18: Venice
Thanks to the mosquitoes and the demon snorer, I have not slept particularly well
during the night. A hot shower this morning brings me to my senses. Downstairs I
breakfast with Marta, Cathy and a young couple from New Zealand. We all decide to
go to Venice on a day trip by bus, as it will be more comfortable than by train.
We leave at nine and walk to the bus station, where I buy the tickets. Unfortunately
we miss the 9.30 coach and have to wait for the next one at 10.00. Maybe it is just as
well that this has happened; we probably would have jumped on to the wrong coach,
for their destinations are not displayed clearly.
Finally we set off. The approach to Venice is ugly, the journey is long, and we do
not arrive in the crowded Piazzale Roma until eleven o’clock. The couple from New
Zealand head off on a sightseeing tour, Cathy goes to a tourist office to book herself a
cheap hotel room, and Marta and I go off in search of the cheapest accommodation
that we can find. Because of the lengthy bus journey, we have now decided to stay
here if we can. Marta tells me that she found a few cheap locande and pensione (two
types of guesthouses) yesterday.
First of all, however, I walk to the nearby train station and enquire about bringing
my bicycle home from here. I join a queue at an information desk, where the man can
only tell me the times of trains to Paris and the approximate cost. I have to go
elsewhere for information about the bike. All I am told is that I will have send the
bicycle to Paris in advance – for some reason I am not allowed to travel with it.
Somewhat frustrated by this lack of information, I rejoin Marta, who has been
patiently waiting for me on the steps of the Ponte degli Scalzi, a nearby bridge over
the Grand Canal. Together we go walking along the Lista di Spagna, close to where
the coach has left us. The street is full of souvenir shops, cafés, restaurants, cheap
hotels and guest houses.
Having found nothing suitable here, we return to the other side of the canal and try
a small hotel near the train station. I ask the man in charge if he has una camera a due
letti – a room with two beds.
‘No signore, ma abbiamo una camera con letto matrimoniale,’ he replies, smiling.
He beckons us to follow him outside, where he crosses over to a door and opens it.
Inside is a very comfortable and well-appointed en suite bedroom containing a double
bed. I ask Marta if she minds sleeping in the same bed as me; she laughs and says, ‘Of
course not!’ The price is 23,000 lire per night (about £12 or £6 each). Marta asks if we
need to pay a deposit or leave our passports with the man; he says that this is not
necessary. We promise to be back tomorrow, and leave.
Outside, Marta thinks for a moment and remembers another hotel that she had seen
yesterday with a room for 21,000 lire. She leads the way along the Strada Nuova and I
follow her. As she walks quickly and as we have to battle our way through crowds of
people, I have difficulty in keeping up with her. At last we reach the end of the street
and turn up a little alleyway near the Campo Santi Apostoli. We find the hotel and a
pleasant young man tells us that he has a room with two beds and shows it to us. It is
not en suite, but has a simple bathroom next door. It is large, comfortable, looks out
over the alleyway, and has two single beds at opposite ends of the room. As we are
both happy with it, Marta gives the man a deposit of 10,000 lire.
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We then walk to Saint Mark’s Square, as Marta wants to collect some post at the
American Express agency. Again, it is like sweeping against the tide: waves of people
keep coming from the opposite direction and I struggle to keep up with Marta. I
follow her blindly, not knowing where I am going. Maybe it is just as well that we
have not been cycling together – she seems to have more stamina than I have!
At last we reach the famous Piazza San Marco with its basilica and campanile; it is
full of jostling tourists and fluttering pigeons. By now I am completely disorientated
and ill at ease – undoubtedly I am still worrying about getting my bicycle home.
Marta goes off to collect her post, leaving me sitting on some stone steps, surrounded
by tourists. Now it is my turn to wait. I walk into a Thomas Cook agency try to get
some information but as it is too crowded, I leave. I look for a shop where I can buy
some cheese, but quickly realize that we have left such shops far behind. Annoyed, I
return to the square, where I watch a man trying to sell postcards, guide books and
colour slides to the tourists. He is quite mad and constantly talks to himself.
After a long wait, Marta finally returns, munching a slice of pizza. She tells me
where she has bought it; I go round a corner to buy some for myself and rejoin her for
lunch. She reads her correspondence: three letters and a postcard. After lunch we
agree to meet on the steps of the Ponte degli Scalzi near the train station at five
o’clock, then part company.
To escape the heat I wander towards the Basilica di San Marco. At the entrance I
hear Americans shouting, ‘Where’s the basilica?’ and ‘Is this the basilica?’ Inside,
mosaics and gold can just about be discerned in the darkness. It is packed with
sightseers; groups of tourists are being led around by guides with loudhailers. I am
unable to see the main attractions because of the length of the queues.

Piazzetta and Basilica San Marco, Venice
Frustrated, I wander out into the heat and cross the Piazzetta to the water’s edge.
When I look back towards the Piazza San Marco, something suddenly happens. I feel
as though I have just woken with a start from a bad dream and have found myself
here. Immediately the magic of this famous place hits me and everything looks
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familiar: the Ducal Palace to my right, the high-class restaurants and cafés to my left,
the ornate and almost oriental basilica farther away, and the fascinating clock tower
straight ahead. A band plays romantic music to the tourists sitting outside the nearest
café and everything gleams in the bright sunshine. It all looks quite unreal, but here it
is in all its glory: the place that I have always longed to see. Immediately I relax and
succumb to La Serenissima’s irresistible charm. Now I have arrived in Venice.
Down by the gondolas I begin to photograph my surroundings. The tourists and
souvenir stalls add a great splash of colour. Above the square is a perfectly clear blue
sky – the type of sky painted by Canaletto in his famous views of the city. Having
seen some of these paintings in various art galleries, I am now thrilled to view these
scenes for real. My spirits raised, I now retrace my steps to the clock tower with the
mechanical Moors on top. At two o’clock they strike the bells twice and moments
later the bells in the campanile thunder, causing the pigeons to wheel around in the
sky. In the main square, another band is playing. I stroll through it slowly, enchanted,
walk through the archways past the Correr Museum and then find my way out to the
quieter back streets. What a change! Suddenly there are no more tourists – only
Italians going about their business in an unhurried manner. Here and there, especially
at the canal bridges, I find picturesque corners that stop me in my tracks. Enthralled, I
wander towards the Accademia Gallery, which has been recommended by Marta and
others. I love everything that I find: the little squares or campi as they are called here,
the lovely painted houses, the quaint architecture, the trees, the shade, the bright
sunshine and the ubiquitous cafés and restaurants.

The Grand Canal, Venice
By now my throat is dry and I am craving some ice cream. I cross the Accademia
bridge, and stop to photograph and admire the striking view of the Grand Canal, the
impressive church of Santa Maria della Salute and the lagoon beyond it. Gondolas
glide and bounce on the water, while vaporetti and motorboats splutter and roar past.
Down by the banks of the wide canal, the water laps loudly. Passing the Accademia
and noting its opening times, I amble around to the other side, which faces the Canale
della Giudecca, and buy a delicious pineapple ice cream for 500 lire. I then quickly
escape from the heat of the sun (it is like a furnace here) and walk along a very pretty
and extremely quiet canal, the Rio de San Trovaso. I sit on a wall at a picturesque spot
where, admiring the view and soaking up the atmosphere, I finish my ice cream. A
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few Italians walk past and one or two boats ply the narrow canal. I almost have the
place to myself. What a welcome change: fresh air and no noisy traffic! I am
delighted that I am in Venice at this time of year and not during the summer, when the
canals stink.

Rio de San Trovaso, Venice
I take three postcards from my bag and write them at an unhurried pace. When I
finish, I stay sitting where I am and watch the world go by. As I will have the luxury
of staying here for a week, I have not yet planned my movements. Anyhow, at the
moment I don’t know exactly what there is to be seen.
At about four o’clock I bestir myself and, finding my way through the fascinating
quiet streets, slowly make my way back to the Ponte dei Scalzi. I reach it just before
five o’clock and wait for the others. Marta soon appears. Some time afterwards, a
slightly out-of-breath Cathy arrives and apologises for her lateness – she had got lost.
We adjourn to a small café for a drink, where I pay 1,700 lire for a Sprite – almost £1!
As the sun begins to set and the light changes, we discuss plans and make an
arrangement to meet on Wednesday evening (in two days’ time) for a good meal and a
trip in a gondola. We bid Cathy farewell, then Marta and I do a little shopping
together: we buy cheese, butter and jam.
We return to the ever busy Piazzale Roma, where we catch the 6.30 p.m. coach just
in the nick of time and set off on the long and boring journey to Padova. We are both
glad that we have found accommodation in Venice and will not have to make this
tedious journey again.
We arrive back at 7.15 and walk to the hostel. The magic spell has been broken: it
is horrible to return to the noise and traffic. We eat our simple meals at eight with the
couple from New Zealand. Afterwards I sort out my belongings in the dormitory and
discard a pile of unwanted brochures. I then go downstairs to write my diary. The
afternoon has been most enjoyable: an excellent introduction to Venice.
I awake at 6.30 a.m. and lie in bed, thinking about various plans. I get up half an
hour later and start packing. After my morning ablutions I go downstairs and take out
my bicycle for the last time. I eat a good breakfast and when ready, I set off for
Venice – at long last – by ten to nine. This final stage of my journey excites me; so far
I have come all this way without one puncture or mishap. I cross my fingers and hope
nothing will go wrong between here and Venice.
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At first it is cool and sunny, then it turns cloudy. I take the by now familiar and
noisy main road by the Brenta Canal (how many times have I been along it so far?)
and stop briefly at Strà to change some more money. The rate is down a little today – I
get 1,880 lire to the Irish pound. I am tempted to take the quieter road at the other side
of the canal, but I stick to the main road for the sake of speed. It becomes really
horrible on the approach to Venice, especially at Marghera: the noise, traffic and
industrial landscape is truly appalling.
I finally cross the long bridge and arrive in Venice by 11.30 a.m. in one piece and
in excellent spirits. I’ve made it! Apart from a couple of sea crossings, I have
managed to cycle all the way from Dublin to Venice! At last I have got this mad
venture out of my system and have achieved my goal. I can now put the bike to one
side and enjoy a week of sightseeing both here in Venice and around some of the
many islands. The sun suddenly bursts out from behind the clouds– everything looks
fresh and welcoming. Benvenuto a Venezia!
In the Piazzale Roma I pop into a travel agency and enquire about the possibility of
taking a train to London (I have been thinking of this as a cheaper alternative to the
long Le Havre – Rosslare boat journey), then head for the train station. Before I carry
the bike over the bridge, I ask a passer-by to photograph me with my bicycle, as proof
of my arrival. At the station I am given the price of the journey to London, but at the
luggage department I am told that I can only send my bike in advance to the ParisLyon train station. I leave feeling undecided as to what I shall do. As there is no point
in leaving my bicycle at the station, I wheel it all the way to the little hotel, carrying it
over the bridges. I stop for some shopping: a kilo of tomatoes (cheaper here than
anywhere else), apples, and some brown bread rolls. I reach the hotel by one o’clock
and greet the young man, who takes care of my bicycle. Up in the cosy room I find a
note from Marta. I make myself at home and sit down to eat a knocked-up lunch of
bread, sardines and vegetables, making use of Marta’s plate.

The Rialto Bridge, Venice
At two o’clock I set off for a leisurely walk. Once again I make my way to the
Piazza San Marco, though this time via the Rialto Bridge and the very
commercialized area nearby. Near the piazza, I visit the Palazzo Giustinian, an
information centre, where I note the opening times of various places that I intend to
visit. I am rather shocked to discover that there are almost no concerts on offer during
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the week. At a nearby tourist office, the man on duty is unhelpful and only wants to
read his newspaper.

View of San Giorgio and Giudecca islands from Venice
I now decide to go across to the small but spectacular island of San Giorgio, beside
Giudecca and visible from the Piazza San Marco, to see a much-advertised Canaletto
Exhibition – posters for which I have been seeing all over this part of Italy. Although
a ticket will cost me 4,000 lire, I believe that it will be worth seeing. Accordingly, I
walk through the Piazzetta and along the Riva degli Schiavoni, passing the famous
Bridge of Sighs, to the stop for vaporetto No. 5. I buy a return ticket for 1,200 lire
(rather expensive, I think) and take the quick and bumpy journey across to the little
island with its fine church facing Piazza San Marco. It all looks lovely in the bright
sunshine. I am still in an ecstatic mood.

Venice from San Giorgio
Once on the island, I go into a building beside the church to take a brief look at an
exhibition of costumes that have been used in a television series about Marco Polo,
probably Venice’s most famous inhabitant. The atmosphere here is restful and the
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costumes are dramatically lit. In the background can be heard music played on
recorders.
When I have seen everything here, I enter the Fondazione Giorgio Cini, a fine old
building with cloisters and a central courtyard, to view the Canaletto Exhibition.
Thinking about it, putting on an exhibition of Canaletto’s views of Venice in Venice
seems a little odd, as the Venetians had originally shown no interest whatsoever in
Canaletto’s works when they were painted, for all they needed to do was look out of
their windows to admire the view. Most of Canaletto’s paintings were commissioned
by Joseph Smith (c. 1674–1770), the British Consul in Venice, who bought them
cheaply and sold them at inflated prices to his wealthy visitors, mostly British, who
had stopped off in Venice on the Grand Tour. Canaletto never made much money and
died a pauper.
I buy my ticket and enter the first room, which is quite crowded. Fortunately the
people here are orderly and quiet. The first thing on view is an exhibition of the
artist’s sketches, gathered from various collections in England, Europe and America.
These interest me greatly, as they look spontaneous and give the viewer some idea of
the artist’s personality. Apart from his excellent and accurate drawings of Venetian
architecture, it is refreshing to see his views of other places, including Padova, Rome
and London. Also of great interest are his caricatures of people, though I think that he
is at his best as a draughtsman. For me, his people always look sketchy and chubby.
These drawings, all of which are excellently mounted and displayed, serve as an
excellent introduction to the paintings, which are displayed in the next group of
rooms. One can see how these fine works are derived from the initial sketches. It is
also apparent how Canaletto has altered the position of buildings and architectural
elements in order to improve the composition of the pictures. It seems to me that the
artist has two distinct styles of painting: a rather mellow, soft style, which I find a
little too romantic for my liking, and a crisp, very detailed style, with which I am
more familiar. It is this style, combined with the blue, almost cloudless skies, that
make the paintings almost look like photographs. However, it is known that Canaletto
originally painted dramatic dark clouds overhead, depicting different seasons, but
Joseph Smith ordered him to change them into blue skies; no doubt he realized that
pictures of Venice bathed in strong sunlight and under clear skies would sell better.
I am absolutely enchanted by a huge canvas depicting an expansive view of Venice
and San Giorgio, but am intrigued to discover that the sun is casting shadows in
different directions: one building has its shadow to its left, and another has it to its
right. Somebody nearby points this out to me. I am also surprised that Canaletto’s
perspective is often faulty – especially along the tops of buildings or towers.
Compared to the smaller and more restrained drawings, I now find some of his big
paintings to be a little gaudy, which comes as a surprise. My impression is that many
of his works on display here are possibly not his best. One painting that particularly
catches my attention is the artist’s depiction of Palladio’s planned design for the
Rialto Bridge, which never saw the light of day.
Half way through the exhibition, my legs become weak and I feel very sleepy. I sit
down, take it easy, and when I have recovered, I go into the next room for the last part
of the exhibition: a collection of Canaletto’s prints. These, although a little repetitious,
are interesting. Included are scenes of Padova (with a very wild and uncultivatedlooking Prato della Valle without the elliptical garden and the statues) and various
places along the Brenta Canal, including Dolo.
Delighted to have seen this important exhibition, I leave just before it closes at six
o’clock and wander outside to watch a magnificent sunset: a huge orange blob slowly
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sinking over the buildings and churches of Venice. I wander into San Giorgio
Maggiore, where somebody is practising the organ. The church is huge and dark
inside. I sit and rest, listening to the music; I have no energy left for examining the
Tintoretto paintings that adorn the walls somewhere.

Sunset over Venice from San Giorgio
After a while I go back outside to watch the last of the mesmerizing sunset, to take
a photograph of it and eat a cheese sandwich, sitting by the water’s edge. The water
splashes and gurgles at my feet. Then slowly, as darkness quickly falls, the islands
begin to light up; Venice now turns into a magical fairyland. The vaporetti continue to
ply the waters, back and forth, their motors chugging noisily. I walk to the other side
of the island, past the boats and ships moored at the quay, and gaze at a bight moon
shining over the lagoon. What a glorious sight! By the time I return to the far side, the
church doors are locked. Like me, several people linger, gazing across to Venice and
the Piazza San Marco.
At last I catch a vaporetto back and walk through the Piazza, which now looks
totally different by night. From here I make my way to the hotel. It is now quieter as
there are less people about. Near the Rialto Bridge I stop to look at an exhibition of
contemporary paintings of Venice and the surrounding area, some of which are quite
good. They are painted in a loose, impressionistic style.
Farther on, I step into a little church and discover that a small congregation is
attending Benediction. While the priest chants, a wooden stool is placed under him so
that he can step up to reach the tabernacle and monstrance. The décor here is very
elaborate, especially on the ceiling. Along the walls I can just about discern some
paintings, but it is too dark to make out the details.
Outside again, I wend my way past numerous fashion shops and restaurants until I
encounter the more homely grocery shops close to the hotel, which I finally reach by a
quarter to eight. I find Marta in the room, studying a map. We greet each other and
chat about our experiences. It is nice to return to this simple hotel and enjoy the
company of what I would now describe as a good friend. I read some of Marta’s
guidebook and settle down to write my diary. She writes her diary and some postcards
in a very neat hand, and then, exhausted, we both fall into our respective beds for a
good night’s sleep. What a wonderful day!
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