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Already under threat, Venice’s traditional gon-
dola shipyards now lie silent apart from the 
gentle sound of canal water lapping at their 

doorsteps. When Italian master Canaletto was paint-
ing his panoramas of the floating city in the 18th cen-
tury, the “squeri”, as they are known, were ten a pen-
ny. Now only four of the small shipyards remain. All of 
them have been at a near or complete standstill since 
a blanket ban on sailing gondolas was imposed dur-
ing the coronavirus pandemic. 

“Venice without gondolas is dark and meaning-
less,” said Roberto Dei Rossi, one of the few remain-
ing traditional carpenters who build the long black 
boats. The 58-year-old crafts between four and five 
gondolas a year by hand, each one taking some 400 
hours to make. “Every time I put a new one into the 
water, it’s like witnessing a birth. It’s my creation,” he 
told AFP. 

 
Fit for a king  

The boats are just over 10 metres (32 feet) long, 
1.38 metres wide and weigh 600 kilograms (1,320 
pounds).   They are made up of 280 pieces of wood 
from eight different species of tree—oak, larch, wal-
nut, cherry, basswood, cedar, mahogany, and fir. They 
are bought almost exclusively by gondoliers, who pay 
between 30,000 euros ($33,000) and 50,000 euros 

depending on the finish. Each is made to measure and 
adapted to the weight of its new owner. “We also 
have had a few enthusiasts who have placed orders 
with us, in the United States, Germany and Japan,” 
said Dei Rossi. 

They were once considered a present fit for a 
king: some, along with their gondoliers, were offered 
by Venice’s Doge to France’s Louis XIV for the “royal 
flotilla” that sailed on the Palace of Versailles’ Grand 
Canal. The bulk of the fleet now glides along the 
canals of Venice, punted by some 400 gondoliers. 
Would-be newcomers have to bid for a limited num-
ber of navigation licences granted by the city hall. 
These are glum times for gondoliers though: the pan-
demic has put a temporary end to romantic tours by 
water. 

The sector had already suffered during exception-
al high tides at the end of last year, which put off 
tourists and damaged boats. They will sail again once 
tourists are allowed to return to Italy from June 3, 
covering their noses and mouths with masks—a far 
cry from the city’s flamboyant carnival costumes. 

 
‘Axe masters’  

Italy’s government imposed a national lockdown in 
early March. Images of pristine waters in Venice after 
marine traffic was halted went viral around the world. 
But the long shutdown was bad news for the ship-

yards, which not only make but also repair and main-
tain gondolas. It has been particularly hard for the 
Tramontin shipyard, the oldest workshop still active in 
Venice. 

Bordering the Ognissanti Canal,  it was taken over 
by two young sisters in 2018 after the death of their 
father Roberto Tramontin, heir to a family business 
founded by his great-grandfather in 1884. “With dad 
no longer around, the main thing was missing,” said 
Elena Tramontin, 33, who decided along with her 
younger sister Elisabetta to do what they could to 
keep the company alive. “We had to reinvent our-
selves,” she told AFP. 

Despite having no experience and no previous 
plans to enter the gondola-building business, they 
took the plunge, relying heavily on the help of gondo-
la carpentry experts known as the “maestri d’ascia”, 
or “axe masters”. “My sister is in charge of public 
relations, the cultural side of the business, which is 
important, and I paint and do some small repairs on 
the boats,” Elisabetta Tramontin said. 

The art graduate, 30, says that despite the obsta-
cles—be they high tides or viruses—they are deter-
mined to honour their father’s memory and transform 
“Tramontin and sons” into “Tramontin and daugh-
ters”. “You don’t get rich with this job, you have to 
have passion. But it does bring a lot of satisfaction,” 
she said.—AFP  

The decision to hold the Venice Film Festival 
despite the coronavirus pandemic is being 
hailed as a “sign of hope” for the movie 

world after months of closed cinemas, shuttered 
film sets and cancelled galas. The rapid global 
spread of the virus forced major production 
companies to halt filming, and top silver-screen 
festivals to postpone or cancel their 2020 edi-

tions—including Venice’s historic rival Cannes, 
usually held in May. Despite Italy being among 
the worst-hit countries, with over 33,000 
deaths, the director of the Venice Film Festival, 
Alberto Barbera, is defiant in the face of the dis-
ease, insisting the 77th edition of the “Mostra” 
will go ahead from September 2 to 12. 

Italy has been slowly exiting its lockdown 

and organisers in the canal city are betting on a 
return to normality in the hard-hit north of the 
country by the end of the summer. The first 
post-coronavirus festival will nonetheless have 
to adopt new sanitary and social distancing 
rules. “It will be a unique edition. We still don’t 
know exactly what we’ll be able to do, but in the 
meantime are selecting the films and drawing up 

a plan to allow everyone to participate safely,” 
Barbera said on Instagram this week. 

Giorgio Gosetti, head of the renowned paral-
lel Venice Days competition for innovative or 
original filmmaking, told AFP it was “as if we 
were starting over again from 1932, when the 
festival was founded”. “Everyone in the world of 
cinema... feels that right now the best place to 

celebrate, to show vitality, is the oldest festival in 
the world,” he said. Barbera has repeatedly ruled 
out the suggestion the prestigious event could 
be held online, leaving film experts to suggest 
the number of films shown—generally over 200 
— will be noticeably reduced. Familiar scenes of 
throngs of paparazzi snapping photographs of 
A-listers on the red carpet and signing auto-
graphs for screaming crowds of fans are also 
unlikely. Festival expert Angela Prudenzi told 
AFP that this year, “all eyes will be on the films, 
which is a very good thing”. 

 
Rivalry with Cannes  

What remains unclear is how the cancelled 
Cannes festival could work with Venice’s festi-
val—or step on its toes. Thierry Fremaux, the 
Cannes festival’s director, has said he and 
Barbera have discussed the possibility of some 
type of collaboration, without providing details. 
One complication for Venice, which has not yet 
released its roster of films, is that Cannes is set 
to unveil its own selection on Wednesday. The 
50 to 60 films on the list will not be shown on 
the Croisette, but will benefit from the “Cannes 
2020” label created after the cancellation of the 
73rd edition. 

Whether some of those films show at Venice 
instead, or bypass the Mostra entirely to pre-
miere at other festivals such as Toronto or San 
Sebastian, remains unclear. The Hollywood 
Reporter reported that Italian director Nanni 
Moretti’s latest film, “Tre piani,” based on Israeli 
Eshkol Nevo’s novel Three Floors Up, was set 
for Cannes, but will go to Venice instead. Big US 
films that had been expected to premiere at 
Cannes—including Wes Anderson’s “The French 
Dispatch” and Pixar’s animated feature “Soul”—
have pushed back their releases to later this 
year. 

 
Where to watch  

Traditionally held on the Lido, Venice’s festi-
val could include new spaces for film viewing 
this year. Some have suggested that the Arsenal 
shipyards, where the city’s famed art and archi-

tecture bienniales are held, could be turned into 
cinemas, with only a limited, pre-booked number 
of viewers allowed inside. Whether the film 
world’s great and good will be seen this year 
nipping across the lagoon in speedboats or sip-
ping prosecco at the festival’s parties remains to 
be seen. But Giona Nazzaro, a programmer who 
has helped revitalise Film Critics’ Week, a Venice 
sidebar show, told the Manifesto newspaper that 
the festival going ahead provided a much-need-
ed glimmer of light in dark times. “That an indus-
try suffering like the film industry is starting up 
again is a sign of hope,” he said.—AFP  

 

In this file photo taken on August 28, 2019 an 
employee works outside the Palazzo del Cinema 
on the opening day of the 76th Venice Film 
Festival at Venice Lido.—AFP  

Venetian gondola manufacturer, Roberto Dei Rossi poses 
by gondolas under construction at his boatyard in Venice, 
as the country eases its lockdown within the COVID-19 
pandemic caused by the novel coronavirus. — AFP photos

Picture taken in the 30s shows the bridge of Sighs in 
Venice.. 

Undated picture shows gondolas on a canal in Venice. 

A builder sands a gondola at the Venetian gondola manu-
facturer, Roberto Dei Rossi boatyard in Venice. 

A Gondola builder files wood at the Venetian gondola 
manufacturer, Roberto Dei Rossi boatyard in Venice. 

Elisabetta Tramontin hand sands a gondola at the historic 
Tramontin and Figli boatyard in Venice. 

Two Gondoliers ride a gondola between past the San 
Giorgio Maggiore church (Rear) and moored gondolas in 
Venice, as the country eases its lockdown within the 
COVID-19 pandemic caused by the novel coronavirus. 

In this file photo taken on 
May 23, 2017 A general 
view shows guests arriv-
ing at the Festival Palace 
for the ‘70th Anniversary’ 
ceremony of the Cannes 
Film Festival in Cannes, 
southern France. – AFP  

Venice film fest a ‘sign of hope’ for world cinema
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Venice gondola makers 


