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  N E I G H BOU R H O O DS 

 � Basilica di San Marco ( p61 ) 
A mosaic-filled treasure chest.

 � Palazzo Ducale ( p67 ) 
The Gothic headquarters of centuries of Venetian power.

 � Gallerie dell’Accademia ( p75 ) 
Home to countless marvels of Venice’s Old Masters.

 � Ca’ Rezzonico ( p80 ) 
A fascinating peek into 18th-century noble life.

 � Ca’ Pesaro ( p83 ) 
Western art and Eastern armour in a grandee’s mansion.

 � Burano ( p113 ) 
Pastel-hued houses and old lace.

 � Torcello ( p114 ) 
Ancient monuments on a quiet northern isle.

 � Jewish Ghetto ( p92 ) 
Fascinating synagogues in what was a thriving Jewish 
quarter.

 � Scuola Grande di San Rocco ( p87 ) 
A temple to the power of Tintoretto.

 � Peggy Guggenheim Collection ( p79 ) 
A stroll through 20th-century art.
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 The grandest surprise for the casual stroller is that Venice is not completely teeming with out-
siders in the manner of a wheat field swarming with locusts. Certainly, the main trails linking 
the train station to Piazza San Marco and the vaporetti of the Grand Canal are a year-round stage 
for the incessant, awkward pageant of international tourism. But most of Venice’s 20 million 
annual visitors get little further. It is an uncommon pleasure to lose yourself in the backstreets 
and marvel in comparative calm at the many faces of this unique creation.

Venice is built on 117 small islands and has some 150 canals and 410 bridges. Three cross 
the Grand Canal: the Ponte di Rialto, the Ponte dell’Accademia and the Ponte dei Scalzi. They 
will one day be joined by a fourth, the Ponte di Calatrava.

To the north and south stretch the shallow waters of the Laguna Veneta, dotted by a crumbling 
mosaic of islands, islets and rocks, many of them well worth a visit.

You can drive to Venice and park on arrival (it is cheaper to do so in Mestre on the mainland). 
Ferries transport cars to the Lido (although buses there are more than adequate). In Venice 
itself, all public transport is by various types of vaporetto. The alternative is to go a piedi (on 
foot). To walk from the train station to Piazza San Marco (St Mark’s Square) will take a good 
half-hour. 

The city is divided into six sestieri (municipal districts): Cannaregio, Castello, Dorsoduro, 
San Marco, San Polo and Santa Croce. These divisions date to 1171 and seemed good enough 
for us to follow in the course of this guide. In the east, the islands of San Pietro and Sant’Elena, 
largely ignored by visitors, are attached to Castello by two and three bridges, respectively.

With possibly the most beautiful square in all Europe, Piazza San Marco, the Sestiere di San 
Marco is the epicentre of the city and centre stage of much of its long and colourful history. One 
could be tempted to see it as a loose and compact equivalent of London’s Oxford St, Trafalgar 
Square and Buckingham combined, and similarly (if not more densely) thronged.

Dorsoduro is the sunny side of the city, a broad urban sweep that takes up the entire southern 
waterfront. Its eastern end concentrates much of the city’s wealth in paintings and sculpture, 
old and new, while its western extremity is barely trodden by tourists. San Polo and Santa Croce 
fill in the southern half the city below the Grand Canal, from the tight bustling warren near 
the Rialto bridge and petering out somewhat ingloriously in the Piazzale Roma car parks and 
bus station. The northern canals of Cannaregio have a quiet, residential feel, with just a hint 
of bohemian lifestyle at night. Castello is possibly the most mixed neighbourhood of all. Its 
western end is barely distinguishable from neighbouring San Marco, but you quickly breathe 
easier as you move east into a more genuine district.

Beyond the ancient city spreads what for so long has given it life and protection, the lagoon. 
It is dotted with islands that each constitutes a miniworld unto itself. The long sliver of an 
island that is the Lido, together with Pellestrina to the south, largely protect the lagoon from 
the Adriatic. The former is the Venetian’s local seaside, with a series of beaches and a faded 
glamour. Murano is home to Venice’s famed glass-makers; and pretty, pastel Burano, to lace. 
Torcello’s cluster of monuments reminds of when it was the leading island in the lagoon. On 
the mainland, Chioggia is a fishing town with Venetian canals and a busy seaside, while Mestre 
is a rather more drab affair.
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