros to the pound. British cashpoint cards marked with the

Cirrus symbol can now be used in the vast majority of Italian ATM machines. Travellers’ cheques

are becoming something of a rarity, and you may have difficulty changing them.

Flight time from London airports: About one and three quarter hours.

Population: 277,000 (municipality, inc. mainland), of which 67,000 in historic, island Venice.

Time difference: when it’s 10am in London, it’s 11am in Venice. Summer time generally starts

and ends on the same date as in the UK.  

Transfers: Venice’s new-look Marco Polo airport, inaugurated in summer 2002, lies 7km due

north of San Marco on the northern edge of the lagoon. There are regular coach (30 mins) and

bus (40 mins) services to the Venetian road terminus at Piazzale Roma, but the best approach is

by water – the Alilaguna motorlaunch (70 mins) goes direct to Piazza San Marco. Ryanair flights

use Treviso airport, 30km north of Venice.
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Tips and caveats
If 62 euros seems a bit steep for a fifty-minute gondola ride, there are always the traghetti –

gondola ferries that cross the Grand Canal at strategic points, charging passengers the royal sum

of 40 cents. But don’t expect candles and cushions; these are pared-back, working gondolas;

and don’t even think of getting comfortable – it’s de rigueur among locals to do the crossing

standing up.If you’re intending to walk to Saint Mark’s from the station, try crossing over the ponte

della Ferrovia and crossing back again at the Rialto. That way you avoid the well-trodden Strada

Nuova route and pass through the Santa Croce and San Polo areas, with their pretty squares and

local colour.Don’t sit or, worse still, picnic on bridges. For Venetians this is the equivalent of lolling

in a deckchair on a motorway.

Language
Never assume that everyone speaks English, even in a tourist mecca like Venice: a few words of

Italian are always appreciated, and sometimes essential.

Hello (with friends and young people) Ciao 

Hello (with strangers) Buon giorno (morning)

Buona sera (after lunch) 

Do you speak English?    Parla inglese? 

I don’t understand Non capisco 

Thank you Grazie 

You’re welcome     Prego 

Sorry? (Can you repeat that?) Scusi? 

Excuse me (to get attention) Senta, scusi... 

Sorry! (e.g. for treading on your foot) Pardòn! 

Two beers, please     Due birre, per favore 

A glass of wine     Un bicchiere (bi-kee-air-ay) di vino 

Cheers!      Salute! (sa-loot-ay) 

The bill please    Il conto, per favore 

Goodbye      Arrivederci (a-ree-ve-dare-chee)
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4. Be there now
prepare for Venice

Literary journeys
Generations of literati have glided or trudged through Venice, leaving reams of printed words

behind them, which range from the gushing enthusiasm of Thomas Coryat, a contemporary of

Shakespeare, who dubbed Venice, “the fairest Lady, yet the richest Paragon, and Queene of

Christendome,” to D.H. Lawrence’s dismissal of the place as “an abhorrent, green, slippery city.”

Two books take the modern cult of Venice as their subject. John Pemble’s Venice Rediscovered

(Oxford, 1994) is a detailed, closely-argued but absorbing account of the way the myth of Venice

was built up, and sometimes knocked down, by ninteenth-century British and American visitors

and residents. John Julius Norwich approaches the same theme with more narrative verve in his

recent Paradise of Cities: Venice and its Ninteteenth Century Visitors (Viking, 2003).

Soundtrack to the city
The most obvious contender is Vivaldi. The works of the Red Priest, as he was known –

because of his ginger hair, not his politics – are part of everyone’s mental Venice archive,

along with gondolas and carnevale costumes. And modern-day Venice indulges the cliché,

bombarding the visitor with opportunities to see the Four Seasons played in historic settings (like

the church of La Pietà, where Vivaldi worked as violin master and musical director) by performers

in period costume. 

It would be shame, though, to neglect the other composers who made La Serenissima a centre of

musical excellence between 1613 – when Claudio Monterverdi was appointed director of music at

St Mark’s – and 1883, when Wagner breathed his last in a palazzo that has since become the

municipal Casino. 

Check out Monteverdi’s Coronation of Poppea, the first opera to be based on a historical subject,

which premiered in Venice a few months before the composer’s death in 1643; or anythvving you

can find (there isn’t much, unfortunately) by Baldassare Galuppi, a prolific eighteenth-century

composer – he churned out nearly a hundred operas – who lived in London for two years in the

1740s, and who was the subject of Robert Browning’s poem “A Toccata of Galuppi’s.”

Guide to the guides
Hugh Honour’s Companion Guide to Venice divides the city up into easily walkable chunks that

are linked to certain themes, from “A Palladian Morning” to “Markets and Modern Art.” It’s like

being given a personal tour by a rather formal but extremely well-informed great-uncle.

For up-to-the-minute listings on hotels, restaurants, bars, bacari and entertainment, the Time Out

Guide to Venice is difficult to beat; it also covers other historic towns in the Veneto region.

There is also an excellent guidebook for kids, with games, quizzes and activities: Vivavenice, by

Paola Zoffoli and Paola Scibilia (Elzeviro, 2001), which you should be able to pick up in most

Venetian bookshops.
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5. AIRMILES recommends: 

our hotels

The following hotels can be booked through AIRMILES on 0870 55 777 77.

Palazzo Priuli

Rising majestically alongside two enchanting canals in a quiet neighbourhood not far from Saint

Mark’s Square, the Palazzo Priuli is an architectural gem that has inspired painters and architects

over centuries. Built as the house of a 14th-century official, it was one of the first secular

constructions in the city to incorporate several of the architectural innovations from the Doge’s

Palace and marks a significant step towards the full flowering of Venetian Gothic architecture.

Originally frescoed on the façade by Palma Vecchio, the home is a testament to the wealth and

prominence of the noble Priuli family.

Hotel Sofitel 

Offering all the contemporary comforts and service of the Sofitel group, this four-star hotel has a

style and decor that is unmistakably Venetian. It stands within 500 metres of Piazzale Roma, the

Grand Canal and the railway station, and a stroll away from the magnificent sights of Venice.

There are 97 bedrooms in addition to a bar and a restaurant in a unique, glass-roofed winter

garden setting.

Hotel Bisanzio

Built around a traditional Venetian courtyard with an original well, this intimate little three-star hotel

is located just off one of the city’s most majestic waterfront promenades, the Riva Schiavoni,

within easy strolling distance of St Mark’s Square and all the sights. The 40 rooms are pleasantly

furnished in Venetian style and facilities include a small bar and breakfast room.
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