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The book you are now reading is a collection of articles that originally appeared 
on my website and that have been revised and reformatted to fit the print medium.

Their subject is the city of Venice, one of the most beautiful places in the world 
and a very much sought-after locations by photographers. I hope this book can give 
you some hints of its beauty and some suggestions about how to photograph it in the 
best light.
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Who doesn’t love Venice? And who doesn’t love to photograph Venice? For 
someone who visits Venice for the first time, it’s easy to feel overwhelmed by all the 
possibilities and risk missing some of the best locations. 



Over the years, I’ve ended up compiling a list of my favorite locations to which I 
return again and again to photograph them at different times of day and in different 
weather conditions.

With this chapter, I am giving you my list of favorite photo spots in Venice, 
together with some tips on the best times of the day to visit them, recommended 
equipment, exact location and directions, where necessary.

I hope this will be useful, if you plan to visit this wonderful city, but remember 
that all of Venice is beautiful and just by wandering around aimlessly you are bound to 
find hundreds of photo opportunities.

San Giorgio Maggiore as seen from Ca’ Giustinian (see last page in this chapter).
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THE GONDOLAS IN ST. MARK’S 
SQUARE

This one is a super classic location, with the island of San Giorgio Maggiore 
providing a nice background. I recommend photographing there at the blue hour, 
before sunrise or after sunset. The former is recommended, because there will be 
fewer people.

During the autumn and winter months, you might encounter fog, which will 
make San Giorgio invisible, but which will sometimes create a magical atmosphere.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://goo.gl/maps/Br6WGjnajB22
https://goo.gl/maps/Br6WGjnajB22


THE GONDOLAS AT THE SALUTE

Right in front of the majestic and baroque Basilica di Santa Maria della Salute 
there is a gondola stop where you can shoot them against the backdrop of the palaces 
across the Canal Grande. I recommend getting down low and using a wide-angle lense 
to get the best perspective.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://goo.gl/maps/xZBgdp9iJPP2
https://goo.gl/maps/xZBgdp9iJPP2


BACINO ORSEOLO

Just off St. Mark’s Square there is a basin, called Bacino Orseolo, where gondolas 
congregate to pick up tourists. Go there on a sunny afternoon, when the sun hits the 
yellow building on the eastern side and casts great reflections on the water. Use 
 telephoto lens to abstract details and create strikingly graphical compositions.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://www.google.com/maps/place/Bacino+Orseolo/@45.4342147,12.3347278,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x477eb1d7457bd58d:0x1ab120a5f60b4be8!8m2!3d45.4342147!4d12.3369165
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Bacino+Orseolo/@45.4342147,12.3347278,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x477eb1d7457bd58d:0x1ab120a5f60b4be8!8m2!3d45.4342147!4d12.3369165


A short walk northwest of Bacino Orseolo you will find a narrow covered alley, 
called Sotoportego de le Colonne. From Bacino Orseolo, you must take Calle Barcaroli 
and then turn right about halfway through it. At its end, the alley does a left turn 
before continuing onto a small bridge, whose underside you can see from the alley 
itself.

Again on a sunny afternoon, sunlight will make the light of the canal glow a 
bright aquamarine color and dance on the underside of the bridge. Send a friend on 
top of it to warn you of incoming gondolas and be ready to press the shutter when 
their bows appear.
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PONTE DELL’ACCADEMIA

Another very iconic view that is on thousands of postcards and jigsaw puzzles. 
That’s not a reason not to shoot it, though. Favorite times of day are sunset and blue 
hour and the scenery lends itself very well to doing a stitched panorama. Put down 
your tripod at the top of the bridge and wait for the right light, but get there early, as it 
can get very crowded, and watch out for people bumping into your tripod legs.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://www.google.it/maps/place/Ponte+dell'Accademia/@45.4318193,12.328316,18.91z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x46a124e07e412e95!8m2!3d45.4316947!4d12.3289397?shorturl=1
https://www.google.it/maps/place/Ponte+dell'Accademia/@45.4318193,12.328316,18.91z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x0:0x46a124e07e412e95!8m2!3d45.4316947!4d12.3289397?shorturl=1


PONTE DEGLI SCALZI
There are only three bridges that cross the Canal Grande. One is the Accademia 

bridge (see above), the second is Rialto, which doesn’t need much of an introduction, 
being so popular. The third is  Ponte degli Scalzi (literally  Bridge of the Barefoot 
Monks, with reference to the nearby monastery of the same name). It’s very easy to 
find, as it’s right in front of the railway station, Santa Lucia.

This one is on the opposite side of the city, with respect to St. Mark’s, so it might 
be convenient to take some photos from it when arriving or when leaving Venice, if 
you come my train, car or bus.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://goo.gl/maps/3jXJXkYiQ2S2
https://goo.gl/maps/3jXJXkYiQ2S2


BASILICA DI SANTA MARIA 
GLORIOSA DEI FRARI

Possibly my favorite Venetian church, mostly because it contains what I consider 
Titian’s masterpiece, the Assunta. There are other superb pieces of art here, including 
the wooden and marble choir. Pay the 3€ entry ticket and spend some time inside, if 
you love art.

They probably won’t let you put down a full-size tripod here, but I got away with 
using my minuscule Manfrotto Pixi on the floor. It’s quite bright inside, brighter then 
most churches, so if your camera has good high-ISO performance and image 
stabilization, you can hand-hold it with confidence.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://goo.gl/maps/wUyR4jbvqbp
https://goo.gl/maps/wUyR4jbvqbp


SCUOLA GRANDE DI SAN ROCCO

Entry ticket for this building is 10€, but it’s totally worth it. The large room on 
the first floor is decorated with paintings by Tintoretto and his school on all walls and 
on the ceiling.

Again, tripods are not allowed, but there is a table on the back of the room and 
you can put your camera on top of it, better if using a table-top tripod like the 
Manfrotto Pixi. Use a remote or the timer to ensure sharp pictures with no camera 
shake even at low ISOs.

On the table there are also some mirrors that you can take to wander around and 
look at the ceiling without bending over backwards. One day I plan to go in there with 
a model and use the mirrors as a prop.

The Scuola Grande di San Rocco is just behind the Basilica dei Frari mentioned 
above.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://goo.gl/maps/Z7Ayh3JEd2x
https://goo.gl/maps/Z7Ayh3JEd2x


CA’ GIUSTINIAN

Ca’ Giustinian is an ancient patrician palace that is now one of the seats of 
the Biennale art institution. Might be worth a visit if you’re into contemporary art, but 
for me its appeal lies in offering a great, unimpeded view of Basilica della Salute and 
of San Giorgio Maggiore and in not being very well known and crowded.

You can reach this spot by exiting St. Mark’s Square from its western side, than 
taking a left turn into a narrow street called Calle del Ridotto. At the end of the street 
you will find a wooden platform and four piers that you can walk onto and put your 
tripod down. 

There are gondolas here too!

In the early morning you can see the sun rise behind San Giorgio (see photo on 
page 3) and possibly the full moon also, on an early evening, depending on the season. 
Use an app like The Photographer’s Ephemeris  or PhotoPills to check the exact 
direction of sunrise or moonrise and bring a long lens.

Location on Google Maps.
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http://app.photoephemeris.com/?ll=45.432119,12.336593&center=45.4323,12.3365&dt=20170512163300+0200&z=20&spn=0.00,0.00
http://app.photoephemeris.com/?ll=45.432119,12.336593&center=45.4323,12.3365&dt=20170512163300+0200&z=20&spn=0.00,0.00
http://www.photopills.com/
http://www.photopills.com/
https://goo.gl/maps/UWRdkmT4m8C2
https://goo.gl/maps/UWRdkmT4m8C2


2

CARNEVALE AT THE 
“ACQUA ALTA” 
BOOKSTORE
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by Robin Yong



Every year during Carnevale di Venezia, the world’s best costumed models and 
the world’s best photographers meet in Venice. The models have spent months 
designing and making their own costumes with the expectation that they will meet the 
best photographers who will reward them with brilliant photos. Usually, no payment 
is required and for most people, everyone meets at dawn at San Marco Square, with 
most people leaving by 10AM, when the tourists arrive.

For the more popular models and photographers, private shoots are the way to 
go. Details of the costumes are traditionally kept a secret, although some models will 
leave their favorite photographers clues or even send them pictures of the costumes 
before hand so that the epic photo shoots can be planned.

This is my 3rd year in Venice, and having a reputation of never saying “No” to 
any model, I found myself fully booked for photo sessions way before the Carnival.

Some models even book a year before the Carnival. They will email me to discuss 
about a theme or concept, and we will think of a suitable place in Venice to do the 
photos. The more ambitious ones will try to rope in models with matching costumes 
for more dramatic role plays. Fairy tale characters, dark costumers, Victorian period 
costumes are all popular themes for the masked models.
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The Acqua Alta bookstore is one of my favourite places for photographs. This a 
quirky little bookstore in the heart of Venice that mostly sells used books. The books 
are haphazardly set up to fill every available space, including a gondola and a bathtub 
set on the floor. Those implements are undoubtedly useful whenever the water level 
rises enough to cover the floor of the shop, as happens so frequently in Venice. It is 
such an unusual and fascinating place to stage a shoot.

Last year, I remembered a model with a Pied Piper of Hamelin costume from 
2014 and I sent her an email during the 2015 Carnival telling her how nicely I thought 
the surroundings would match her costume. To my surprise, she replied immediately 
to say that she was in Venice as well and had the same costume with her, in addition 
to another new costume. We soon met at the bookstore and did a beautiful set of 
photos that later went on to grace the cover of my coffee table photo book “Fairy Tales 
in Venice”. Thereafter, I had quite a number of emails requesting for private shoots at 
the bookstore.

Location on Google Maps.
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https://goo.gl/maps/5nkgCmJQoFQ2
https://goo.gl/maps/5nkgCmJQoFQ2


About Robin Yong

Robin Yong is a travel photographer from Australia and a doctor specialising 
in travel medicine. He spends most of his time in Australia and Singapore, with 
frequent travels to Cambodia, Japan, Ethiopia, France and Italy. He particularly 
likes to do portraits, especially of people in their traditional costumes. His favourite 
subjects are the Venetian masked models, the Indochinese Apsara dancers and the 
very elusive Japanese geishas and maikos – all very mysterious people to most 
photographers. He then turns these photos into picture books and gives them to the 
models, much to their delight. 

16



3

VENETIAN CARNIVAL 
PORTRAITS WITH 

OFF-CAMERA FLASH
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I was recently in Venice during the Carnival celebrations, leading a workshop 
there. One of the things we wanted to teach our attendees was an introductory lesson 
on off-camera flash photography. This is kind of a necessity during the heyday of 
Carnevale di Venezia, which can be pretty crowded and chaotic. Forget about taking 
photos of the most extravagant costumes during the day, because your subjects will be 
constantly surrounded by crowds of tourists who only want to take a selfie together 
with them.

Challenges When Using Natural Light
These circumstances are far from optimal for a workshop, are stressful for the 

models, the students, and the teachers and not conducive  to taking good photos. 
Knowing this, we had a couple options. One was to shoot early in the morning, before 
7AM. Many revelers will congregate near St. Mark’s Square every morning, starting 
around 6AM, because they know only the serious photographers and not the throngs 
armed with selfie sticks will be up that early.

Unfortunately, the photographers who come to Venice for the Carnival are a 
crowd on their own, as this photo (courtesy of George Reynolds) shows clearly.
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Since we begun our workshop during the first week of the Carnival, the situation 
wasn’t as bad and we had some quality time right after sunset on a couple of 
occasions, but as the celebrations started to pick up steam, that option become quickly 
impractical.

The alternative was to shoot indoors, in private locations. We did a lot of sessions 
inside our hotel, Palazzo Priuli, which has beautiful antique furniture and kindly 
allowed us to use the suite and other spaces.

Both situations, however, meant photographing where available light was scarce 
and of poor quality. Supplementing available light, be it natural or artificial, with the 
use of off-camera flash solves a lot of problems and can be fun and creative. Adding 
more light where there isn’t enough is only the most obvious advantage of flash, but 
it’s far from being the only one.

Controlling Light With Flash
You can use flash to control very accurately the direction and the quality of light. 

Here is a photo taken inside a very dark hotel room, where the only light was provided 
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by a chandelier hanging from the ceiling and fitted with fluorescent lamps. Definitely 
not enough light to hand-hold comfortably the camera, without resorting to insanely 
high ISO values. Its color is also horrible and its direction unchangeable.

The solution? Putting a flash inside a softbox camera left and slightly above the 
subjects’ faces gave us enough light to be able to shoot at a reasonable ISO 800. Soft, 
directional light created shadows that enhance the tridimensionality of the subjects. 
The color of the light is very natural. Flash was used, but it isn’t obvious, which is an 
effect I almost always aim for.

Another  thing  that flash can do  brilliantly is bringing life to a subject’s eyes. 
Many of the costumed models wear very thick masks and this means their eyes are 
quite recessed. Lighting them from the top with direct sunlight or a chandelier is a 
surefire way to get portraits with two black, lifeless spots where the eyes are supposed 
to be.

Just a flick of flash can be very effective in not only brightening up the sockets, 
but also in adding some nice catchlights (see photo on next page).
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Another situation where flash shines (pun intended) is when you want to play 
with the ratios of natural and artificial light and with the difference in their respective 
colors, which can be changed at will in the case of the latter.

This can be very effective at the edge of the day, during sunset, sunrise, and the 
blue hour. This is also when I sometimes throw my restraint to the wind and don’t 
care much if the presence of the flash is obvious.

Equipment
While it would have been nice to have multiple lights and various modifiers at 

our disposal, we had to face constraints that severely limited our choices.

First of all, we wanted a very compact kit. We moved across the city, setting up 
and taking down everything in different locations. Keep in mind that you cannot drive 
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a car in Venice and that the only means of transportation are boats and your feet. We 
just had to walk a lot and I didn’t have an assistant to carry my equipment.

The second consideration was that we needed something compatible with our 
students’ cameras, which were all over the place. We had people with Fujifilm, Canon, 
Olympus, Sony, and Panasonic cameras in this group. We just couldn’t afford to have 
one flash of each brand! Curiously, even though we didn’t have any Nikon cameras in 
our group, the flash we used was my old, but dependable Nikon SB-900 speedlight.

I bought that flash back in the day when I was still shooting Nikon and I kept it 
even after I moved to Fujifilm. The reason is that it is a very powerful, flexible, and 
reliable unit. Of course, using a Nikon flash on a Fujifilm camera (or a camera of any 
other brand) makes it impossible to use the flash in auto (TTL) mode. Even if I had a 
Fujifilm flash, while I could use it in TTL mode with my Fujifilm cameras, that would 
not have helped the others, so manual mode it had to be.
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I had no doubts that the SB-900 would perform flawlessly and in fact it did.

Another essential piece of equipment was a radio trigger, which would enable us 
to put the speedlight off-camera and inside a modifier, without using cords that would 
pose a danger, in case people tripped on them. I chose to use the super-simple and 
pocketable FlashQ triggers. Again, the choice was determined by the desire of saving 
as much weight and space possible and of setting up everything as quickly as possible.

The FlashQ are incredibly small. Even too small, maybe, since I often had to 
wonder where I had put them. Their transmitters and receivers will also pair 
automatically, so you don’t have to fiddle with switches or dials to set channels. The 
main drawback of the FlashQ system is that you can’t have multiple transmitters pilot 
a single receiver. That was only a minor inconvenience, since  it meant that the 
transmitter had to be passed from one person  to another, as they were taking turns 
shooting with the flash.

The FlashQ performed well until the last day, when at some point they stopped 
pairing and communicating with each other. Rather than trying to fix the issue on the 
spot, I brought out a small LED panel and we switched to using continuous light. Next 
time, I will make sure I have a spare FlashQ pair ready to use as a backup.

The main modifier we used was a softbox. Again, I had to accept some 
compromises for the sake of portability, so I elected to bring with me an 80x80cm 
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foldable Godox softbox. It’s cheap, lightweight and folds down to nothing, so it was a 
pretty obvious choice. If this had been a serious assignment, I would have liked a 
larger softbox, but for teaching purposes, it was just about right. We also tried using a 
grid in at least one session, but we weren’t completely satisfied with the results.

We always had the flash and the softbox atop a Manfrotto 5001B light stand. 
Once more, a piece of equipment that is incredibly useful, but is lightweight and very 
foldable. We just had to be careful not to let people bump into it and topple it over. At 
one point, when we were shooting on the Accademia Bridge, we caused quite a 
commotion. Evidently, our professional-looking equipment attracted a lot of attention 
and somebody must have thought our models were VIPs or something. We were 
quickly surrounded by a crowd with cameras and smartphones trying   to get their 
piece of the action and I had to hold onto the light stand all the time, lest it end up 
head-first into the Canal Grande.
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Shooting at the Edge of the Day
We did a few sessions right after sunset, trying to get a perfect balance between a 

nicely lit foreground subject and a deep blue sky, with the addition of some nice 
Venetian architecture, like 
the Basilica di Santa Maria 
d e l l a S a l u t e , i n t h e 
background.

The trick here is to 
“gel” the flash with a CTO 
( C o l o r T e m p e r a t u r e 
Orange) gel and set the 
white balance of the camera 
to incandescent (usually 
identified by a light bulb 
symbol). The CTO gel is 
nothing more than a piece of 
orange film that you stick in 
front of the flash head. 
While this makes the light 
from the flash orange, the 
incandescent setting of the 
white balance compensates 
for it. At the same time, 
everything that is not hit by 
flash, including the sky, gets 
much bluer.

Underexposing the ambient light makes colors more saturated and you end up 
with something like the photo on the previous page.

Of course, it is imperative to shoot   in manual mode and to remember that 
shutter speed is the  independent control that lets you change the ratio between 
ambient and flash light, as the latter is not influenced by it. So, by varying shutter 
speed, it is possible to make the environment darker or brighter, without impacting 
exposure from the flash.
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The main problem, in a situation like this, is that ambient light changes rapidly, 
as the sky after sunset goes from light blue to deep black in less than one hour. To 
account for this, you need to “drag” the shutter, that is to make exposures longer and 
longer.

As the evening progresses, shutter speeds become so low that ambient light 
“bleeding” onto the main subject makes it blurry, especially at the edges. At this point, 
it might be necessary to increase aperture or ISO, keeping in mind that this will affect 
flash exposure as well. You must of course take the flash power down proportionally, 
to avoid overexposure.

This is exemplified by two images. The first one was taken at the beginning of 
our session. Settings were 1/125s, f/2.8, ISO 800.

The second one (see next page) was taken right before we started packing 
everything up, only 23 minutes laters. Setting were 1/4s, f/2.8, ISO 1250. The 
difference in ambient exposure is staggering: almost 6 stops!
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For illustration purposes, on the next page you can see a couple 
behind-the-scenes images, showing our setup. You might notice that we kept the 
softbox at some distance from our models. While I would normally bring a softbox of 
that size much closer, in order to get softer light, our students were sometimes 
shooting really wide, in order to include as much of the scenery as possible, so the 
softbox might have intruded into the edges of the frame, had it been moved closer.
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Shooting Indoors
Our indoor sessions  were, by comparison, a much more relaxed affair, since 

ambient light was not changing as fast. Sometimes we had natural light coming in 
through the windows and that tended to change during the day, but not by much.

The biggest issue we faced were reflections of the light source caused by 
paintings on the wall or, in some cases, furniture. We tried to fix those by moving the 
softbox around, but since we were quickly going through different angles and poses, 
that was not always practical. We also didn’t have any “gobos” to flag the light, but 
again, the intent of these sessions was not so much to get the perfect picture, but to 
teach our students the basics of mixing natural and artificial light.

You can see a little bit of glare in the painting on the wall in this picture on page 
19. On the other hand, this one came out much better, in this respect.
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Again, for illustration purposes, here’s another behind-the-scenes photo.

All of the images contained in this article were taken with a single flash as we 
didn’t want to make things too complicated for our students during a workshop that 
was mostly not about lighting. We also didn’t have much time to waste, so setting up 
and tearing down our rig had to be done very quickly before moving to the next 
location. Finally, none of our models are professional.

Given these constraints, I think those photos speak for themselves and for the 
amazing possibilities that proper and creative use of flash can afford any 
photographer.
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UGO CEI

If you were to ask me what do I do, I would say that 
I am an educator who helps photography enthusiasts 
sharpen their skills, so that they can take amazing pictures.

I do this in various ways. First of all, by providing a 
wealth of free content on my website, Ugo Cei Photography.

If you want to stay up to date with any new content I 
publish there and on other websites I contribute to, and 
receive exclusive offers once in awhile, please consider 
joining my online community of like-minded 
photographers. You can use this form to subscribe.

I lead photography tours and workshop 
via Mediterranean Photo Tours, a company offering 
photography holidays in the most inspiring locations of the 
Mediterranean.

I co-host and publish a weekly podcast about travel 
photography, The Traveling Image Makers. Every week, we 
pick the brains of famous and not-so-famous travel 
photographers to learn what it means to travel for the love 
of photography and photograph for the love of travel.

I love to travel myself and show the beauty of the 
world and its inhabitants to everybody. This is really an 
amazing planet we live on and every place and every culture 
possesses beauty that deserves to be shown.

I am passionate about sharing my vision as openly as 
possible and to keep in touch with fellow photographers, so 
you will find me frequently on various social media outlets. 
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https://ucphoto.me
https://ucphoto.me
http://eepurl.com/1gmtH
http://eepurl.com/1gmtH
http://mediterraneanphototours.com/
http://mediterraneanphototours.com/
http://ttim.photo/
http://ttim.photo/

