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Introduction
In the 1980s and 90s I lived and worked in Venice, Italy, for several
years. In those low-tech days I wrote frequently to my parents,
regaling them with tales of my adventures and mishaps (most of them,
anyway – I was careful to omit the darker moments).
This book offers a glimpse of my life in Venice through a series of
collages based on extracts from some of those letters.
Heidi Wenyon, May 2020

Arrival
“There were no connecting trains
from the Gare du Nord to Paris
Lyon, so I had to trek halfway
across the city and change on the
Metro; as a result of having to
cart my heavy suitcase around I
arrived in Venice with one arm
considerably longer than the
other.”
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Acqua alta
“I’m sure that one of these
days the whole city will
collapse and sink without
trace … so you’d better come
quickly while it still
exists!”
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El greco
“He is, in fact, my ‘man of the
moment’ – but it won’t last much
longer than that because we
communicate in stilted Italian,
with the aid of Italian, Greek
and English dictionaries.”
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Tour guide
“I’ll be taking English-speaking
tourists up and down the Grand
Canal, giving them all the info
about the palazzi (I’ve been busy
doing my homework all weekend).”
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Carnevale
“I haven’t had time to make a
costume but Toni says I can wear
his from last year. I’m sure he
made a much better Hawaiian than
I will!”
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Elephants in the Campo
“Everything seemed very quiet and
peaceful until the elephants came
round the corner, making a terrific
noise and scaring the wits out of
everyone. I don’t think they were
particularly pleased to be in
Venice!”
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Room with a view
“My room is delightful, the only
drawback being the occasional
mini-earthquake occurring every
time a ship passes in front of
the window.”
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Ow-dee-oh-eh-Vee-day-oh
“We filmed Madame Butterfly at
the Fenice, and I was as close
to the stage as is possible to
be without actually being ON
it.”
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Happiness = small dog
“Ugo is very musical, with
exclusively classical tastes.
By the way, he’s made friends
with another dog who comes to
call for him each morning,
tapping at the door.”
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Lost in the snow
“We were about to phone the
local papers when Ugo appeared,
soaking wet, bedraggled and
famished. He’d been out in the
snow for nearly 24 hours!”
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Happiest tidings
“The news will obviously come
as a surprise … but I hope
that once the initial shock
has worn off you’ll be as
happy as I am!”
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A long way from home
“We have a nice sitting
room overlooking the
Corcovado … but the
supermarkets are like
battlegrounds.”
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Notes on the text
Arrival

El greco

I arrived in Venice after an uncomfortable 24-hour railway
journey from London. Sharing a couchette compartment
overnight with strangers is an experience I’ll never forget.
But it was worth it for the view of the Grand Canal that
greeted me as I left the station. I had ditched a publishing
job in London to spend a few months (which turned into 16
years) living and working in Venice, at that time a vibrant
city centre with around 100,000 residents (a number that has
now dwindled to 52,000).

Soon after my arrival in Venice romance blossomed, in the
shape of a handsome Greek. He and his fellow Greek
architecture students were serious party people: forget about
prosecco, parmigiano and Vivaldi - I was introduced to ouzo,
baklava and Greek pop music, all savoured through a dense fog
of (presumably) tobacco smoke in their tightly shuttered
high-rise apartments in the industrial area of Marghera.

Acqua alta

It was relatively easy in 1980s Venice for foreign residents
to pick up temporary work in the tourist trade, however
spectacularly unqualified for the job. Several decades on,
the day I and an equally clueless coach driver escorted a
group of hapless British tourists to the wrong Palladian
villa is etched on my memory. Fortunately, I soon found a
less hazardous profession as a translator.

My throwaway remark about Venice sinking was closer to
reality than I could have imagined. I grew accustomed to the
rather charming and photogenic sight of Piazza San Marco
under water, and to sloshing around the city in rubber boots
when the tides were high. But rising sea levels and the
damage caused by cruise ships have led to increasingly
devastating floods and a real solution, in the form of flood
barriers, has so far failed to materialise.
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Tour guide
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Carnevale

Room with a view

The Venetian Carnival was relaunched during my first year
in Venice. At first it was a chance for the locals to
dress up and let their hair down, though soon it lost its
authenticity to become yet another tourist money-spinner.
I wore a Hawaiaan outfit, but most Venetians favoured
more traditional attire like the commedia dell’arte
costumes illustrated here: Harlequin and Columbine, the
vain and calculating Signora and, of course, the Plague
Doctor, who in 2020 has sadly had his work cut out.

A Scottish friend and I sublet an apartment on the corner
of Via Garibaldi with a breathtaking view across the lagoon
(though it’s true the roof leaked). I would fling open my
shutters in the morning to find a massive cruise ship
parked outside, its passengers waving enthusiastically at
my tousled figure. Of course, besides causing me some
embarrassment at the time, the daily invasion of cruise
ships has proved a disaster for the Venetian ecosystem.
Perhaps after the 2020 global pandemic the authorities will
think again about allowing ocean liners to cruise into
town.

Elephants in the Campo
Ow-dee-oh-eh-Vee-day-oh
Had I not found the letter to my parents recording the
arrival of elephants in Campo Sant’Angelo I’d scarcely have
believed such an event could take place (and in fact had
completely forgotten about it). It’s certainly true that
Carnival was a time when anything could and did happen, a
dreamtime where you could be anyone you wanted – until the
mask came off.
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Pop and opera videos, documentaries, news stories, ads for
tortellini makers, furriers and saucepan salesmen – it was
all in a day’s work at Audio & Video, where I worked as a
production assistant and general dogsbody alongside my
boyfriend Toni, cameraman, photographer, saxophonist and
sometime DJ at Radio Venezia International(perhaps you can
spot us in the illustration). The money was terrible, but it
was a lot of fun.
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Happiness = small dog

Happiest tidings

His name was Ugo and, though long departed, he lives on in
Venice, where his descendants are easy to spot. They may be
stealing ice cream from the chubby hands of toddlers,
picking fights with rottweilers or jauntily boarding the
vaporetto for a solo day trip to the island of Murano
(perhaps to admire the glass trinkets or, as Ugo once did,
visit a friend).

Few parents would be thrilled to discover that their
daughter has thrown in her lot with a penniless musician
rather than a doctor/lawyer/banker; but mine greeted the
news of their imminent grandparenthood with stoicism, and
were instantly besotted with the addition to our family.

Lost in the snow
Ugo quickly recovered from his winter escapade and
developed a taste for adventure. On a later occasion he
disappeared for two days, having followed a kindly old lady
to the Lido and then back to her palazzo, from which he was
reluctantly torn, having rapidly grown accustomed to tasty
chicken morsels and the little Turkish rug on which he was
allowed to snooze.
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A long way from home
Copacabana beach was on our doorstep, the sun was always
shining and I developed a lifelong love of bossa nova. But
where were the Titians, the Tintorettos and Tiepolos? It
wasn’t long before I and my small son headed back to Venice,
where we would live happily for another six years before
London, and new friends, new adventures, came calling.
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About the collages
The papers used to assemble the 12 collages in Letters from
Venice were hand-painted and coloured in acrylics,
watercolour and crayon. Paper types include corrugated
cardboard, tracing paper, cellophane, card and cartridge
paper and brown paper bags.

About the artist
Heidi was educated in England and Wales. During the 16 years
spent living in Italy she worked as a translator,
interpreter and fixer for film and TV crews besides taking
many other jobs that helped pay the rent. After returning to
the UK, Heidi worked in communications and branding in the
publishing and financial sectors. Heidi said goodbye to the
corporate world in 2017 and is now studying for a degree in
Art and Design.

Contact Heidi via her website: heidiwenyon.com
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