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INTRODUCTION 

Rows of pastel-colored houses, ancient little churches, marinas where only the tiniest of 

boats can moor, steep cliffs covered with pristine vegetation or converted during the 

centuries–by the bare hands of generations–to narrow terraces held together by 

hundreds of kilometers of dry stone walls where grapes grow under a loving sun. 

Welcome to the Cinque Terre, one of the locations most sought-after by photographers 

along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. 

Living close to it and having been to the Cinque Terre and to the surrounding area many 

times, I have become intimately familiar with this part of the world. I have been leading 

many photography tours and workshops there in recent years and you are welcome to 

check out whether there is one planned in the future, on my photo tours page at 

tours.ucphoto.me. 

I’d be more than happy if you decided to join me on one of my tours, but I can appreciate 

if that is not possible, because our dates do not coincide or you don’t have the necessary 

budget at the moment. You might still have a desire to visit and photograph the Cinque 

Terre on your own, however. 

In this case, this booklet was made for you. In it, I have collected some recommendations 

about the best locations for photography in the Cinque Terre, the times of the day to 

catch the best light, and directions on how to reach them. 

I hope that, with this book in your pocket, you can make the most of even a short trip to 

one of the most photogenic places on Earth. In any case, keep in mind that this is just a 

short list of only the most spectacular locations for wide vistas. There is a lot to 

photograph there that is much more intimate and that is often accessible simply by 

walking around the streets and alleys of those towns: laundry hanging against a 

dilapidated wall, colorful little boats taken ashore, flowers, quaint shops and hundreds of 

locals who are, for the most part, friendly and hospitable and won’t say no to a polite 

request for a photo. 

And when you finally put down the camera, you can enjoy the extraordinary food and 

wines produced in this region. What’s not to like? 
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MONTEROSSO 

Let’s get this out of the way: Monterosso is not the most scenic or the most picturesque of 

the five villages. Still, it has much of the charme of a traditional Ligurian town in its 

pretty compact historical center. You could spend some time exploring its narrow alleys 

and finding some interesting nooks and crannies there, but don’t expect the spectacular 

row of pastel-colored houses hanging on the cliffs that you will find in the other four 

villages. 

Monterosso works great as a place to base oneself, when exploring the area, for a couple 

of reasons. One is that it has the only railway station where long-distance trains stop, 

while only local trains call at the other villages. It is also the only one where you can find 

proper hotels. In the other villages there are only B&Bs and small room rentals. 

Therefore, if you’re coming by train from Milan, Genoa, or Pisa, it might make sense to 

use Monterosso as your base and travel to the rest of the region onboard local trains. At 

peak times, there are between three and four trains every hour and it only takes a few 

minutes to reach Riomaggiore, the farthest of the five. 
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That said, there is still a handful of photo opportunities in Monterosso. Aside from the 

aforementioned alleys, whenever I visit there I never fail to climb the few steps that lead 

to the Capuchin monks’ convent at the top of the rocky outcrop that separates the old 

Monterosso from the modern settlement of Fegina, where the railway station is located. 

The small courtyard in front of the small church, dedicated to St. Francis,  is the only spot 

from which all of the Cinque Terre can be seen at once. On a sunny day, the waters of the 

harbor below it turn a deep emerald green. Bring a polarizing filter to cut any glare from 

the reflections of the sun in the water and to enhance the colors. 

 

To reach the church from the old town, take the stairs leading up, just before entering 

the tunnel leading to the modern town, on the right side of the beach when facing the 

sea. 

Just above the church lies the town’s cemetery that can offer some photographic 

inspiration, if one is so inclined. 
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VERNAZZA 

No other village offers as many superb spots for photography as Vernazza does. Every 

time I go there, I am conflicted about which one I should pick for a great sunset shot, 

even though, in recent years, most of my attempts have been frustrated by bad weather. 

I am still trying, though. 

The two prime spots both lie high on the cliffs surrounding the small harbor. You can 

either pick the northern one, from which you will enjoy the most iconic view, with the 

harbor framed by a row of pastel-colored houses and by the gentle curve of the 

breakwater. 

At sunset time, the colors of the houses really stand out, but this location is also perfect 

for a blue hour photo, when the streetlights are turned on and the sky becomes cobalt 

blue. A tripod is of course indispensable in these circumstances. 

 

This spot is easily reached from the town’s main square. While looking towards the sea, 

locate the very narrow alley on your right, just beside one of the restaurants, wits stairs 

leading up. This is the start of the trail to Monterosso and you will have to climb for a 

while, before the trail becomes level and turns to the left. There is small patch of flat 

terrain just off the trail and you will have to climb over the fence to access it, but that 
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shouldn’t pose much of a difficulty. 

The other spot lies opposite this one. You need to find the start of the trail to Corniglia, 

right off the main street, at the corner of the pharmacy. Getting up there requires 

climbing some pretty steep stairs, until you reach the old stone tower. Right after it, at a 

turn on the trail, you get the view of Vernazza depicted in the photo below. 

 

You are looking north-west here, so the sun will set in front of you and a bit to the left, 

depending on the time of the year. If there are nice clouds in the sky, the sunsets here 

can be gorgeous. 
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CORNIGLIA 

Corniglia stands out from the other villages because it’s the only one that is not at sea 

level, but lies at some height above it. By walking the length of its main street until its 

end, you reach a small terrace with a nice view over the coastline. Photographically it’s 

not a great spot, as there is nothing in the foreground to create interest and give depths 

to photos. 

The best view of Corniglia from land can be had from the trail leading to Vernazza. Take 

the main road leading out of town from the square with the bus stop and the head of the 

trail is on your left after a couple hundred meters. The first part of the trail is quite steep, 

but it levels off after a while and it offers magnificent views over the Mediterranean Sea. 

 

If you want a tighter framing, you need to carry a telephoto lens here. The light in the 

afternoon is generally better, as the village will be backlit in the morning. 

Corniglia is probably best photographed from the sea. Hop on one of the boats that ply 

the route from Levanto to Lerici or La Spezia and you’ll get great views of all the villages, 
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but you’ll need a telephoto lens and a clear atmosphere. 
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MANAROLA 

The view of Manarola from across the harbor is another iconic image of Cinque Terre 

that you have certainly seen many times. This is yet another spot for late afternoon, 

sunset and blue-hour. 

 

On clear nights with no moon, it is also great for night shots, though you will have to 

bracket extensively and blend the resulting images to prevent the faint starlight from 

being overwhelmed by the bright city lights. 
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This spot is very easy to locate just a few steps from the harbor on the paved trail leading 

right when facing the sea. 

Whenever I come to Manarola, I always take a walk on the trail that circles above the 

ravine where the town lies, goes across the vineyards,  and ends at the cemetery right 

above the spot mentioned in the previous section. At the top of the trail is where we 

always do a group photo on every tour. 
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To find the start of the trail, walk up the main street to a point just before the church. 

You will find it on your left going up (or on the right going down, as shown in the Google 

Street View screenshot below). 

Google Maps address: https://goo.gl/maps/jW8KxzTMky32 
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RIOMAGGIORE 

Riomaggiore is the southernmost of the Cinque Terre and one of the most compact and 

picturesque. From the railway station you take the pedestrian tunnel, at the end of which 

you either turn left to walk up the main street, or go down the stairs that lead to the 

marina, which is where most photos of Riomaggiore are taken. 

The boat slide at the end of the marina can be a great spot to shoot some boats up close, 

with the colored houses of the town as a backdrop. Those small fishing vessels are 

usually colored light blue, which complements nicely the warm reds and yellows of the 

buildings. Try not to include too much sky or you risk blowing it out, depending on the 

time of day. 

 

From the bottom of the marina you can also shoot up towards the houses and the sky, if 

the latter is interesting, but you will need a very wide angle lens for that, as you will be 

shooting from a very short distance. 
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Finally, you can walk along the path that exits the marina on the left side, when facing 

the sea, towards the ferry boats’ landing. From the highest point there it is easy to get a 

view of the whole marina. You can also walk down to the rocks below (with caution as 

they might be slippery) for a different perspective. 

This is a great spot for sunset, as the sun will be setting to the left of the village and the 

houses facing the sea will be illuminated by a nice sidelight. 

If the light is not great, I like to use a telephoto lens to close up on the intricate jumble of 

houses on the hillside and compress the perspective to make them look even denser. 

Another opportunity for photos presents itself from the ruins of the castle at the top of 

the hill, but I never found that view inspiring. The medieval church right before the 

castle, though, is very interesting. 
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BONUS CHAPTER 1: CAMOGLI 

Camogli is a lovely seaside town on the Ligurian coast, close to Genoa. It is rightly famous 

with photographers for the gently curving row of pastel-colored housed that ends with a 

church sitting atop a rocky outcrop. 

 

Local trains between Genoa and La Spezia sometimes stop at the Camogli San Fruttuoso 

station. Alternatively, there are buses from Genoa or from the nearby cities, like Rapallo 

or Santa Margherita. 
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BONUS CHAPTER 2: THE GULF OF POETS, PORTOVENERE AND TELLARO 

The Gulf of La Spezia is also known as the Gulf of Poets, as this place was loved by many 

writers and literates, including Lord Byron and his close friend Percy Bysshe Shelley. The 

latter drowned while sailing from Leghorn (Livorno) to his home in Lerici, in the Gulf. 

The town of Portovenere lies at the southernmost tip of the peninsula that delimits the 

Gulf of La Spezia to the west. It is easily reached by bus from La Spezia, whose railway 

station is just one stop after the one of Riomaggiore. During the summer and when the 

sea is calm, there is a also a regular boat service from Cinque Terre to Portovenere and 

Lerici. 

The prime photo spots in Portovenere are two. The first is along the sea promenade, 

which affords a great view of the typical Ligurian houses, with the tower of the parochial 

church peeking out from behind them. 

 

The second one is easily found walking westward along the seafront up to the ruins of 

the old castle, overlooking the church of St. Peter at the tip of the peninsula. 
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As Portovenere faces the sea on both sides, it makes for a great spot for sunrise too, 

whereas all the other locations we mentioned so far are shadowed by steep mountains to 

the east, so they see the sun only late during the morning. 

On the other side of the gulf lies the small village of Tellaro, which can be reached by car 

or bus from La Spezia. It’s only a few hundred meters from the parking lot to the small 

marina. When there, walk over the rocks on the northern side (to the right when looking 

at the sea) to get a nice view of the houses and of the small church amassed on the 

promontory. 

This side of the harbor is facing the north, so it will be backlit during most of the day, but 

it will receive direct light from the sun on late afternoons during the summer season. 
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ABOUT 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 the form on my home page to 

subscribe. 

I lead photography tours and workshop in various locations along the shores of the 

Mediterranean Sea. You can find a complete list of current offerings at my Photo Tours 

page. 

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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