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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe

Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.

I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.

Written with my talented co-author, Gene Openshaw, this book offers a balanced mix of Venice’s artistic splendors and backstreet charm, from its impressive museums to its tranquil and colorful canals. It’s selective: Rather than listing a dozen glassmaking factories, we recommend only the best. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into the city’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

We visit Venice to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.

Judging by readers’ positive feedback, we believe this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.

Buon viaggio! Happy travels!
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VENICE

Map: Venice by Neighborhood

VENICE DISTRICTS

Planning and Budgeting

PLANNING YOUR TIME

PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

Engineers love Venice—a completely man-made environment rising from the sea, with no visible means of support. Romantics revel in its elegant decay, seeing the peeling plaster and seaweed-covered stairs as a metaphor for beauty in decline. And first-time visitors are often stirred deeply by this watery fantasy world unlike anything they’ve experienced before.

Frankly, Venice can also be an overcrowded, prepackaged tourist trap. But Venice is unique. Built on a hundred islands with wealth from trade and plunder from the East, Venice’s exotic-looking palaces are laced together by sun-speckled canals. It can seem like one giant amusement park for grown-ups, centuries in the making. And yet, the longer you’re here—and the more you explore its back streets—the clearer it becomes that this is a real, living town, with its own personality and challenges.

By day, Venice is a collection of churches and museums, packed with great art. Nearly everything is within a half-hour walk. Climb the Campanile (bell tower) for stunning seascape views. Linger over lunch, trying to crack into a crustacean with weird legs and antennae. Pay too much to sip a spritz at a café on St. Mark’s Square while an orchestra plays “New York, New York.”

At night, when the day-trippers have gone, another Venice appears. Dance across a floodlit square. Or pretend it’s Carnevale time, don a mask—or just a fresh shirt—and become someone else for the night.
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Basilica di San Vitale in Ravenna; twilight dining with a view in Venice



With mountains of capital, plenty of traders with ready ships, and a strong military, Venice was a commercial powerhouse from roughly 1100 to 1500. While the city-state didn’t have vast land holdings, it was a mighty trading empire—built upon a network of Mediterranean ports and a mastery of the sea. If you needed gold from Egypt, silk from Byzantium, or a fleet of ships for the Crusades, Venice delivered.

But with the discovery of trade routes outside the Mediterranean—to America in 1492 and to India in 1498—Venice’s power plummeted. As it fell, its appetite for decadence grew. Through the 17th and 18th centuries, the Venetians partied on, as if drunk on accumulated wealth. Venice was easy pickings for Napoleon in 1797 and passed into Austria’s hands after Waterloo. The city threw its hat in with Italy in 1866 and not much has changed here since.

Today, Venice’s beautifully decrepit cityscape enchants visitors, who are here to soak up the atmosphere as much as the sights. Among the city’s iconic attractions are St. Mark’s Basilica and the Bridge of Sighs, the Doge’s Palace and Ca’ Rezzonico, as well as the Correr, Accademia, and Peggy Guggenheim museums.

Venice’s calm lagoon harbors the islands of glassmaking Murano, colorful Burano, and the city’s birthplace, Torcello, all connected by vaporetti. Nearby Veneto towns on the mainland are the art-filled university burg of Padua; elegant and fun-to-explore Verona; and Palladio-designed Vicenza. In the nearby Emilia-Romagna region is historic Ravenna, glittering with Byzantine mosaics. All are worthy of a day trip...but be back in Venice by nightfall to enjoy its ethereal beauty.


Unmasking Venice’s Carnevale

Every February Venice celebrates Carnevale—its unique take on Mardi Gras—with a weeks-long extravaganza of costumes, food, drink, and entertainment.

In pagan times Carnevale was a wild, end-of-winter festival. With Christianity’s arrival, Carnevale evolved into the final opportunity for debauchery before Lent (the period before Easter when Christians abstain from worldly things). Aristocrats from all over Europe, Africa, and the Middle East came to revel in hedonism, wearing ornate masks and outrageous costumes for anonymity.

Like Easter, Carnevale’s start date changes from year to year. The festival can extend a dozen days or more, always ending on the day before Ash Wednesday—called Fat Tuesday or Shrove Tuesday. It kicks off with a centuries-old ritual: The Flight of the Angel, when a young woman in a costume (and harness) floats down from St. Mark’s Basilica to greet the thousands gathered in the square. In the weeks that follow, parties, dinners, and parades fill Venice’s streets and canals. The energy ramps up as Fat Tuesday approaches, and the festivities end with a huge dance and fireworks on St. Mark’s Square.
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Carnivale partiers don’t just don costumes, they inhabit roles—letting fun and fantasy take over.



For a visit during Carnevale, prepare for high prices and reserve a room as soon as your dates are set. If Venice is full, you could stay in nearby Padua (30 minutes away by train). Rent a costume and join in the fun, from intimate dinners and masquerade balls to cabaret shows and cruises (https://carnevale.venezia.it).
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A flooded St. Mark’s Square reflects twinkling lights; enjoy the night scene as your gondola plies narrow canals.



Enjoy a relaxing dinner in a romantic canalside or piazza setting, then stroll the squares with a gelato in hand. Or munch your way through a series of small plates on a cicchetti bar crawl. From your perch on the Rialto Bridge, watch boats artfully navigate traffic in the Grand Canal. For most, the best entertainment is just being in St. Mark’s Square, where the age-old glories of Venice still swirl. It’s a magical scene, every night.

For the ultimate after-dark activity, glide on a gondola through your own private Venice. With music echoing down narrow canals, follow the moon as it sails past otherwise unseen buildings. Back-door glimpses of the city emerge that mere pedestrians miss. Silhouettes gaze down from bridges while window glitter spills onto the black water. It could be any century. But it can only be one city—Venice.

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: touristy San Marco (with St. Mark’s Square), Dorsoduro, San Polo, Santa Croce, Cannaregio, and Castello.
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VENICE DISTRICTS

San Marco

This bustling district, surrounding the irresistible 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. The square is the starting point for two of my self-guided walks: to the Rialto Bridge and a short loop to the Church of San Zaccaria. The San Zaccaria dock is a transit hub for boats up the Grand Canal and to the island of San Giorgio Maggiore (for views of Venice). Accommodations and eateries are plentiful.

Dorsoduro

Quiet Dorsoduro, across a wide wooden 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 (museum of 18th-century Venice). To the south lies the Giudecca Canal, fronted by a canalside promenade and view restaurants. In between are mom-and-pop eateries and accommodations on tucked-away squares.

San Polo

This lively district has the graceful Rialto Bridge, busy produce and fish markets, exquisite Frari Church, and Scuola San Rocco (Tintoretto paintings). Link the Rialto and Frari Church with my self-guided walk. This area is dotted with cicchetti bars, restaurants, and accommodations.
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Bronze horses at St. Mark’s Basilica (opposite); St. Mark’s Basilica viewpoint; Grand Canal; Tintoretto paintings at Scuola San Rocco; enticing bar food
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Campo Santa Maria Formosa; colorful Burano Island; Padua’s Basilica of St. Anthony; mosaics in Ravenna’s Mausoleum of Galla Placidia



Santa Croce

Santa Croce, across the canal from the train station, features modern art (at Ca’ Pesaro) and period costumes (at Palazzo Mocenigo). The neighborhood itself is relatively plain but rewarding to explore thanks to its lack of tourists. Still, ideally sleep elsewhere, farther from the station.

Cannaregio

Cannaregio, the “back” of the fish, contains the Calatrava Bridge, train station, historic Jewish Ghetto (with synagogues, memorials, and guided tours), Ca’ d’Oro (classy palazzo with art), and workaday canals lined with tempting, less glitzy eateries.

Castello

Untouristy Castello, on the east side of the city at the fish’s “tail,” has the picturesque Campo Santa Maria Formosa (with eateries and accommodations nearby), a Dalmatian chapel, a naval museum, the Arsenale, and the slice-of-Venetian-life neighborhood along Via Garibaldi. The big park is peaceful (when it’s not hosting the Biennale art festival).

Venice’s Lagoon

Beyond Venice are more islands. Giudecca, a long, skinny, curving island facing the “belly” of the fish, has local charm and some waterfront eateries. San Giorgio Maggiore, a short vaporetto ride from St. Mark’s Square, offers a classic church with the best cityscape view of Venice. You can link four other islands on a day trip: San Michele (historic cemetery), Murano (famous for glassmaking), Burano (lacemaking), and Torcello (old church). The skinny Lido has Venice’s beach.

Day Trips

These great options are all accessible by train: The university town of Padua is famous for Giotto’s frescoes at the Scrovegni Chapel and the pilgrim-packed Basilica of St. Anthony. Verona has a remarkable ancient Roman arena and Romeo and Juliet lore. Little Vicenza, between Padua and Verona, features Palladio’s architecture. And Ravenna, with shimmering mosaics in churches and mausoleums, was once the western bastion of the Byzantine Empire.
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Planning and Budgeting

The best trips start with good planning. Here are ideas to help you decide when to go, design a smart itinerary, set a travel budget, and prepare for your trip. For general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

As you read this book and learn your options...

Decide 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—important in the summer—but it’s usually available only from mid-May (at the earliest) through September. Spring and fall can be cool, and many hotels—thanks to a national interest in not wasting energy—are not allowed to turn on their heat until winter.

Between November and March, expect mild winter weather (with lows in the 30s and 40s), occasional flooding, shorter lines and opening hours, lower prices, and fewer tourists (except during the Carnevale festival). Vaporetto service can also be reduced, and the orchestras on St. Mark’s Square may stop playing in the early evening. March offers a good balance of low-season prices and reasonable weather.

Work out a day-by-day itinerary.

The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing, depending on how many days you have. Adapt these itineraries to fit your interests. To find out when sights are open, check the “Daily Reminder” in the Orientation chapter. Note sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available. Remember that Venice itself is its greatest sight. Make time to wander, explore, shop, and simply be.

Venice in One Busy Day (plus the night before)

On the night you arrive, wa lk or boat to the train station and then, aboard vaporetto #1, take my self-guided Grand Canal Cruise to St. Mark’s Square (it’s less crowded and more romantic at night). In the morning, follow this plan:








	9:00
	Follow my self-guided St. Mark’s to Rialto Loop Walk as far as the Rialto Bridge.



	10:00
	Enjoy the action at the Rialto Bridge and Rialto Market.



	11:00
	Follow my Rialto to Frari Church Walk.



	12:00
	Tour the Frari Church.



	13:00
	Explore and have lunch in the Dorsoduro district. Art-lovers can squeeze in a quick visit to the Scuola San Rocco (behind the Frari).



	14:00
	Tour the Accademia (if you’re an art lover), then stroll across the Accademia Bridge and back to St. Mark’s Square.



	15:30
	Tour St. Mark’s Basilica (reserve ahead).



	17:00
	Visit the Doge’s Palace.



	18:30
	Take my St. Mark’s Square Tour.



	19:30
	Dinner and maybe a gondola ride (or vice versa; a gondola ride at sunset is best).



	22:00
	Enjoy a drink with the orchestras on St. Mark’s Square.





Venice in Two or More Days (plus the night before)

On the night you arrive, walk or boat to the train station and then, aboard vaporetto #1, take my self-guided Grand Canal Cruise to St. Mark’s Square.

Day 1: Essential Venice








	9:30
	Ride to the top of the Campanile.



	10:00
	Take my self-guided St. Mark’s Square Tour.



	11:00
	Enjoy my St. Mark’s to Rialto Loop Walk; consider reserving ahead to visit the Fondaco dei Tedeschi view terrace.



	13:00
	Lunch.



	14:00
	Tour the Correr Museum (ticket includes Doge’s Palace).



	15:30
	Tour St. Mark’s Basilica (reserve ahead).



	17:00
	Visit the Doge’s Palace.



	19:00
	Dinner and maybe a gondola ride (or vice versa; a gondola ride at sunset is best).



	22:00
	Enjoy a drink with the orchestras on St. Mark’s Square.





Day 2: More Venice Landmarks








	9:00
	Take in the action at the Rialto Bridge and Rialto Market.



	10:00
	Follow my Rialto to Frari Church Walk.



	11:00
	Tour the Frari Church.



	12:00
	Explore the Dorsoduro district and have lunch along the Giudecca Canal. Art lovers can squeeze in a visit to Scuola San Rocco (behind the Frari).



	14:00
	Tour Ca’ Rezzonico (museum of 18th-century Venice).



	16:00
	Tour the Accademia museum (for art lovers), then stroll across the Accademia Bridge and back to St. Mark’s Square.



	18:00
	Cicchetti pub crawl for dinner.



	20:00
	Enjoy a concert or gondola ride.





Day 3: Lagoon Tour








	10:00
	Catch a boat at Fondamente Nove to San Michele (old cemetery), then continue to Murano.



	11:00
	Tour Murano and have lunch.



	13:30
	Boat to Burano and explore.



	16:00
	Boat to Torcello and tour church.



	18:00
	Return to Fondamente Nove in 45 minutes (direct or via Burano).



	20:00
	Dinner and/or concert in Venice.
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Fondaco dei Tedeschi view terrace; shopping at Rialto Mercato; exploring Murano island; music on St. Mark’s Square



Day 4 and Beyond

Visit more sights, such as this treasure trove of art in Dorsoduro: Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Punta della Dogana, and La Salute Church.

Hop a quick vaporetto to the Church of San Giorgio Maggiore for Venice views. Take my self-guided walk from St. Mark’s Square to San Zaccaria for a behind-the-square look at Venice. Go on a guided history or food tour, or attend a performance at La Fenice Opera House. Beach lovers bask on the Lido.

Stroll the Riva—the harborside promenade running from St. Mark’s Square to the city’s east end—and enjoy the neighborhood action along Via Garibaldi.

Browse Venice’s characteristic back streets in Dorsoduro (between Campo Santa Margarita and Campo San Barnaba, and the sleepy part behind the Accademia and Guggenheim). In Cannaregio, explore the Jewish Ghetto.

For heavy-duty sightseeing, day-trippers head to Padua for art, Verona for Roman ruins, and Ravenna for Byzantine mosaics.
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Verona’s Roman Arena; Giotto’s frescoes in Padua’s Scrovegni Chapel
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PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.

Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Venice (or even cheaper, Milan) costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.

Public Transportation: For a one-week visit, allow about $70 for a vaporetto pass. For a one-way trip between Venice’s airport and the city, allow about $11 by bus, $16 by Alilaguna water bus, or $145 by water taxi (for 4 people; extra passengers cost more).

Round-trip, second-class train transportation to day-trip destinations is affordable if you avoid express trains (about $5 each way to Padua and $11 to Verona by local train).

Be Prepared to Splurge: Venice is expensive for both residents and tourists, as everything must be shipped in and hand-trucked to its final destination. I find that the best way to enjoy Venice is just to succumb to its charms, accept that prices are 20 percent higher than on the mainland, and blow through a little money. It’s a unique place that’s worth paying a premium to fully experience.

When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a walking tour or a gondola ride. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.

Budget Tips: To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Venice and mentioned in this book.

To get around by vaporetto, buy a pass rather than individual tickets.
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Consider the various sightseeing passes; for busy museum-goers, the best choice is the Museum Pass. Or, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).

Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).

Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites.

It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Venice. You can get tasty, affordable meals at pizza joints, bars, cafés, and self-service cafeterias. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings (but note it’s illegal on St. Mark’s Square).
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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 valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it (allow 12 weeks or more). You may need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) before you travel (check https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.

Register your visit to Venice. You may need to register online and pay an access fee to visit Venice as a tourist. Double-check registration requirements before your trip (for details, see the Orientation chapter).

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start your search. If you’ll be traveling beyond Venice, figure out your transportation options: bus or train (and either a rail pass or individual train tickets), rental car, or a cheap flight. Drivers: Buy and bring an International Driving Permit (sold at AAA offices in the US, www.aaa.com) along with your license.

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

Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. In Venice, reserve 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. In Padua, reservations are mandatory to visit the Scrovegni Chapel—book well in advance.

Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what 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. You don’t need to bring euros along; you can withdraw euros 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 the appendix as a guide.


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 audio tours of my Grand Canal Cruise and tours of St. Mark’s Basilica, St. Mark’s Square, and the Frari Church (look for the [image: Image]) and many interviews relating to Italy from my public radio show. Scan the QR code 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.

[image: Image]



[image: Image]

Travel Smart

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

Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check out the latest at RickSteves.com/update.

Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections.

Outsmart thieves. 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). Don’t set phones or other important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.

Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up devices to the cloud as you travel.

Beat the summer heat. If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun. Churches offer a cool haven (though dress modestly—no bare shoulders or shorts). Take frequent gelato breaks. Join the passeggiata, when locals stroll in the cool of the evening.

Guard your time and energy. Taking a vaporetto ride can be smart if it saves you an exhausting walk. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance or sightseeing early or late.

Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.

Attempt the language. Many Italians speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some Italian, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.

Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Italian people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the tastiest gelato, craziest mask, or prettiest little square complete with cafés. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”

Venice...here you come!
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ORIENTATION
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ARRIVAL IN VENICE

HELPFUL HINTS

GETTING AROUND VENICE

Map: Venice Map Overview

Tours in Venice

Venice is a carless kaleidoscope of people, bridges, and canals. It’s made up of more than a hundred small islands—but for simplicity, I refer to the whole shebang as “the island.”

The easiest way to navigate is 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). Obedient visitors stick to the main thoroughfares as directed by these signs...and miss the charm of back-street Venice. It’s much more fun to chart your own course, and get lost in a watery labyrinth of canals, bridges, and lonesome squares.

Beyond the city’s core lie several other islands, including San Giorgio (with great views of Venice), Giudecca (more views), San Michele (old cemetery), Murano (famous for glass), Burano (lacemaking), Torcello (old church), and Lido (with Venice’s beach).

This chapter offers helpful hints and details on Venice’s tourist services, a rundown of your options for getting around, and recommendations for organized tours. For an overview of the city’s neighborhoods and detailed day plans, see the previous chapter.

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

With this book, a city map, and the events schedule on the TI’s website, there’s little need to make an in-person visit to a Venice TI. That’s fortunate, because though the city’s TIs try to help, they’re understaffed and serve mainly as ticket sales points for transit and sightseeing passes. To check or confirm something, visit VeneziaUnica.it. Other useful websites are VisitMuve.it (city-run museums in Venice), UnOspiteDiVenezia.it/en (sights and events), VeniceXplorer.com (sights and mapping), and VeniceForVisitors.com (general travel advice).


Daily Reminder

Sunday: While anyone is welcome to worship, most churches are closed to sightseers on Sunday morning. They reopen in the afternoon: St. Mark’s Basilica (14:00-17:00, until 16:30 Nov-Easter) and Frari Church (13:00-18:00). The Church of San Zaccaria does not have a Sunday morning Mass. The Church of San Polo is closed all day, and the Rialto open-air market consists mainly of souvenir stalls (fish and produce sections closed). It’s a bad day for a pub crawl, as most pubs are closed.

Monday: All sights are open except the Rialto fish market, Ca’ d’Oro, Ca’ Pesaro, Palazzo Mocenigo Costume Museum, Lace Museum (on the island of Burano), and the church museum on the island of Torcello. The Accademia closes at 14:00. Don’t side-trip to Verona today, as most sights there are closed in the morning.

Tuesday: All sights are open except the Peggy Guggenheim Collection, Ca’ Rezzonico, and Punta della Dogana.

Wednesday/Thursday/Friday: All sights are open.

Saturday: All sights are open except the Jewish Museum (may be closed for renovation).



If you must visit a TI, you’ll find offices at St. Mark’s Square (#71B, in the far-left corner with your back to the basilica), Marco Polo airport (arrivals area), Piazzale Roma (at the Autorimessa Comunale parking garage), and next to the train station (at the base of the church to the left, as you exit toward the Grand Canal).

Be wary of the travel agencies or special information services that masquerade as TIs but serve fancy hotels and tour companies. They’re in the business of selling things you don’t need.

Maps: Venice demands a good map. Google Maps works quite well, though your GPS signal can get a little scrambled when surrounded by tall stone houses. (And some Venetians grouse that Google occasionally sends tourists down little shortcuts that were formerly known only to locals.) It’s also wise to get a paper map, which provides the big picture. Hotels give away freebies, and TIs and some vaporetto ticket booths sell decent maps—but you can find a wider range at bookshops and newsstands. It can be worth investing in a map that shows all the tiny alleys. No matter how you’re navigating, accept the fact that you’ll still spend some time “exploring” (read: lost). That’s just a fun part of the Venetian experience.

ARRIVAL IN VENICE

For a rundown on Venice’s train station, bus station, airport, and cruise terminal, and tips for drivers, see the Venice Connections chapter.

HELPFUL HINTS

Book Ahead: Reserve online in advance for St. Mark’s Basilica and the Fondaco dei Tedeschi view terrace. It’s also smart to book ahead for the Doge’s Palace and Campanile, and for dinner at better restaurants.

Sightseeing Tips: Venice offers plenty of sightseeing passes, but only a few are worth the money. For more on passes and other sightseeing advice, see here.

Visitor Registration (a.k.a. “Venice Access Fee”): As part of Venice’s attempt to address overcrowding, on certain days you may need to register online and pay an access fee of around €5 to enter the city. If you’re staying the night, you’re exempt from the fee, but you may still need to register. You may need to show your registration QR code to enforcement officers posted around town, especially at entry points such as the train station. Check www.cda.ve.it or search online for “Venice Access Fee.”

Theft Alert: The dark, late-night streets of Venice are generally safe. Even so, pickpockets (often elegantly dressed) work all the extremely crowded areas: main streets, docks, vaporetti, and bridges. Be particularly careful at St. Mark’s Square, near the Accademia or Rialto bridges (especially if you’re preoccupied with snapping photos), or on a tightly packed vaporetto.

A handy polizia station is on the right side of St. Mark’s Square as you face the basilica (at #63, near Caffè Florian). To call the police, dial 112.

The Venice TI handles complaints—which must be submitted in writing—about local crooks, including gondoliers, restaurants, and hotel rip-offs (complaint.apt@turismovenezia.it).

Medical Help: Venice’s Santi Giovanni e Paolo hospital (+39 041 529 4111) is a 10-minute walk from either the Rialto or San Marco neighborhoods, located behind the big church of the same name on Fondamenta dei Mendicanti (toward Fondamente Nove). You can take vaporetto #4.1 from San Zaccaria, or #5.2 from the train station or Piazzale Roma, to the Ospedale stop.

There’s also a first-aid station (punto di primo soccorso) staffed by English-speaking doctors on St. Mark’s Square (at #63 next to Caffè Florian—same address as polizia station, daily 8:00-20:00, +39 041 296 0784).

Festivals: Unless you’re interested in joining the crowds and craziness—with parades, parties, and masquerade balls—avoid Carnevale (Feb-March, www.carnevale.venezia.it). The Venice Biennale International Art Exhibition alternates contemporary visual art one year and architecture the next (www.labiennale.org, usually April-Nov). Crowds soar and vaporetti run limited schedules during Feast of the Ascension Day (May), Feast and Regatta of the Redeemer (third weekend in July), and the Historical Regatta (first weekend in Sept).

Behave in Venice: Remember that Venice is a community of about 50,000 people who welcome visitors but feel violated when tourists don’t respect the city they love. The vast majority of visitors are day-trippers stampeding in, seeing the famous stuff, and stampeding out. Venetians ask that a few simple rules are followed: Dress decently, don’t swim in the canals, don’t litter, stay on the right as you walk, and treat things as if they are both historic and fragile...because they are.

Dress Modestly: When visiting St. Mark’s Basilica or other major churches, men, women, and even children must cover their shoulders and knees. Remove hats when entering a church.

Picnics: Picnicking is illegal anywhere on St. Mark’s Square, and offenders can be fined. The only place nearby for a legal picnic is in Giardinetti Reali, the small bench-filled park along the waterfront west of the Piazzetta near St. Mark’s Square. Elsewhere in Venice, picnicking is no problem.

Bookstores: The classy and well-stocked Studium, a block behind St. Mark’s Basilica, has a carefully chosen selection of new English books (Mon-Sat 10:00-19:30, shorter hours Sun, on Calle de la Canonica at #337, +39 041 522 2382).
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Used-bookstore lovers will appreciate the funky Acqua Alta (“high water”) bookstore, whose quirky owner Luigi has prepared for the next flood by displaying his wares in a selection of vessels, including bathtubs and a gondola. Look for the “book stairs” in his back garden (daily 9:00-19:15, large and classically disorganized selection includes prints of Venice, just beyond Campo Santa Maria Formosa on Calle Longa Santa Maria Formosa, set back on its own little square, Castello 5176, +39 041 296 0841). For a solid selection of used books in English, visit Libreria Marco Polo on Campo Santa Margarita (Mon-Sat 10:00-13:30 & 14:30-20:00, shorter hours on Sun, Dorsoduro 2899, +39 041 822 4843). For bookstore locations, see the map on here.


Venice’s Best Views

[image: Image]

• The soaring Campanile on St. Mark’s Square

• The balcony of St. Mark’s Basilica

• Rialto Bridge, with a free, expansive view of the Grand Canal (and a cooling breeze)

• The rooftop terrace at the luxury mall Fondaco dei Tedeschi (just north of the Rialto Bridge) with great Grand Canal views (requires a reservation—see here)

• Accademia Bridge, overlooking the Grand Canal and dome of La Salute Church

• The cupola of La Salute Church

• The Church of San Giorgio Maggiore’s bell tower, with views of Venice and all around the lagoon



Public Toilets: Handy pay WCs are near major landmarks, including St. Mark’s Square (behind the Correr Museum and at the waterfront park, Giardinetti Reali), behind St. Mark’s Basilica (just off Campo Santi Filippo e Giacomo), Rialto, and the Accademia Bridge. Or use free toilets at any museum you’re visiting, or any tables-and-chairs café you’re eating in.

Laundry: Across the Grand Canal from the train station is the coin-operated Orange Self-Service Lavanderia (daily 7:00-23:00, on Ramo de le Chioverete, Santa Croce 665a—see map on here, +39 328 601 9749).

These laundry places are near St. Mark’s Square (see here for locations): Self-service Effe Erre is off Campo Santa Maria Formosa (daily 6:30-23:30, on Rugagiuffa, Castello 4826, +39 340 712 5290). Lavanderia Gabriella offers full-service laundry, a few streets north of St. Mark’s Square (drop off Mon-Fri 8:30-12:30, closed Sat-Sun; pick up 2 hours later or next working day, on Rio Terà de le Colonne, San Marco 985, +39 041 522 1758, friendly Elisabetta).

English Church Services: St. George’s Anglican Church welcomes all to its English-language Eucharist (Sun at 10:30, located on Campo San Vio in Dorsoduro, midway between the Accademia and Peggy Guggenheim Collection, www.stgeorgesvenice.com).

Water: I carry a water bottle to refill at public fountains. Venetians pride themselves on having pure, safe, and tasty tap water piped in from the foothills of the Italian Alps. You can actually see the mountains from Venice’s bell towers on crisp, clear winter days.

Pigeon Poop: If your head is bombed by a pigeon, resist the initial response to wipe it off immediately—it’ll just smear into your hair. Wait until it dries, and it should flake off cleanly. But if the poop splatters on your clothes, wipe it off immediately to avoid a stain.

Wet Weather: Venice has two main weather patterns: Wind from the southeast (the Balkans) brings cold and dry weather, while the sirocco wind from the south (North Africa) brings warm and wet weather, pushing water into the lagoon and causing flooding (acqua alta). In the off-season, expect occasional flooding, particularly at St. Mark’s Square. (It shouldn’t affect your sightseeing plans.)

If you do get caught in acqua alta, tabacchi (tobacco shops) and some souvenir shops sell rain boots. Elevated wooden walkways are sometimes set up in the busier, more flooded squares to keep you above the water. And it’s worth a trip to St. Mark’s Square to see waiters in fancy tuxes and rubber boots.

GETTING AROUND VENICE

Venice is small. You can walk across it, from head to tail, in about an hour. Nearly all your sightseeing is within a 20-minute walk of the Rialto Bridge or St. Mark’s Square.

Venetian Addresses: For centuries, Venice got along without any official street names or numbering. Navigating was by landmarks alone (“the fourth alley after the fruit stand closest to the canal”). But when Austria took over in 1798, it imposed the sometimes-confusing system that’s still used today.

The Austrians picked a starting point in each sestiere (district) and assigned numbers to each house. In the San Marco sestiere, for example, numbering started at the Doge’s Palace (San Marco 1) and kept going to the last house (San Marco 5562). To the ongoing chagrin of tourists, official addresses still contain just the district name and house number, but no street. That’s fine for the mail carrier, but for the sake of others, many businesses and individuals now add a street name.

On Foot

The city’s “streets” are narrow pedestrian walkways connecting its docks, squares, bridges, and courtyards. To navigate, look for signs on street corners pointing you to (per) the nearest major landmark. The first landmarks you’ll get to know are San Marco (St. Mark’s Square), Rialto (the bridge), Accademia (another bridge), Ferrovia (literally “railroad,” meaning the train station), and Piazzale Roma (or Ple. Roma, the bus station). Determine whether your destination is in the direction of a major signposted landmark, then follow the signs through the maze.

Don’t worry about getting lost—in fact, get as lost as possible. When it comes time to find your way, just follow the arrows on building corners or simply ask a local, “Dov’è San Marco?” (“Where is St. Mark’s?”) Most Venetians speak some English. If you’re lost, pop into a hotel and ask for a map or their business card (which probably comes with a map and a prominent “You are here”). Some helpful terminology: Campo means square, a campiello is a small square, calle (pronounced “KAH-lay” with an “L” sound) means street, and ponte is a bridge. A fondamenta is the embankment along a canal or the lagoon. A rio terà is a street that was once a canal and has been filled in. A sotoportego is a covered passageway. Salizzada literally means a paved area (usually a wide street). The abbreviations S. and SS. mean “saint” and “saints,” respectively. Don’t get hung up on the exact spelling of street and square names, which may sometimes appear in Venetian dialect (which uses de la, novo, and vechio) and other times in standard Italian (which uses della, nuovo, and vecchio).
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As you get more comfortable with the city, dare to disobey the street signs, avoid the posted routes, and make your own discoveries. While 80 percent of Venice is, in fact, not touristy, 80 percent of the tourists never notice. Escape the crowds and explore the far reaches of town.

By Vaporetto

Venice’s public transit system, run by a company called ACTV, is a fleet of motorized bus-boats called vaporetti. They work like city buses except that they never get a flat, the stops are docks, and if you jump off between stops, you might drown. For the same prices, you can purchase tickets and passes at docks and from ACTV affiliate VèneziaUnica (ACTV—+39 041 272 2111, https://actv.avmspa.it; Vènezia-Unica—www.veneziaunica.it).
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Tickets and Passes

Individual Vaporetto Tickets: A single ticket costs €9.50 (kids under 6 travel free). Tickets are good for 75 minutes of one-way travel; you can hop on and off at stops and change boats during that time. You’ll pay the same whether you’re just hopping across the Grand Canal, or joyriding for an hour-plus.

Vaporetto Passes: Because single tickets are pricey, these passes pay for themselves in a hurry. You can buy a pass for unlimited use of vaporetti: €25/24 hours, €35/48 hours, €45/72 hours, €65/7-day pass (the clock starts ticking the first time you use it). Think through your Venice itinerary before you step up to the ticket booth to pay for your first vaporetto trip. The 48-hour pass pays for itself with four rides (for example: to your hotel on your arrival, on a Grand Canal joyride, back to the train station...and that spur-of-the-moment moonlight cruise). It’s fun to be able to hop on and off spontaneously and avoid having to buy one-off tickets. Some smaller and outlying stops are unstaffed—another reason to buy a pass.

Travelers ages 6-29 can get a 72-hour pass for €27 if they also buy a Rolling Venice discount card for €6 (see here).

Passes are also valid on some of ACTV’s mainland buses, including bus #2 to Mestre (but not buses to the airport, which include a hefty surcharge).

Buying and Validating Tickets and Passes: Purchase tickets and passes from the machines at most stops (English instructions), from ticket windows (at larger stops), or from the VèneziaUnica offices at the train station, bus station, Tronchetto parking lot, and airport. If you’re unable to purchase a ticket before boarding, seek out the conductor immediately to buy a ticket (or risk a hefty fine).

Before you board, validate your ticket or pass by touching it to the electronic pad at the dock until you hear a pinging sound; you need to touch the pass each time you board a boat. The machine readout shows how long your ticket is valid—and inspectors do come by now and then to check tickets.


Handy Vaporetti from San Zaccaria, near St. Mark’s Square

Several vaporetti leave from the San Zaccaria docks, located 150 yards east of St. Mark’s Square. The five docks are spaced about 70 yards apart, with seven different berths, lettered A to F. Check the big electronic board (next to the C/D dock), which indicates the departure time, line number, destination, and berth of upcoming vaporetti. Once you’ve figured out which boat you want, go to that letter berth and hop on.

Line #1: This vaporetto, from dock E, goes up the Grand Canal, making all the stops, including both San Marco stops, Rialto, Ferrovia (train station), and Piazzale Roma—but it does not go as far as Tronchetto. In the other direction, from dock F, it goes from San Zaccaria to Arsenale and Giardini before ending on the Lido.

Line #2: This vaporetto, from dock B, zips over to San Giorgio Maggiore, the island church across from St. Mark’s Square. From there, it hopscotches across the Giudecca Canal (alternating stops on Zattere and on Giudecca Island) before looping around the “head of the fish” at Tronchetto and heading down the Grand Canal...all the way to San Marco-Giardinetti, a couple hundred yards from where it started. (In the summer, the #2 extends its line farther, all the way to the Lido.)

Line #4.1: This boat goes to San Michele (cemetery) and Murano (45 minutes, dock D).

Line #7: This is the express boat to Murano (25 minutes, dock D).

Hilton Molino Stucky Shuttle Boat: This boat takes even nonguests to the Hilton Hotel on Giudecca, with its popular view bar (20-minute ride, 2-3/hour, dock B-1).

Lines #5.1 and #5.2: These are the circulare (cheer-koo-LAH-ray), making a loop around the perimeter of the island, with a stop at the Lido—perfect if you just like riding boats. Line #5.1 departs from dock F and goes counterclockwise; #5.2 departs from dock C and goes clockwise. Both run less frequently in the evenings.
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Alilaguna Shuttle Boat: This runs to and from the airport (dock B-1).



Important Vaporetto Lines

For most travelers, only a few vaporetto lines matter.

Line #1 leaves every 10 minutes or so and goes up and down the Grand Canal, between the “mouth” of the fish at one end and the Lido at the other, with St. Mark’s Square in between. Making every stop along the way, it takes about 45 minutes from the station to St. Mark’s.

Line #2 is also useful for Grand Canal runs, making fewer stops than the #1 (about 30 minutes from the Piazzale Roma bus station to St. Mark’s; before getting on, make sure it stops where you need it to). This line terminates at the San Marco-Giardinetti stop, rather than the San Zaccaria stop.

Line #2 almost makes a loop; in the opposite direction, it begins at San Zaccaria (just down the embankment from where the line terminates). It crosses over to San Giorgio Maggiore, then circles around the belly of the “fish”—making stops on both sides of the Giudecca Canal before hooking around past Tronchetto (the fish’s head) and resuming its Grand Canal route at Piazzale Roma. In the summer, this line may extend beyond San Marco-Giardinetti, all the way to the Lido.

Line #2/ looks like a typo but isn’t. It’s a very short, very specific route designed for commuters in a hurry. In just 15 minutes, it makes only three stops: Piazzale Roma (bus station); Ferrovia (train station); and Rialto (commercial center). If you’re making that trip, it’s an express dream...otherwise, it’s worthless.

Study the maps at docks before you board. Some boats run on circular routes in one direction only (for example, lines #5.1 and #5.2).

To clear up any confusion, ask a ticket seller or conductor for help (sometimes they’re stationed on the dock to help perplexed tourists). Get a copy of the most current ACTV map and timetable (in English and Italian, theoretically free at ticket booths but often unavailable), or consult the maps online (download from www.actv.it). Google Maps does a pretty good job estimating your boat options from nearby docks. The easy-to-use CheBateo? app can help you figure out routes and schedules.

Boarding and Riding

Once you know which line you want, you need to find the right departure platform (many stops have more than one, often labeled with letters). At these larger stops, check the electronic departure board to see which boats are coming next, when, where they’re going, and which platform they leave from (for example, “Line 2 to San Marco, from platform B”). At smaller stops without electronic displays, signs on each platform show the vaporetto lines that stop there and the direction they are headed. Once you find your platform, be aware that other boats may also be leaving from the same platform. When the boat arrives, confirm the direction posted on the bow (“Line 2, San Marco”). To double-check, ask the conductor when you board (“San Marco?”).
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At some big stops, there are two entries—one for tourists and one for locals (a reasonable way to protect locals from the frustrating mobs of visitors that flood their city in peak times). Sometimes boats arrive and can’t accommodate everyone in line...leaving you to wait 10 minutes until the next vaporetto.

Crowd-Beating Tips

For fun, take the Grand Canal Cruise (see that chapter). But be warned: Grand Canal vaporetti can be absolutely jam-packed, especially during the tourist rush hour (during mornings heading in from Piazzale Roma, and in evenings heading out to Piazzale Roma). Riding at night, with nearly empty boats and chandelier-lit palace interiors viewable from the Grand Canal, can be a highlight of your Venetian experience.

By Traghetto

Only four bridges cross the Grand Canal, but traghetti (shuttle gondolas) ferry locals and in-the-know tourists across the Grand Canal at three locations (see the map on here). Just step in, hand the gondolier €2, and enjoy the ride. Some traghetti are seasonal, and schedules are fickle (some may stop running as early as 12:30, while others may run until 18:00 or later). Traghetti are not covered by any transit pass.
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By Water Taxi

Venetian taxis, like speedboat limos, hang out at busy points along the Grand Canal. Prices are regulated and fixed by destination (for example, the 20-minute trip from the train station to San Marco costs €70). Despite regulation, prices can be soft; negotiate and settle on the price or rate before stepping in. For travelers with lots of luggage or small groups who can split the cost, taxi-boat rides can be a worthwhile and time-saving convenience—and skipping across the lagoon in a classic wooden motorboat is a cool indulgence. You may find more competitive rates if you prebook through the Consorzio Motoscafi water taxi association (+39 041 240 6712, www.motoscafivenezia.com). For info on taking a water taxi to/from the airport, see here.

By Gondola

If you’re interested in hiring a gondolier for your own private cruise, see the Nightlife in Venice chapter. But note that gondolas are not in business to be a floating Uber service. They only make loop tours.

Tours in Venice

Local guides and tour companies offer plenty of walking tours that cater to a variety of interests.

[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours that illuminate some of Venice’s top sights and neighborhoods.

Avventure Bellissime Venice Tours

This company offers several small-group, English-only tours, including a basic three-hour St. Mark’s Square introduction that includes skip-the-line tickets to the basilica and a boat tour of the Grand Canal (€119, includes church entry, generally Mon-Sat at 14:30, 20 people maximum), a two-hour tour of the Doge’s Palace (€75, generally Mon-Sat at 11:10, 20 people maximum), and mainland excursions (RS%—10 percent discount on some tours, contact them before booking for a promo code; +39 041 970 499, www.tours-italy.com, info@tours-italy.com).

Alessandro’s Classic Venice Bars Backstreets Tours

Alessandro Schezzini is a connoisseur of Venetian bacari—classic old bars serving wine and traditional cicchetti snacks. He organizes two-hour Venetian bar tours (€45/person, most nights at 17:30) that include sampling cicchetti with wines at three bacari. (If you think of this tour as a light dinner with a local friend, it’s a particularly good value.) Tours depart almost daily in season when six or more sign up. They meet 50 yards north of the Rialto Bridge under the big clock on Campo San Giacomo. (Book via email, alessandro@schezzini.it, or by phone at +39 335 530 9024; www.schezzini.it.)

Venicescapes

Michael Broderick’s private, themed tours of Venice are intellectually demanding and engrossing for history buffs. Michael, a passionate teacher, has spent 30 years living and studying in Venice. He’s an instinctive “dot connector”: His tours intertwine history, art, politics, economics, culture, and religion (various 2.5- to 6-hour itineraries, 2 people-€220-320, €60/person after that, admissions and transport extra, www.venicescapes.org, info@venicescapes.org).

Local Guides

Plenty of licensed, trained guides are available (figure on around €80/hour with a 2-hour minimum). I’ve enjoyed working with the following guides and groups:
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Walks Inside Venice is enthusiastic about sharing all things Venetian (RS%, €330/3 hours per group of up to 6; Roberta: +39 347 253 0560, WhatsApp preferred; www.walksinsidevenice.com, info@walksinsidevenice.com). Along with their four-hour “Grand Tour,” they do tours focused on specific neighborhoods, Jewish heritage, artisans, modern art venues, and more.

Elisabetta Morelli and Corine Govi, who run 2Guides4Venice, are informative and reliable (Elisabetta: +39 328 753 5220, elisabettamorelli61@gmail.com; Corine: +39 347 966 8346, corinegovi@gmail.com; www.2guides4venice.com).

Venice with a Guide, a co-op of eight good Venetian guides, offers a range of tours (€85/hour, www.venicewithaguide.com).

BestVeniceGuides.it offers a smartly organized online catalog of about 100 local guides, with information to help you pick the right guide for you. Note that Italy allows all licensed guides to lead tours anywhere in the country, so it behooves the thoughtful traveler to book a Venetian guide for the best Venetian experience (family-friendly guides, shared group tours available, most guides about €70-90/hour, www.bestveniceguides.it). Guides also contribute to the site’s blog about Italian art and culture.

Tour Leader Venice specializes in getting you outside of Venice by car or minivan—to countryside villas, prosecco and cheese tastings, and the Dolomites—but also offers guided walks in Venice (+39 348 900 0700, www.tourleadervenice.com, info@tourleadervenice.com; Igor). They also provide transfer services to Venice’s airports and cruise terminals, as well as farther destinations.
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