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The visual blitz that is Venice tends to leave visitors bug-eyed, weak-kneed and grasping for
the nearest panino (sandwich) or plate of risi e bisi (risotto broth with peas). But there’s more
to La Serenissima than simple carb-loading. For centuries Venice has gone far beyond the call
of dietary duty, and lavished visitors with wildly inventive feasts. Europe’s most outrageous
dinner party was held in Venice back in 1574 in honour of Henry IIT of France, featuring 1200
dishes, 300 bonbons, and napkins made of spun sugar. Unless you're a visiting head of state,
you probably won’t be required to eat that much in one sitting in Venice - but you’ll have your
pick of vast, impressive cicheti (traditional Venetian bar snacks) spreads at happy hour, decadent
pastries at Venetian bakeries, and hot chocolate rich enough for French monarchs and Aztec
gods, at Caffeé Florian (p199).

‘Local food! is the latest foodie credo, but it’s nothing new in Venice. Surrounded by garden
islands and a lagoon’s worth of seafood, Venice offers local specialities that never make it to
the mainland, because they’re served fresh the same day in Venetian bacari (old-style bars)
and osterie (pub-restaurants). A strong sea breeze wafts over the kitchens of the lagoon city,
with the occasional meaty dish from the Veneto mainland and traditional local options of rice
and polenta in addition to classic Italian pastas. But side dishes of Veneto vegetables often steal
the show, and early risers will notice Venetians risking faceplants in canals to grab radicchio
trevisano (bitter red chicory, a ruffled red leafy vegetable) and prized Bassano del Grappa
asparagus from produce-laden barges.

Venice’s cosmopolitan outlook has kept the city ahead of the locavore curve, and makes
local cuisine anything but predictable. Don’t be surprised if some Venetian dishes taste vaguely
Turkish or Greek rather than strictly Italian: with trade routes bringing imported tastes to Ven-
ice for over a millennium, Venetian cuisine is a highly refined fusion of flavours. Spice-route
flavours from the Mediterranean and beyond can be savoured in signature Venetian recipes
such as sarde in saor, traditionally made with sardines fried in a tangy onion marinade with
pine nuts and sultanas. The occasional exceptional ingredient from another part of Italy sneaks
in, such as Tuscan fillets, Campania mozzarella di bufala (fresh buffalo-milk mozarella) and
Sicilian blood oranges.

But no matter what’s on the menu, many Venetians remain fiercely loyal to local wines. No
Venetian feast would be complete without at least one ombra, or glass of wine; for best local
choices, see the boxed text, p200. Ombra literally means ‘shade’, and the nickname apparently
comes from wine stalls in the shade of the Campanile di San Marco where gondoliers once took
breaks between fares. Lunchtime is a fine excuse to pop a cork on some prosecco (sparkling
white wine), the Veneto’s beloved bubbly, and start working your way methodically through
the extensive seafood menu: tender octopus salad, black squid-ink risotto, and granseola
(spider crab).
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