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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Tap on Maps and/or Google Maps buttons to navigate to maps within and outside the ebook.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.


•  For walks and tours with audio, tap the audio icon or buttons to activate the audio.
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Before You Go


Travel Smart


Venice is a world apart. Built on a hundred islands, its exotic-looking palaces are laced together by graceful bridges over sun-speckled canals. Romantics revel in the city’s atmosphere of elegant decay. And first-time visitors are often stirred deeply by this watery fantasy world that’s unlike anything they’ve experienced before.


Those are strong reactions, considering that Venice today, frankly, can also be an overcrowded tourist trap. But Venice is unique. By day, it’s a city of art-filled museums and churches, tourist-filled shops, and narrow alleyways. At night, when the hordes of day-trippers have gone, another Venice appears. Glide in a gondola through quiet canals. Don a Carnevale mask—or just a fresh shirt—and become someone else for a night.
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About This Book



Rick Steves Pocket Venice is a personal tour guide...in your pocket. The core of the book is eight self-guided walks and tours that zero in on Venice’s greatest sights and experiences.


My Grand Canal Cruise, snaking through the heart of the historic core, introduces you to this moist metropolis. Then hit St. Mark’s Square, with its one-of-a-kind basilica and Doge’s Palace. I’ve included several neighborhood walks that take you to major sights (Rialto Bridge) and out-of-the-way places (Frari Church).


The rest of this book is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best advice on how to save money, plan your time, use public transportation, and avoid lines at the busiest sights. You’ll also get recommendations on hotels, restaurants, and activities.


Venice by Neighborhood


The island city of Venice is shaped like a fish. The Grand Canal winds through the middle of the fish, starting at the mouth where people enter, passing under the Rialto Bridge, and ending at St. Mark’s Square. The city has six districts:


San Marco: The bustling district surrounding St. Mark’s Square has the most tourists and the most sights: St. Mark’s Basilica, the Doge’s Palace, Bridge of Sighs, Campanile, Correr art museum, and café orchestras on the square. Accommodations and eateries are plentiful.


Dorsoduro: This quiet neighborhood across a bridge from San Marco hosts sights along the Grand Canal: the Accademia (Venetian Renaissance art), modern art museums (Peggy Guggenheim Collection and Punta della Dogana), the iconic La Salute Church, and Ca’ Rezzonico.


San Polo: This lively district has the graceful Rialto Bridge, busy produce and fish markets, exquisite Frari Church, and Scuola San Rocco (Tintoretto paintings). It’s also dotted with cicchetti bars, restaurants, and accommodations.


Santa Croce: Thia area across the canal from the train station features modern art (at Ca’ Pesaro), and is rewarding to explore thanks to its lack of tourists.


Cannaregio: This district contains the Calatrava Bridge, train station, and historic Jewish Ghetto (with synagogues, memorials, and guided tours).


[image: image]


Castello: Untouristy Castello has the picturesque Campo Santa Maria Formosa (with eateries nearby) and the slice-of-Venetian-life neighborhood along Via Garibaldi.


Venice’s Lagoon: Beyond Venice are more islands. Giudecca has local charm and some waterfront eateries. San Giorgio Maggiore, with its classic church, is a short vaporetto ride from St. Mark’s Square. You can link other islands (San Michele, Murano, Burano, and Torcello) on a day trip.


Traditionally Venetian addresses include the district name and house number (such as “Castello 4647”)—but no street name. I find it easier to navigate by landmarks. Many street corners have a sign pointing you to (per) the nearest major landmark, such as San Marco, Accademia, Rialto, and Ferrovia (train station). I’ve organized this book—sights, hotels, and restaurants—around these major landmarks.


Don’t worry about getting lost—in fact, get as lost as possible. When it comes time to find your way, just follow signs or simply ask a local, “Dov’è San Marco?” (“Where is St. Mark’s?”) As you get more comfortable with the city, dare to disobey the street signs and make your own discoveries. Escape the crowds and explore the far reaches of town.




Venice at a Glance


▲▲▲Grand Canal Cruise A relaxing introduction to Venice by boat. [image: image]


▲▲▲St. Mark’s Square Venice’s grand main square. [image: image]


▲▲▲St. Mark’s Basilica Cathedral with mosaics, saint’s bones, treasury, museum, and viewpoint of square. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 14:00-17:00 (Sun until 16:30 Nov-Easter). [image: image]


▲▲▲Doge’s Palace Art-splashed palace of former rulers, with prison accessible through Bridge of Sighs. Hours: Daily 9:00-19:00, Nov-March until 18:00.


▲▲▲Rialto Bridge Distinctive bridge spanning the Grand Canal, with a market nearby. Hours: Souvenir stalls open daily, produce market closed Sun, fish market closed Sun-Mon.


▲▲▲Frari Church Franciscan church featuring Renaissance masters. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:00-19:30, Sat until 18:00, Sun 13:00-18:00, shorter hours off-season. [image: image]


▲▲Correr Museum Venetian history and art. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Nov-March until 17:00.


▲▲Accademia Venice’s top art museum. Hours: Tue-Sun 8:15-19:15, Mon until 14:00.


▲▲Peggy Guggenheim Collection Popular display of 20th-century art. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, closed Tue.


▲▲Ca’ Rezzonico Posh Grand Canal palazzo with 18th-century Venetian art. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-18:00, Nov-March until 17:00, closed Tue year-round.


▲Scuola San Rocco “Tintoretto’s Sistine Chapel.” Hours: Daily 9:30-17:30.


▲Campanile Dramatic bell tower on St. Mark’s Square with elevator to the top. Hours: Daily roughly 9:30-20:15, likely until 21:15 in summer, shorter hours off-season.


▲Bridge of Sighs Famous enclosed bridge, part of Doge’s Palace, near St. Mark’s Square.


▲La Salute Church Striking church dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Hours: Daily 9:00-12:00 & 15:00-17:30 (from 9:30 in winter).


▲Jewish Ghetto Historic residential area for Venice’s Jewish community, with tourable synagogues. Hours: Synagogues open Sun-Thu 10:00-18:00, Fri 9:00-17:00, shorter hours Nov-March, closed Sat year-round.


▲Punta della Dogana Museum of contemporary art. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-19:00, closed Tue.


▲Ca’ Pesaro International Gallery of Modern Art Fine museum in a canalside palazzo. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, Nov-March until 17:00, closed Mon year-round.


▲Fondaco dei Tedeschi View Terrace Rooftop terrace atop luxury mall, with views over the Grand Canal. Hours: Daily 10:15-18:00, June-Aug until 20:15.


▲Scuola Dalmata di SS Giorgio e Trifone Exquisite Renaissance meeting house. Hours: Wed-Mon 10:00-17:30, closed Tue.





Planning Your Time


The following day plans give an idea of how much an organized, motivated, and caffeinated person can see.


Plan your sightseeing carefully to avoid lines and work around closed days. (See my sightseeing tips on here.) Venice is small enough that, even if you only have one day, you could see the biggies in a 12-hour sightseeing blitz. But let’s assume you have at least three days.


Day 1: In the morning, take the slow vaporetto #1 down the Grand Canal from the train station to St. Mark’s. Ride to the top of the Campanile, then take my self-guided St. Mark’s Square Tour. Consider doing my St. Mark’s to Rialto Loop Walk, then grab lunch at the cicchetti bars near the Rialto market. Spend the afternoon sightseeing the Correr Museum, St. Mark’s Basilica (reserve ahead), and the Doge’s Palace (included with Correr Museum ticket). Around 19:00, have dinner (make a reservation). Afterward, enjoy the dueling orchestras with a drink on St. Mark’s Square.
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Day 2: Spend the morning shopping and exploring (consider my Rialto to Frari Church Walk) as you make your way to the Frari Church. See the Frari, then head over to the Accademia/Dorsoduro area and have lunch. Spend the afternoon seeing your choice of the Dorsoduro’s main artsy sights: Scuola San Rocco, Ca’ Rezzonico, Accademia, and the Peggy Guggenheim Collection. Around 18:00, do a cicchetti pub crawl for dinner. Afterward, take a gondola ride (or, much cheaper, a moonlight vaporetto ride).


Day 3 and Beyond: Choose from Venice’s lesser sights: La Salute Church and the Punta della Dogana in Dorsoduro, a trip to San Giorgio Maggiore, or the area east of St. Mark’s (Church of San Zaccaria, Scuola Dalmata di San Giorgio). Budget time for just exploring, using my walks as a jumping-off point. In the evening, have dinner and catch a Vivaldi concert. With more time in Venice, you could visit the lagoon islands (Murano, Burano, and more), but these require at least a half-day.


Remember that Venice itself is its greatest sight. Make time to wander, explore, shop, and simply be. When you cross a bridge, look both ways. You may be hit with a lovely view.


When to Go


Venice’s best travel months (also its busiest and most expensive) are April, May, June, September, and October.


Summer in Venice is more temperate (high 70s and 80s) than in Italy’s scorching inland cities. Most Venetian hotels come with air-conditioning, but it’s usually available only from mid-May (at the earliest) through September. Spring and fall can be cool, and many hotels are not allowed to turn on their heat until winter.




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes an audio tour of my Grand Canal Cruise and tours of the Frari Church, St. Mark’s Basilica, and St. Mark’s Square (look for the [image: image]) and many interviews relating to Italy from my public radio show. Scan the QR code on the inside front cover to find it in your app store or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Between November and March, expect mild winter weather (with lows in the 30s and 40s), occasional flooding, shorter opening hours, lower prices, and fewer tourists (except during the Carnevale festival). Vaporetto service can be reduced, and the orchestras on St. Mark’s Square may stop playing in the early evening.


Before You Go


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. To be safe, allow about eight weeks to renew or get a passport. Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.


Check entry requirements. US and Canadian citizens may need to register online with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS) before entering Italy and other Schengen Zone countries (quick and easy process, https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias). If your travel plans include the United Kingdom, you’ll need an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-an-electronic-travel-authorisation-eta).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your transportation options. If traveling beyond Venice, research train reservations, rail passes, and car rentals.


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Register your visit to Venice. As part of Venice’s attempt to address overcrowding, on certain days you may need to register online


and pay an access fee (€5-10) to enter the city. If you’re staying overnight, you’re exempt from the fee, but you still need to register. You may also need to show your registration QR code to enforcement officers, especially at entry points such as the train station or water taxi from the airport. Check www.cda.ve.it or search online for “Venice Access Fee.”


Reserve ahead for key sights. Book well ahead for St. Mark’s Basilica and the Fondaco dei Tedeschi view terrace. It’s also smart to reserve entry slots for the Doge’s Palace and the Campanile.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand the protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Don’t bring euros; you can withdraw them from ATMs in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in Practicalities as a guide.
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Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take common-sense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely).


If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun.


Be sure to schedule in slack time for picnics, laundry, people-watching, leisurely dinners, shopping, and recharging your touristic batteries. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences and the hospitality of the Italian people.


Stand at a bar and sample some cicchetti like a Venetian, sip wine at a canalside restaurant, or dance across a floodlit St. Mark’s Square. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Italians.


Happy travels! Buon viaggio!



[image: image]






[image: image]



Grand Canal Cruise


Canal Grande


Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




ORIENTATION


BACKGROUND


Map: Grand Canal


THE TOUR BEGINS


1 Ferrovia


2 Riva de Biasio


3 San Marcuola


4 San Stae


5 Ca’ d’Oro


6 Rialto Mercato


7 Rialto


8 San Silvestro


9 Sant’Angelo


10 San Tomà


11 Ca’ Rezzonico


12 Accademia


13 Santa Maria del Giglio


14 Salute


15 San Marco


16 San Zaccaria


Take a joyride and introduce yourself to Venice by boat. Cruise the Canal Grande on vaporetto line #1 all the way to St. Mark’s Square, starting at the train station (Ferrovia) or the bus station (Piazzale Roma).


If it’s your first trip down the Grand Canal, you might want to stow this book and just take it all in—Venice is a barrage on the senses that hardly needs narration. On the other hand, these notes give the cruise meaning and help orient you to this great city.


To help you enjoy the visual parade of canal wonders, the tour is organized by boat stop. I’ll point out both what you can see from the current stop and what to look forward to as you cruise to the next stop.



ORIENTATION



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Length of This Tour: Allow 45 minutes.


Cost: €9.50 for a 75-minute vaporetto ticket, or covered by a pass—best choice if you want to hop on and off (see here).


When to Go: Avoid the morning rush hour (8:00-10:00), when everyone is going to San Marco. In the evening, sunset bathes the buildings in gold. After dark, chandeliers light up building interiors.


Seating Strategies: You’re more likely to find an empty seat if you catch the vaporetto at Piazzale Roma—the stop before Ferrovia (a five-minute walk away, across the Calatrava Bridge). With a standard boat and normal crowds, I’d head for the open-air section in the stern and grab the middle seat. Your worst option is sitting inside and trying to look out the window.


Catching Your Boat: This tour is designed to be done on the slow boat #1—other boats skip too many stops and go too fast to take it all in. We’ll start at the Ferrovia vaporetto stop (at Santa Lucia train station). In summer, the #1 boat to San Marco generally leaves from dock E (far to the right).


Stops to Consider: These stops are all worth considering: San Marcuola (Jewish Ghetto), Rialto Mercato (fish market and famous bridge), Ca’ Rezzonico (Museum of 18th-Century Venice), Accademia (art museum and the nearby Peggy Guggenheim Collection), and Salute (huge art-filled church).


Tours: [image: image] Download my free Grand Canal Cruise audio tour.


Starring: Palaces, markets, boats, bridges—Venice.
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BACKGROUND



The Grand Canal is Venice’s “Main Street.” At more than two miles long, nearly 150 feet wide, and nearly 15 feet deep, it’s the city’s largest canal, lined with its most impressive palaces. It’s the remnant of a river that once spilled from the mainland into the Adriatic. The sediment it carried formed barrier islands that cut Venice off from the sea, forming a lagoon.


Venice was built on the marshy islands of the former delta, sitting on wood pilings driven nearly 15 feet into the clay (alder was the preferred wood). About 25 miles of canals drain the city, dumping like streams into the Grand Canal. Technically, Venice has only three canals: Grand, Giudecca, and Cannaregio. The 45 small waterways that dump into the Grand Canal are referred to as rivers (e.g., Rio Novo).


Venice is a city of palaces, dating from the days when the city was the world’s richest. The most lavish palaces formed a grand architectural cancan along the Grand Canal. Once frescoed in reds and blues, with black-and-white borders and gold-leaf trim, they made Venice a city of dazzling color. This cruise is the only way to truly appreciate the palaces, approaching them at water level, where their main entrances were located. Today, strict laws prohibit any changes in these buildings, so while landowners gnash their teeth, we can enjoy Europe’s best-preserved medieval/Renaissance city—slowly rotting. Many of the grand buildings are now vacant. Others harbor chandeliered elegance above mossy, empty (often flooded) ground floors.
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Grand Canal Map Key


1 Ferrovia


2 Riva de Biasio


3 San Marcuola


4 San Stae


5 Ca’ d’Oro


6 Rialto Mercato


7 Rialto


8 San Silvestro


9 Sant’Angelo


10 San Tomà


11 Ca’ Rezzonico


12 Accademia


13 Santa Maria del Giglio


14 Salute


15 San Marco


16 San Zaccaria






THE TOUR BEGINS




1 Ferrovia    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




This site has been the gateway into Venice since 1860, when the first train station was built. The Santa Lucia station, one of the few modern buildings in town, was built in 1954. The “F.S.” logo above the entry stands for “Ferrovie dello Stato,” the Italian state railway system.


More than 20,000 people a day commute in from the mainland, making this the busiest part of Venice during rush hour. The nearby Calatrava Bridge, spanning the Grand Canal between the train station and Piazzale Roma upstream, was built in 2008 to alleviate some of the congestion.



2 Riva de Biasio    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Venice’s main thoroughfare is busy with all kinds of boats: taxis, police boats, garbage boats, ambulances, construction cranes, and even brown-and-white UPS boats. Somehow they all manage to share the canal in relative peace.


About 25 yards past the Riva de Biasio stop, look left down the broad Cannaregio Canal to see what was once the Jewish Ghetto. The twin, pale pink, six-story “skyscrapers”—the tallest buildings you’ll see at this end of the canal—are reminders of how densely populated the world’s original ghetto was. This urban island developed into one of the most closely knit business and cultural quarters of all the Jewish communities in Italy, and gave us our word “ghetto” (from geto, for the copper foundry once located here).
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Ferrovia, a.k.a. Santa Lucia train station
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The Grand Canal, lined with grand buildings









3 San Marcuola    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




At this stop, facing a tiny square just ahead, stands the unfinished Church of San Marcuola, one of only five churches fronting the Grand Canal. Centuries ago, this canal was a commercial drag of expensive real estate in high demand by wealthy merchants. About 20 yards ahead on the right (across the Grand Canal) stands the stately gray Turkish Exchange (Fondaco dei Turchi), one of the oldest houses in Venice. Its horseshoe arches and roofline of triangles and dingle balls are reminders of its Byzantine heritage. Turkish traders in turbans docked here, unloaded their goods into the warehouse on the bottom story, then went upstairs for a home-style meal and a place to sleep. Venice in the 1500s was very cosmopolitan, welcoming every religion and ethnicity, so long as they carried cash. (Today the building contains the city’s Museum of Natural History—and Venice’s only dinosaur skeleton.)


Just 100 yards ahead on the left (the tallest building with the red canopy over its dock), Venice’s Casinò is housed in the palace where German composer Richard Wagner (The Ring) died in 1883. See his distinct, strong-jawed profile in the white plaque on the brick wall. In the 1700s, Venice was Europe’s Vegas, with casinos and sex workers everywhere. Casinòs (“little houses” in Venetian dialect) have long provided Italians with a handy escape from daily life. Today they’re run by the state to keep Mafia influence at bay. Notice the fancy front porch, rolling out the red carpet for high rollers arriving by boat.



4 San Stae    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




The San Stae Church sports a delightful Baroque facade. Opposite the San Stae stop is a little canal opening—on the second building to the right of that opening, look for the peeling plaster that once made up frescoes (you can barely distinguish the scant remains of little angels on the lower floors). Imagine the facades of the Grand Canal at their finest, covered in frescoes by the best artists of the day. As colorful as the city is today, it’s still only a faded, sepia-toned remnant of a long-gone era, a time of lavishly decorated, brilliantly colored palaces.
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Turkish “Fondaco” Exchange
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San Stae Church








Just ahead (on the right, with blue posts) is the ornate white facade of Ca’ Pesaro, which houses the International Gallery of Modern Art. “Ca’” is short for casa (house).


In this city of masks, notice how the rich marble facades along the Grand Canal mask what are generally just simple, no-nonsense brick buildings. Most merchants enjoyed showing off. However, being smart businessmen, they only decorated the sides of the buildings that would be seen and appreciated. But look back as you pass Ca’ Pesaro. It’s the only building you’ll see with a fine side facade. Ahead (about 100 yards on the left) is Ca’ d’Oro, with its glorious triple-decker medieval arcade (just before the next stop).



5 Ca’ d’Oro    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




The lacy Ca’ d’Oro (House of Gold) is the best example of Venetian Gothic architecture on the canal. Although the building is a simple brick construction, its facade is one of the city’s finest. Its three stories offer different variations on balcony design, topped with a spiny white roofline. Venetian Gothic mixes traditional Gothic (pointed arches and round medallions stamped with a four-leaf clover) with Byzantine styles (tall, narrow arches atop thin columns), filled in with Islamic frills. Like all the palaces, this was originally painted and gilded to make it even more glorious than it is now. Today the Ca’ d’Oro is an art gallery.




[image: image]

Ca’ Pesaro—this “ca’” houses modern art.
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Ca’ d’Oro—textbook Venetian Gothic
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Traghetto: a short-haul gondola
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Rialto Mercato hosts the produce market.








Look at the Venetian chorus line of palaces in front of the boat. On the right is the arcade of the covered fish market, with the open-air produce market just beyond. This is a great scene to wander through—even though European Union hygiene standards have made it cleaner but less colorful than it once was.


Find the traghetto gondola ferrying shoppers back and forth. While once much more numerous, today only three traghetto crossings survive along the Grand Canal, each one marked by a classy low-key green-and-black sign. Piloting a traghetto isn’t the normal day job of these gondoliers. As a public service, all gondoliers are obliged to row a traghetto a few days a month. Make it a point to use them. At €2 a ride, traghetti offer the cheapest gondola ride in Venice (but at this price, don’t expect them to sing to you).



6 Rialto Mercato    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




This stop serves the busy market. About 100 yards ahead (on the left) is the former trading center for German merchants, built in the 16th century. Now it’s Fondaco dei Tedeschi, a luxury shopping mall with great rooftop views. Rising above it is the tip of the Campanile (bell tower), crowned by its golden-angel weathervane at St. Mark’s Square, where this tour will end.


You’ll cruise by some trendy and beautifully situated wine bars on the right, but look ahead as you round the corner and see the impressive Rialto Bridge come into view. This major landmark is lined with shops and tourists. Constructed in 1588, it’s the third bridge built on this spot. Until the 1850s, this was the only bridge crossing the Grand Canal. With a span of 160 feet and foundations stretching 650 feet on either side, the Rialto was an impressive engineering feat in its day. Earlier bridges here could open to let big ships in, but not this one. By the time it was completed in the 16th century, Venetian trading power was ebbing. After that, much of the Grand Canal was closed to shipping and became a canal of palaces.




[image: image]


Rialto Bridge, with its 160-foot single span, marks Venice’s traditional commercial neighborhood.





When gondoliers pass under the fat arch of the Rialto Bridge, they take full advantage of its acoustics: “Volare, oh, oh...”



7 Rialto    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Rialto, a separate town in the early days of Venice, has always been the commercial district, while San Marco was the religious and governmental center. Today, a winding street called the Mercerie connects the two, providing travelers with human traffic jams and a mesmerizing gauntlet of shopping temptations. This is one of the only stretches of the historic Grand Canal with landings upon which you can walk. Boats unloaded the city’s basic necessities here: oil, wine, charcoal, iron. Today, the quay is lined with tourist-trap restaurants.


Venice’s sleek, black, graceful gondolas are a symbol of the city. With about 500 gondoliers joyriding amid the churning vaporetti, there’s a lot of congestion on the Grand Canal. Pay attention—this is where most of the gondola and vaporetto accidents take place. While the Rialto is the highlight of many gondola rides, gondoliers understandably prefer the quieter small canals. Watch your vaporetto driver curse the better-paid gondoliers.


Ahead 100 yards on the left, two gray palaces stand side by side (City Hall and the mayor’s office). Their arched windows are similar and their stories are the same height, lining up to create the effect of one long balcony.



8 San Silvestro    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




We now enter a long stretch of important merchants’ palaces, each with proud and different facades. Because ships couldn’t navigate beyond the Rialto Bridge, the biggest palaces—with the major shipping needs—line this last stretch of the navigable Grand Canal.


Palaces like these were multifunctional: ground floor for the warehouse, offices and showrooms upstairs, and living quarters above, on the “noble floors” (with big windows to allow in maximum light). Servants lived and worked on the very top floors (with the smallest windows). For fire-safety reasons, kitchens were also located on the top floors. Peek into the noble floors to catch a glimpse of their still-glorious chandeliers of Murano glass.
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Notice how many buildings have a foundation of waterproof white stone (pietra d’Istria) upon which the bricks sit high and dry. Many canal-level floors are abandoned as the rising water level takes its toll.
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Merchant’s palace with water-level entries
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Posts painted the family colors








The posts—historically painted gaily with the equivalent of family coats of arms—don’t rot underwater. But the wood at the waterline, where it’s exposed to oxygen, does. On the smallest canals, little “no motorboats” signs indicate that these canals are for gondolas only (no motorized craft, 5 kph speed limit, no wake).
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Fifty yards ahead, on the right side (with twin obelisks on the rooftop) stands Palazzo Balbi, the palace of an early 17th-century captain general of the sea. This palace, like so many in the city, flies three flags: Italy (green-white-red), the European Union (blue with a ring of stars), and Venice (a lion on a field of red and gold). Today it houses the administrative headquarters of the regional government.


Just past the admiral’s palace, look immediately to the right, down a side canal. On the right side of that canal, before the bridge, see the traffic light and the fire station (the 1930s Mussolini-era building with four arches hiding fireboats parked and ready to go).


The impressive Ca’ Foscari, with a classic Venetian facade (on the right-hand corner, across from the fire station), dominates the bend in the canal. This is the main building of the University of Venice, which has about 25,000 students.


The grand, heavy, white Ca’ Rezzonico, just before the stop of the same name (on the right), houses the Museum of 18th-Century Venice. Across the canal is the leaner Palazzo Grassi, the last major palace built on the canal, erected in the late 1700s. It was purchased by a French tycoon and now displays part of Punta della Dogana’s contemporary art collection.
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Ca’ Foscari, now part of the university
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Ca’ Rezzonico evokes 18th-century luxury.
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Accademia Bridge—great viewpoint and gateway to the art-filled Dorsoduro neighborhood
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