
  

THE VENETIAN GHETTO: 
 

AN EXPERIMENT IN CONTAINMENT, 
 

1516-1866 
 
 

by 
 
 

Briana Rae Gotham 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPROVED BY SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE: 
 
 
 

______________________________________ 
Nils Roemer, Co-Chair 

 
 
 
 

______________________________________ 
Mark Rosen, Co-Chair 

 
 
 
 

______________________________________ 
Peter Park 

 
 
 
 

______________________________________ 
David Patterson 



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 2021 
 

Briana Rae Gotham 

All rights reserved 

  



  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This dissertation is dedicated to Logan Wince and Andrew Gotham, for all of their years of 
support and encouragement. Thank you! 

  



  

THE VENETIAN GHETTO: 

AN EXPERIMENT IN CONTAINMENT, 

1516-1866 

 
 
 

by 
 
 
 
 

BRIANA RAE GOTHAM, BA, MA 
 
 
 
 
 

DISSERTATION 

Presented to the Faculty of 

The University of Texas at Dallas 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 
 
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY IN 
 

HUMANITIES - HISTORY OF IDEAS 
 

 
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT DALLAS 
 

May 2021



 v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 

Thank you, Dr. Peter Park, Dr. David Patterson, Dr. Nils Roemer, and Dr. Mark Rosen for all of 

your guidance and suggestions over the years, and especially for your help in refining my 

unwieldy manuscript. Thank you to the Ackerman Center for Holocaust Studies for the research 

funds provided through the Mike Jacobs Fellowship for Holocaust Studies. Thank you, Bonnie 

Gordon, for your help in negotiating international document requests. Thank you to the Archivio 

di Stato di Firenze in Florence for providing photo reproductions of your collection online. 

Thank you as well to the Archivio di Stato di Venezia in Venice for providing photo 

reproductions of your collection. Thank you to the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., 

to the Newberry Library in Chicago, IL, to the Huntington Library in San Marino, CA, to the 

team at ProQuest Early Modern Books, and to the Museo Correr in Venice, Italy, for posting 

digital images of your collections online. And, finally, thank you to the faculty and staff at The 

University of Texas at Dallas, whose help was invaluable, especially in finding obscure news 

articles. 

 
April 2021 

  



 vi 

THE VENETIAN GHETTO: 
 

AN EXPERIMENT IN CONTAINMENT, 
 

1516-1866 
 
 

Briana Rae Gotham, PhD 
The University of Texas at Dallas, 2021 

 
 
 
 

 Supervising Professors: Nils Roemer, Co-Chair 
Mark Rosen, Co-Chair 

 
 
 
 
Established in 1516 on an abandoned manufacturing site, the Ghetto of Venice was an 

experiment in containment as a means of maintaining coexistence between the early modern 

Republic’s Christian and Jewish populations. The walls that surrounded the Venetian Ghetto 

served both Christians and Jews, limiting movement while simultaneously providing protection 

and socioeconomic stability to both groups. My interdisciplinary analysis of the Ghetto, 

comprised of the History of Ideas, Social Art History, and Literary Studies reveals the unique 

role it played in cultural assimilation. The Senate decree of March 29, 1516 states, “two high 

walls shall be built to close off the other two sides [of the Ghetto], which rise above the canals, 

and all the quays attached to the...houses shall be walled in.”1 The language of the decree 

subjugates Venice’s Jewish population, yet it also acknowledges Venice’s economic reliance on 

a Jewish presence. Visual and literary art created between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries 

 
1. David Chambers, Brian Pullan, and Jennifer Fletcher, ed., Venice: A Documentary History, 1450-

1630 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 339. 
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by Ghetto residents and non-residents, including city maps, Ghetto residential plans, and Jewish 

poetry, uncovers the complex role played by the Ghetto in the minority group’s assimilation into 

the majority. The Ghetto was intended by Venetian authorities to enhance the Otherness of the 

Venetian Jew, both in location and construction quality. Venetian Jews, on the other hand, 

reconceptualized the Ghetto as protection against anti-Jewish Christians.2 The Ghetto both 

maintained and challenged Christian dominance over Jews; for the Ghetto walls and overly 

crowded residences subjugated Jewish residents by enclosing them and barring access from 

Christian space. Nevertheless, Jewish poets in the seventeenth century transformed the Ghetto 

walls into fortifications, the bridges into drawbridges, and the canals into purifying water that 

washed anti-Judaism from Venice’s shores. Visual representations of the Ghetto likewise depict 

the nuanced nature of the Ghetto in early modern Christian-Jewish relations, wherein the Ghetto 

is represented as a fortress. The significance of the Ghetto’s walls lies in their duality, by which 

Christians and Jews were granted space to develop cultural identities that later contributed to a 

unified Venetian identity following Jewish Emancipation. The importance of this duality lies in 

the long-term development of Venice as a leader in European cultural and economic 

development.  

 
2. Shaul Bassi, “The Venetian Ghetto and Modern Jewish Identity,” Judaism 51, no. 4 (2002): 472, 

accessed August 13, 2019, https://web-a-ebscohost-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d571446a-5219-430a-81d3-
3978851ddeab%40sdc-v-sessmgr03. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

THE CONCEPT OF CONTAINMENT IN EARLY MODERN VENICE 
 
 

“the ghetto / Lifts the bridge to escape thefts and robberies” 
 

-Giulia Solinga, “61. Sonnet”3 
 
 

The seventeenth-century Jewish poet Sarra Copia Sulam balanced between the Venetian 

Ghetto and non-Ghetto worlds.4 Exemplifying the development of Venice’s unique Christian-

Jewish relations between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, Copia Sulam simultaneously 

remained faithful to her Jewish culture while also enjoying a level of agency through her literary 

salon in the Ghetto Nuovissimo.5 What is more, Copia Sulam’s salon appears not to have 

distinguished based on faith; rather, the poet welcomed both Jewish and Christian intellectuals 

from Venice and beyond.6 As openly as she welcomed Christians into her house, so did Venetian 

 
3. Giulia Solinga, “61. Sonnet,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-

Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 490 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 490 ll.3-4 (references are to page and line numbers). Unless otherwise 
noted, any quotations from Harrán’s anthology are his translations. 

 
4. Sarra Copia Sulam is believed to have lived from about 1600 to 1641. Don Harrán, ed. and trans., 

Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia 
Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or 
Defense (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), iv. 

 
5. According to Harrán, none of Copia Sulam’s letters have survived (116); however, his summary of 

Copia Sulam’s letter based on Ansaldo Cebà’s Letter 33 of September 12, 1620 states, “In answer to a letter 
where Copia spoke of her reverence for Cebà. As for herself, she asked why her having been born a Jew was 
thought to make her defective. She refused to discuss Christianity in writing” (Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 33 
[September 12, 1620],” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, 
the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her 
Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 224-225 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009], 224). On Copia Sulam’s literary salon, see Harrán, ed. and tran., 126, 126fn48, 507. 

 
6. “To please her, her father allowed an academy to be opened in his house. There men of letters 

convened with the end of hearing her speak, coming not only from nearby but also from Treviso, Padua, 
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nobility welcome her into theirs.7 Rather than conforming to early modern Europe’s call to evict 

the religious and social Other, Venice welcomed Jewish refugees for their role as moneylenders. 

Unwilling, however, to tolerate free movement of its Jewish population, Venice established the 

Ghetto in 1516. Thus, Venice sought to maintain Christian dominance over Jewish Otherness 

while also seeking a way to benefit both populations by protecting its commercial heritage. 

Venice’s experiment in containment of the Jewish religious Other permitted Copia Sulam and 

others like her the freedom to develop a unique Venetian Jewish identity, secure from the anti-

Jewish pogroms that plagued other Italian polities. Venetian reliance on Jewish moneylending 

and merchants brought Jews to the lagoon city, leading the Senate to establish a policy of 

containment, ostensibly to maintain harmony between the city’s Christian and Jewish 

populations, that would result in a level of coexistence that eased the transition from the Jewish 

Other to the Jewish Venetian during the nineteenth century. 

Copia Sulam’s friendship with the Christian poet, Ansaldo Cebà, illustrates the unique 

intermingling of Christian-Jewish relations in early modern Venice. Living in Genoa throughout 

their correspondence, Cebà received letters of praise from Copia Sulam; as Cebà prefaces in his 

 
Vicenza, and even farther places” (Angelo Aprosio, “Letter by Angelo Aprosio [undated, though based on a 
report from 1637]: The Notice Itself [originally in Italian],” in Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-
Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 507-510 [Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009], 507). For more on Copia Sulam’s literary salon, see Harrán, ed. and tran., 
126, 126fn48, 507. 

 
7. Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 35 (10 October 1620,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual 

in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of 
Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 226-231 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 228, 228fn450. Cebà writes, “If that noble Venetian [Basadonna] was 
scandalized by my jealousy, tell him that I am over it and that it little bothers me that you have friends from 
Basadonna Palace” (Cebà, 228, 228fn449). 
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collection of correspondence with Copia Sulam, “[m]y poem about Queen Esther moved a noble 

Jewish woman to covet my friendship, as discussed in these letters. I did not refuse to make love 

to her soul in order to improve the condition of mine.”8 Copia Sulam’s initiation of their 

friendship suggests a level of agency afforded to Venetian intellectuals, whether they were 

Christian or otherwise. Additionally, the Genoese poet claims to have seen an opportunity to 

convert Copia Sulam, by which he spent the majority of their correspondence trying to convince 

her to become Christian.9 Indicative of Venetian Christian-Jewish relations during the early 

modern period, Copia Sulam’s answer to Cebà is nuanced. On the one hand, her reticence to 

discuss her faith indicates a level of anxiety about being Jewish in Venice; on the other hand, her 

devotion to Judaism implies a unique culture in which she feels secure to practice her faith.10 

 
8. Ansaldo Cebà, “Ansaldo Cebà’s Dedication to Marc’Antonio Doria,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish 

Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, 
Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don 
Harrán, 116 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 116. 

 
9. See Ansaldo Cebà, “Sarra Copia and Ansaldo Cebà,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and 

Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with 
Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 115-
267 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009) for his letters translated into English. 

 
10. In the preface to Cebà’s “Letter 20 (15 February 1620),” Harrán writes that Copia Sulam 

“countered his [Cebà’s] arguments in support of Christianity with her own in its denial, though not with an 
easy mind: she hesitated to speak openly, she said, for fear of offending him” (Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 20 (15 
February 1620),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the 
Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, 
Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 194-97 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
194). However, the preface to Cebà’s “Letter 26 (23 May 1620)” says that Copia Sulam “countered his 
[Cebà’s] call for her baptism…it seems, that being born in the middle of aqueous Venice she had no need of it. 
His chidings, she may have said, brought her no closer to baptismal waters. Rather they filled her eyes with 
water of another kind: tears, making her want to die” (Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 26 [23 May 1620],” in Sarra 
Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in 
Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. 
and trans. Don Harrán, 211-13 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009]), 211-12). Unfortunately, we do 
not have Copia Sulam’s letters to hear her own voice; instead, we must hear her filtered through Cebà’s 
responses. 
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 In addition to her enthusiastic reading of Cebà’s poem La reina Esther, Copia Sulam 

proclaimed her own poetic ability: 

With devout accents the beautiful Hebrew woman 
 Implored the exalted choirs for their grace, 
 Indeed, midst heavenly stars, in sacred fires, 
 She holds supreme minds happily in her grip: 
Upon the sound that removes souls from the greatest torments, 
 In order to honor you alone, Ansaldo, 
 She holds the worlds intent on your verses 
 While feeling her chastest passions unfold. 
Therefore the immortal god who was born in Delos 
 Acquires, through your glory, his own glory, 
 Nor will heat or cold consume it. 
She who already made you a poet 
 Ruling this one will, from empyreal heavens, 
 Forever set your poems as the goal.11 
 

Copia Sulam’s reference to Esther in the first line dedicates the sonnet to Cebà, while the voice 

of the lover self-identifies with the biblical queen. Indeed, Copia Sulam’s fame in literary circles 

suggests the line between Esther and herself-as-lover becomes increasingly blurred, until she is 

the Hebrew Queen in the second stanza, whose “chastest passions unfold.”12 The lover’s self-

identification with Esther is withdrawn at the turn, wherein Cebà’s literary prowess is attributed 

 
11. On Copia Sulam’s response to Cebà’s Esther poem, see Ansaldo Cebà, “Letters to Sarra Copia 

from Her Christian Correspondent Ansaldo Cebà (1618-22),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and 
Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with 
Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 116-
256 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 116, 116fn4. 

Sarra Copia Sulam, “1. Sonnet,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-
Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 119-120 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 119-120. Republished with permission of University of Chicago Press – 
Books, from Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of 
Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, 
Condemnation, or Defense, Don Harrán, ed. and trans., 2009; permission conveyed through Copyright 
Clearance Center, Inc. 

 
12. Copia Sulam, “1.,” 120 l.8 (references are to page and line numbers). 
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to Esther’s direct influence. Moreover, Copia Sulam further distinguishes the lover from the 

celebrated queen. While the blurred figure of “the beautiful Hebrew woman” and the lover 

enjoyed authority over Cebà’s poetry, the lover is diminished in the final stanza to one who is 

reigned by the beloved. The lover thus shifts from a position of agency as “the beautiful Hebrew 

woman” to one of subjugation, “rul[ed]” by Cebà and conforming her poetry to her beloved’s, 

“[f]orever set…as the goal.”13 A hierarchy thus develops, which holds Esther at the top, Cebà in 

the center, and Copia Sulam at the bottom. 

 Copia Sulam’s sonnet invites speculation into Christian-Jewish relations of early modern 

Venice, in which she bridged the gap between “the worlds” of Ghetto and non-Ghetto life.14 

Copia Sulam’s self-description as “little different from other Venetian women” indicates the 

complex relations experienced by early modern Venetian Jews.15 She simultaneously reveals the 

ease with which she entered non-Jewish society, and challenges Venice’s concept of Jewish 

Otherness. The Grecian-themed portrait believed to be hers (Fig. 4.5) reveals her humanist 

leanings, emphasizing her identity as poet through her costume and the quills in her right hand. 

Unwilling to be objectified as Jewish, Copia Sulam appears as averse to abandon her ethnicity 

and her faith.16 She forbore to wear the required red shawl which Venice mandated all Jewish 

 
13. Copia Sulam, “1.,” 119 l.1, l.4, 120. l.12-14. 
 
14. Copia Sulam, “1.,” 120 l.7. 
 
15. See Harrán’s preface to Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 38 (9 January 1621),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: 

Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and 
Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. 
Don Harrán, 233-235 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 233. 

 
16. Cebà responded to her sustained refusal to convert in his “Letter 21 (11 April 1620)”: “If my 

explanations and my arguments are to no avail, then my prayers at least and my tears will help me, while I am 
alive or dead, to labor for your salvation, which, out of Christian charity, I desire as much as every other’s. But 
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residents wear for easy identification; yet she was disinclined to convert despite repeated 

attempts by Cebà and his patrons, Marc’Antonio and Isabella Doria.17 

Copia Sulam’s residence in the Ghetto Nuovissimo revealed her high economic and 

subsequent social status, not just among Venetian Jews, but also among the city’s poor 

Christians, who inhabited the Ghetto Nuovissimo’s border residences.18 Moreover, the Ghetto 

Nuovissimo allowed for easy access to the Grand Canal, Venice’s major thoroughfare, on which 

the lagoon city’s nobility lived.19 This easy access to high-ranking Christian space further 

indicates the elevated level of agency enjoyed by Copia Sulam and her coreligionists of the 

Ghetto Nuovissimo. Undeniably, Copia Sulam’s membership in one of the wealthiest Jewish 

families of the Venetian Ghetto permitted her extra freedoms, not available to those of lower 

socio-economic status, such as the smaller merchants and moneylenders of the Ghetto Nuovo.20 

Venice’s tolerance of Copia Sulam’s unique position in the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds 

 
as I am stimulated by my inclination toward the generosity of your mind, I seem to crave your salvation with 
so much thirst that if you could fathom my intentions, you would certainly feel bound to my love with a more 
powerful chain than the one you show me in your portrait” (Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 21 [11 April 1620],” in 
Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia 
Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or 
Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 198-201 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009], 198-99). 

 
17. Ansaldo Cebà, “References to Sarra Copia in a Second Collection of Anslado Cebà’s Letters 

(1623): From Sixteen Letters to Marc’Antonio Doria,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 
Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 262-267 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 262, 262fn24. 

 
18. Harrán, ed. and trans., 34. 
 
19. A number of palaces were situated on the Grand Canal. See Harrán’s editorial note in Cebà, 

“Letter 35 (10 October 1620),” 228fn450; and Dana E. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto and the Visual Imagination of 
Early Modern Venice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 32, 76-77. 

 
20. On Copia Sulam’s economic status, see Harrán, ed. and trans., 17-18. 
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underscores the Venetian Republic’s priority of commerce over religion. As this dissertation will 

demonstrate, Copia Sulam’s experience as a Jewish poet living in the Venetian Ghetto helps 

reveal the daily negotiation that occurred between Venetian authorities and Ghetto residents 

between 1516 and 1866. 

Venice’s international commercial focus was unique when feudalism reigned elsewhere 

in early modern Europe. As such, the Republic of Venice was a pioneer in Christian-Jewish 

relations by which Jewish refugees were welcomed from the Ottoman Empire and from the 

inquisitions of the Iberian Peninsula. Venice’s encouragement of Jewish immigration, though, 

directly resulted from Venice’s war against the League of Cambrai in the first decade of the 

sixteenth century, which nearly bankrupted Venice and eliminated its maritime supremacy.21 

Consequently, a Jewish presence in the heart of the Most Serene Republic was considered 

necessary to regain both its lost prosperity and its dominance over international trade. 

Established in 1516 on an abandoned manufacturing site (called geto in the Venetian 

dialect), the Ghetto of Venice was an experiment in containment as a means of coexistance 

between the early modern Republic’s Christian and Jewish populations.22 Venetian authorities 

intended the Ghetto as a physical manifestation of Venice’s policy of containment; meanwhile, 

Jewish residents reimagined the Ghetto as a space that provided room for Venetian Judaism to 

grow. This space for toleration of the religious and social Other is juxtaposed by the Jewish 

 
21. Benjamin Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’ of Venice, 1541,” Proceedings of 

the World Congress of Jewish Studies 2, division B (1973): 156-57, accessed August 28, 2019, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23529120. The League consisted of papal, Holy Roman Imperial, French, and 
Spanish forces who united against Venetian forces from 1508 to 1510 (Ravid, 156-57). 

 
22. Daniel B. Schwarz, “The Nineteenth-Century Transformation of the Ghetto,” in Ghetto: The 

History of a Word, 49-85 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2019), 66, accessed July 20, 2020, 
http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctvn5tx92.5. 
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Quarters of other European polities prior to 1555, characterized by districts for Jewish residences 

and businesses vaguely outlined by their lack of walls. Venice was the first European city to 

permanently delineate the Jewish Quarter with walls, whose two bridges further limited Jewish 

movement. The model put forward by Venice would go on to influence Pope Paul IV’s 

requirements for a ghetto in his Cum nimis absurdum of 1555. 

Venice’s move toward containment of the Jewish Other was done as a result of public 

Christian outcry, both local and foreign, at the free movement of Venetian Jews. Diarist Marino 

Sanuto records on April 23, 1515,  

[t]his morning, Mister Zorzi Emo advisor to the Council, read in the College a section: 
that the Jews, which are in this land, in several cases contradicting and giving a bad 
example to all Christians, have been sent to dwell in the Giudecca, etc.. Now with the 
Jews in agreement with this part, and particularly the banker Anselmo who lives to agree 
with the trade council, saying it is dangerous to not be in full agreement, staying in the 
Giudecca is more inventive and better than to go to Murano; and it causes so much 
paperwork, that it stays in the College disputed, and yet overlooked.23 
 

Sanuto’s entry, written eleven months before the Senate’s decree removing all Venetian Jews to 

the Ghetto, reveals the tension felt by Christian and Jewish authorities. The College to which 

Sanuto refers was a branch in Venetian government that answered to the Senate and, ultimately, 

to the reigning doge. On the other end of that spectrum, was the trade council, known as the 

Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia, which consisted of five men who worked directly with authority 

figures in the Jewish community. These Jewish authority figures were members of a council 

 
23. Marino Sanuto, I Diarii di Marino Sanuto, vol. 20, I marzo MXV = XXX agosto MDXV (Venice: 

Fratelli Visentini, 1887). “A dì 23…. In questa matina, sier Zorzi Emo savio dil Consejo fe’ lezer in in Colegio 
una parte: che li zudei, quali sono in questa terra molti in diverse caxe et contrade et danno mal exempio a li 
christiani tutti, siano mandate ad habitar a la Zueca, etc.. Hor inteso questa parte da’ zudei et maxime Anselmo 
banchier et viviando a trovar I Savj, dicendo è pericoloso non siano messi a saco, stando a la Zueca, da’ 
fantazini, et che stariano meglio a Muran; et feno tante pratiche, che il resto dil Colegio non l’asentì, et però fo 
soprastato” (Sanuto, vol. 20, 136-38). My translation. 
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called the Va’ad Katan, a group that enjoyed a measure of independent authority and acted as 

liaison with the Christian-led Cinque Savii.24 A member of the Va’ad Katan, Anselmo is 

illustrated as primarily concerned with maintaining harmony between the Christian and Jewish 

populations. Moreover, Anselmo’s title as banker indicates his high economic position in 

Venice, for Venetian Jewish bankers or moneylenders served all ranks of Venetian Christian 

society, from the nobili in the Senate to the poorest popolani in the Ghetto Nuovissimo.25 

Sanuto’s entry is notable for establishing Christian-Jewish relations at the time of the 

establishment of the Ghetto Nuovo, for the debate above concerns a more permanent Jewish 

Quarter on the island of Giudecca. Indeed, prior to the 1516 order for all Jewish residents to 

relocate to the site of an old factory on San Hieronimo, most of the city’s Jewish population 

resided on Giudecca, while pockets of Sephardic and Levantine Jews lived elsewhere in the 

city.26 As he concludes, the Jewish Question was long in the College debate and resisted a clear 

answer until the experiment of containment was brought forward. 

Rather than following the European model of expelling its Jewish population, Venice 

sought to appease public Christian outcry while also assuring a thriving commercial economy. 

Unwilling to abandon its mythical traditions as a haven for refugees or as a peacefully united city 

 
24. On the Christian hierarchy of government, see Benjamin Ravid, “The Third Charter of the Jewish 

Merchants of Venice, 1611: A Case Study in Complex Multifaceted Negotiations,” Jewish Political Studies 
Review 6, no. ½ (Spring 1994): 85-86, accessed February 13, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25834289. On 
internal Jewish autonomy, see Riccardo Calimani, The Ghetto of Venice, trans. Katherine Silberblatt Wolfthal 
(New York: M. Evans and Company, 1987), 286. 

 
25. Isabella Cecchini, “A World of Small Objects: Probate Inventories, Pawns, and Domestic Life in 

Early Modern Venice,” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme 35 no. 3 (Summer / été 2012): 
45, 54, accessed February 8, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43446660. 

 
26. Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization (New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, 1994), 234. 
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in a time when most Italian cities were rife with civil unrest and wars, Venice enacted the Senate 

Decree of March 29, 1516. The decree announced that all Jewish residents of Venice were to 

immediately move their residences and their businesses to the islet of San Hieronimo, which was 

by then the site of an abandoned factory: “all the Jews who are at present living in different 

parishes within our city…shall be obliged to go at once to dwell together in the houses in the 

court within the Geto at San Hieronimo….”27 The walls of the factory, moreover, were reclaimed 

by the Republic in imitation of Venice’s Italian neighbors which protected their residents behind 

walls.28 While Venetian authorities used the Ghetto walls to limit Jewish movement, thereby 

assuring Christian dominance over the city’s Jewish population, the walls were also a means of 

protecting its Jewish residents. Venice’s adaptation of Italian mainland architecture emphasizes 

the experimental nature of the Ghetto and its attempts to control a minority population. 

The Venetian Ghetto has been a frequent topic of study by historians and art historians 

alike. Beginning with Cecil Roth’s 1946 monograph on the history of Italian Jewry inside and 

outside the Ghetto to Dana E. Katz’s 2017 art historical analysis of the roles that space and sight 

played in determining Jewish identity within the Ghetto, studies have ranged from statistical 

histories to art histories.29 The majority of Ghetto enquiries is dedicated to the establishment of 

the three phases: the Ghetto Nuovo in 1516, the Ghetto Vecchio in 1541, and the Ghetto 

 
27. David Chambers, Brian Pullan, and Jennifer Fletcher, ed., Venice: A Documentary History, 1450-

1630 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 338-39. 
 
28. Dr. Mark Rosen, e-mail message to author, July 3, 2020; Iain Fenlon, The Ceremonial City: 

History, Memory and Myth in Renaissance Venice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 38-39. 
 
29. Cecil Roth, The History of the Jews of Italy (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society of 

America, 1946); Katz, The Jewish Ghetto. 
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Nuovissimo in 1633.30 An array of scholarship includes Benjamin Ravid’s 1973 monograph on 

the founding of Venice’s Ghetto using archival documents, as well as David Chambers, Brian 

Pullan, and Jennifer Fletcher’s 1992 edited anthology that provides a documentary history of 

Venice and its Ghetto translated into English. Riccardo Calimani contributed to this conversation 

in 1987 with his examination of the Ghetto’s economic history.31 In 2002 Shaul Bassi analyzed 

the impact of the Ghetto on the Jewish sense of self, while Benjamin Ravid revisited the 

Venetian Ghetto in his exploration of the Ghetto’s internal policies in 2003.32 Since the 1980s, 

scholars have investigated the effects of Jewish Emancipation on the Venetian Ghetto, which 

took place over the course of the nineteenth century. In 1986 Andrew M. Canepa examines the 

controversy of Emancipation in 1986 from the Jewish perspective, followed by Elizabeth Mahler 

Schächter in 2001.33 Art historians have likewise investigated the Ghetto since the turn of the 

century, including Dana E. Katz’s aforementioned works, Susan Tumarkin Goodman’s edited 

anthology of Jewish responses to Emancipation in art, and L. Scott Lerner’s architectural history 

of Emancipation.34 

 
30. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 8, 10. 
 
31. Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’”; Chambers, Pullan, Fletcher, ed.; Calimani. 
 
32. Shaul Bassi, “The Venetian Ghetto and Modern Jewish Identity,” Judaism 51, no. 4 (2002), 469-

80: 469, accessed August 13, 2019, https://web-a-ebscohost-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d571446a-5219-430a-81d3-
3978851ddeab%40sdc-v-sessmgr03; Benjamin Ravid, “Curfew Time in the Ghetto,” in Studies on the Jews of 
Venice, 1392-1797, 238-275 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2003). 

 
33. Andrew M. Canepa, “Emancipation and Jewish Response to Mid-Nineteenth-Century Italy,” 

European History Quarterly 16 (1986), 403-39; Elizabeth Mahler Schächter, “Perspectives of Nineteenth-
Century Italian Jewry,” European Studies, 31 (2001), 29-69, accessed February 4, 2021, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/004724410103112102. 

 
34. Dana E. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’: On Ghetto Views and Viewing,” Jewish 

Studies 24, no. 2 (2010), 127-53: 127, accessed July 10, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40864934.; Katz, 
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This dissertation engages the historiography of the Venetian Ghetto, incorporating an 

interdisciplinary approach that includes social art history and the history of ideas. By examining 

the architecture of the Ghetto’s border residences in conjunction with the Venetian Senate’s legal 

documents, a clearer picture of the extent to which early modern Venetian Christians and Jews 

coexisted is revealed. Venetian Christians established the Ghetto in order to regulate and limit 

social movement of Venetian Jews, yet the Ghetto’s residents reimagined it as a place of stability 

and security for the city’s Jewish population. The space that Venetian Christians set aside to 

denote Jewish Otherness instead fostered a Venetian Jewish culture, eventually smoothing the 

transition from a Venetian Jew to a Jewish Venetian.  

Chapter One provides an introduction to the Ghetto as a means of containment, with an 

explanation of what the term containment means and the roles short- and long-term containment 

play in Christian-Jewish relations. A discussion of the concept of the Self versus the Other 

precedes, with special focus paid to how the Self acknowledges the Other insofar as the Other 

has virtues that the Self lacks yet values. The analysis of this concept leads to an explanation of 

the Subject versus the Object as it pertains to residents on both sides of the walls of the Venetian 

Ghetto. For historical context, the chapter ends with an examination of the ghetto in Florence, at 

its founding and at Jewish Emancipation in the nineteenth century. Because the Venetian Ghetto 

is a complex of three additions, referred to as phases, of the original Ghetto Nuovo, the collective 

Ghetto of Venice will be identified in the majuscule. The Florentine ghetto, conversely, was a 

 
The Jewish Ghetto; Susan Tumarkin Goodman, ed., The Emergence of Jewish Artists in Nineteenth-Century 
Europe, exh. cat. (London: Merrell Publishers Limited, 2001); L. Scott Lerner, “The Narrating Architecture of 
Emancipation,” Jewish Social Studies, New Series, 6, no. 3 (Spring-Summer, 2000): 1-30, accessed August 14, 
2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4467582. 
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single area that was sectioned out of the center of the city by Francesco I de’ Medici, with no 

additions or phases until the destruction of the ghetto walls. The Florentine ghetto thus stood 

from 1570 to Napoleon’s conquest in 1799.35 Napoleon’s conquest destroyed the ghetto walls 

and ushered in Jewish Emancipation; regardless, Jewish Florentines did not acquire full legal 

equality with their Christian neighbors until King Victor Emmanuel II of Italy annexed the city 

in the middle of the nineteenth century. Analysis of the Florentine ghetto permits us to better 

understand the unique, almost experimental, nature of the Venetian Ghetto. Each chapter 

includes analyses of contemporary art to support my argument that the Venetian Ghetto was an 

experiment in the concept of containment, and therefore was a daily negotiation between 

Christians and Jews, at times limiting Jewish rights and at others expanding them. 

Christian Venice’s idealization of the Ghetto promoted the Republic’s longstanding myth 

of unity, which proclaimed an almost utopian peace among Venice’s residents.36 Consequently, 

the Ghetto was publicized as a measure of public good; nevertheless, that civil unity came at a 

price, one which limited socioeconomic movement of Jews as well as lower-class Christians. 

Venice’s social stratification distinguished nobili (nobles), citadini (citizens), and popolani (non-

citizen residents).37 While Venetian Jews were social and religious Others, the poor among the 

popolani were likewise considered Other because they contributed little to the Republic’s 

 
35. Archivio di Stato di Firenze, “The Hapsburg-Lorraine Secundogeniture in Tuscany,” The 

Hapsburg-Tuscany Family Archive Digitisation Projects, 1, accessed December 17, 2020, 
https://www.archiviodistato.firenze.it/asfi/fileadmin/risorse/allegati_pubblicazioni_online/toscana_enarc_en_ti
sk_oprava_male2.pdf. 

 
36. Fenlon, 38-39. 
 
37. Dennis Romano, Patricians and Popolani: The Social Foundations of the Venetian Renaissance 

State (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 36. Romano further distinguishes the popolani 
between “well-to-do commoners (the popolo grande), and workers (the popolo minuto)” (36). 
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economy. The poorer popolani were ostracized for their economic Otherness, whereas Venice’s 

Jewish residents were stigmatized for their religious Otherness, despite the financial services 

they provided for all members of Venetian society regardless of rank. An art historical analysis 

of the residences on the border of the Ghetto, which shared space with Christian residences, is 

the subject of Chapter Two of this dissertation. Additionally, the social effects of the Ghetto as a 

containment method are discussed in Chapter Three.  

It may be argued that Venice asserted Christian control over Jewish residents by 

displacing them to a small island in the outskirts of the city; however, I argue that such a 

relocation enabled the Ghetto’s inhabitants to enjoy a level of independence removed from the 

eyes of Venetian authorities. While the Venetian Senate sought to limit Jewish social movement 

by relegating them to poorly constructed, overly crowded buildings out of sight of Christians, the 

Ghetto’s rising architecture confronted Venetian authority and early modern Christian-Jewish 

relations. Due to an increasing population in a limited space, the Ghetto’s residences rose to 

towering heights above their Christian neighbors, which questioned Christian/Subject and 

Jewish/Object positions of power. This renegotiation of power relations through architecture 

enabled Jewish residents to reconceptualize the Ghetto as a means of protection against anti-

Jewish attacks. A discussion of the power of the Ghetto walls for both Christian and Jewish 

Venetians appears in Chapter Three. 

Despite Venice’s encouragement of Jewish habitation within the lagoon city, the social 

segregation described above reigned in Venice until the destruction of the Ghetto gates by 

Napoleon’s army in 1797. Although the question of Jewish Emancipation entered Italian politics 

with each of Napoleon’s conquests, it was by no means complete. Rather, France’s republican 
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ideals of liberté, egalité, and fraternité initiated three phases of Jewish Emancipation in Venice 

between 1797 and 1866. The first phase of Emancipation occurred under Napoleonic rule in 

1797, the second phase under the rule of the Holy Roman Empire in 1798, and the final phase 

occurred under Italian rule in 1866 with the unification of the Kingdom of Italy, known as the 

Risorgimento. The effects of the three phases of Jewish Emancipation on the Venetian Ghetto are 

the subject of Chapter Four. 

Concept of the Self vs. the Other 

In order to understand the importance of the Venetian Ghetto as a means of containment, 

it is first necessary to refer to Jacques Lacan’s 1977 study of the psychological relation of the 

Self to the Other, for “[t]he Other is the locus in which is situated the chain of the signifier that 

governs whatever may be made present of the subject.”38 To explain Lacan’s rather obscure 

explanation in terms of Christian-Jewish relations, Jewishness (that is, Jewish ethnicity and 

religion) is a focal point by which Christians define their own identity—they define who they are 

by who they are not. Therefore, the otherness of Judaism became an avenue by which Christian 

identity was determined.39 Moreover, the level of Christian tolerance of Jews is determined by 

the Jewish traits that Christians recognized and valued in early modern Venice. Essential to our 

understanding of the experiment of the Venetian Ghetto as a method of containment is Lacan’s 

theory that the Self (Christians) recognizes the Other (Jews) by the qualities that the Self lacks, 

 
38. Jacques Lacan, “The Subject and the Other: Alienation,” in The Four Fundamental Concepts of 

Psycho-Analysis, 1st ed., 203-215 (London: Routledge, 1977), 203, accessed March 9, 2020, https://doi-
org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/10.4324/9780429481826. 

 
39. In addition to the religious and ethnic otherness of Jews, Venetian Christian identity was defined 

by groups such as German Protestants and Turkish Muslims of the Ottoman Empire (Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 
44). Venice’s treatment of the German and Turkish Others is explored in Chapter Three. 



 16 

yet values (i.e., moneylending). Once the Self (Christian Venice) recognizes these qualities in the 

Other (Jewish refugees), the Self is strengthened, and a point of meeting or commonality 

between the Self and the Other is created.40 This shared commonality links the Self and the 

Other, so that the commonalities in both groups are recognized. So long as the Other’s difference 

is beneficial to the identity of the Self, the Other is accepted. Once the differences between the 

Self and the Other are too great that the Self does not value the characteristics of the Other, 

however, the Self isolates the Other as unassimilable.41  

Adapting Lacan’s theory to early modern Christian-Jewish relations in Venice, Christians 

recognized qualities that they lacked in Jewish refugees, specifically the Jewish occupation in 

moneylending and international trading connections. These qualities were valued by early 

modern Venetians, whose history lies in refugees and commerce; thus, they recognized a need 

for Jewish merchants to benefit the Republic. Conversely, Christians recognized Judaism as a 

faith, though not as a valued quality that Venetian society lacked. Therefore, because Venetian 

Christians did not value Judaism, Jewish residents were separated from the majority culture as 

unassimilable. The drive to contain that which is unvalued in the Other led to the marginalization 

of Jews by Venetian Christians. The qualities that Venetian Christians valued and recognized as 

deficient in their sense of Self, namely moneylending and international commercial ties, 

intertwined Christian-Jewish relations, while Judaism led to their ostracism. 

 
40. Lacan, 211. Lacan’s 1964 lecture discusses the Self and the Other as “the subject” and “the Other” 

in terms of “Being” and “Meaning,” respectively. For an explanation on Lacan’s theory of the alienation, see 
Lacan, 203-215. 

 
41. Lacan, 211. 
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Three phases of separation existed in Venice for its Jewish population: the Ghetto Nuovo, 

the Ghetto Vecchio, and the Ghetto Nuovissimo. With each phase of the Ghetto came less severe 

restrictions on the Other as they were deemed valued and assimilable. According to Lacan, the 

more the Other benefits the Self, the less estranged the Other is.42 For example, Sephardic and 

Tedeschi (Germanic) Jews lived in the dilapidated buildings of the Ghetto Nuovo, but Levantines 

inhabited the Ghetto Vecchio, which was more structurally sound than its predecessor and was 

not bound by gated walls.43 Likewise, the wealthiest Levantines and Ponentines (a historically 

disputed term that refers to conversos who reclaimed their Jewish faith upon entering Venice) 

resided in the Ghetto Nuovissimo, which enjoyed yet freer access to the rest of the city and 

higher construction quality. 

In light of Lacan’s explanation of the Self’s valuing of the Other, I argue that if Jewish 

otherness had been limited to ethnic otherness, Venice would have treated Venetian Jews the 

same as they did other foreigners. However, because Jewish otherness included religious 

otherness, Venice recognized traits that were not valued. The combined religious and ethnic 

otherness, therefore, led to the Most Serene Republic’s permanent segregation of the Jewish 

minority behind Ghetto walls. Indeed, the group would still have been identified as Other and 

contained to a particular section of the city, as with the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, the German 

quarter, or with the Fondaco dei Turchi, the Turkish quarter. The minority group would have 

been relegated to a particular section of the city because of their foreignness, but it is likely they 

 
42. Lacan, 211. 
 
43. Identification of Sephardi may be found in Oxford University Press, “Sephardi, n.,” OED: Oxford 

English Dictionary, accessed February 23, 2021, https://www-oed-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/view/Entry/176126?redirectedFrom=Sephardim#eid. 
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would not have been relegated to a small island on the northwest margins of the city behind 

walls. The level of isolation of the Jewish Other exceeds that of the Turkish Other, in this case, 

because of the threat of Jewish Contagion, a medieval belief that Jewishness was transferrable to 

Christians who interacted too closely with Jews.44 Visual representations of the threat of the 

Jewish Contagion may be seen in Figures 1.1 through 1.4. 

Short- and Long-Term Containment 

Having established the psychological reasoning behind containing the Other as a means 

of protecting the Self, it is necessary to examine the effects of the length of time containment 

occurs on the identification of the Self from the Other. Social historians Laura Vaughan and 

Sonia Arbaci maintain that the results of the majority population’s containment of the Other 

depends largely on location and whether containment is short or long term. It is worth quoting at 

length in order to understand that short-term containment can benefit both the majority and 

minority populations: 

Analysis has shown that clustering of immigrants during the initial stages of settlement—
and sometimes beyond the first generation—is part of a natural process of acculturation 
and integration…. The research suggests that for immigrants, settlement in locations 
which enable economic activity is a necessary step in the immigrant process…and often 
entrepreneurship in ethnically concentrated neighborhoods not only results in processes 
of ‘mixed-embeddedness’ and economic integration, but strengthens social networks and 
reciprocity, and enhances electoral power.45 

 
The positive effects of short-term containment are a central topic of discussion in Chapter Four, 

highlighted by the three phases of Jewish Emancipation in Venice. Indeed, because money-

 
44. For example, the Fondaco dei Turchi is situated on the Grand Canal (Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 76-

77). 
 
45. Laura Vaughan and Sonia Arbaci, “The Challenges of Understanding Urban Segregation,” Built 

Environment 37, no. 2 (2011): 133, accessed August 9, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23290014. 
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lending and second-hand goods selling were restricted to Sephardic and Tedeschi Jews living in 

the Ghetto Nuovo, the area became essential for Christians requiring such services, who ranged 

from the elite nobili to the poorest popolani. On the other hand, long-term containment stifled the 

“acculturation and integration” process in which the “minority clustering [can be responsible for] 

impeding social mobility…limiting access to work…enabling criminal behaviour…or hampering 

school achievement.”46 These negative effects may likewise be seen in the Venetian Ghetto after 

Napoleon’s conquest of the lagoon city in 1797, when he enacted the first phase of Jewish 

Emancipation, enabling Jewish Venetians to reside beyond Ghetto walls. The importance of 

locale and duration of containment is essential to our understanding of the Venetian Ghetto.  

The connotation of the term ghetto brings to mind dilapidated structures, impoverished 

inhabitants, and higher crime rates. This connotation rises from long-term containment’s “lack of 

social integration with the rest of the city stem[ming] from a notion that dispersal of minorities is 

the only solution to the apparent problem.”47 Indeed, the belief that dispersal, rather than 

containment, is the solution to a presence of the Other comes from Enlightenment-era arguments 

on the Jewish Question, discussed in detail in Chapter Four. The “lack of social integration” is 

key to understanding the concept of containing the Other. Early modern Jews residing in Venice 

were restricted in their movements; two bridges with gates on either side of the Ghetto Nuovo 

allowed movement onto and off of the small island district. Additionally, Christian Venetian 

guards, paid for by the Jewish population, oversaw that the Ghetto curfew which applied to 

 
46. Vaughan and Arbaci, 133. 
 
47. Vaughan and Arbaci, 129. 
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social Others was not broken.48 Curfew began at sundown and lifted at sunrise; for which the 

penalty for breaking curfew resulted in arrest and fines.49 However, the commercial spirit of 

Venice permitted exceptions to the curfew, particularly according to occupation.50 For instance, 

Jewish physicians and the wealthiest Jewish maritime merchants were permitted beyond the 

Ghetto walls if they had a pass explaining the need for them to break curfew.51 The public role 

played by these physicians and merchants contributed directly to the physical and economic 

health of the Venetian Republic; therefore, they enjoyed unique privileges not accorded to their 

poorer coreligionists. 

The significance of the presence of the Ghetto walls is twofold. On the one hand, the 

walls reinforce the assumption frequently made about ghetto conditions as a space dedicated to 

the surveillance and control of the Other, one that placed extreme limitations on movement. On 

the other hand, it could also be argued, as I do here, that Venice’s walls of exclusion also gave 

privacy and protection for the emergence of a unique cultural practice that was inconceivable in 

any early modern European state without some sort of government-sponsored enclosure. While 

the Venetian Ghetto was intended to restrict Jewish movement within the city (see Chapter Two 

 
48. In addition to Jews, prostitutes in Venice were housed in an enclosed space and were subject to a 

curfew. For details on early modern Venetian regulations on prostitutes, see Saundra Weddle, “Mobility and 
Prostitution in Early Modern Venice,” Early Modern Women 14, no. 1 (Fall 2019): 95-108, accessed 
November 17, 2020, https://doi.org/10.1353/emw.2019.0083. 

 
49. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 89; ASVe, Senato, Terra, registro 19, fols. 78r-79r, March 29, 1516. 

Consequences for breaking curfew in Venice were considerably more lenient than in other polities such as 
Rome, in which, “[a]mong other things, it threatened Jews who violated curfew with execution and prohibited 
the Jews from maintaining shops outside the ghetto” (Schwarz, 59). 

 
50. Romano, 25. 
 
51. Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’,” 161fn19. 
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for the Senate decree), Venetian Jews altered the purpose for the walls surrounding the Ghetto 

Nuovo; no longer did the walls limit exclusively Jewish movement, but Christian movement as 

well. For example, the Senate decree of March 29, 1516 documents the Ghetto’s purpose of 

objectifying its Jewish residents through seclusion and ostracism. Regardless, it is that same 

seclusion and ostracism from the majority population that “allowed for a limited amount of ‘self-

determination’, an enrichment of community life and indeed a degree of protection from the 

Christian mobs during Lent.”52 The “community life” developed as a result of the Ghetto walls 

permitted the isolated Other to develop a unique “minority cluster,” which acted as “a protective 

device for oppressed minorities,” providing the disenfranchised Jewish community a sense of 

agency.53 The Ghetto served alternatively to objectify Jews by limiting their movement, and thus 

their agency, and to empower Jews by protecting them from anti-Jewish attacks. This unique role 

that the Ghetto walls played in Venetian Christian-Jewish relations will be a central argument for 

this dissertation. 

The Ghetto of Florence 

The motives that drew Venetian authorities to welcome Jewish refugees also applied to 

the establishment of the Florentine ghetto in October 1570.54 While there is little scholarly 

attention paid to the Florentine ghetto, a brief study of this ghetto contextualizes the Ghetto in 

Venice.55 The Edict of Expulsion, issued on September 26, 1570, mandated that all of Tuscany’s 

 
52. Vaughan and Arbaci, 130. 
 
53. Vaughan and Arbaci, 130. 
 
54. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 38. 
 
55. Stefanie B. Siegmund, The Medici State and the Ghetto of Florence: The Construction of an Early 

Modern Jewish Community (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006), 2. 



 22 

Jewish residents relocate to a walled area in the heart of the city of Florence that Francesco I de’ 

Medici repurposed.56 On December 25, 1570, diarist Agostino Lapini wrote, 

From January 1570 the lord prince of Florence, Francesco de’ Medici, began to wall the 
place where the Jews live, having first bought houses, warehouses, brothels, shops, and 
other residential buildings that had for so long been public prostitutions and mechanics. 
And they were made into all the residential buildings and shops that have at present come 
into the Jewish square: that in the given square here and there are the shops and rooms of 
brothel mechanics, which were removed and their rooms were walled up; which cost 
quite a lot of millions of scudi given by the lord prince.57 
 

Lapini documents the establishment of the ghetto of Florence in 1570 under the orders of Grand 

Duke Francesco I de’ Medici.58 Lapini implies that Francesco I chose to wall off the Jewish 

Quarter, transforming it into a ghetto which controlled its inhabitants’ movements, after 

Tuscany’s Jewish population had already complied with the Edict of Expulsion’s order to move. 

Moreover, Lapini continues, “from May 1771 the said Jews were to begin to return and reside, 

even if they continued to lay the bricks of the walls.”59 The use of the word tornare, to return, 

indicates that the Jewish Quarter had already been established in the area that was being 

enclosed. In order to construct the wall, Francesco I closed all perimeter shops and filled in the 

 
56. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 38. 
 
57. Agostino Lapini, Diario Fiorentino di Agostino Lapini dal 252 al 1596, ed. Gius. Odoardo 

Corazzini (Firenze: G. C. Sansoni, 1900), 171. “Di gennaio 1570 il signor principe di Firenze Francesco de’ 
Medici cominciò a far murare il luogo dove abitano gli giudei, avendo prima compero case, magazzini e 
postribuli e botteghe et altre abitazioni dove erono state le pubbliche meretricie e Meccaniche, grandissimo 
tempo. E vi fe’ fare tutte l’abitazioni e botteghe che al presente si veggono in piazza giudea: che in su detta 
piazza di qua e di là erono le botteguzze, e stanzuzze delle meccanichissime meretrice, e si levorno e si 
murorno le stanze che vi sono; che spese detto signor Principe parecchi migliaja di scudi” (Lapini, 171). My 
translation. 

 
58. Donatella Calabi and Marie-Pierre Gaviano, “Les quartiers juifs en Italie entre 15e et 17e siècle: 

Quelques hypothèses de travail,” Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 52 no. 4 (July - August 1997): 786, 
accessed May 22, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/27585465. 

 
59. Lapini, 172. “E di maggio 1571 vi cominciorno a tornare et abitare gli detti giudei, ancorché di 

continuo vi si murassi” (172). My translation. 
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negative spaces between them in order to create a barrier between Christians and Jews.60 

Moreover, according to a record from 1588 to 1637 that documents points of contact for 

Christians and Jews in the ghetto wall, “the buildings on the ghetto’s perimeter were subdivided 

internally so that apartments that exited and looked out into the ghetto were rented to Jews, 

whereas apartments on the ‘outside’ of the ghetto (ghetto esterno) could be rented to 

Christians.”61 The Florentine walls, then, regulated the sight and visibility of Jews and Christians 

similarly to Venice; however, the Florentine ghetto also differed in its conception from the 

Venetian Ghetto, for the Ghetto’s walls already existed and were reappropriated for containment 

of Venetian Jews. Francesco I’s choice to build new walls thus became an integral part of 

minority containment and of Italian Christian-Jewish relations after the papal bull Cum nimis 

absurdum of 1555. 

The location of the ghetto is likewise significant for understanding Christian-Jewish 

relations in the duchy. Following ancient and medieval practices of establishing the Jewish 

Quarter adjacent to the mercantile district, Florentine Jews were relocated to the center of the 

city just “north of the Mercato Vecchio.”62 In addition to being situated near the business center 

 
60. Calabi and Gaviano, 786; Siegmund, 211. “Peut-être inspirées par un souci d’économie, et 

pourtant au prix d’un bon millier d’écus, les autorités font démolir « les échoppes et les galetas des infâmes 
prostituées » tandis que « la totalité des logements et des boutiques présents sur la piazza Giudea » sont 
« murés »” (Calabi and Gaviano, 786). My translation. 

 
61. Siegmund, 211. The original document may be found in ASF, Scrittoio delle Regie Possessioni 

6577, “Entrata e Uscita del Ghetto Esterno no. A.B.C A.C.B. Dal 1588 dal 1637” (Siegmund, 486n54). 
 
62. On traditional geographical placement of European Jews, see Calabi and Gaviano, 777-78. “On 

sait bien qu’à Alexandrie, dès le règne de Ptolemé Philadelphe (3e siècle av. J.-C.), les juifs s’installèrent en 
grand nombre dans la zone qui leur était impartie…. Il est d’autre part attesté dans l’Europe entière qu’à la fin 
du Haut Moyen Age les juifs vivaient relativement concentrés dans certains quartiers qui, situés en particulier 
non loin des principaux lieux d’échanges” (777). My translation. 

On the location of the Florentine ghetto, see Calabi and Gaviano, 786. “A Florence, au mois de janvier 
1570, François de Médicis donne le coup d’envoi aux travaux de transformation du secteur situé au nord du 
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of the ducal polity, it also served to drive out the more questionable businesses that occupied that 

area, namely courtesans who lived and worked there.63 Similar to Venice, the geography of the 

ghetto coincided with the already-present geography of lower-income and less reputable areas. 

By relocating Tuscan Jews to socially unfavorable areas, polities which sought to strengthen ties 

with the Church thus increased Christian dominance over Jews.64 

The district consisted mainly of brothels that were reconstructed as residences for rent for 

the incoming Jewish population. Francesco I’s rehabilitation of the district in the heart of the city 

went beyond the wellbeing of the city itself and improved the duchy of Florence’s economics as 

a whole.65 Indeed, the ghetto’s founding directly profited the Florentine government and its 

treasury. Moreover, the establishment of the Ghetto indicates that Francesco I used the Jewish 

population as a way to enhance his control over the reach of his governance and over the 

movements of his residents.66 Additionally, papal support of the state-sponsored containment of 

 
Mercato Vecchio: il s’agissait d’élever une enceinte, qui ne comportait que deux portes d’accès” (786). My 
translation. 

 
63. Calabi and Gaviano, 786. “les autorités font démolir « les échoppes et les galetas des infâmes 

prostituées » tandis que « la totalité des logements et des boutiques présents sur la piazza Giudea » sont 
« murés »” (786). My translation. 

 
64. Siegmund, xvi. The Venetian Ghetto was created in response to public Christian outcry about the 

number of Jews living among, and having sexual relations with, Christians (Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 56, 60; 
Chambers, Pullan, and Fletcher, ed., 338-39). The Florentine ghetto was created one year after Cosimo I de’ 
Medici was given the title of Grand Duke by Pope Pius V (Siegmund, xxii). It is therefore likely that he and 
his son and successor Francesco I de’ Medici acted to reinforce their ties with the current pope (Siegmund, 61). 
The ghetto, however, was only one of several anti-Judaic policies instated under Francesco I (Siegmund, 71). 

 
65. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 38-39. 
 
66. Siemund, 5, 13-14. Siegmund describes the Florentine ghetto “as an early modern state’s 

experiment in the spatialization of power, the control of boundaries and of individual mobility” (14). 
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European Jews strengthened Francesco I’s position as a Christian ruler, thereby strengthening his 

political relationship with St. Peter’s Successor.67 

 The same month that Francesco I de’ Medici announced the establishment of the Ghetto, 

he “began to build walls at the place where the Jews were to live,” with two gates, similar to the 

Venetian model.68  Shortly after building the walls, on July 13, 1570, Francesco I’s order for a 

curfew on the duchy’s resident Jews was publicized.69 Lapini neglects to report the establishment 

of a curfew; however, he does reveal that the curfew was already being considered as of his 

December 25 entry: “And they are to bolt themselves in each evening, later and earlier according 

to the seasons; and early in the morning they open.”70 Permanent enclosure of the Jewish 

minority from the gaze of the Christian population became a means of preventing the spread of 

the Jewish Contagion in the Florentine and Venetian ghettos. 

While walls delimited the private and public spheres, windows blurred the lines between 

private and public. For example, the fifteenth-century Florentine architect, Leone Battista 

Alberti, discusses the role of windows in a residence, claiming, “[w]indows facing healthy 

breezes may be made quite large, and it is worth opening them sufficiently to allow the air to 

circulate around those within: the best way to achieve this is to have the sills of the windows so 

 
67. Siegmund, 52, 61. 
 
68. Lapini, 171. “Di gennaio 1570 il signor principe di Firenze Francesco de’ Medici cominciò a far 

murare il luogo dove abitano gli giudei” (171). My Translation. 
 
69. Calabi and Gaviano, 786. 
 
70. Lapini, 171-72. “E si serrono ogni sera, e piú tardi e piú a buon ora secondo i tempi; e la mattina a 

buon ora si aprono” (171-72). My translation. 
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low that one can see and be seen by passersby on the street.”71 Alberti’s advice confuses the lines 

between public and private, the viewer and the viewed, and the subject and the object. 

Figure 1.1 likewise blurs the lines between private and public, viewer and viewed, and 

ghetto and non-ghetto. The numerous apertures on the ground floor and the enclosed patio  

 

Figure 1.1: S.A.R., A residence in the Florentine ghetto, 1721. Drawing, ASF, Regie possessioni, 
26 Piante del ghetto di S.A.R., 1721, c. 111 R. By permission of the Ministry of Culture / 
Archivio di Stato di Firenze.72 

 
71. Leon Battista Alberti, On the Art of Building in Ten Books, trans. Joseph Rykwert, Neil Leach, 

Robert Tavernor (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988), 1:28, accessed May 5, 2020, 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.32044070967443 (references are to book and page numbers). Dates of 
Alberti’s life found on front matter. 

 
72. Archivio di Stato di Firenze, “26 Piante del ghetto di S.A.R., 1721,” Progetto Archivi Digitalizzati, 

accessed February 1, 2021, 
https://www.archiviodistato.firenze.it/archividigitali/riproduzione/?id=636054&ua=334. 
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indicate contact between the private and public spheres within the Ghetto walls was tolerated. 

Likewise, the floor’s plan suggests this space adhered to Alberti’s guidelines on airflow and 

sanitation. Contrarily, the infrequent apertures above the ground floor, ranging from no windows 

on plan E to one window on plans D and F, suggests that the building did not encourage visual 

access into the non-ghetto world. Above the ground floor, no balconies or exterior access is 

visible in this plan, indicating that the windows were for sanitation and illumination purposes 

only; they were not intended to grant contact with Florentine Christians. Nevertheless, the 

windows provided a space for non-ghetto residents to peer inside the private space of ghetto 

containment and to catch a glimpse of the Other. Furthermore, the plan focuses on the 

residence’s height, underlining the ghetto’s overcrowding whose cloistered residents towered 

above their Christian neighbors.73 Located in the city center, the Florentine ghetto’s rising 

residences thus made a spectacle of the Jewish Other. Contrarily, the Venetian Ghetto, whose 

residences were no less monumental, was situated in the northwestern outskirts of the city, 

removed from constant oversight by Venetian Christians. Consequently, it is my argument that 

the location, the security from the Christian gaze, and the Republic’s history of international 

commerce led to a more harmonious, though by no means utopian, relationship between 

Venetian Christians and Jews. 

Venice’s policy of permanent enclosure signaled Christian control over the Jewish Other, 

yet the soaring buildings of the Ghetto which permitted the Jewish line of sight to enter Christian 

space called that control into question. According to art historian Dana E. Katz, the Ghetto, 

which was intended by Venetian officials to perpetuate the Republic’s myth of unity, instead 

 
73. Calabi and Gaviano, 780. 
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disrupted that unity, for “[t]he reciprocity of the urban gaze, the look and the look returned, 

engendered an encroachment of space explicitly identified as Christian that created an uneasy 

social instability.”74  Consequently, the Ghetto, which sought to objectify the Jewish Other, was 

reimagined over the centuries as a space that objectified Christians in Jewish sight.75 As such, 

Venetian legislation repeatedly enacted stricter measures to limit the Jewish line of sight, thereby 

limiting Jewish agency within the Republic, by such requirements as walling up all outward 

facing windows and doors which previously permitted Jewish sight of Christian space.  

Fear of the degradation of religious purity was a significant motivator in both early 

modern Venice and Florence. Indeed, Venetian enclosure of a group was not limited to that of 

the Jews; rather, a parallel may be drawn with containment of nuns in convents away from the 

sight of secular Venetians. Conceived as a way to maintain sacrality among nuns, they were 

relegated to live behind walls intended to protect them from the sullying gaze of the outsider.76 

In the case of the Venetian Ghetto, however, it was reversed: the Jewish resident was hidden 

away to protect the Christian from contamination. Likewise, the enclosure of Tuscan Jews 

behind the walls of the Florentine ghetto was intended to proclaim Christian dominance over 

Tuscany’s Jews, and to protect the city’s Christian population from the sullying gaze of the 

Jewish resident. Fear of the degradation of Christian purity by Jewish involvement is known as 

the Jewish Contagion, the cause of which was thought to be through unimpeded contact with 

Jews. Indeed, not only was the ghetto a result of this fear, but so were the identifiers on Jewish 

 
74. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 57. 
 
75. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 57. 
 
76. For more on the similarities of containment of nuns and of Jews, see Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 59-

62. 
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clothing meant to announce that the wearer was Jewish, such as a yellow badge or Venice’s red 

cap.77 By papal decree, Cum nimis absurdum (1555), these measures were intended to restrict 

Christian interaction with Jews, theoretically allowing the State and the Church to preserve 

Christian purity. 

Fear of the Jewish Contagion was used as a means of justifying the ghettoization of 

Tuscan Jews. In July 1571, Francesco I de’ Medici announced the creation of the Florentine 

ghetto, citing fear for the Christian soul in daily contact with Judaism, either as employees or as 

debtors to Florentine Jews. In order to diminish the threat of Jewish Contagion, relocation to the 

ghetto was mandated for “‘all Jews and…of the Jewish sect…who nonetheless live in the 

Florentine Dominion.’”78 Although Florence depended on Jewish moneylenders for economic 

stability, the threat of Jewish contamination was a more powerful fear than the threat of 

economic stagnation. Florence’s response, moreover, highlights the difference between it and the 

Venetian Republic. Venetian authorities recognized that the Republic’s international reputation 

as the mercantile crossroads between East and West led to increased toleration of Jews. Florence, 

on the other hand, strengthened its ties with the papacy when it limited Jewish movement and 

rights.79 The ghettoization of Florence’s Jews was ostensibly to prevent the Jewish Other from 

contaminating Christian purity, yet it also relocated all of the region’s Jews to a portion of the 

city directly under the gaze of Francesco I de’ Medici. Florence’s mandate to expel all Jews from 

 
77. Benjamin Ravid, “Cum Nimis Absurdum and the Ancona Auto-da-Fé Revisited: Their Impact on 

Venice and Some Wider Reflections,” Jewish History 26, no. 1/2 (May 2012): 89, 97n13, accessed Oct. 6, 
2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23352426. 

 
78. Siegmund, 81. 
 
79. Siegmund, 61. 
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Tuscany and remove them to a small portion of the city of Florence reinforced Christian control 

over its Jewish residents. It likewise reduced Christian debt to Jewish debtors; thereby advancing 

Christian autonomy over their Jewish neighbors. Similarly, the prohibition against Jewish 

employers of Christians bolstered the fear of the Jewish Contagion, the belief that a Christian 

jeopardized his or her soul if he or she regularly interacted with a Jewish person. For, at the heart 

of the fear of the Jewish Contagion was the fear of Judaism. 

Figures 1.2 through 1.5 show a fifteenth-century Florentine example of the perceived 

threat Christians faced when they encountered Jews. The Christian fear of contact with Jews 

permeated interactions between the two groups. In addition to the fear of Jewish disorders, it was 

popularly believed that Jews carried “more mysterious polluting powers,” that would transfer to 

the Christian upon contact.80 This threat of contagion changed the manner in which Christians 

 

Figure 1.2: Paolo Uccello, predella, Corpus Domini Altarpiece, detail, In the Pawn Shop, 1467-
1468. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. © 2006, SCALA, Florence/ART 
RESOURCE, N.Y.81 

 
80. Sennet, 215. 
 
81. Date and title of the panel are from Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “The Altar of Corpus Domini in 

Urbino: Paolo Uccello, Joos Van Ghent, Piero della Francesca,” The Art Bulletin 49, no. 1 (March 1967): 2, 6, 
accessed June 25, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3048425. The full predella and accession information 
found at “Miracle of the Desecrated Host (Profanation of the Host),” Artstor, accessed March 24, 2021, 
https://library-artstor-org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1039488399. 
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conducted business, for Christians finalized transactions “with a kiss or a handshake,” but if a 

Jewish person participated in the transaction, the business was concluded “with a bow” in order 

to prevent the spread of the Jewish Contagion.82 Taking his inspiration for the predella from the 

famous anti-Jewish case of Host desecration in 1290 France, Paolo Uccello illustrates the rise of 

anti-Judaism and the threat of the Jewish Contagion on a Christian population.83 Figure 1.2 

illustrates the threat of Jewish Contagion on unwary Christian neighbors, in this case an indebted 

Christian woman to a Jewish moneylender who steals a piece of the Host for the deceptive Jew 

in exchange for money. The Jewish recipient of the Host then attempts to desecrate the Host by 

stabbing it, at which point the Host begins to bleed or Christ appears before the desecrator. 

Figure 1.3 depicts heavenly pardon over the Christian woman who was to be hanged for her theft 

 

Figure 1.3: Paolo Uccello, predella, Corpus Domini Altarpiece, detail, The Pardon of the 
Christian Woman, 1467-1468. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. © 2006, 
SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.84 

 
82. Sennet, 215. 
 
83. For the specific case of Host desecration portrayed in the predella, see Lavin, 3. For anti-Judaism 

in Florence, see Lavin, 9-10. For a thorough examination of Uccello’s predella and its accompanying 
altarpiece, see Lavin’s article and Dana E. Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance: Jews and the Corpus Domini 
Altarpiece in Urbino,” The Art Bulletin 85, no. 4 (December 2003): 646-661, accessed June 18, 2019, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3177363. 

 
84. Date and title of the panel are from Lavin, 2, 8. Image and accession information from “Miracle of 

the Desecrated Host.” 
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of the Host. Figure 1.4, on the other hand, details the execution of the Jewish man and his family 

who particapted in the Host desecration. 

Figure 1.4 is significant, for Uccello illustrates a shift in cultural thinking about Jews and 

the Jewish Contagion. Art historian Marilyn Aronberg Lavin maintains that Uccello’s predella 

shows the widening scope of victims of legalized anti-Judaim; however, I would argue that 

Uccello’s depiction of the Miracle of the Body of Christ represents a limiting focus in anti- 

Judaism, no less destructive to the minority community, but more targeted.85 Representations of 

punishment for Host desecration traditionally centered on the accused Jew who has been found 

guilty and is condemned to burn. Italian representations went so far as to publicly humiliate all 

Jewish residents in the town in addition to the execution of the guilty individual; however, the 

Jewish population was not traditionally condemned to execution alongside the guilty party.86 

Uccello’s predella, in fact, illustrates an increase in anti-Judaism, expanding the guilt of one to 

an entire family. While Figure 1.3 shows only the Jewish man receiving the Host from the  

 
Figure 1.4: Paolo Uccello, predella, Corpus Domini Altarpiece, detail, The Execution of the Jew 
and His Family, 1467-1468. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. © 2006, SCALA, 
Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. 87 

 
85. Lavin, 8. 
 
86. Lavin, 8. For more on the Italian play, entitled Un miracolo del Corpo di Cristo, see Lavin, 5-6.  
 
87. Date and title of the panel are from Lavin, 2, 8. Image and accession information from “Miracle of 

the Desecrated Host.” 
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Figure 1.5: Paolo Uccello, predella, Corpus Domini Altarpiece, detail, The Death of the 
Christian Woman, 1467-1468. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. © 2006, 
SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y.88 
 
Christian woman, the second image in the predella (Plate 2 in the Appendix) shows the man’s 

household engaged in the Host desecration. Consequently, Figure 1.4 illustrates the 

condemnation of all those involved, not just the man who initiated the desecration. The risk of 

Jewish Contagion, moreover, is likewise expanded from a communal danger to a localized 

danger. 

Figure 1.5 reminds the viewer of the purpose of the confraternity which commissioned 

this predella. The mission of the patronizing Confraternity of Corpus Dimini in Urbino was to 

comfort the dying, by which the sacrament of the Host was an integral part.89 Uccello’s position 

of the woman receiving Last Rights by the angel to her left directly reflects the process of a 

Christian’s death as described in Ars moriendi, which details the final moments of a Christian’s 

life.90 The angel’s administration of Last Rights, illustrating the duty held by the Confraternity, 

provides the woman with “the spiritual food by which [she is] supported in [her] mortal 

 
88. Date and title of the panel are from Lavin, 2, 8. Image and accession information from “Miracle of 

the Desecrated Host.” 
 
89. Lavin, 8. 
 
90. Lavin, 8. 
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pilgrimage, as also because it prepares for [her] a passage to eternal glory and happiness.”91 The 

final frame of the predella concludes the story of the Miracle of the Body of Christ; it also recalls 

the early modern viewer to his or her surroundings. Uccello’s frames thus situate a medieval 

story in early modern Tuscany, linking Christian purity to anti-Judaism. Scenes of the predella 

not shown here can be found in the Appendix of this dissertation.  

 Uccello’s use of attire, orthogonals, and perspective modernizes the miracle of the Host 

and transubstantiation for the fifteenth-century Florentine viewer.92 Although the predella was 

painted before its accompanying Corpus Domini Altarpiece, Communion of the Apostles by 

Justus Van Ghent, the style situates the scene of the predella in contemporary society, while the 

stiff and iconographic altaripiece abandons perspective, situating the altarpiece in the past and 

sanctifying the scene.93 Moreover, Uccello’s festive colors of the miracle of the Host story offset 

Van Ghent’s dark, sober tones of the Last Supper. Van Ghent’s altarpiece was intended to inspire 

reflection and meditation on the part of the viewer; it is unclear, however, why Uccello chose to 

enliven the predella with color, possibly as a further measure of mocking the Jewish disbelief in 

the sanctity of the Host.94 

 The settings of the scenes in Figures 1.2 through 1.5 are likewise significant to the 

interpretation of the predella. Figure 1.2 shows the transaction of the Host in the Jewish man’s 

 
91. “Viaticum,” Catholic Online, accessed December 9, 2020, 

https://www.catholic.org/encyclopedia/view.php?id=12026. Lavin identifies the administration of Last Rights 
as viaticum (8). The encyclopedic database claims that “[a]s early as A. D. 325 the Holy Eucharist given to the 
dying was called the ‘last and most necessary Viaticum’ (Counc. Of Nice, can. 13)” (“Viaticum”). 

 
92. Lavin, 1, 20. 
 
93. Lavin, 1. 
 
94. Lavin, 1. 
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shop, presumably money-lending based on the book in the bookcase to the left of the man’s 

shoulder. Moreover, the three heralds indicate “enemies of the Christian faith,” the Black man in 

profile, the scorpion, and the star.95 The scorpion of the lefthand herald refers to the early 

modern Christian European belief in Jewish deceitfulness. According to Marcel Bulard’s study 

of symbolism in early modern Christian art, “the scorpion is the emblem of falsity, dominant 

characteristic of the Jew.”96 Likewise, the head on the largest of the three heralds is that of a 

Moor, personifying Islam.97 These symbolic representations of Jewish and Islamic witnesses of 

Christ’s crucifixion commonly appear in Christian religious art.98 Consequently, the presence of 

these two symbols link Uccello’s representation of the Host desecration story to wider 

illustrations of the crucifixion.99 Moreover, this connection to images of the crucifixion reinforce 

the confraternity’s later addition of the Altarpiece. Meanwhile, the star on the right herald is 

interpreted by Bulard as “the comet which was the astrologist’s sign, strong spirits who offended 

the divine power in search of desecrating the secrets of the future.”100 However, Bulard’s 

contemporary Jacques Lavalleye connects the star to Judaism as well, though without providing 

 
95. Marcel Bulard, Le scorpion symbole du peuple juif dans l’art religieux des XIVe, XVe, XVIe 

siècles: À propos de quatre peintures murales del chapelle Saint-Sébastien, à Lanslevillard (Savoie); avec 
cinquante planches hors texte comprenant 81 figures, dont 59 reprodu (E. de Boccard, éditeur: Paris, 1935), 
194-95; Lavin, 6-7n35. 

 
96. Bulard, 39. “Le scorpion est l’emblème de la fausseté, trait dominant du Juif, suivant notre peintre 

anonyme et tous ses contemporains sans distinction” (39). My translation. 
 

97. Bulard, 194. 
 
98. Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 660n21. 
 
99. Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 653. 
 
100. Bulard, 194; Lavin 6-7fn35. 
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any support.101 It is more likely that Lavalleye’s interpretation is correct, since astrology was 

considered a respected academic profession which could guide affairs on the private as well as 

political stage. For example, Cosimo I de’ Medici commissioned a portrait medal around 1537 

celebrating his astrological sign and the expected auspicious reign.102 Considering Lavalleye’s 

interpretation in light of astrology’s early modern popularity, the symbolism in the Jew’s shop 

demonstrates early modern Urbino’s fear of the Other, specifically in relation to faith. 

 Figure 1.3 is set in Tuscany, whose rolling hills appear in the background, encouraging 

the fifteenth-century Florentine viewer to identify with the painting and with the forgiven 

woman.103 Behind the figures are representations of the city of Urbino, further placing the scene 

in familiar territory for the intended audience. Figure 1.4 removes the act of execution from the 

rolling hills and the view of the church to another pastoral scene with a different view of a 

church to the left of the condemned man and his family. The tree to the right of the condemned, 

unlike that which appears in Figure 1.3, is replete with branches and fruit, indicating the 

perpetuation of Christian purity by destroying the Jewish Contagion. The Jewish figures wear the 

red tunic and cap required to identify their Jewishness, their otherness. Figure 1.5 maintains the 

presence of the fruitful tree as it concerns the Christian woman who is on her deathbed. Placed 

 
101. Jacques Lavalleye, Juste de Gand: Peintre de Frédéric de Montefeltre (Louvain: Bibliothèque de 

l’Université Louvain, 1936), 44; Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 660n21. 
 
102. Kurt W. Forster, “Metaphors of Rule: Political Ideology and History in the Portraits of Cosimo I 

de’ Medici,” Mitteilungun des Kunsthistorichen Institutes in Florenz 15, no. 1 (1971): 85-86, accessed 
December 23, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/27652262. Most recent dating for the completion of the 
portrait medal may be found at “Cosimo I de’ Medici, 1519-1574, 2nd Duke of Florence 1537, later Grand 
Duke of Tuscany 1569 [obverse], probably 1537,” National Gallery of Art, accessed February 2, 2021, 
https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.44893.html; “Capricorn and Stars [reverse],” National Gallery 
of Art, accessed February 2, 2021, https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.44894.html. 

 
103. Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 652-53. 
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before the altar with the restored Host (as seen in Plate 3), the woman dies naturally and 

privately in the sight of the Host and of the two churches in the background. Her death is not a 

publicized punishment for her heresy; rather, it is made private. The two angels standing at the 

woman’s head are active, gesturing for her to join them with their raised hands and downcast 

eyes. The two devils at the woman’s feet clutch futilely at her legs, but to no avail for the angels’ 

calling gestures and the woman’s surroundings indicate Heaven’s victory over the Jewish 

Contagion on a personal level, as well as on a communal level as seen in Figure 1.4. 

 The fact that these images appear on the predella of the Corpus Domini Altarpiece in 

Florence indicates the level of anti-Judaism already present in the city prior to Francesco I de’ 

Medici’s establishment of the ghetto. The Florentine ghetto, though, transforms Venice’s 

experiment in containment to a policy of systemic segregation. Both ghettos were intended by 

local authorities to enhance the mercantile acumen of their respected polities; however, Venice’s 

historical separation of Church and State and its myth of unity prohibited the Republic from 

limiting Jewish social movement to the same extent as that found in Florence. 

 The 1707 map of the interior of the Florentine ghetto (Fig. 1.6) illustrates the commercial 

purpose of the ghetto as it was imagined by the Grand Duke.104 One large building housing six 

stores, three of which are multi-story, jutting up against labels only of a house and its 

corresponding courtyard suggest a Florentine focus on the commercial role of Jews. There is no 

apparent interest in living conditions or faith culture; the map is a plan of only a large 

commercial building. The purpose of this plan, then, was to depict the material value of the 

ghetto, the ways in which its inhabitants benefitted the Florentine economy. This interpretation is 

 
104. Calabi and Gaviano, 791. 
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corroborated by the ghetto’s location to the Mercato Vecchio. S.A.R.’s 1721 plan of a ghetto 

house further supports this theory (Fig. 1.1).105  

 

Figure 1.6: Anonymous, “Plan of shops and other premises (owned by the Grand Duke) in the 
Florentine ghetto,” 1707. Drawing, ASF, Regie Possessioni no 2526.106 
 
 Health conditions in the Florentine ghetto were very poor as late as 1705.107 There was 

little ventilation in lower-level rooms, and slaughterhouses were removed from Christian 

 
105. Archivio di Stato di Firenze, “26 Piante del ghetto di S.A.R., 1721.” 
 
106. Image and information reproduced in Calabi and Gaviano, 791. Used with permission of 

Cambridge University Press – US - Journals from “Les quartiers juifs en Italie entre 15e et 17e siècle: 
Quelques hypotheses de travail,” Annales Histoire, Sciences Sociales, Donatella Calabi and Marie-Pierre 
Gaviano, 52, no. 4 (July-August 1997); permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. 

 
107. Calabi and Gaviano, 795. 
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residential areas into the ghetto to improve the quality of Christian space.108 Resulting from the 

low quality of construction and sanitation, along with the insecurity of life in the Florentine 

ghetto, art in interior spaces away from the Christian gaze dominated Florentine Jewish artistic 

expression.109 Jews sought a space to develop a secure identity in the middle of Florence under 

the Grand Duke’s eye, so that the majority of Jewish art prior to Jewish Emancipation was 

created for display or use in synagogues.110 Chapter Four expands this argument, analyzing the 

way in which art on ghetto façades became a tool to advance Jewish security. 

Regardless, the Grand Duke of Florence maintained direct control over the Ghetto until 

Jewish Emancipation in the middle of the nineteenth century.111 This level of direct control 

means that the Florentine Jews did not enjoy a level of self-governance such as was experienced 

by Venetian Jews with the Va’ad Katan. Moreover, Florentine Jews would not have the 

opportunity to appeal to the pragmatism offered by a council, such as the Cinque Savii alla 

Mercanzia in Venice. Rather, Florentine Jews would have had direct access to the ear of the 

 
108. Calabi and Gaviano, 795. On the lack of ventilation: “A ce moment-là, le projet de l’ingénieur 

Tosi suscitera quelque perplexité: d’où une série de tractations touchant le nombre d’étages prévus, l’absence 
de lumière pour les moins élevés de ceux-ci, mais aussi le manque de puits ou la quantité insuffisante 
d’entrepôts et de salles vouées à l’usage collectif” (795). My translation. On the contamination of “air, water, 
and streets,”: “Il en est ainsi encore de Florence: le 27 février 1705, on réalise d’abord une maquette en bois du 
nouveau ghetto, l’on fixe des dispositions spécifiques pour les frais de transformation et l’on définit un lieu à 
l’écart des habitations des chrétiens pour les ammazatoi (les abattoirs) de manière à ne pas infecter l’air, les 
eaux et les rues” (795). My translation. 

 
109. Calabi and Gaviano, 797. 
 
110. For more on Jewish art before Emancipation and the Risorigmento, see Vivian B. Mann, ed. 

Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of Jewish Life in Italy, exh. cat. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1989). This does not include the rise in Jewish portraiture that occurred in the seventeenth century (Mann, 312-
13). 

 
111. Calabi and Gaviano, 793. “A Florence, afin, peut-être, de permettre un contrôle plus strict, c’est 

le grand-duc lui-même” (793). My translation. 
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Grand Duke, the most powerful figure in early modern Florence. On the one hand, this 

relationship mirrors that of Imperial Jews in the Holy Roman Empire, who were protected 

residents of the Emperor and were able to appeal directly to him for support and protection 

against anti-Judaic prejudices. On the other hand, the Florentine Jews would have had to appeal 

to the will of one man, rather than the economic logic of a council. Consequently, the position of 

the Jews in Florence was less stable than those in Venice, who served at the pleasure of the 

Venetian Senate, while the Florentine Jews served at the pleasure of the Grand Duke. 

This comparatively equal treatment was enjoyed in Venice from Napoleon’s conquest in 

1797 until, in 1799 while his attention was on conquering Egypt, he lost Italy to the empires of 

Austria and Russia, with Venice ceding to Austrian rule.112 As discussed, those in Florence who 

opposed the French Republic’s policy of toleration toward Jews took revenge on the city’s 

Jewish population, including arresting prominent Jewish figures and leading massacres.113 

Resulting from the ghettoization of Florentine Jews, the city’s newly enfranchised citizens tore 

down the walls, destroying the gates, so that there was no lasting physical reminder of Christian 

oppression of Florentine Jews. Consequently, there has been little research done on the 

Florentine ghetto. However, because the ghetto walls were destroyed, Jewish residents were 

vulnerable to anti-Semitic attacks by their Christian neighbors. The Venice Ghetto walls acted as 

physical barriers that separated Christians and Jews by limiting movement of both groups, 

thereby protecting Christians from Jewish influence and Jews from Christian attacks. The unique 

 
112. Mario Rossi, “Emancipation of the Jews in Italy,” Jewish Social Studies 15, no. 2 (April 1953): 

114, accessed July 20, 2020, http://www.jstor.com/stable/4465154. 
 
113. Rossi, 114. For more information on the 1799 persecutions, see Rossi, 114. 
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culture that developed behind those walls gave rise to a distinct sentiment separate from that of 

Florentine Jews, who were continually under the gaze of the duke, directly in the city center, and 

so were unable to develop their own culture as protection against majority aggression. 

Consequently, Florentine Jews tore down the gates which symbolized their lower legal and social 

status and which enabled anti-Jewish legislation. 

Though Napoleon’s 1799 invasion of Florence marked the beginning of Jewish 

Emancipation, it did not end the question of Jewish legal equality.114 Reporting from Florence on 

August 24, 1866, the New York Tribune remarks on Napoleon III’s health. Writing that “[t]he 

Emperor of France is seriously unwell, and his physicians don’t think that he will live long,” the 

correspondent links the fate of Florence with that of France.115 Not only was the security of 

Florence’s Jewish citizens challenged, but the city also feared papal rule if the French Emperor 

died from illness and left the empire to the Empress. The Tribune’s Special Correspondent went 

on to explain that the “Ricasoli [head of Tuscany’s provisional government] here at Florence has 

serious misgivings about the future, if Napoleon’s death should happen previous to the 

evacuation of Rome, since the priestly influence upon the Empress Eugenie, who would be the 

Regent, is notorious.”116 Because Napoleon conquered the duchy of Florence, which was closely 

aligned with the papacy, the French Republican ideals of liberté, egalité, and fraternité 

 
114. Archivio di Stato di Firenze, “The Hapsburg-Lorraine Secundogeniture in Tuscany,” 1. 
 
115. Correspondent Report from Florence, August 24, 1866, “The Italian Kingdom: Florence,” New 

York Tribune, September 14, 1866. 
 

116. Correspondent Report from Florence, “Italian Kingdom.” Identification of the office of il 
Ricasoli may be found in Stefano Vitali and Carlo Vivoli, Tradizione regionale ed identità nazionale alle 
origini degli Archivi di Stato toscani: qualche ipotesi interpretativa, 274, accessed December 22, 2020, 
https://www.archiviodistato.firenze.it/asfi/fileadmin/risorse/allegati_pubblicazioni_online/150_archivi_storia/1
50_vitalivivoli.pdf. 
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confronted Florentine social ties and politics. The historiography for Rome’s ghetto is extensive, 

and the poor sanitary conditions of the area has been thoroughly discussed.117 

French Republican ideals aligned more closely with Venetian society before Napoleon’s 

conquest; thus, the transition was smoother with little fear of a return to the status quo once 

Austria ruled Venice. Contrarily, Florence’s history of commerce was less ingrained in the 

Florentine identity, so that its subsequent tolerance for the Other was diminished when compared 

to Venice. Instead, once the title of Grand Duke was given to Cosimo I de’ Medici by Pope Pius 

V, his son, Francesco I, distinguished the Self from the Other by removing the Other to a 

location in the center of the city. 118 The resulting lack of privacy and security prevented them 

from developing a unique Florentine Jewish culture. Moreover, the ghetto’s geographical 

location near the Mercato Vecchio speaks to the primary professions that Florentine Jews were 

intended to have. Their participation in moneylending thus created a group of court Jews, 

financial advisors and bankers responsible for the economic wellbeing of the city. Because they 

were stigmatized as the Other in Florence, unable to move socially or politically, their economic 

prosperity also maligned Christians who resented economic dependence on Jews. This popular 

Christian discontent was encouraged by Franciscan clergy, leading to a rise in blood libel and 

Host desecration accusations around the Easter holiday for Christians and Passover for Jews.119 

 
117. See, for example, Schwarz, 49-85; Lerner, 1-30; Kenneth R. Stow, Theater of Acculturation: The 

Roman Ghetto in the Sixteenth Century (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001). 
 

118. Siegmund, xxii. 
 
119. Lavin, 9; Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 659n12. I use the term “popular” here to describe 

the common, uneducated Christian, as opposed to the noble, educated Christian. Some Church prohibitions 
against Christian activities with Jews are: “[a]ccording to Franciscan sermons, it was a mortal sin for 
Christians to eat or drink with Jews, visit a Jewish doctor, bathe in the company of a Jew, socialize with Jews 
in their homes, help raise Jewish children, eat a Jew’s unleavened bread, or rent a house to a Jew. Moreover, 
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Jewish Emancipation under Napoleonic rule included the freedom to choose one’s 

residence, permitting those wealthy enough to leave the ghetto and its coinciding long-term 

effects to integrate into the majority society. The physical act of relocating beyond ghetto walls 

was a form of proclaiming Jewish emancipation and integration through the right to own real 

estate. A key example of Jewish Florentine art as response to the Risorgimento is Vito 

D’Ancona’s Veduta di Volognano (View of Volognano) from 1878. 

 

Figure 1.7: Vito D’Ancona, Veduta di Volognano (View of Volognano), 1878. Oil on canvas, 15 
x 10 ¼ in. (38 x 26 cm), Private Collection.120 

 
the friars called for prohibitions on the construction or renovation of Jewish synagogues, as well as demanded 
that Jews wear compulsory badges and follow a strict curfew during Holy Week. Such sermons created severe 
social tensions, which often fostered hostile rioting in the streets of Italy” (Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 
659n12). On anti-Jewish accusations during Holy Week, see Katz, “The Contours of Tolerance,” 648. 

 
120. Image reproduced in Emily Braun, “From the Risorgimento to the Resistance: One Hundred 

Years of Jewish Artists in Italy,” in Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of Jewish Life in Italy, exh. cat., ed. Vivian 
B. Mann, 137-89 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 144; Mann, ed., 316. Republished with 
permission from University of California Press – Books, from Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of Jewish Life in 
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The Florentine’s depiction of his uncle’s estate in Pontassieve illustrates a larger cultural 

shift away from religious art and experiments in the unique impressionistic style, Macchiaioli.121 

The Macchiaioli school promoted its association with the Risorgimento, illustrating subject 

matter which celebrated Jewish Emancipation and the artists’ new status as permanently 

enfranchised Jewish citizens of Italy.122 That new identity as citizens of the State coincided with 

the secularization of Judaism, by which Jewish artists expanded their oeuvre to include both the 

mundane and sweeping views of the countryside.123 D’Ancona’s Veduta breaks from the 

traditional religious art and portraiture seen before the Risorgimento, suggesting the artist’s 

preference for depicting non-ghetto scenes. The new freedom of landscape painting that followed 

Jewish Emancipation permits the Jewish artist to depict and comment on everyday life, visible 

for the Jewish and non-Jewish gaze alike. Prior to the Risorgimento, Jewish artistic expression 

was largely limited to religious art inside the ghetto, specifically domestic interiors and 

synagogues. Indeed, in the seventeenth century, Jewish portraiture became a prominent form of 

art for wealthy residents; however, such art was restricted to Jewish viewers.124 

Though Florence upheld Napoleon’s reform on Christian-Jewish relations concerning the 

ghetto, allowing Jewish Florentines to reside anywhere they chose, unbound by ghetto walls, 

 
Italy, Vivian B. Mann, Jewish Museum (New York, N.Y.), ed., 1989; permission conveyed through Copyright 
Clearance Center, Inc. 

 
121. Braun, 140. 
 
122. Susan Tumarkin Goodman, “Reshaping Jewish Identity in Art,” in The Emergence of Jewish 

Artists in Nineteenth-Century Europe, exh. cat., ed. Susan Tumarkin Goodman, 15-29 (London and New York: 
Merrell Publishers Limited, 2001), 26. 
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124. Mann, ed., 312-13. 
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Jewish citizens still fought anti-Jewish prejudices in terms of social movement. Moreover, the 

duchy of Florence under Napoleonic rule distinguished itself from the rest of Tuscany in its 

treatment of Jewish citizens in which Jewish intellectuals were welcomed into academic circles; 

however, as late as the beginning of the nineteenth century Jewish participation in Christian 

academies was still contested.125 That is not to say, however, that Florentine Christians 

welcomed their Jewish counterparts without reservation, for Salomone Fiorentino, whose poetry 

bespoke Jewish and Christian poetic tradition, was admitted to the Accademia Fiorentina in 1801 

as a result of the pressure put on Tuscan academies by Grand Duke Peter Leopold for his 

admission.126 

Florentine Jews were quick to accept and promote the unification of Italy. Jewish 

Florentines welcomed Victor Emmanuel II’s rule because they finally achieved full legal 

equality as citizens of the united Kingdom of Italy.127 Indeed, while Napoleon’s conquest 

instigated Jewish Emancipation in Florence, the extent of Jewish legal rights was still negotiated 

during foreign rule. The intricacies of the debate for Jewish Emancipation is a topic of Chapter 

Four. Nevertheless, prior to Victor Emmanuel’s annexation of Florence, Jewish moneylending 

 
125. On Florence’s status as a grand duchy of Napoleonic France, see Archivio di Stato di Firenze, 

“Peter Leopold - Manuscripts,” The Hapsburg-Tuscany Family Archive Digitisation Projects, 4, accessed 
December 17, 2020, 
https://www.archiviodistato.firenze.it/asfi/fileadmin/risorse/allegati_pubblicazioni_online/toscana_enarc_en_ti
sk_oprava_male2.pdf. On the differences between Florence and Tuscan treatment of Jewish intellectuals, see 
Ulrich Wyrwa, “Berlin and Florence in the Age of Enlightenment: Jewish Experience in Comparative 
Perspective,” German History 21, no. 1 (2003): 4-6, accessed October 15, 2019, 
https://academic.oup.com/gh/article-abstract/21/1/1/575227. 

 
126. Wyrwa, “Berlin and Florence in the Age of Enlightenment,” 6. 
 
127. Florence became the subject of Victor Emanuel II while he was still king of the Kingdom of 

Piedmont-Sardinia in 1860. The Kingdom of Italy was not final until Rome’s annexation in 1870 (Braun, 144). 
For more on Florence’s annexation, see Archivio di Stato di Firenze, “The Hapsburg-Lorraine 
Secundogeniture in Tuscany,” 1. 
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services were restricted to the Florentine nobili, which left the Jewish population to appear as 

court Jews. This public perspective further alienated Florentine Jews from non-noble Christians, 

who blamed their financial hardships on the libel of Jewish theft. The limited clientele for 

Florentine Jews, along with the geographical placement of the ghetto, increased the level of 

distrust that the common Florentine citizen held for the Jewish Other; resulting in long-term 

containment that subjugated the minority Other, prohibiting upward sociopolitical movement for 

eventual integration into the majority culture. Thus, when the ghetto walls were destroyed in a 

public display of loyalty to a republican Florence, the city was no longer under the influence of 

the papacy which encouraged anti-Jewish behavior. 

Though the walls of the Florentine ghetto no longer exist, their destruction at Napoleon’s 

conquest in 1799 suggest that Florence’s Jewish population experienced long-term containment, 

in which the ghetto represented economic and social stagnation through prolonged 

discrimination of the minority culture by the majority culture.128 Art historian Emily Braun 

maintains that Florentine Jewish artists’ refusal to depict the ghetto realistically suggest that 

Jewish Florentines perceived the ghetto as a form of containment that belonged in the past and 

did not inhabit the world of the present or the future. She argues, “Signorini’s Il ghetto a 

Firenze…emphasize[s] the picturesque quality of a vanishing way of life rather than the ill 

effects of a sequestered environment.”129 I agree that Signorini’s painting of the ghetto (Fig. 1.8) 

is idealized; however, I argue that Signorini confronts the viewer with the juxtaposition of the 

 
128. Vaughan and Arbaci, 133. 
 
129. Braun, 144. 
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past and the present, allowing the ghetto’s history to peek through the gaps of modernity.130 

Signorini’s painting follows the Macchiaioli school with its contrasting tones of light and 

shadow, men in dark suits, women and children in bright reds and blues.131 The artist’s rendition  

 

Figure 1.8: Telemaco Signorini, Il Ghetto a Firenze (The Ghetto in Florence), 1882. Oil on 
canvas, 37 ½ x 25 5/8 in. (95 x 65 cm), Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, Rome.132 
 
of the ghetto emphasizes life within the ghetto, from the rain on the pavement to the brightly 

colored produce sold on the street corner. Moreover, young and old mix seamlessly in the frame, 

suggesting a continuity of tradition and lifestyle. Yet, along with the bustling business on the 

wide street, Signorini also provides a glimpse of the history of the Florentine ghetto, illuminating 

 
130. Braun, 144. 
 
131. Signorini recorded the discussions that took place among the Macchiaioli artists in Florence’s 

Caffè Michelangiolo (Braun, 139-40). 
 
132. Image reproduced in Braun, 145; Mann, ed., 317. Republished with permission from University 

of California Press – Books, from Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of Jewish Life in Italy, Vivian B. Mann, 
Jewish Museum (New York, N.Y.), ed., 1989; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. 
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the history that cannot be obscured. The towering building in the background, the crowd in 

shadow, and the stucco peeling off the building in the foreground challenge the viewer to recall 

the overcrowding and poor construction quality of the ghetto’s history. It is as if the artist 

confronts the viewer with past and present. 

Signorini’s portrayal of ghetto life emphasizes the secular over religious tradition. Rather 

than situating the scene within a synagogue or a yeshiva (school for learning Hebrew and the 

Bible), the viewer gazes on the public aspect of ghetto life, commercial interactions between 

vendors and potential customers. Moreover, the unshod children working in the foreground 

simultaneously highlights the level of poverty and the sense of community in the ghetto. The 

artist thus depicts a scene that is public, visible to the non-Jewish gaze, and celebrates the 

Risorgimento and its accompanying Italian identity. Signorini’s prioritization of secular 

modernity over religious tradition suggests the Florentine Jewish desire to leave the history of 

the ghetto in the past and focus on the present. As Braun concludes, “[s]o rapid was the process 

of assimilation that Jewish artists looked to the comforts of the present rather than to the past to 

affirm their new status.”133 Under Grand Duke Francesco I de’ Medici, the Florentine ghetto was 

intended as a form of containment for the social Other; that stigmatization remained attached to 

the ghetto throughout Jewish Emancipation of the Napoleonic era, leaving Florentine Jews to 

portray the ghetto as a place of community as well as segregation. 

Seven years following Signorini’s depiction of Florentine ghetto life, the ghetto was 

destroyed to make room for a statue commemorating Victor Emmanuel II. In 1895 the city center 

that housed the ghetto was renamed the Piazza della Reppublica, whose arch proclaims “[t]he 
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ancient city center of secular squalor to new life restored.”134 The destruction of Florence’s 

experiment in long-term containment refutes the message of blending past and present in 

Signorini’s painting, promoting instead Republican and Risorgimento ideals of unification and 

harmony. The Venetian Ghetto, contrarily, is still present today and attracts visitors seeking to 

understand early modern Christian-Jewish relations in Venice. The presence of the Ghetto walls 

in Venice, though no longer intended to contain inhabitants’ sociopolitical movement, suggest 

that the Ghetto was perceived by early modern and nineteenth-century Jewish Venetians as a 

form of short-term containment. While the walls of the Ghetto were intended by authorities to 

limit Jewish behavior and to proclaim Christian dominance over Jewish residents, the endurance 

of those same walls indicate that the walls were perceived by Jewish residents as a form of 

protection against anti-Jewish attacks, a space which provided security for them to live without 

the threat of expulsion, and a place for them to create a unique Venetian Jewish culture, one 

which tolerated controlled social interaction between Christians and Jews, as seen in the case of 

Sarra Copia Sulam. 

Methodology and Chapter Organization 

By examining archival documents from the Archivio di Stato di Venezia and the 

Archivio di Stato di Firenze, this dissertation evaluates the Christian and Jewish responses to the 

establishment of the ghettos, as well as the regulations that were passed, the structures that were 

 
134. Giordano Turchi, ed., “Archivio di Stato di Firenze: Preffetura di Firenze, Commissione 

prefettizia sulla demolizione del centro storico di Firenze (1866-1895),” Archivio di Stato di Firenze, 3, 
accessed January 8, 2021, 
https://www.archiviodistato.firenze.it/asfi/fileadmin/risorse/allegati_inventari_on_line/demolizione_inventario.
pdf. “Nel 1895 venne istallata sull’arco sovrastante via Strozzi la scritta ‘L’antico centro della città da secolare 
squallore a vita nuova restituito’ e alla fine del secolo il vecchio centro di Firenze era solo un ricordo: al suo 
posto, l’odierna piazza della Repubblica” (3). My translation. 
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built, when those structures were built, and the financial impact that they had on the cities’ 

Jewish populations. Moreover, the debates that took place in the Venetian council regarding the 

Jewish population are discussed. The analysis of writings by Jewish intellectuals and leaders of 

their community, from Sarra Copia Sulam to Simone Luzzatto, permits us to see the level of 

agency within the Ghetto concerning its material and ideological development. This research 

offers a documentary history of the continuous discussion between Venice’s Christians and Jews 

toward coexistence, and eventually harmony, through the experiment of the Ghetto.135 

 Considering the material history of the residences and the Ghetto walls supports a social 

art historical approach to the study of the Venetian Ghetto. Whereas examining the Senatorial 

documents offers a view of the Ghetto as a system of containment from an official perspective, 

investigating the structures of the Ghetto, themselves, further affords a view to the impact of this 

system on Venice’s residents. This analysis is most poignant in view of Venetian Jews’ 

responses to Emancipation in the mid-nineteenth century as opposed to those of Florentine Jews. 

The consideration of the structures of the residences, as well as points of contact in the walls 

such as the gates and quays, or the lack thereof in modern Florence, will make evident Jewish 

responses to the Ghetto’s system of containment.136 

 
135. I use the term coexistence from 1516 to 1797, because harmony was not achieved until the cost 

was equal to both Christian and Jewish parties. Resulting from Emancipation, harmony becomes applicable 
only because neither group was forced to sacrifice their faith in order to have legal equality. The long-term 
cultural development that happened in Venice because of the Ghetto could not have been foreseen, and so 
harmony is only applicable once the two groups become equal legally and socially. 

 
136. Chambers, Pullan, and Fletcher, ed., 339; Donatella Calabi, “The ‘City of the Jews’,” in The Jews 

of Early Modern Venice, ed. Robert C. Davis and Benjamin Ravid, 31-52 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2001), 32. 
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Chapter Two discusses the three stages of Ghetto development in Venice. Each stage 

corresponds to the establishment of a quarter of the Venetian Ghetto: the Ghetto Nuovo in 1516, 

the Ghetto Vecchio in 1541, and the Ghetto Nuovissimo in 1633, collectively referred to as the 

Ghetto. Each phase of the Ghetto housed a particular group of Jewish residents, Sephardic Jews 

(of the Iberian Peninsula) and Ashkenazic Jews (of central and northern Europe) in the Ghetto 

Nuovo, Levantine Jews in the Ghetto Vecchio, and Ponentine Jews in the Ghetto Nuovissimo.137 

This population dispersion based on occupation and economic wellbeing corresponded with the 

three stages of construction quality. The local Sephardic and Ashkenazic Jews were primarily 

moneylenders and second-hand goods sellers; therefore, the low financial contribution they made 

to the State in taxes led to their residence in the most-poorly constructed residences, those of the 

Ghetto Nuovo. The Levantine Jewish occupation of international merchants renewed Venice’s 

role in maritime commerce and the wealth they brought into the city relegated them to the 

higher-quality construction of the Ghetto Vecchio. Ponentine Jews, a vague term invented by the 

Venetians that refers to non-Venetian conversos who returned to Judaism upon entering Venice, 

inhabited the Ghetto Nuovissimo, the third phase of the Ghetto and the one which boasted the 

highest construction quality. The chapter includes an examination of various maps published 

between 1516 and 1633, detailing the development of the Ghetto and its role in society. 

Chapter Three examines the Ghetto’s power of containment that limited movement for 

both Jews and Christians. Additionally, this chapter explores the conceptualization of the Ghetto 

as protection as Venetian authorities intended it against the Jewish Contagion and as it was 

 
137. Identification of Ashkenazi may be found in Oxford University Press, “Ashkenazim, n.,” OED: 

Oxford English Dictionary, accessed February 23, 2021, https://www-oed-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/view/Entry/11464?redirectedFrom=ashkenazim#eid. 
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reimagined by Venetian Jews against anti-Judaism. Analyses of Sarra Copia Sulam’s letters and 

Giulia Solinga’s poetry collection, “Notices from Parnassus,” which illustrate the Jewish 

reconceptualization of the Ghetto as a fortress against Christian anti-Judaism, close the chapter. 

Chapter Four investigates Jewish Emancipation, what it was, and how it affected Jewish 

life in the Venetian Ghetto. Starting with an analysis of French Enlightenment proponents of 

Jewish Emancipation, we move into an account of Napoleon’s 1797 conquest and the first phase 

of Emancipation in Venetian Ghetto life, followed by Jewish Emancipation reforms under the 

Holy Roman Empire from 1798 to 1866, and ending with the final phase of Jewish Emancipation 

under Italian rule in 1866. 

Chapter Five concludes the dissertation with a call for more research. The Ghetto was 

intended by Venetian Christians to subjugate resident Jews and to control social interaction 

between Christians and Jews through limiting social movement. In fact, the Ghetto became a 

place of stability and safety for European Jews, which fostered a Venetian identity. This 

Venetian Jewish identity was further strengthened by Napoleon’s conquest which led them to 

celebrate the destruction of the Ghetto gates, a symbol of systemic segregation. Celebration of 

the victories of republican ideology extended to a celebration of Jewish culture and history by 

maintaining the Ghetto walls, honoring the efforts of early modern Venetian Jews who daily 

negotiated with the Venetian Senate for legal rights. Venice’s policy of separation of Church and 

State applied to the Ghetto, giving Jews a sense of freedom not experienced in Florence. 

Containment thus provided coexistance in the Most Serene Republic, but it was a fluid, open 

containment that responded to Jewish needs according to their socioeconomic status. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

“OBLIGED TO GO AT ONCE TO DWELL TOGETHER”: 
 

THE THREE STAGES OF GHETTO DEVELOPMENT138 
 

 
The first phase of the Venetian Ghetto, known as the Ghetto Nuovo, was established by 

the Venetian Senate in 1516 and expanded over the next century and a half with the 

establishment of the Ghetto Vecchio in 1541 and the Ghetto Nuovissimo in 1633. By Senate 

decree on March 29, 1516 all Jews living in Venice were forced to live in the newly repurposed 

“Geto at San Hieronimo,” 

Be it determined that, to prevent such grave disorders and unseemly occurrences, 
the following measures shall be adopted, i.e. that all the Jews who are at present living in 
different parishes within our city…shall be obliged to go at once to dwell together in the 
houses in the court within the Geto at San Hieronimo…. To prevent the Jews from going 
about all night, provoking the greatest discontent and the deepest displeasure on the part 
of Jesus Christ, be it determined that, on the side towards the old Geto, where there is a 
little bridge, and likewise on the other side of the bridge, two doors shall be made, one for 
each of these two places…. Furthermore, two high walls shall be built to close off the 
other two sides, which rise above the canals, and all the quays attached to the said houses 
shall be walled in.139 

 
The Senate’s use of terms such as “grave disorders,” “unseemly occurrences,” “greatest 

discontent,” and “deepest displeasure” illustrate the anxiety of Christian-Jewish relations in early 

modern Venice. During the war with the League of Cambrai, which saw the papacy, France, 

Spain, and the Holy Roman Empire united against the Venetian Republic, Jewish moneylenders 

and physicians escaped the terraferma to the protection offered by the city’s lagoon. The wealth 

 
138. This chapter takes its title from the Senate decree of March 29, 1516, transcribed in David 

Chambers, Brian Pullan, and Jennifer Fletcher, ed., Venice: A Documentary History, 1450-1630 (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1992), 338-39. 

 
139. Transcribed in its entirety in Chambers, Pullan, and Fletcher, ed., 338-39. 
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acquired by these moneylenders prior to their immigration and during their stay drew the 

attention of the Most Serene Republic, who recognized the benefit these moneylenders brought 

to Venice’s failing economy.140 Nevertheless, the language of the Senate decree indicates that 

Venetian authorities were unwilling to freely welcome Jewish national and religious Otherness. 

In an effort to compromise between Venice’s economic needs and fears of corruption of 

Christian purity, the Venetian Senate passed Zacaria Dolfin’s proposition to relocate all of the 

Jewish residents living in the lagoonal city of Venice to the island of San Hieronimo.141 The 

transformed Ghetto at San Hieronimo became a state-sponsored experiment in maintaining 

coexistence between the city’s Christian and Jewish populations. 

This chapter analyzes the stages of residential development in the Venetian Ghetto 

through a consideration of the Ghetto Nuovo, the Ghetto Vecchio, and the Ghetto Nuovissimo as 

three distinct phases of development of the Venetian Ghetto as a whole, and how this 

development reflects early modern Italian Christian-Jewish relations. Moreover, the study of 

these phases will demonstrate that the Venetian Ghetto served as the physical embodiment of the 

concept of containment as a means of coexistance among Venice’s inhabitants.  

On March 20, 1516, the Venetian Senate approved the proposal to relocate the lagoonal 

city’s Jewish population to the island of San Hieronimo to reside within the old copper foundry, 

 
140. Benjamin Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’ of Venice, 1541,” Proceedings of 

the World Congress of Jewish Studies 2, division B (1973): 156-157, accessed August 28, 2019, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23529120. For more on Jewish physicians, see Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone: 
The Body and the City in Western Civilization (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994), 222. 

 
141. Sennett, 216, 233. 
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known as the getto, or ghetto.142 With 130 votes in support, 44 votes against, and 8 votes 

abstaining, the Ghetto Nuovo was built to house 700 people in twenty residences.143 The latter 

two phases, the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo, were annexed to house an additional 

5,000 people, so that the Venetian Ghetto’s residents totaled 5,700 by 1633.144 As early as April 

5, 1516, the Venetian Senate was aware that the Ghetto Nuovo was too small for the number of 

residents: “This morning, the Hebrew Anselmo and others made an appeal in the College, aching 

on principle from going to be in the Ghetto, and that the space is not enough, and being ordered 

to leave; then many Hebrews wanting to leave, and he [Anselmo] would remain bent from the 

tax and would not have enough to shake it off.”145 The overcrowded nature of the Ghetto Nuovo 

exacerbated the poor construction quality of the first phase, the foundations of which adhered to 

the Venetian construction tradition of wooden beams pushed into the silt. Likewise, the 

 
142. Marino Sanuto, I diarii di Marino Sanuto, vol. 22, I marzo MDXVI - XXX settembre MDXVI 

(Venice: Fratelli Visentini Tipografi Editori, 1888), 88; Benjamin Ravid, “Cum Nimis Absurdum and the 
Ancona Auto-da-Fé Revisited: Their Impact on Venice and Some Wider Reflections,” Jewish History 26, no. 
½ (May 2012): 88, accessed October 6, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23352426. For more on the ghetto 
as a copper foundry, see Shaul Bassi, “The Venetian Ghetto and Modern Jewish Identity,” Judaism 51, no. 4 
(Fall 2002): 470, accessed August 13, 2019, https://web-a-ebscohost-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d571446a-5219-430a-81d3-
3978851ddeab%40sdc-v-sessmgr03. 

 
143. For the Venetian Senate vote, see Sanuto, vol. 22, 88. For the number of residences in the Gehtto 

Nuovo, see Sennet, 234. 
 
144. For the Ghetto’s population numbers, see Donatella Calabi and Marie-Pierre Gaviano, “Les 

quartiers juifs en Italie entre 15e et 17e siècle: Quelques hypotheses de travail,” Annales Histoire, Sciences 
Sociales 52, no. 4 (July-August 1997): 781, accessed May 22, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/27585465. 
Thomas Coryate wrote in 1611, “the Ghetto, being an Iland: It is thought there are of them in all betwixt five 
and sixe thousand” (Thomas Coryate, Coryat’s crudities: reprinted from the edition of 1611… Vol. 1 [London: 
W. Cater, 1776], 296). Coryate’s identification of the Ghetto island appears to refer only to the Ghetto Nuovo 
on San Hieronimo; however, the population number he records refers to the two existing phases together. 

 
145. Sanuto, vol. 22, 108-09. “In questa matina, fo alditi in Colegio Anselmo hebreo et li altri, 

dolendosi di la parte presa di andar a star in Geto, et ch’el loco non è bastante, et sia mandato a vardar; poi 
molti hebrei volendo andar via, e lui resteria piezo di la tansa e non havia da chi scuoder” (108-09). My 
translation. 
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foundations of the Ghetto Vecchio were similarly insufficient for the number of people living on 

them.146 Despite similar practices in building the foundations for the Ghetto Nuvossimo, 

residential construction quality of the third phase was of higher quality than the previous phases. 

The more stabilized environment of Ghetto Nuovssimo residents indicates the ambiguous 

sociopolitical position held by Ponentine Jews, who shared domestic space with poor 

Christians.147 

The Ghetto Nuovo 

While it has been common in the history of Christian-Jewish Studies to maintain the 

lachrymose history of Jews and Judaism, recent scholarship has shown a different side of the 

story. Since the 1980s, historians including Shaul Bassi, Riccardo Calimani, Dana E. Katz, 

Benjamin Ravid, and David B. B. Ruderman have argued that the development of the Ghetto did 

not denote racism and inherent separateness; rather, contemporary Jews saw a future and 

stability, a way for Christians and Jews to live together with a degree of harmony.148 For 

example, Calimani asserts that “[t]hey [Jews] were all attracted by the ghetto, in which they 

sought a fixed point of reference and support, a place where they might be able to put down roots 

 
146. McAndrew, 550; Sennet, 236. 
 
147. Sennet, 236. 
 
148. Bassi, 469-80; Riccardo Calimani, The Ghetto of Venice, trans. Katherine Silberblatt Wolfthal 

(New York: M. Evans and Company, 1987); Dana E. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto and the Visual Imagination of 
Early Modern Venice (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Benjamin Ravid, “Curfew Time in the 
Ghetto,” in Studies on the Jews of Venice, 1392-1797, 238-275 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2003); David B. B. 
Ruderman, “Knowledge Explosion,” in Early Modern Jewry: A New Cultural History, 99-132 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2010), accessed January 16, 2020, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/utd/reader.action?docID=540269&ppg=116. 
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and find some degree of cultural and psychological identity.”149 Supporting Calimani’s claim 

that the Ghetto was a focal point for Jewish cultural development, Bassi alleges that the Ghetto 

saw the blending of Ashkenazic, Sephardic, Levantine, and Ponentine cultures, creating a distinct 

Venetian Jewish identity.150 

Jewish financiers were welcomed into Venice as a way to recover the financial deficit 

faced by the Most Serene Republic following the Republic’s war with the League of Cambrai in 

the early sixteenth century.151 That is not to say, however, that Jewish refugees enjoyed free 

movement within the city. Initially, it was Venetian policy to admit Jews for only fifteen days at 

a time.152 In 1509, Venice extended Jewish habitation within the city to “four months” at a time, 

and by 1516 the Senate and the Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia (the Venetian Board of Trade) 

recognized that the city’s finances would benefit more from a permanent Jewish presence, thus 

leading to the creation of the Ghetto Nuovo on March 26, 1516.153 Venetian officials attributed 

the Republic’s loss against the League to a decline in civic virtue resulting from the city’s 

metropolitan inhabitants. In an effort to restore its economic position, Venice conceived of the 

 
149. Calimani, 44. 
 
150. Bassi, 472. Identification of Sephardi and Ashkenazi may be found in Oxford University Press, 

“Sephardi, n.,” OED: Oxford English Dictionary, accessed February 23, 2021, https://www-oed-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/view/Entry/176126?redirectedFrom=Sephardim#eid; Oxford University Press, 
“Ashkenazim, n.,” OED: Oxford English Dictionary, accessed February 23, 2021, https://www-oed-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/view/Entry/11464?redirectedFrom=ashkenazim#eid. 

 
151. Sanuto, vol. 22, 85. “Sono stà etiam posti diversi altri ordeni catholici et necessarii per obviar a la 

perfidia hebraica, che per esser a tutti noti, superfluo è commemorarli; unde, ancor che per le necessità et 
urgentissime condition de’ tempi, sii stà permesso che i prefati zudei se reduchino ad habitar in Venetia” (85). 

 
152. Sanuto, vol. 22, 85. 
 
153. Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’,” 164. 
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Ghetto Nuovo as a method of containing the minority population which was considered the most 

detrimental to Christian virtue:154 

being in the house with Christians, and going day and night where they please, doing so 
much harm and detestable and abominable things, as all the shameful things are made 
known and declared to them, with gravest offense to the Divine Majesty and not a 
common note of this good Republican institution.155 
  

The establishment of the Ghetto Nuovo was done with Venice’s economic and political interests 

in mind, yet the Ghetto also created a permanent place for Jews to live and provided a sense of 

stability over the previously common migrant life of Italian Jews. Venice’s treatment and 

tolerance for those who were considered Other is not peculiar to Jews; rather, much of the 

Venetian nobili, or noblemen, made their fortunes in commercialism. Consequently, the ruling 

Venetian authorities had a vested interest in maintaining the economic wellbeing of traders, 

regardless of religion.156 Venice’s heritage of merchants provides insight into the reasons Venice 

was unique in allowing Jews to live in the city, as well as why they were more lenient in the 

higher standards of architecture quality in the later Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo 

phases. This heritage also addresses the reasons Ghetto Vecchio international merchants were 

permitted to leave the Ghetto walls after curfew when their ships arrived past dark.157 

 
154. Sennet, 216. 
 
155. Sanuto, vol. 22, 85-84. “stando in casa con christiani, et vadino zorno e note dove li piace, 

facendo tanti manchamenti et cussi detestandi et abbominevoli, come per tuto è divulgado, che è cosa 
vergognosa dechiarirli, con offension gravissima di la Maestà Divina et non vulgar nota de questa ben istituita 
Republica” (85-84). My translation. 

 
156. Dennis Romano, Patricians and Popolani: The Social Foundations of the Venetian Renaissance 

State (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 7. 
 
157. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 102; Ravid, “Curfew Time in the Ghetto,” 243. 
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The Ghetto Nuovo was initially peopled with Italian and German Jews who worked as 

physicians, merchants, moneylenders, and secondhand goods sellers, professions which 

contributed to Venice’s economy on the local level.158 For example, the Venetian Senate 

considered Jewish physicians essential for the health of the city, granting them access to the city 

beyond curfew:  

[a]nd because many Jewish physicians live in the aforementioned Ghetto, so that they can 
be easily called at night to the treatment of the ill outside the Ghetto, and sometimes they 
are very late to some areas, and so that they do not do anything illegal because of the 
aforementioned cause, it is taken that: each time that the aforementioned physicians go in 
answer to the visitation request of the ill, where they are late in some residences, they 
should give a note to our guard there particularly where they are, and who have been ill 
there, and in what residence.159 
 

Jewish physicians were not permitted free access to the city, yet they were allowed beyond the 

Ghetto gates after dark, indicating that Venice was more interested in maintaining the health of 

its citizens, and, as we shall see, its economy than it was in enforcing sweeping ethical reforms. 

Likewise, moneylending in the Ghetto Nuovo was a key source of income for Jewish 

families and a staple for Venetian society, so that by 1560 Venetian Christians from all 

spectrums of society relied on their financial services.160 Indeed, these moneylenders took goods 

as surety against the loan, so that they held common goods and precious objects. For example, 

 
158. Dana E. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’: On Ghetto Views and Viewing,” 

Jewish Studies 24, no. 2 (2010): 133-34, accessed July 10, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40864934. 
 
159. Sanuto, vol. 22, 392. “Et perchè lì abita nel ditto Getto molti medici ebrei, i qual potriano esser 

facilmente chiamati la note a la cura de infermi fora del Getto, et qualche volta sterano molto tardi in qualche 
colegio, et aziò che per dette cause non cadino a la leze, sia preso che: ogni fiata che diti medici anderano la 
note a visitation de infermi, over starano tardi in qualche colegio, debano dar in nota a li guardian nostri 
particularmente dove sono stati, et chi sono li amalati, et in che collegio” (392). My translation. 

 
160. Isabella Cecchini, “A World of Small Objects: Probate Inventories, Pawns, and Domestic Life in 

Early Modern Venice,” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme 35, no. 3 (Summer / été 2012): 
41, 45, 54, accessed February 8, 2021, http://www.jstor.org/stable/43446660. 
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Salamone Levi’s records from June 1635 show that he accepted “[t]en leather hangings...three 

groups of tapestries...[and] six time-pieces,” in addition to nearly two hundred pieces of silver 

dishware, and just over one hundred pieces of jewelry, with several made of pearl.161 As long as 

the surety was not considered holy, such as “a painting with a Madonna…[or a] crucifix,” Jewish 

moneylenders were permitted to accept them.162 Consequently, these local merchants became 

indispensable to the maintenance of Venice’s elite. However, by the beginning of the 

seventeenth century, Venetian value of local Jewish moneylending was replaced by international 

merchants from the Levant, for whom the Ghetto Vecchio was reserved.163 The concept of 

containment encouraged peace among Christians and Jews in Venice as well as provided a space 

that advanced Jewish trade in moneylending and, in the seventeenth century, international 

mercantilism.164 Although they were not permitted to own property in Venice, they could rent 

from individual landowners who owned property in what was once the foundry. By doing so, 

they brought commerce into the area, increasing the amount of money made by the Jews in 

addition to those Jewish merchants who imported and exported goods internationally. 

The local level of commercialism of these professions necessarily limited the amount of 

income they brought into the city and the amount they contributed to taxes. Consequently, the 

residences of the Ghetto Nuovo were overcrowded with low-income Jewish families.165 

 
161. Cecchini, 47-48. 
 
162. Cecchini, 54, 53. 
 
163. Cecchini, 45. 
 
164. For an example of Jewish wealth through moneylending, see Sennet, 222. 
 
165. Sennet, 234. 
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Moreover, because the island of San Hieronimo limited the space available to Jewish residents, 

buildings rose in height, straining building foundations of wooden beams in silt beyond their 

capacity.166 Indeed, the inferior construction of Ghetto Nuovo residences were symptomatic of 

Venice’s broadeer association of architecture with social status.167 Venice structurally re-

enforced the low social position of its Jewish inhabitants, not only through its enforcement of 

relocating all of the city’s Jews into one quarter of the city on a small island separated by the 

Canal Grande and other minor canals, but also through the mediocre level of construction 

materials and space of the Ghetto itself.168 The Ghetto Nuovo’s overcrowding and poor 

construction quality led to frequent repairs, so that “all public stairways, ceilings, and partitions 

separating rooms” were converted to wood, which put less stress on the stability of the building 

than if they were brick.169 Because Venice’s buildings were built on wooden beams sunk beneath 

the surface of the lagoon, the precariousness of Ghetto residences was conflated with each new 

level.170 What is more, all of the buildings in the Ghetto were owned and controlled by Christian 

proprietors, and the Ghetto Nuovo itself was overseen by the Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia.171 

 
166. John McAndrew, Venetian Architecture of the Early Renaissance (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1980), 

550; Juergen Schulz, “The Printed Plans and Panoramic Views of Venice (1486-1797),” Saggi e Memorie di 
storia dell’arte 7 (1970): 14, accessed April 24, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43139931. 
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168. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 10. 
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170. McAndrew, 550; Schulz, 14. 
 
171. On Christian-owned Ghetto residences, see Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’,” 

158-59; Benjamin Ravid, “The Third Charter of the Jewish Merchants of Venice, 1611: A Case Study in 
Complex Multifaceted Negotiations,” Jewish Political Studies Review 6, no. ½ (Spring 1994): 83-134, 
accessed February 13, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25834289. On the Cinque Savii’s control over the 
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Consequently, Jewish residents had little control over the construction quality of their homes and 

businesses. However, the Cinque Savii was conscious of the economic benefits provided by the 

city’s Jewish presence, so that the Cinque Savii worked with the Jewish population on small 

changes to their five-year charters to create a mutually beneficial relationship.172 The disparity in 

construction quality made plain the socioeconomic disparity between sixteenth-century 

Christians and Jews, citizens and non-citizens.173 

The demographic of Jews from multiple locations and cultures, Ashkenazic (central and 

northern European), Sephardic (Iberian), Levantine (Ottoman), as well as Ponentine (a vague 

term referring to converso Jews who returned to Judaism) Jews led to a distinctive development 

in the quality of architecture among Ghetto structures.174 Each phase of the Ghetto reflected the 

social status of the Jews living within. For example, the Ghetto Nuovo, built primarily for those 

Jews already living in Venice and who worked as financiers, secondhand-goods tradesmen, and 

doctors consisted of lower-quality architecture than the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto 

Nuovissimo, discussed below. The architectural frames of Ghetto Nuovo residences are 

primarily brick with wooden insets for apertures and staircases; while that of the Ghetto Vecchio 

 
Ghetto Nuovo, see Ravid, “The Third Charter,” 89. After 1605 the Cattaveri which controlled the Ghetto 
Vecchio since 1541 took control of the Ghetto Nuovo as well (Ravid, “The Third Charter,” 92-93). 

 
172. Benjamin C. I. Ravid, Economics and Toleration in Seventeenth Century Venice: The 

Background and Context of the Discorso of Simone Luzzatto (Jerusalem: Central Press, 1978), 28, 37. 
 
173. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 10. 
 
174. Bassi, 472. 
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are of a higher quality, primarily of brick and stone.175 Figure 2.1 provides an example of a 

Ghetto Nuovo residence, whose primary inhabitants were German (Tedeschi) and Italian. 

 

Figure 2.1: Giorgio Fossari, Pietro Checcia, [Sezioni di immobile in Ghetto Nuovo] (Sections of 
a building in the Ghetto Nuovo), 16 February 1777, m.v. Ink, pencil, and watercolor on paper, 
525 x 750 mm, Venice, State Archives, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 277, dis. I. Photo reproduction 
courtesy of ASV.176 
 

The Ghetto Nuovo was established in the “industrial center” in Cannaregio, the northwest 

 
175. On the Ghetto’s architecture, see Dana E. Katz, Banco Rosso pawnshop in the Ghetto Nuovo, 

Venice, 2017, in Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 10; Dana E. Katz, Ghetto Vecchio, established in Venice in 1541, 
2017, in Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 11. 

 
176. ASV, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 277, dis. I; document information found in Ludovica Galeazzo, “35. 

Giorgio Fossati (1705-1785), Pietro Checcia, [Sezioni di immobile in Ghetto Nuovo], 16 febbraio 1777 m.v., 
inchiostro, marita e acquerello su carta; 525 x 750 mm, Venezia, Archivio di Stato, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 
277, dis. I,” in Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa. 1516-2016, exh. cat., ed. Donatella Calabi, 180-81 (Venice: 
Marsilio, 2016), 180-81. 
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area of the city.177 Most of Venice was steadily expanding in the lagoon, creating new streets and 

canals since the end of the twelfth century.178 However, while the city’s landscape was changing 

to accommodate the rising population numbers since the end of the twelfth century, the area that 

the Ghetto would eventually occupy was neglected and remained an industrial area. Not only the 

small island that housed the Ghetto, but also the greater Cannaregio area “retained their medieval 

aspect with gardens, orchards, and ponds.”179 The lack of development in this area suggests a 

low population, with little business that could drive the Venetian economy. The location of the 

Ghetto during its foundry years, therefore, aligns with the greater geographic location of 

Venice’s periphery enterprises. The area was an uninhabited area, in the middle of an industrial 

zone. Only residents whose occupations were labor-intensive would have lived there. 

The Ghetto stood apart from the rest of Venice from its inception, constructed as a 

fortress and surrounded on all sides by a wall, whose buildings rise above those in the rest of the 

city. Indeed, Zacaria Dolfin calls for the Ghetto to serve as a fortress for Jewish residents when 

he first proposed the idea to the Senate in 1515, ostensibly for their protection.180 The famous 

map of Venice by Jacopo de’ Barbari, as seen in Figure 2.2, illustrates the unique architecture of 

the place that would become the Ghetto Nuovo sixteen years later.181 

 
177. Romano, 21-22. 

 
178. Romano, 16-17. 
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According to Barbari’s map, the area that was then only an unused foundry, a drain on 

economic resources, was already characterized by a series of tall buildings at least two stories 

high, taller by at least one story than residences on the other sides of the canals. 

 

Figure 2.2: Jacopo de’ Barbari, View of the City of Venice (Bird’s Eye View of Venice), 1500. 
Woodcut, 1345 x 2818mm, Gift of Mr. Frederick G. Schab, New York, in honor of Dr. Franklin 
D. Murphy. Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, University of California (Grunwald Foundation).182 

 
Moreover, Figure 2.3 shows the detail of Barbari’s map depicting the foundry’s two bridges and 

is otherwise totally enclosed from the view of passersby. The buildings of the foundry are solid 

walls, with gaps in between only to make space for the bridges. It is therefore important to note 

that the Venetian Senate took advantage of the existing architecture to enclose the city’s Jewish 

inhabitants. The area was already a fortress, far different from the open architecture of the rest of 

the city. Venice prided itself on its defensive position in the lagoon, allowing Venetian 

architecture to embrace large windows and balconies set into the first stories. On the other hand, 

 
182. Hammer Museum, “Jacopo de’ Barbari,” University of California Los Angeles, accessed May 

22, 2020, https://hammer.ucla.edu/programs-events/2010/12/jacopo-debarbari. Size of Barbari’s map is found 
in Schulz, 41. 
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barring villas, early modern terraferma architecture was characterized by strongly built 

structures, with few openings on the ground floors, only allowing windows on the upper floors. 

In essence, terraferma buildings were constructed as small fortresses, the lack of ground-floor 

 

Figure 2.3: Jacopo de’ Barbari, detail, View of Venice [upper left block], 1500. Woodcut on two 
sheets pasted together, 665 x 913mm, Rosenwald Collection, 1950.1.14. Courtesy National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.183 

 
openings meant to inhibit entry by enemies.184 Contrastingly, Venetian architecture projects the 

Venetian myth of stability and serenity, in which the city was entirely free of civic unrest and 

discord, and therefore had no need for defensive architecture.185 The significance of the Venetian 

Ghetto as a fortress is the subject of Chapter Three. 

Barbari’s map of 1500 allows the modern viewer a unique perspective on the 

establishment of the Ghetto and to what extent Venice adapted the space to contain its Jewish 

 
183. “NGA Images,” National Gallery of Art, accessed March 2, 2021, 

https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.37050.html. Size of Barbari’s map, upper left block, is found 
in Schulz, 41. 
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population. While the buildings of the Ghetto Nuovo form the outline of a square with two 

narrow access points, which creates a large courtyard in the center of the island, and thereby 

mimics a fortress, Barbari does not depict the foundry buildings differently than the surrounding 

structures. The buildings across the larger, busier canal to the northeast of the foundry also reach 

two stories, suggesting overcrowding in the city. Additionally, the map shows the only passages 

for travel in the canals, neglecting smaller footpaths, which, according to Sir Maximilian 

Misson’s 1695 travelogue, were “very narrow, and seem to have been fill’d and rais’d with Mud 

and Rubbish.”186 Sir S. Desdier goes into more detail on the crowded state of Venice’s streets in 

his travelogue of 1699, asserting, “Land is so precious at Venice, that it is not to be admir’d if all 

the Streets are so narrow, that those of the most frequented, will scarcely permit two People to 

Walk together; which is the occasion of frequent Jostlings, more particularly at the several 

Turnings, which are very numerous.”187 According to Misson’s and Desdier’s accounts of the 

city streets, it may be said that Barbari focused his map on the main thoroughfares, the canals, 

rather than on accurately depicting the nuances of the city’s civil engineering. 

Across the canal to the northwest of the foundry appears a church of several stories, the 

tower of which soars above the neighboring foundry. Indeed, official palaces and churches are 

the only structures to rise to equal or greater heights than the foundry.188 While the church’s plan 
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bears some similarity to that of the foundry, Barbari nonetheless reveals its difference by 

depicting vegetation within its walls, whereas the foundry is shown as a bare landscape, void of 

life inside its own barriers. Likewise, numerous trees fill the negative spaces between buildings 

across the canal to the south. By including fences which outline the extent of individual 

properties of the smaller structures south of the foundry, Barbari suggests the economic status of 

the residences to the south and the north of the foundry, indicating the southern residences are of 

a lower socioeconomic status than those of the north, which sit opposite the Canal Grande, the 

main thoroughfare, and which are situated directly on the water, open to view and to access. 

Given this depiction of the area near the foundry, the Ghetto Nuovo was not unique in that open 

access was limited. Indeed, Barbari suggests that the city restricted movement on religious 

property as well as on lower socioeconomic property. Whereas palaces would have had free 

access to the Canal Grande, reinforcing the palace inhabitants’ importance to the running and 

maintenance of the Most Serene Republic. Considering the modern use of walls and fences 

enclosing areas, Barbari may be illustrating a purely residential area, or otherwise private area as 

in the church secluding itself from the secular world. The windows and quays of the foundry are 

illustrated alternatively blacked-out and outlined, suggesting open and closed apertures, 

respectively. Following this line of interpretation, the closed windows and quays would suggest 

that areas of the foundry have a tradition of being permanently closed, while new openings were 

made, possibly to adapt to building conditions. Moreover, the numerous openings and chimneys 
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lining the walls and rooftops suggest frequent use and ventilation, in accordance with Alberti’s 

guidelines.189 

Considering the construction materials of brick and wood as well as the quality of 

construction in the Ghetto Nuovo, it is likely that these residences were renovated buildings from 

the foundry from which the Ghetto derives its name and were built rapidly to accommodate the 

growing Jewish population. What is more, the practice of reusing building materials is not 

unique to the Ghetto but served the rest of the lagoonal city.190 It is likely that these buildings 

were built of reconstituted materials when one examines the materials and quality of those of the 

later phases, the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto Nuovissimo. The construction quality of Ghetto 

residences provides insight into the economic contribution made by its inhabitants. The residents 

intended to inhabit the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto Nuovissimo by the Senate brought more 

trade and economic stability with them, inducing the Senate to provide more freedoms to these 

merchants.191 The favoritism showed international Jewish merchants extended to an increase in 

space and access to buildings of better construction quality, discussed below.192 The Venetian 

Ghetto was therefore not meant as a representative means of subjugating the Jews; rather, it was 

a convenient place to house them, while adhering to contemporary religious law regarding 

interactions between Christians and Jews and to established practices of segregating certain 

members of the population based on a specific set of criteria. 
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Examining this drawing reveals that the Ghetto was unique from its conception, not only 

in the idea of containing an ethnic group in a specific quarter of the city surrounded by walls. 

Venetian authorities anticipated segregation would benefit the city’s Christian population at the 

expense of its Jewish residents and asserted that ghettoization maintained peace. What makes the 

establishment of the Ghetto unique is not that the Jews were segregated from Venetian 

Christians, but that they were enclosed in a specific area that was not traditionally defined by 

religious law, such as a monastery or a convent. Furthermore, the Jews cloistering behind Ghetto 

walls not only protected the Christian population from the perceived threat of the Jewish 

Contagion; rather, the Ghetto’s remote location and walls served as protection from anti-Jewish 

polemics, protecting them from pogroms, especially during Christian holidays like Holy Week 

and Easter, discussed in the following chapter. Establishing the Ghetto, therefore, created a 

stable source of income for the Venetian economy, as well as creating a place for the earners of 

that new financial source to live safely, protected from those who would attack Jewish homes 

and businesses in a fit of religious zeal. 

The Ghetto Vecchio 

Venice’s financial hardships after the war with the League of Cambrai led Venice to 

acknowledge the benefits of Levantine Jewish traders, whose international trade benefitted the 

Ottoman Empire of which they were a part. Venice recognized that Jewish trade networks in the 

Levant would enhance the Venetian economy and its position in maritime trade. In addition to 

the expansion of trade goods sailing through Venetian ports, each shipment into the lagoon city 

was subject to a tax which directly benefitted Venice’s guilds, further increasing the strength of 
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the Venetian economy.193 Indeed, a Senate decree of June 2, 1541 establishes the Ghetto Vecchio 

adjacent to the Ghetto Nuovo, “that they [Levantine Jews] may have better reason to bring their 

merchandise here, to Venice’s advantage, and that they may have a place in which to lodge.”194 

Due to Venice’s financial reliance on its Jewish traders, the Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia, which 

oversaw the legislation surrounding the Ghetto, was eager to provide Venice’s Jews with 

whatever lobbies they made, from adjustments of their legal position within the city to “renewals 

of their charters.”195 By the last decade of the sixteenth century, the Venetian Senate lengthened 

the amount of time that international Jewish merchants were permitted to live and work in 

Venice from five years to ten years. Not only did the end of the sixteenth century witness the 

prolonged stay of Jewish traders, but it also saw new rights given to the city’s Jewish population, 

which would stay in effect until Jewish Emancipation in the eighteenth century.196 For example, 

in 1636 the Senate removed the requirement for the Cinque Savii’s presence in commercial 

disagreements that involved only Jewish merchants, extending the autonomy within the Ghetto. 

Likewise, Venice’s reliance on Jewish mercantilism led to more liberties for traders; unless a 

Jewish merchant was accused of sexual relations with a Christian, he could expect greater 

freedom of movement within the city.197 
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In order to take advantage of the economic benefits of Jewish international traders, 

Venice conceded to Jewish calls for an extension of the Ghetto, called the Ghetto Vecchio, on 

the island across the Ghetto Nuovo’s southern canal border. While the Ghetto Nuovo is located 

on an island in the city of Venice, blocked by the natural barriers of the Canal Grande running 

through the city, the Ghetto Vecchio shares land with Christian residences and businesses, 

thereby representing a threat to Christian “purity.” In an effort to mitigate the effects of Jewish 

residences so close to Christian residences, the Ghetto Vecchio was surrounded by walls. The 

Ghetto, therefore, may be seen to serve both Christians and Jews in early modern Venice, in 

which Christians benefitted financially from the Jewish traders who lived and worked in the city, 

while the walls ensured that Jews were kept isolated from the Christian community, and the 

Jewish community was secure from Christian anti-Jewish persecutions, as is discussed in 

Chapter Four.198 

Unlike the Ghetto Nuovo, which occupied the entirety of a small island in the northwest 

of the city, the Ghetto Vecchio was situated on a section of island directly across the minor 

southern canal from the Ghetto Nuovo, connected only by one bridge. The Ghetto Vecchio was 

founded with the intention of providing housing for Levantine Jewish merchants who had strong 

international ties that would bolster the Venetian presence in early modern European commerce 

and politics.199 Whereas the early days of the Venetian Ghetto saw the Ghetto Nuovo as the site 

of permanent residence for Jewish immigrants, the Ghetto Vecchio was intended to serve as a 

temporary residence for Levantine traders only, who travelled without their relatives, for 
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stretches of a handful of months.200 Resulting from the demographic and occupational division 

between the two phases, the Ghetto was further divided along economic lines that concentrated 

on the financial output of the Ghetto Nuovo and Ghetto Vecchio populations.201 

The Ghetto Vecchio, additionally, was created as a means of encouraging international 

Jewish traders to create an area for them to live peacefully from anti-Jewish attacks while under 

the watchful eye of the Venetian authorities and to augment Venetian economics through their 

enterprises.202 The focus on international Jewish traders provides a glimpse into the desired 

occupations for immigrant Jews and the current social and economic needs of Venice. In fact, the 

report given to the Venetian Senate for approval by the Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia on June 2, 

1541, specifically mentions Levantine Jews, calling for Venetian authorities to “authorize 

whatever magistracy it wishes to accommodate the travelling Jewish Levantine merchants in the 

ghetto [Nuovo].”203 Additionally, the same document addresses the establishment of the Ghetto 

Vecchio, in order to provide more space for the Jewish population and to increase Venice’s 

Jewish immigrants’ level of economic involvement. The debate recorded in this report 

concerning Venetian tolerance of Levantine Jews reveals the unique extent to which early 

modern Venetians were willing to accommodate Jews if they could benefit Venice. Indeed, the 

Venetian Senate agreed to the economic importance of a stable Jewish population so much so 
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that, according to Calimani, the establishment of the first phase of the Ghetto “was approved by a 

crushing majority of 130 to 44, with 8 uncertain” votes.204 In light of the pivotal Spanish 

expulsion of Jews, which took place only two decades before this motion was passed in the 

Venetian Senate, and encouraged other European nations to quickly follow suit, this figure is 

noteworthy. Indeed, the overwhelming majority in favor of welcoming the Jews for permanent 

residence illustrates Venice’s economic situation, as well as the city’s unique tolerance for those 

who were considered religious and social Others. 

It is necessary to identify the legal structure of Venice concerning the Ghetto: the Jewish 

council known as the Va’ad Katan liaised with the Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia, who then 

considered the wishes of the Va’ad Katan and reported their findings up to the College, which 

would research the issue and pass the matter to the Senate, which would provide the final say on 

matters regarding the Ghetto with the approval of the Signoria.205 The Senate’s support from 

1636 onward of the Va’ad Katan suggests that short-term physical containment may be favorable 

to a minority group, so long as the minority population is permitted a space to unify and adjust to 

life among the majority.206 Indeed, the effects of this mixed union and assimilation created a 

uniquely Venetian Jewish identity, the likes of which we do not see in Florence until after the 

Risorgimento in the nineteenth century. For example, while physical containment was regulated 

by Venetian authorities beyond the Ghettos’ walls, Ghetto residences were likewise regulated 
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internally as to who could rent property. Following the 1589 charter permitting Levantine Jews 

to live permanently in the Ghetto Vecchio, influential Jewish merchant Daniel Rodriga appealed 

to the Senate requesting that any Jewish trader wishing to immigrate to Venice must have signed 

approval by the Va’ad Katan, 

[b]ecause it is not the intention of the aforesaid Jews that anyone other than 
civilized and respected men should be admitted to this nation…no one may live here, and 
no house may be given to anyone, without a certificate from the deputies countersigned 
by the consul, upon such penalties as shall seem appropriate to the most noble Cinque 
Savi sopra la Mercanzi.207 
 

Rodriga thus appeals to Venetian authorities to permit Jewish autonomy in limiting the number 

of immigrants moving into the Ghetto and regulating the trading networks which these 

immigrants brought with them.208 Rodriga’s proposal for the Jewish community as a whole to 

regulate who may or may not reside within the Ghetto served two purposes. The first, to maintain 

accord with Venetian authorities by admitting law-abiding Jews and thus dispel fears of Jewish 

criminal activity.209 The second, to tailor the Venetian Jewish population according to the social 

and economic needs of the community. 

Sarra Copia Sulam is one example of the efforts of Rodriga’s proposal a century before. 

Copia Sulam’s family were wealthy international merchants in the seventeenth century, thereby 

members of a profession which contributed to the prosperity of the Republic of Venice and 
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brought their trade networks from both the Ottoman Levant and the Iberian Peninsula.210 

According to Don Harrán, historian of Jewish poetry and music, Copia Sulam’s maternal family 

immigrated to Venice in the latter half of the sixteenth century, while her paternal family had ties 

to the Iberian Peninsula: “Simon, the father, was active in the affairs of the Jewish community 

and, upon his death in 1606 at the age of forty-eight, left a sizable bequest to the Sephardic 

synagogue.”211 Thus, Copia Sulam’s family reflected the Ghetto’s internal regulation of its 

demographics: the wealth and behavior of her family was in accordance with Rodriga’s petition 

that advocated in favor of “civilized and respected men [to] be admitted to this nation,” 

specifically international tradesmen who respected “the good and honourable conduct” of the 

Ghetto Vecchio’s residents.212 Moreover, the Ghetto’s internal socioeconomic stratification was 

eased in 1560 in response to the growing fear of an epidemic from overpopulation. The freedom 

for Italian and Tedeschi Jews to reside in the Ghetto Vecchio permitted easier movement among 

the two phases, transforming the area into a coherent whole, rather than groupings based on 

individual national, professional, and income status.213 Copia Sulam’s association with the 

literati of Venice, both Christian and Jewish, is evidence of the unique social position of wealthy 

Jews as a result of Rodriga’s efforts in the sixteenth century. Likewise does her engagement with 
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the city’s intellectuals speak to a Venetian Jewish identity, whereby she enjoyed more interaction 

with variations in Ghetto culture, as well as with the majority culture, than did her coreligionists 

in Florence. 

The construction quality of the Ghetto Vecchio reflects the socioeconomic position of the 

Jews residing there. Although the foundations of the Ghetto Vecchio were the same as those of 

the first phase, the mediocre quality of construction appears to apply to only Ghetto Nuovo 

structures, rather than to all of the area’s buildings. Indeed, contemporary sketches of the Ghetto 

Vecchio indicate that the residences of the Ghetto Vecchio enjoyed more structurally sound and 

 

Figure 2.4: Anonymous, [Sezione di immobile presso la corte dell’Orto affacciante sul rio degli 
Agui] (Section of a building at the courtyard of the Orto overlooking the rio degli Agui), second 
half of the XVIII century. Ink and watercolor on paper. 303 x 220 mm, Venice, State Archives, 
Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 278, dis. 240. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 214 
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spacious residences.215 Figure 2.4 illustrates the continued pattern of towering residential 

buildings; however, residents were not limited to one floor as they were in Figure 2.1. Situated 

south of the Ghetto Nuovo, the residence in Figure 2.4 faced the Ghetto Nuovo walls, separated 

from it by the Rio degli Agudi. For example, Zuane (or Zuanne) Laghi occupied three units on 

the first three floors, situated around Andrea Renier, who likewise rented four units. Although 

the illustration neglects to identify individual floorplans, the additional rooms provided for Laghi 

and Renier indicate that the occupants were wealthier than their Ghetto Nuovo counterparts, and 

that the buildings were built to accommodate more spacious living. 

Because the island which houses the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo is larger 

than that of the Ghetto Nuovo, the ground is firmer than the smaller island, so that the heavier 

construction material was used over larger areas, such as stone rather than wood, as seen in 

Figure 2.5.216 The palazzetto’s enclosed balcony conforms to the Cinque Savii’s order of 1560 to 

enclose all openings that may provide access to Venetian Christians, such as the public canal 

dividing the Ghetto Nuovo and the Ghetto Vecchio.217 Additionally, the bars on the ground floor 

indicate an adherence to another such order from March 28, 1587, which specified that all 

ground floor openings should be covered with bars to inhibit possible Christian contact with the 
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Jewish Contagion.218 While the palazzetto conforms to the Cinque Savii’s directives, the 

residence still dominates the small canal over which it looks. Indeed, the single-family residence 

 

Figure 2.5: Anonymous, [Disegno di progetto per il palazzetto con trifora al ponte di Ghetto 
Vecchio] (Drawing of the project for the small palace with trifora at the Ghetto Vecchio bridge), 
12 July 1767. Ink on paper, 370 x 280 mm, Venice, State Archives, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 279, 
dis. 252/I. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 219 
 
whose grand trifora window permits the inhabitant to gaze into the public canal challenged 

Venetian containment and Christian dominance of space. Moreover, the architectural quality of 

 
218. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 79. 
 
219. ASV, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 279, dis. 252/I; document information found in Ludovica Galeazzo, 

“40. [Disegno di progetto per il palazzetto con trifora al ponte di Ghetto Vecchio], 12 luglio 1767, inchiostro 
su carta; 370 x 280 mm, Venezia, Archivio di Stato, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 279, dis. 252/I,” in Venezia, gli 
ebrei e l’Europa. 1516-2016, exh. cat., ed. Donatella Calabi, 186-88 (Venice: Marsilio, 2016), 186-187. 



 80 

Ghetto Vecchio residences suggests that Venice’s long-term containment did not suffer the total 

ill-effects put forward by Vaughan and Arbaci.220 

The Ghetto Vecchio was reserved for those Jewish merchants who contributed the most 

to Venice’s economy through international trade, specifically those who had family ties with the 

Ottoman Empire.221 The Ghetto Vecchio’s architecture, therefore, served as a physical 

manifestation of the level of sometimes comfortable, sometimes strained co-existence of Jews 

with their more powerful neighbors in Venice. Those who contributed the least to Venetian 

economics lived in the Ghetto Nuovo, condemning them to inferior construction quality.222 

Moreover, the single bridge as a point of access between the Ghetto Nuovo and the Ghetto 

Vecchio separated the two phases, economically dividing Venice’s Jewish population. Venice 

sought to lure in Levantine Jews, because of the economic benefit they provided the Republic, by 

constructing Ghetto buildings in the Levantine style; thereby, placating fears of Venetian social 

restrictions that were imposed on Ghetto Nuovo residents.223 

Levantine merchants were not the only group of foreigners whom Venice tolerated by 

establishing a quarter filled with a particular region’s architectural style.224 The Fondaco dei 

Tedeschi, for example, translated as the “German warehouse,” was at the center of German life 

in Venice. The Fondaco was situated north of the Rialto Bridge, the city’s major commercial 
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center. Similar to Venice’s order that all international Jewish merchants reside in the Ghetto 

Vecchio, all German Christian merchants were to occupy the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, the 

architecture of which mimicked traditional German architecture.225 A further example of 

Venice’s proclivity to separate foreign residents from Venetian inhabitants is the Fondaco dei 

Turchi, translated as the “Turkish warehouse.” Muslim merchants of the Ottoman Empire were 

treated in the same vein as Levantine Jewish and German merchants and were ordered to reside 

in a converted palace east of the city center.226 Additionally, the Turkish residents were subject 

to a curfew similarly to Venetian Jews, though German residents were only prohibited from 

residing outside the Fondaco dei Tedeschi.227 On a local level, Venice’s adaptation of foreign 

architecture promoted the diverse population of Venice, though authorities were careful to 

maintain the rigid rule of the ancient Venetian nobili families. Venice’s role as a far-reaching 

international power may still be seen on the state level as well, by way of the Basilica di San 

Marco, which consists of purple marble columns brought back from the Crusades, and “Greek 

cruciform plan, cupolas, and glittering mosaics, recalled the city’s Byzantine past.”228 

Alternatively, the adjacent Palazzo di San Marco mimics architecture from the Ottoman Empire 

with its brick pattern at the top of the palace. The architecture serves as a visual reminder to the 
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public of the power and the reach of the Venetian Republic, asserting its political dominance 

while also promoting itself as the Most Serene Republic.229 

Alberti’s preferred construction materials were not native to the city of Venice, however, 

which provided the occupants another avenue to demonstrate their socioeconomic status to 

passersby. Venice’s reliance on imported construction materials speaks to its geographical 

location in the middle of a lagoon, so that the Republic was forced to expand into the terraferma 

for the lumber to make posts that would be sunk into the lagoon, thereby creating a false 

foundation for the city to expand. The terraferma, though, was not the only region from which 

Venice imported construction materials. The role of international merchants, including those of 

Venice’s Jewish population, were essential to Venice’s geographical expansion. For example, 

Monsieur De S. Desdier’s 1699 travelogue provides a detailed account of seventeenth-century 

Venice from an outsider’s perspective, alternatively praising, condemning, and questioning 

Venice’s practices. In particular, Desdier briefly describes the prevalence of imported wood, 

marble, and stone, all of which were brought to the city from “a thousand different places.”230 

 Similar to Figure 2.5, Figure 2.6 illustrates the interior division of Ghetto Vecchio 

residences, with the addition of passages and the professions of those who inhabited the building. 

Giovanni Vettori and Pietro Checcia’s plan reveals a stone foundation of two layers. Stairs are 

marked for only the first three floors, with no indication of accessibility for the remaining six 

floors, suggesting the residents enjoyed exterior access by outdoor stairs.231 Vettor and Checcia’s 
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Figure 2.6: Giovanni Vettor and Pietro Checcia, Sezione di immobile al ponte degli Agui presso 
calle dell’Orto (Section of building at the bridge on the Agui Bridge next to dell’Orto Street), 1 
September, 1772. Ink, pencil, and watercolor on paper, 390 x 264 mm, scale in Venetian feet 10 
= 40 mm, Venice, Archivio di Stato, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 278, dis. 277.232 
 
image makes part of an exhibit celebrating the history of the Venetian Ghetto from 1516 to 2016 

by the Fondazione Musei Civici Venezia. Writing as one of the contributors of the exhibit, 
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Ludovica Galezzo identifies the names of the inhabitants from the inscription at the bottom of 

the image. Each room in the building is identified with a letter A through F, with each letter 

representing a name listed in the inscription. The names provided by Galeazzo are “Abram 

Almeda, Aron Luzzatto di Rovigo, il dottor Francesco Aboaf Fonseca, l’istituto del Pio Luoco 

de’ Cattecumini, lo spizier Francesco Orteschi, e i nobili Lorenzo Grimani e Iseppo Morosini.”233 

According to the inscription, the Ghetto Vecchio residence was home in 1772 to more than only 

Levantine international merchants, but also consisted of those occupations that were originally 

intended to live in the Ghetto Nuovo, the physician Francesco Aboaf Fonseca and the second-

hand goods seller Francesco Orteschi. The building also housed recent Christian converts and the 

building’s two owners, the noblemen Lorenzo Grimani and Iseppo Morosini. The inscription 

identifying the building’s residents thus reveals the building’s division according to the 

socioeconomic status of its inhabitants, with the two noblemen residing in the top three floors, 

the conversos and wealthier Jews living in the middle section, and the poorer Jews inhabiting the 

bottom floors. The diagram’s lack of stairs or other access points for the upper five stories 

suggest the building was located on the border of the Ghetto Vecchio, with the five topmost 

floors granted entry by exterior staircases. Because the building’s owners and recent Christian 

converts occupied the upper stories, it is possible that the side with exterior access points faced 

away from the Ghetto, toward Christian buildings and residences, adhering to the Senate’s 1516 

call to protect Christian purity from the Jewish Contagion. The presence of Jewish occupants, 

however, suggest that the entry points on the first three floors faced the interior of the Ghetto. 

The space designated for conversos occupies the sixth floor, directly underneath Grimani’s and 
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Morosini’s apartments. The bottom five floors were reserved for Jewish residences, split among 

the four men listed above. It appears that the physician occupied the fifth floor, with Aron 

Luzzatto di Rovigo residing in the apartments listed as E and Abram Almeda in those labeled as 

F. It is unclear in this diagram where the second-hand goods dealer Francesco Orteschi resided. 

Vettor and Checcia are not concerned with accurately depicting the entry points or other 

apertures of the building, only in documenting the division of living quarters within one building 

that consisted of Venetians of considerably diverse socioeconomic status. 

 

Figure 2.7: Anonymous, map of Venice, detail from title page of Monsieur Thomas de 
Fougasses, The Generall Historie of the Magnificent State of Venice. From the First Foundation 
Thereof Until This Present, transl. Sir W. Shute. (London: G. Eld and W. Stansby, 1612), RB 
18934, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Image published with permission of 
ProQuest. Further reproduction is prohibited without permission.234 
 

 
234. Fougasses, title page. Image reproduced by ProQuest as part of Early Modern Books. 

www.proquest.com. 
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Similar to Vettor and Checcia’s Ghetto Vecchio residential plan, the map that appears in 

Thomas de Fougasses’s 1612 printing of his The Generall Historie of the Magnificent State of 

Venice shows a view of Venice that served to propagate the city’s role in maritime trade as well 

as its civil harmony.235 By the time of the book’s printing, the Ghetto Nuovo and the Ghetto 

Vecchio were established and the final installation of the Ghetto, the Ghetto Nuovissimo, was to 

be founded in 1633. As seen in Figure 2.7, the map reveals a wide expanse showing not just the 

island of Venice, but its surrounding island territories. Figure 2.8 shows a detail of the map, 

hereafter referred to as Fougasses’s map, illustrating the Ghetto residences in the northeast 

corner of the city, surrounded by shorter buildings to the east and west. The only indication of  

 

Figure 2.8: Anonymous, detail of Ghetto, title page of Monsieur Thomas de Fougasses, The 
Generall Historie of the Magnificent State of Venice. From the First Foundation Thereof Until 
This Present, transl. Sir W. Shute. (London: G. Eld and W. Stansby, 1612), RB 18934, The 
Huntington Library, San Marino, California. Image published with permission of ProQuest. 
Further reproduction is prohibited without permission.236 
 

 
235. Thomas de Fougasses, The Generall Historie of the Magnificent State of Venice. From the First 

Foundation Thereof Until This Present, trans. Sir W. Shute. (London: G. Eld and W. Stansby, 1612), title 
page, RB 18934, The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. 

 
236. Image reproduced by ProQuest as part of Early Modern Books. www.proquest.com. 
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the Ghetto’s existence is the cluster of dark lines indicating a heavy grouping of buildings in that 

particular area. This darkened cluster of buildings, moreover, call the viewer’s attention to its 

advanced height over the surrounding structures. Departing from Jacopo de’ Barbari’s famous 

map of 1500 discussed earlier, this artist focuses on the scheme of the lagoon city, generalizing 

the city’s structures and paths, thereby neglecting any indication of walls aside from those which 

protected the numerous islands from the lagoon’s waves. Throughout the map, the viewer is 

struck with the homogeneity, as well as the previously discussed crowding, of the city in which 

every inch of Venice’s islands is shown crowded with comparable buildings. The Ghetto is 

remarkable for its lack of identifying characteristics, further suggesting that the artist was not 

interested in illuminating the social differences within the city, but rather in the coherence of its 

inhabitants through architecture. The artist uses a similar technique to Jacopo de’ Barbari in his 

depiction of the waterways of Venice, neglecting the minor canals and representing the course of 

the Canal Grande throughout the city and a few of the larger byways. The minor canals, then, are 

ignored to such a degree that the artist represents the Ghetto on the same stretch of island that 

proceeds northwest from the Rialto, the central market of the city. 

Fougasses’s map indicates civic peace and unity through its representation of the 

uniformity between Ghetto and non-Ghetto structures, while highlighting centers of clerical and 

civil authority. The Ghetto’s residences call the viewer’s attention through the dark clustering 

which rises above their neighbors; however, the importance of their height is diminished by the 

several towers belonging to churches scattered throughout the city and to the seat of civil 

authority, the Palazzo di San Marco in the center of Venice. The artist’s equation of the Ghetto 

with ecclesiastic towers proposes the vital role played by the city’s Jewish inhabitants toward the 
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Venetian economy as compared to that of the religious role of the smaller churches. For 

example, the Santa Maria dell’Orto Church and the S. Aluise Church to the north are equal to the 

height of the Ghetto buildings. Key seats of ecclesiastical authority, contrastingly, are 

accentuated in the height of their towers above the Ghetto, such as the Basilica di San Marco to 

the southeast or the Santa Justina Church, both in the center of the city. Outlying towers, such as 

that belonging to the San Zorze Maggiore Church on the southernmost island, exceed Ghetto 

height.237 Fougasses’s map emphasizes the economic impact of the Jews on Venice, just as it 

does with the number of galleys and smaller ships indicating the extensive reach of Venice’s 

international trade. 

Fougasses’s map propagates the myth of Venice, in which the city is free from all internal 

and external discord, through its neglect of physical barriers as well as through an emphasis on 

maritime trade.238 Ships of various sizes are seen making port and departing from Venice, 

indicating that Venice is reclaiming its traditional role as the primary port between East and 

West in international maritime trade. The emphasis on Venice’s role in international trade further 

leads the viewer to consider the unique portrayal of the Ghetto, whose inhabitants were key 

participants in the success of Venice’s commerce. While the residences of the Ghetto are shown 

far above the residences of their Christian neighbors, the clustering indicates the populous nature 

of the Ghetto, suggesting that the large number of Jewish international merchants correlates to 

the number of ships in the lagoon, and thereby to Venice’s economic success. In 1695, Sir 

 
237. The San Zorze Maggiore church is now referred to as the San Giorgio Maggiore according to 

Google, Google Maps, accessed June 1, 2020, 
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Venice,+Metropolitan+City+of+Venice,+Italy/@45.4247747,12.3344668
,15z/data=!4m5!3m4!1s0x477eb1daf1d63d89:0x7ba3c6f0bd92102f!8m2!3d45.4408474!4d12.3155151. 

 
238. On the myth of Venice, see Romano, 4. 
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Maximilian Misson published his letters to his patron, Sir Charles Butler, of his travels and 

observances of Venice, in which he advances one of Venice’s civic myths: “The People of this 

Country [Venice] are not at all possess’d with a spirit of Hatred or Persecution against Strangers 

of what Religion soever.”239 Indeed, Venetian Jews lived in the Ghetto and Muslims from the 

Ottoman Empire inhabited an area similar in purpose, known as the Fondaco dei Turchi. 

Concerning civil harmony, Misson claims, “[t]here is not a City perhaps in the whole World 

where Executions are so rare as at Venice; the Hangman has a very poor Trade on’t.”240 He is 

very quick, however, to explain that “[t]hey who are under the Patronage of a Nobleman, which 

is a thing very easily obtain’d, may rob and cut Throats as often as they please, only they must 

take care never to commit a Villany in a public place, or that may be too great a noise.”241 

According to Misson’s description of the civil politics of early modern Venice, noblemen 

enjoyed a large amount of freedom, frequently hiring mercenaries to discreetly carry out crimes 

that would benefit them, so long as those crimes were done quietly, without catching the 

attention of foreign ambassadors. 

In 1699 Monsieur De S. Desdier likewise addresses the myth of Venice, asserting, “[t]he 

Republick is desirous of preserving in the External order of Government, a Perfect Appearance 

of Monarchy, Aristocracy and Democracy.”242 Though Venice differentiated between noblemen 

(nobili), citizens with voting rights (citadini), citizens without voting rights (popolani), and 

 
239. Misson, 2:142. 
 
240. Misson, 2:245. 
 
241. Misson, 2:245. 
 
242. Desdier, 2:43. 
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foreigners (stranieri), Desdier claims “that from this Incomparable and Reciprocal Subordination 

must of course Result a Perfect Union, and a Fervant Zeal for the Common Welfare, which are 

the basis of the Power and the Lasting Foundations of this Republick.”243 Desdier does present a 

different view from Misson concerning public toleration of foreigners, reporting, “[t]he Ferry 

Gondolo’s…are so unreasonable when they happen upon a Stranger that is ignorant of the 

Language, and unacquainted with the Customs of the Town, to Treat him with the utmost 

incivilities, telling one another in such occasions, that they have met with a Polander, being then 

certain to insist upon the double price of what they ought to have.”244 Considering the reports of 

Misson and Desdier in the last decade of the seventeenth century, the artist’s map stands out for 

its role in advancing the propaganda of the myth of Venice as a unified whole, free from internal 

strife or division.245 More unique, though, is the artist’s depiction of the basilica tower, palace 

height, and ghetto cluster, representing the ecclesiastical power, the state power, and the 

economic power centers of Venice, respectively. 

The Ghetto Nuovissimo 

The extent of the Ghetto may be seen in Giovanni Merlo’s 1676 bird’s-eye view of 

Venice, which focuses on the relative depiction of population in the island city, encompassing all 

three phases of the Ghetto.246 Figure 2.9 indicates the more heavily populated areas of the city by 

the darkening of lines, indicating numerous buildings in those areas, such as appear in the 

 
243. Desdier, 2:43. 
 
244. Desdier, 1:19. 
 
245. Fougasses, title page. 

 
246. Schulz, 142. 
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southern part of the main island near the Palazzo di San Marco, in the eastern edge of the island, 

and in the Ghetto. Echoing Fougasses’s map of 1612 and the promotion of Venice’s economic 

prosperity in a time when maritime trade had largely abandoned Venice as a weigh station in 

favor of more direct routes.247 Indeed, Merlo accentuates the commercial prosperity of the city 

through the darkened regions of the island as well as through the presence of numerous ships 

spilling out from the harbor into the lagoon, churning the harbor’s waters with their presence. 

Not only does Merlo’s map promote the city’s economic vitality, but it also echoes past maps’ 

myth of unity. Merlo is not interested in depicting walls or gates, such as those that surrounded  

 

Figure 2.9: Giovanni Merlo, Vero e real disegno della inclita città di Venezia (True and Accurate 
Map of the Inclined City of Venice), 1676. Engraved map with hand coloring, 785 x 1590 (six 
sheets of ca. 390 x 530), printed in Venice, Italy, by Stefano Scolari in 1676. Courtesy The 
Newberry Library, Chicago, IL.248. 
 

 
247. Ravid, “The Third Charter,” 84. 
 
248. “Religious Life in Renaissance Italy: A Thematic Tour of Religious Change & Print,” The 

Newberry, accessed March 2, 2021, https://www.newberry.org/12052017-religious-life-renaissance-italy. 
Dimensions found in Schulz, 73. 
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the Ghetto; rather, the map reveals Merlo’s interest in depicting unity, with social stratification 

seen only in the cluster of dark lines of the Ghetto, reaching heights far above its neighbors. 

A detail of the Ghetto shows the beehive-like image of the Ghetto Nuovo, separate from 

the rest of the city by minor canals and connected to the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo 

only through one bridge to each phase of the Ghetto. The gates are illustrated as open, denoting 

the accessibility and fluid nature of the Ghetto. Merlo does not seek to illustrate the city’s 

segregation of its population, but rather to illustrate the city’s controlled integration. Figure 2.10 

illustrates the Ghetto’s overpopulation, as well as the quality of construction of the three phases 

of the Ghetto. The Ghetto Nuovo is seen as a fortress whose high walls are unsteady with the  

 

Figure 2.10: Giovanni Merlo, detail of three phases of the Ghetto in Vero e real disegno della 
inclita città di Venezia, 1676. Engraved map with hand coloring, 785 x 1590 (six sheets of ca. 
390 x 530), printed in Venice, Italy, by Stefano Scolari in 1676. Courtesy The Newberry Library, 
Chicago, IL.249. 

 
249. Accession information found at “Religious Life in Renaissance Italy.” Enlarged digital copy of 

the map, found at Newberry Library, “Vero e real disegno della inclita cita di Venetia by Giovanni Merlo,” 

 
 
Giovanni Merlo, detail of three phases of the Ghetto in Vero e real disegno della inclita città di 
Venezia, 1676. Engraved map with hand coloring, 785 x 1590 (six sheets of ca. 390 x 530), 
printed in Venice, Italy, by Stefano Scolari in 1676. Courtesy The Newberry, Chicago, IL.1 
 

 
1 “Religious Life in Renaissance Italy,” The Newberry, accessed March 2, 2021, 
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number of additions that have been added since Barbari’s map of 1500. The buildings reach up 

to six floors, unevenly constructed so that the windows create a cluttered beehive, further 

indicating the poverty of the Ghetto Nuovo residents. The Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto 

Nuovissimo are considerably neater, following geometric lines similar to their Christian 

neighbors. Moreover, the buildings increase in size with each phase of the Ghetto. The Ghetto 

Vecchio’s buildings are seen clustered together, rising above their neighbors like the Ghetto 

Nuovo, but the lines are more even, indicating better quality of construction in line with the more 

lucrative occupations of the Ghetto Vecchio’s residents. The Ghetto Nuovissimo, on the other 

hand, most closely resembles the residences of its Christian neighbors. The buildings are taller 

by at least two stories, but they are also wider than those of the Ghetto Vecchio, which are 

depicted as long rectangles. The Ghetto Nuovissimo residences are constructed similar to the 

palazzi of the city’s nobili and wealthier citadini. Merlo’s map does not seek to illustrate the 

social divisiveness of Venice’s Christian-Jewish relations, neglecting the walls that surrounded 

the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto Nuovissimo. Instead, Merlo advances the myth of Venice, in 

which the city enjoyed harmony within and without its borders, reminding viewers of Venice’s 

preferred title as the Most Serene Republic. 

Merlo’s illustration of the height and breadth of the Ghetto Nuovissimo structures 

indicates both the higher density and the higher social status held by its residents within the 

greater Venetian community. The lack of walls or gates suggests unity and security between the 

two religious groups, as well as a fluid movement among the Ghetto and non-Ghetto areas by 

 
Internet Archive, accessed March 2, 2021, https://archive.org/details/nby_912448. Dimensions found in 
Schulz, 73. 
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both Christians and Jews. Demonstrating the upward social movement of the Ghetto 

Nuovissimo, Sarra Copia Sulam participated in and hosted literary salons that included Christian 

and Jewish participants in Jewish households, visiting the palazzi of Christian friends, and 

conversing with Christian poets.250 

Humanist architect Leon Battista Alberti discusses the types of construction and which 

materials are best for specific scenarios according to classical sources. Although Alberti was not 

widely read in Venice during construction of the Ghetto Nuovissimo, it is worth analyzing 

Alberti’s treatise to establish a base line to which terraferma polities may be said to have held 

their construction standards. Published posthumously in 1492, the Florentine architect asserts 

that there are three “kinds of construction: ordinary, reticulated, and irregular,” each of which 

use stone as their primary material.251 Alberti calls for large square stones arranged in a grid-like 

pattern for ordinary construction; small square stones arranged in a vertical pattern for reticulated 

construction; and stones of various sizes and shapes arranged in a horizontal pattern for irregular 

construction.252 While stone is Alberti’s primary construction material, he does allow for the use 

 
250. Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 2 (10 June 1618),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 

Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 123-128 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 126, 126fn48; Angelo Aprosio, “Letter by Angelo Aprosio (undated, 
though based on a report from 1637): The Notice Itself (originally in Italian),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish 
Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, 
Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don 
Harrán, 507-510 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 507; Ansaldo Cebà, “References to Sarra 
Copia in a Second Collection of Anslado Cebà’s Letters (1623): From Sixteen Letters to Marc’Antonio Doria,” 
in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia 
Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or 
Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 262-267 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 262, 262fn24. 
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of brick, though with little enthusiasm for the material. Referring to classical architectural 

preferences, Alberti echoes Cato, claiming, “[b]uild your wall, advises Cato, of solid stone and 

good mortar to at least one foot above the ground. As for the rest of the wall, you may even use 

unbaked bricks.”253 Despite Alberti’s apparent favor for stone, the primary construction material 

of the Ghetto was brick and wood, far removed from Classical preference for stone. However, 

brick was the primary material used for buildings in Venice due to Venice’s substrata, consisting 

of thousands of wooden poles sunken vertically in the mud of the lagoon, as well as the infill of 

“silt, sand, and clay” along with “[m]ud and [r]ubbish.”254 

The construction quality may have initially matched that of non-Ghetto buildings in 

Venice; however, the foundations of Ghetto residences did not continue to meet Alberti’s 

suggestions as the years progressed and population levels rose. The builders neglected to 

strengthen the foundation each time a level was added to a particular building. In the words of 

the nineteenth-century poet, Rainer Maria Rilke, “no one any longer trusted the strength of the 

lower walls, and they built on top of them with such flimsy stones that the wind no longer 

seemed to take notice of the walls.”255 The instability caused by the height of the residential 

buildings illustrated the extent of Christian-Jewish relations, in which the Ghetto residences were 

permitted to grow weak and unsteady, thereby reinforcing Venetian Christian control and 

dominance over the resident Jewish population. In order to accommodate the growing numbers 

of Jews living in Venice during the period of the first phase of the Ghetto, the Ghetto Nuovo’s 

 
253. Alberti, 3:70. 
 
254. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 10; Misson, 1:150. 
 
255. Rainer Maria Rilke, “A Scene from the Venice Ghetto,” in Stories of God, trans. Michael H. 

Kohn, (Boston: Shambhala Publications Inc., 2003), 58. 
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limited space forced them to build upward rather than outward. Indeed, the numbers of Jews 

living in the Ghetto grew so numerous that, according to the seventeenth-century “patrician 

Loredan, addressing the Senate in favor of the Jews…‘Where twenty Jews live, there would not 

live more than four to eight Christians…living therefore in the small enclosure of the ghetto 

where they hold their services and where some rabbis explain the religious dogmas.”256 

Considering Loredan’s statement, the Jewish population in Venice was so numerous there was 

not enough space in the Ghetto to separate living, business, and worship spaces. Indeed, the 

overpopulation described by Loredan led the Ghetto’s residences to reach “nine stories,” far 

above the typical “three or four floors” that buildings in the rest of the city reached by the end of 

the fifteenth century.257 

In addition to the weakened foundations of the Ghetto Nuovo, residences also suffered 

from poor construction of staircases, symptomatic of the rapid population growth within the 

Ghetto. The poor construction quality of Ghetto Nuovo residences extended to the quality and 

number of stairs and windows, neither of which adhered to Alberti’s rules of construction 

according to Figure 2.1. Alberti recommended following the classical Greek example of low 

steps, “constructed so that their risers are no higher than three fourths of a foot, no lower than 

one sixth, their treads no shallower than one and a half, no deeper than two.”258 The windows, 

moreover, should be situated at the stairs in order to provide light for the pedestrian: “For within 

a single stairway are included three openings, the first being the door providing entry to the 

 
256. On the development of the Ghetto, see Bassi, 471. On Loredan’s description of the Ghetto, see 

Calimani, 149. 
 
257. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 137. 
 
258. Alberti, 1:31. 
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stairs, the second the window admitting light to make each tread visible, and the third the 

opening within the joists of the ceiling, giving access to the floor above.”259 Contrary to the 

Ghetto Nuovo’s steep staircases which rose quickly to the tops of the residences, Alberti argued 

the metaphysical and practical reasons for the number of steps in a single flight of stairs: 

I notice here that the best architects almost always avoided having an unbroken 
flight of more than seven or nine steps (representing, I imagine, the number of planets, or 
the heavens); instead, after every seventh or ninth step they wisely provided a landing to 
give the weary or infirm a place to rest from the task of climbing the stairs, and, should 
anyone happen to stumble while ascending, to offer a place to check his fall, and to 
recover and gather himself.260 
 

The Ghetto Nuovo thus undeniably departed from the guidelines put forward by Alberti, 

succumbing to the effects of overcrowding along with other popolani and poorer cittadini 

residences away from the Canal Grande. The Ghetto Nuovo became a place that valued the 

number of occupants and their service to the city over the inhabitants’ comfort. Rilke’s portrayal 

of the overcrowding within the residences suggest a continued departure from Alberti’s 

instructions, in which, “[i]t was now a long way up to where they lived, a way that passed 

through the lives of many unknown people, over steep and slippery steps, past scolding women, 

past the raiding of hungry children, and the many obstacles with which it was beset stood in the 

way of any intercourse.”261 Alberti recommended stairs with a specific number of steps to each 

flight, and to situate the stairs so that they were as out of the way as possible, so as not to deter 

from the overall design of the building.262 Yet, Rilke shows the reader that the Ghetto departed 
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from Alberti’s classical instructions and, because of the overcrowding and poor construction 

quality of the Ghetto Nuovo residences, the staircases cut through the heart of the building and 

became a central element to Ghetto life.  

Figure 2.11 is an ink drawing of Jewish and Christian houses sharing walls in the Ghetto 

Nuovissimo, housed in the Venetian State Archives. The unknown artist renders the cohabitation 

of Christians and Jews in 1699.263 The Ghetto residence, labeled for the viewer as “ebrei,” towers 

over the two residences, labeled “Cristiani,” one to either side of the Ghetto residence. The  

 

Figure 2.11: Anonymous, House in Ghetto in which lived Jews and Christians, 18th century. Ink 
on paper, 286 x 193 mm, Venezia, Archivio di Stato, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 278, dis. 291. Photo 
reproduction courtesy of ASV. 264 

 
263. Guidarelli, 163-64. 
 
264.  ASV, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 278, dis. 291; document information found in Gianmario 

Guidarelli, “24. [Casa in Ghetto in cui convivono ebrei e cristiani], XVIII secolo, inchiostro su carta; 286 x 
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entrance to the Ghetto Nuovissimo residence is raised above those of the Christian residences by 

a set of seven stairs, here indicating some adherence to Alberti’s instructions on the construction 

of staircases. There are two doors on the ground floor of the Ghetto residence; however, there is 

no indication that this section of the building was accessible to its Jewish occupants above. 

Moreover, in the building labeled “ebrei” the apertures of the second floor, the first above the 

ground floor separation, are marked with hatch marks and labeled “Cristiani,” indicating that two 

families of Christians live in this building on the ground floor. According to this artist’s 

depiction of the Ghetto Nuovissimo residences, there was no clear line of separation between the 

Ghetto and its Christian neighbors. Instead, it appears the two groups lived in relative 

cohabitation. The drawing does suggest more space for the Christian residences than for the 

Jewish ones. For example, the area of Jewish residence rises three levels above those of its 

Christian neighbors, but based on the vertical line separating the two Christian residences, it may 

be argued that the same applies to the rest of the building, in which one Jewish family would 

occupy half of one floor, leaving a total of six Jewish families to the two Christian ones in that 

building. Moreover, the two houses to either side of the Ghetto Nuovissimo residence equals the 

width of the Jewish and Christian residence; however, there is no line demarcating units in each 

building. It may therefore be said that the residences to either side of the Ghetto residence are 

single-family homes, suggesting higher socioeconomic status than the poor Christians and the 

Jews living in the Ghetto residence building. 

 
193 mm, Venezia, Archivio di Stato, Ufficiali al cattaver, b. 278, dis. 291,” in Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa. 
1516-2016, exh. cat., ed. Donatella Calabi, 163-64 (Venice: Marsilio, 2016), 163-64. 
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While the ink sketch of the exterior of Ghetto Nuovissimo residences promotes a sense of 

unity and security between Christians and Jews, Antonio Gaspari’s drawing of the staircase of 

the Camis house speaks to the Ghetto Nuovissimo’s overcrowding and neglect of Alberti’s 

precepts for the construction of stairs, and thus the social degradation of those living within the 

Ghetto Nuovissimo.265 Because Venice adapted buildings for reuse, rather than constructing new 

ones, the medieval structure of Venetian buildings was authentic. Venice, therefore, would have 

had no need for mimicking Classical architecture in the city’s bid for legitimacy. On a purely 

ascetic level, Gaspari’s drawing (Fig. 2.12) shows an even number of steps to each flight, 

reaching more than seven flights with each individual residence positioned slightly higher than 

the one opposite the stairs, and there is no indication in the drawing of windows. Thus, although 

Ghetto residences did not have a tradition of adhering to Alberti’s Classical architecture, it may 

be argued that Ghetto residences by the end of the Republic were so overcrowded that they could 

not adhere to Alberti’s humanist recommendations for authenticity. Each flight of stairs, 

moreover, disregards the metaphysical guidelines discussed by Alberti that the climber’s right 

foot would be the first to step onto the landing, as was done for religious buildings in ancient 

Greece. Furthermore, the number of steps in each flight is more than those suggested by Alberti, 

denoting an overwhelming need to construct residences to house the growing Jewish population, 

rather than to permit space for the climber to rest every seven steps or to catch one’s balance. It 

is not clear by Gaspari’s drawing if the height of each stair matches that proposed by Alberti, or 

 
265. Massimo Favilla and Ruggero Rugolo, “39. Antonio Gaspari (1656-1723), Progetto per la scala 

di casa Camis in Ghetto a Venezia, inizio del XVIII secolo, penna, inchiostro acquerellato, tracce di matita su 
carta; 1315 x 501 mm, Venezia, Museo Correr, Gabinetto disegni e stampe, Raccolta Gaspari, vol. II, n. 10,” in 
Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa. 1516-2016, exh. cat., ed. Donatella Calabi, 185-86 (Venice: Marsilio, 2016), 
185; Alberti, 1. 31-32. 
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Figure 2.12: Antonio Gaspari, Project for the staircase of the Camis house in the Venetian 
Ghetto, begun in the 18th century. Pen, ink, watercolor, traced in pencil on paper. 1315 x 501 
mm, Venice, Museo Correr, Gabinetto disgeni e stampe, Raccolta Gaspari, vol. II, no. 10.266 
 
if, more likely, each step is taller than its classical predecessors. The lack of windows, 

furthermore, counters Alberti’s guidelines, suggesting squalor in addition to overcrowding. 

 The three phases of the Venetian Ghetto were an experiment in containment of Jewish 

movement, ostensibly to maintain coexistance between the city’s Christian population and the 

Jewish Other. This containment extended to limiting points of contact between Christians and 

Jews through permanent enclosure of windows and quays that overlooked Christian space. It also 

necessitated Jewish space to rise above their Christian neighbors, thereby challenging 

 
266. Reproduced in Donatella Calabi, ed., Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa, exh. cat. (Venice: Marsilio, 

2016), 185. Used with permission of EDISER/CLEARedi from Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa, Donatella 
Calabi, ed., 2016; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. 
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conceptions of Christian dominance and Jewish suppression. Venice’s desire to reestablish 

commercial dominance after the war against the League of Cambrai and the discovery of a 

passage around the Cape of Good Hope, nevertheless, limited the extent to which Venetian 

moralists could contain their Jewish residents. Jewish physicians and prosperous Jewish 

merchants were permitted to break curfew in service of the Republic. Though the space was 

intended by Venice’s elite to contain Jews and Judaism, the Ghetto provided a space for Jewish 

autonomy, free from oppressive oversight of the majority culture, so that a unique identity was 

born among the lagoonal city’s Jewish population. No longer were they entirely Ashkenazic, 

Sephardic, or Levantine; they were Venetian Jewish. The Ghetto’s walls, which delineated 

Jewish autonomy but also provided security against anti-Jewish pogroms, are the subject of the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

“TWO HIGH WALLS SHALL BE BUILT”: 
 

THE POWER OF CONTAINMENT267 
 
 

The walls that surrounded the Venetian Ghetto served both Christians and Jews, limiting 

movement and behavior while simultaneously providing protection and socioeconomic stability 

to both groups. The Senate decree of March 29, 1516 states that the Ghetto walls were built in 

order to maintain Christian purity, the belief in the religious virtue of the Christian soul, “[t]o 

prevent the Jews from going about all night, provoking the greatest discontent and the deepest 

displeasure on the part of Jesus Christ…two high walls shall be built to close off the other two 

sides, which rise above the canals, and all the quays attached to the said houses shall be walled 

in.”268 The March 29 decree accomplishes two ostensibly opposite tasks. The language of the 

decree subjugates and criminalizes Venice’s Jewish population, yet it also acknowledges 

Venice’s reliance on a Jewish presence. Consequently, the Ghetto walls and gates became 

sources of power for both groups. 

The concept of the Ghetto as protection for Jews is revealed in Marino Sanuto’s diary 

entry of March 26, 1516, in which he describes the Ghetto Nuovo as “a castle, [with] 

drawbridges and…a wall; they will have only one door, which will also separate them there.”269 

 
267. This chapter takes its title from David Chambers, Brian Pullan, and Jennifer Fletcher, ed., 

Venice: A Documentary History, 1450-1630 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 339. 
 
268. Chambers, Pullan, and Fletcher, ed., 339. 
 
269. Dana E. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto and the Visual Imagination of Early Modern Venice (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 135n24; Marino Sanuto, I diarii di Marino Sanuto, vol. 22, I marzo 
MDXVI – XXX settembre MDXVI (Venice: Fratelli Visentini Tipografi Editori, 1888), 72. “Geto nuovo, ch’è 
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While Katz interprets Sanuto’s words as further evidence of Venice’s anti-Judaic policies, they 

can also be interpreted as protective of the Jewish population. Indeed, Sanuto’s metaphor of the 

Ghetto as a castle suggests defensive measures for those residing within. The primary purpose of 

a castle was to present a defensible barrier from those without who would do harm to those 

within. Following this mode of interpretation, Sanuto is revealing a dominant sentiment among 

the Venetian Senate, one in which the Jews are protected from anti-Judaic Christians in Venice. 

While other diary entries by Sanuto strongly indicate that he held anti-Judaic sentiments, it 

cannot be denied that the resemblance of the Ghetto Nuovo to a castle specifically for the Jews 

reveals the measures of security that Venice took in protecting its Jewish merchants. 

Additionally, while Katz interprets the single bridge as limiting of Jewish movement, it may also 

be interpreted as the “drawbridge” described by Sanuto, whereby Venice’s Jews were 

symbolically protected against anti-Judaism. Jewish movement was limited economically and 

politically, but Christian physical movement was also limited, who were prevented from entering 

the Ghetto en masse and overwhelming the Jewish population. 

The Venetian Signoria intended the Ghetto to subjugate the Jewish population, to 

reinforce Christian purity over the threat of Jewish Contagion, the belief that Judaism was a 

transferrable disease that contaminated the victim’s body.270 For example, Hieronymo Feruffino, 

ambassador to the Duke of Ferrara in Venice in 1550, echoes Venetian fears of Jewish 

 
come un castello, e far ponti levadori et serar di muro; habino solo una porta la qual etiam la serano e stagino 
lì” (Sanuto, vol. 22, 72). My translation. 

 
270. Richard Sennett, Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization (New York: W. 

W. Norton & Company, 1994), 215. An example of the extent to which the belief in the Jewish Contagion 
permeated Venetian society is Christians finalized agreements between themselves “with a kiss or with a 
handshake,” but if a Christian finalized an agreement with a Jew, the agreement was confirmed “with a bow” 
in order to prevent contact between the two groups (Sennett, 215). 
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Contagion, writing, “[a]nd they [Ponentine Jews] are a malevolent, faithless people, up to no 

good, and they might suffice to infect not only the souls of Christians but also their bodies with 

some pestilential disease.”271 At the same time, however, the walls provided protection for 

Venetian Jews from anti-Jewish pogroms and persecutions, which were common threats during 

Christian religious holidays like Holy Week throughout Europe.272 Indeed, Easter was a 

dangerous time for Jews to be without physical or legal protection, when clerics toured European 

provinces preaching the miracle of Easter while also stirring anti-Jewish sentiments among their 

congregants. Most of the blood libels leveled at Jews occurred during Holy Week, such as those 

in Endingen in 1470, in Trent in 1475, and in La Guardia in 1490.273 Polities across the Italian 

peninsula saw six blood libel accusations, the highest number in Europe during the fifteenth 
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Casebook in Anti-Semitic Folklore (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1991) and Birnbaum, A Tale 
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century.274 Blood libel accusations were just one of several methods of anti-Jewish persecution, 

for which the Ghetto walls and their gates provided protection for and empowered Jews and 

Christians to practice their religions free from the other’s scrutiny. While the Ghetto walls 

limited Jewish agency, the resulting freedom for cultural development internally created a unique 

Jewish culture, blending Sephardic, Ashkenazic, Levantine, and Ponentine cultures into a 

cohesive whole that is not found elsewhere in Europe during the early modern period. 

The walls of the Ghetto were intended to restrict Christian and Jewish interaction; 

however, they were not meant to imprison Jewish Venetians, as the Treaty of Noyon in 

December 1516 makes clear. The Treaty of Noyon brought peace to Venice after its war with the 

League of Cambrai and reduced the number of guards at the gates by half, from four at one time 

to two.275 Additionally, the curfew which prohibited Jewish movement outside of the Ghetto 

walls was extended.276 The experiment in containment was a result of Venice’s war against the 

League of Cambrai, whereby Venice welcomed Jewish refugee merchants whose professions 

would help the Republic’s reconstruction of its economy. The walls, moreover, were a trial in 

Venetian Christian security among those who were identified as the social and religious Other, in 

this case the city’s Jewish population.  

The significance of the presence of the Ghetto walls is twofold. On the one hand, the 

walls reinforce the assumption frequently made about Ghetto conditions as a space dedicated to 

 
274. For more information on the Italian blood libel cases, see R. Po-Chia Hsia, The Myth of Ritual 
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the surveillance and control of the Other, one that placed extreme limitations on movement. On 

the other hand, I argue that Venice’s walls of exclusion also gave privacy and protection for the 

emergence of a rich cultural practice that was unthinkable in any early modern European state 

without some sort of state-mandated enclosure. Venice’s security provided by the lagoon against 

external threat made walls redundant, forcing Venice to refer to terraferma building practices in 

determining the method of enclosure for their minority population. While adapting Venetian 

practices of adapting older construction to newer demands, the fact that the walls surrounded a 

population, no longer a manufacturing site, indicates a shift in the Venetian perspective of the 

Other. 

Ponentines, referred to as Marranos by Feruffino in 1550, were free to live in the city of 

Venice, outside Ghetto walls prior to the establishment of the Ghetto Nuovissimo in 1633; 

however, according to his letter of July 23, 1550, Marranos were just as much a threat to 

Christians as their Jewish counterparts.277 The term Marranos, similar to Ponentine, was used to 

refer to Jewish converts to Christianity who frequently returned to Judaism, largely because they 

were forced to convert to stay in their homeland.278 For consistency, the term Ponentine will be 

used henceforth. Feruffino criticizes Venice’s Ponentine population, accusing them of the typical 

anti-Jewish stereotypes that reputedly threatened Christians’ wellbeing. For example, Feruffino 
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isolates Ponentine Jews, accusing them of “lend[ing] money upon usury, and they may by their 

familiarity persuade our own people [Christians] to do the same thing. And they are a 

malevolent, faithless people, up to no good, and they might suffice to infect not only the souls of 

Christians but also their bodies with some pestilential disease.”279 While Ghetto enclosures were 

small and generally poverty-stricken, a recipe for illnesses to sweep through its inhabitants, 

Faruffino refers to the concept of the Jewish Contagion, in which a Jewish person was physically 

and spiritually threatening to the Christian. The fear of Jewish Contagion, discussed in more 

detail below, dominates early modern anti-Jewish polemics, providing more reasons to enclose 

them in an area separate from the rest of society. As the Ferrarese representative in Venice, 

Feruffino’s letter reveals contemporary Italian, specifically in Emilia-Romagna, sentiments 

toward Jews. Indeed, the strong language used by Faruffino illustrates the social and ethnic 

stereotypes faced by Venetian Jews in their daily negotiation for rights within the Republic. 

Similar to Feruffino’s perspective on the ghettoization of Venetian Jews, Dana E. Katz 

argues that “[m]aintaining boundaries was a necessary practice of daily life; to exceed them 

made Jews potentially dangerous in the eyes of Christians. In Venice, boundary making came 

with a curfew, sunset signaling the temporal parameters of enclosure.”280 In respectful challenge 

to Katz’s position, however, Venetian officials acted in accordance with traditional Venetian 

policies regarding its inhabitants, so that Venice sought to simultaneously control all movement 

of its residents and to allow free movement of trade.281 This seemingly contrary policy 
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prioritized mercantilism, by which Jewish merchants were granted exceptions to the Ghetto 

curfew; it also regulated the behavior of its residents, thereby perpetuating the myth that Venice 

was free of internal conflict and division.282 In fact, Venice isolated its inhabitants who were 

considered non-Venetian according to country of origin, most clearly illustrated by the German 

and Ottoman quarters.283 The concept of a curfew is also aligned with this preoccupation with 

control. While some were forced to carry lit torches when outside their homes at night in an 

effort to present themselves as transparently as possible, that they were not seeking to break the 

law, Jews were forced to stay inside the Ghetto walls to further deny any possibility of their 

activity in illicit acts.284 Indeed, while Jewish movement may have been limited because of the 

curfew, Christian movement was limited in that they were forced to reveal themselves and their 

doings by carrying lit torches. 

Venice not only welcomed those who were considered Other and, therefore, a risk to 

Venetian Christian society, but also openly contradicted Pope Paul IV’s papal bull of 1555, Cum 

nimis absurdum, in which Paul IV called for severe restrictions to be placed on Jewish 

inhabitants of Rome and other cities aligned with the papacy, such as Florence, in an effort to 

force conversions to Christianity.285 Indeed, Venice chose not to drive out Judaism by enforcing 

conversions, but rather to welcome Jews, and to keep both Christians and Jews safe from 
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perceived threats to each group, separated them in the Ghetto. The experiment of Venice’s 

Ghetto walls became an integral part of ghetto structure elucidated in the papal bull Cum nimis 

absurdum, in which the Jewish inhabitants of Rome were forcefully isolated in order to 

promulgate a large-scale “conversion” to Christianity.286 

The Power of the Ghetto 

Paul IV’s response to Christian Europe’s Jewish inhabitants is directly linked to the 

practice in the Middle Ages of quartering off particular sections of the city for specific groups of 

people, chiefly based on occupation; as seen in Paul IV’s bull, this practice was extended to 

include religion in the middle of the sixteenth century.287 This method of urban grouping is 

referred to as “social hygiene” by social historian Laura Vaughan. According to Vaughan’s 

application of social hygiene, it was a “basic principle of medieval regulation” and occurred 

when a polity that sought to keep a population that was considered undesirable (in Vaughan’s 

example, prostitutes) “in poor districts, ‘often close to the river’ or beyond the city walls.”288 

Paul IV’s papal bull permitted Jews to remain in the city, and rather than pushing them out past 

the borders of the city, he called for them to be enclosed by another set of walls or by a natural 

barrier, such as the canal and walls in Venice. Based on Vaughan’s definition of medieval social 

hygiene, it may be argued that early modern Venetian nobili adapted the concept of social 
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hygiene when they admitted Jewish merchants essential to Venice’s economy into specific 

housing into a remote corner of the city, rather than housing them beyond the city’s boundaries 

in the terraferma. It should be noted that Venice’s placement of its Jewish merchants within the 

boundary of the city does nothing to diminish the sense of Otherness imposed on the Jewish 

inhabitants. Rather, the geographic location, as well as the quality of construction discussed in 

Chapter Two, served as physical reminders of Venetian Jewish Otherness.289 Jewish celebrations 

of their liberation at Napoleon’s conquest in 1797 illustrate the Venetian Jewish regard for the 

city’s form of social hygiene, discussed in Chapter Four. 

Paul IV’s adoption of this feudal custom of social hygiene recalls the fear of the Jewish 

Contagion, in which it was perceived by early modern Christians that Judaism was transferrable, 

conceived of as a disease that contaminates the Christian body politic as well as the individual. 

The Jewish Contagion, then, represented a physical as well as spiritual threat to the Christian.290 

Indeed, one of the proposed reasons for establishing the Ghetto was to restore Venice’s Christian 

purity so that the Republic might win against the League of Cambrai. Venice feared God had 

looked away from the Republic, because it permitted its Jewish population to live and work in 

the city as physicians, second-hand goods dealers, and moneylenders. The demonization of Jews 

and Judaism, and the fear that the city’s Jews were the cause of Venice’s military and economic 

troubles, inspired Venetian authorities to search for a compromise. Thus, the Ghetto Nuovo was 
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proposed as a Christian response to the city’s flagging military and financial ventures.291 

Limiting this threat of contagion therefore led the Senate to relegate the Jewish quarter to a 

smaller island connected to the rest of the city of Venice by a seldom-used canal under the 

impression that this would allow access to the city, while also making such access inconvenient 

for its Jewish inhabitants.292 

Pope Paul IV’s bull forced the Venetian government to observe the dictates set down in 

Cum nimis absurdum while also adhering to Venice’s own tradition of separation of Church and 

State, resulting in the removal of Jews behind Ghetto walls. Venice was able to control the points 

of contact between Venetian Christians and Jews by using the gates of the walls of the Ghetto. 

Additionally, Jewish contact with Christian spaces via canals was limited in order to protect 

Christian purity from Jewish vice. Because social interaction was dominated by access to the 

canals, Venice’s prohibition against non-mercantile Jewish access to these thoroughfares 

controlled residential movement as well as reinforced Jewish Otherness.293 Consequently, the 

walls of the Venetian Ghetto were intended to solidify Jewish Otherness in early modern 

Christian Venice, as well as to regulate when and where the two groups could interact.  

The Ghetto Nuovo’s location as well as its access points were essential to Venice’s 

method of social hygiene. The Ghetto Nuovo was more isolated from the rest of the city than its 
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extensions, the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo. Figure 3.1 shows a detail of a map 

produced by Lodovico Ughi and Giuseppe Baroni around 1729 with the points of contact for the 

Ghetto. The Ughi map is remarkable for two reasons: the first, that this map is the first original 

orthographic map of Venice created since Jacopo de’ Barbari’s map of 1550, discussed in the 

previous chapter; the second, that the names of the Ghetto Nuovo and Ghetto Vecchio districts 

are switched.294 As seen in the illustration, Ughi and Baroni have labeled the Ghetto Nuovo (the 

New Ghetto) as the Ghetto Vecchio (the Old Ghetto), and the Ghetto Vecchio as the Ghetto 

Nuovo. Although Schulz maintains that Ughi’s map is not copied from previous versions of 

 

Figure 3.1: Lodovico Ughi and Giuseppe Baroni, detail, Iconografica rappresentatione della 
inclita città di Venezia consacrata al reggio serenissimo dominio Veneto, c. 1729. Etching, 128 x 
177 cm. Courtesy Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division Washington, D.C.295 
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orthographic maps of Venice, and that the map is the result of “accurate field surveys rather than 

on observation and copying,” the misnaming of the Ghetto phases suggest the cartographers did 

not spend a great deal of time inside the Ghetto walls, but labeled the Ghetto phases under the 

impression that the Old Ghetto was the first phase on the island, while the New Ghetto was the 

southern extension.296 The Ghetto’s gates prohibited contact between Christians and Jews as 

night fell; nevertheless, the gates did not prohibit free movement between the two groups during 

the day.297 The misnaming of the two phases indicates the economic significance of the Ghetto 

was overlooked as irrelevant to the purposes of the cartographers’ plan; while the detail of the 

city’s footpaths and canals suggest the cartographers prioritized movement and traffic patterns 

over correct identification of areas. Nevertheless, Ughi and Baroni’s misnaming speaks to the 

Venetian perception of social Otherness that dominated the area. 

Pertinent to the analysis of the Ghetto Nuovo’s points of access is the depiction of 

location and bridges leading into the Ghetto. Ughi’s map shows the Ghetto Nuovo situated on an 

island separated by narrow waterways; however, the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo are 

connected to the Ghetto Nuovo by two bridges, one to each phase. Moreover, the Ghetto Vecchio 

and Ghetto Nuovissimo are only one canal removed from the main thoroughfare, the Canal 

Grande. The remote access to the Canal Grande limits access to and from the Ghetto; however, 

the more remote access of the Ghetto Nuovo suggest a greater level of seclusion for the 

inhabitants of the first phase. In addition to the quality of construction in each phase of the 
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Ghetto, the economic standing of the inhabitants may be determined by the amount of space and 

the accessibility afforded to each. Indeed, the Ghetto Nuovo, due to its relative inaccessibility, 

denotes a lower social position than the Ghetto Vecchio, which, because it is directly off one of 

the larger canals, holds a higher position in the city. Alternatively, the Ghetto Vecchio has more 

direct access to the rest of the city than does the Ghetto Nuovissimo, suggesting higher economic 

standing than the third phase. 

Resulting from the growing population and limited space of the Ghetto, residential 

heights undermined Venice’s control over space, as well as the power in identity of object and of 

subject. The importance of sight in Ghetto architecture is highlighted by Venetian authorities’ 

disputes about points of contact between Ghetto and Christian spaces which reversed social 

constructs of the object and subject, of the public sphere and the private sphere. Dana E. Katz’s 

study of the role of sight in ghetto architecture argues that unobstructed openings in structures 

admitted the public world into the private world.298 In other words, the significance of the 

unobstructed openings in Ghetto residences is that they provided points of contact between the 

private sphere and the public sphere. Venice’s drive to control, as seen through the city’s control 

of time, day and night, also extended to control over the activities of its inhabitants. 

Consequently, the Ghetto heights undermined Venice’s control over space. As such, the 

Venetian Senate’s and Cinque Savii’s repeated calls for more extensive enclosures of Ghetto 

buildings serves primarily to reestablish and strengthen Venice’s social control over what is 

private, what is public, what is subject, and what is object in addition to the question of what 
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Christian space is and what is Jewish space. Indeed, unobstructed openings in the Ghetto 

residences challenged the clear lines of separation that Venetian authorities sought to maintain. 

The extreme height of these buildings in turn attributed a level of agency to Venetian 

Jews, a problem that Venice’s Christians were keen to address. Proceeding from Katz’s 

argument for the power of sight in early modern Venice, the Ghetto’s buildings could be seen as 

Jews in a physically and symbolically superior position to Christians. This physical rise above 

Christians caused considerable unease in early modern Venice, who saw the neglect of the 

proviso made by Saint Augustine of Hippo that Jews be tolerated because of their ancestral 

position to Christianity while at the same time be subjected to Christians.299 Indeed, the 

necessary physical rise of Jewish buildings may be interpreted as a symbolic usurping of power. 

In an effort, therefore, for Christians to regain symbolic superiority, the Ghetto’s immediate 

Christian governing body, the Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia, ordered in the latter half of the 

sixteenth century that any building openings that looked out upon the canal separating the Ghetto 

from the rest of Venice must be permanently enclosed. This mandate was intended to further 

regulate interactions between Christians and Jews, limiting not only physical, but also visual 

communication.300 The order to enclose Jewish residences builds upon the original Senate decree 
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of March 29, 1516, in which the Ghetto was created as a means of safeguarding Christian 

innocence by preventing Jews from “provoking the greatest discontent and the deepest 

displeasure on the part of Jesus Christ” from the perceived threat of the Jewish Contagion.301 

Indeed, physical contact was not necessary for this perceived contagion to spread, but could be 

spread through the gaze. Consequently, the power of sight came to dominate policies on the 

physical space of the Ghetto toward the end of the sixteenth century. Following the Cinque 

Savii’s order, every point of access in Ghetto buildings, from quays and balconies to windows 

that faced outward from the Ghetto, was permanently obstructed.302 While openings in Jewish 

buildings facing the interior of the Ghetto, for example, were permitted to remain open, the 

Cinque Savii’s demand that the points of contact within the residences themselves be closed, in 

addition to the presence of the Ghetto’s gates, suggests that Venetian Christians felt undermined 

by Jewish scrutiny. More so than any concerns over structural integrity, the Cinque Savii’s order 

for enclosure illustrates Venice’s uncertainty in the stability of the Christian’s social position 

over the Jew’s. 

The Venetian call to enclose the openings in Christian residences overlooking the Jewish 

residences of the Ghetto was the result of the same fear of Jewish threat to Christian innocence, 

by their exposure to the world of the Ghetto.303 For example, the risk to the Christian passerby 

looking in on the Jewish household, witnessing, and thereby interacting with, the actions taking 

place therein was understood as a threat of the Jewish Contagion. Indeed, the line of sight 

 
301. Chambers, Pullan, and Fletcher, ed., 338-39. 
 
302. For information on the document which decrees permanent obstruction of openings in Jewish 

buildings, see Calimani, 46. Unfortunately, Calimani does not provide citation information on the document. 
 
303. Calimani, 46. 
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becomes a key point in determining early modern architecture under Leon Battista Alberti’s 

instruction. Alberti advises that the window of a building must be positioned in the wall low 

enough for people to gaze out in order to properly light a room with natural sunlight.304 

Consequently, the position of the window forced those who would otherwise be hidden behind 

the walls to be exposed to the public. This exposure further led to the possibility of social 

interaction between those in the private sphere and those without.305 

These points of contact were a means of maintaining social control. On the one hand, one 

could enclose the openings and hide the occupant, removing them from view and from the rest of 

society; on the other hand, by requiring that the openings remain free of obstruction, one could 

assert one’s authority by objectifying the occupant on display. Katz asserts that Venice’s order to 

enclose Jewish residences was “an exercise in power in early modern Venice that motivated the 

government to station watchmen in restricted areas of the city and to prohibit visual access to 

Venice to certain members of the city’s constituency.”306 Due to the close proximity of the 

Ghetto Vecchio to its Christian neighbors, the Cinque Savii sought to limit interaction further by 

requiring all new buildings with balconies within the Ghetto have their windows barred. In this 

circumstance, the Cinque Savii permitted exposure of Jewish inhabitants while also reminding 

them that they were socially inferior to their Christian neighbors, whose windows were 

unobstructed. Indeed, the latter half of the sixteenth century shows the Cinque Savii working to 

 
304. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 14, 56-57; Leon Battista Alberti, On the Art of Building in Ten Books, 

trans. Joseph Rykwert, Neil Leach, Robert Tavernor (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988), 1:28-29, accessed May 5, 
2020, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.32044070967443. References are to book and page number. 

 
305. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 130-131. Refer to my discussion on balconies 

in Chapter Two for more on social interaction between the private and public spheres of Ghetto residences. 
 
306. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 137. 
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limit interaction between the two groups further by permanently enclosing all openings to Ghetto 

residences that shared visual space with Christian buildings.307 Considered a luxury, only the 

elite in the Ghetto who could afford the permit fee were permitted unobstructed openings facing 

outward from the Ghetto.308 

While points of contact in residences was regulated, permanent obstruction had two 

consequences. Obstruction reasserted Christian control over Jews, yet it also endangered the 

enclosed population to disease. In an effort to forestall any disease from buildings with little to 

no air circulation, the Jewish residents’ Va’ad Katan petitioned the Cinque Savii on the basis of 

the need for these openings when fighting the plague.309 As a reminder, the Va’ad Katan liaised 

with the Cinque Savii, who then considered the wishes of the Va’ad Katan and reported their 

findings up to the College, who would research the issue and pass the matter to the Senate, which 

would provide the final say on matters regarding the Ghetto with the approval of the Signoria.310 

Katz examines the social repercussions of sealing off windows in early modern England, wherein 

legal experts maintained that permanently enclosing these openings “was ‘altogether unlawful 

and unreasonable’ since it put the aggrieved resident in a condition of confinement.”311 Sealing 

off these openings encouraged a sense of containment in which the enclosed residents were to be 

 
307. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 139-40. 
 
308. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 143. 
 
309. Calimani, 286; Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 143. 
 
310. S. Desdier, The City and Republick of Venice. In Three Parts (London: Char. Brome at the Gun 

at the West End of St. Paul’s, 1699), 2:63 (references are to part and page numbers). On the legislative 
hierarchy of Venice concerning the Ghetto, see Ravid, “The Third Charter,” 83, 145n31. 

 
311. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 131. 



 120 

kept separate from the majority population. Indeed, this sense of social distancing is what led to 

animosity between Florence’s Christian and Jewish populations, ultimately leading to the 

destruction of the Ghetto walls during Jewish Emancipation in the nineteenth century. 

Furthermore, the act of enclosing signified to the public a deviance within the walls, such as the 

threat of disease or criminality, which would promote social anxiety between the two groups, 

resulting in further alienation and segregation.312 

Although Katz uses an English example, she suggests that Venice likewise used windows 

as a means of safeguarding its Christian citizens from Jewish influence. Regardless of the threat 

of actual infection, the Cinque Savii responded to the perceived threat of religious infection. In 

the latter half of the sixteenth century, the council ordered the permanent enclosure of Jewish 

openings that looked out upon the canal separating the Ghetto from the rest of Venice, in order 

“to prevent ocular contact between Jew and Christian,” thereby preserving Christian innocence 

from Jewish contamination.313 Katz not only refers to the question of Jewish Contagion, but also 

to Venice’s habit of controlling all social interactions, to the point of trying to control nature. 

Venice regulated interactions, encouraging the city’s inhabitants to be as transparent to the public 

as possible. The more transparent a person was, the more honest and trustworthy he or she was 

believed to be. Conversely, those whose actions were obscured would therefore cause suspicions 

among the people.314 Consequently, the enclosing of Jewish space within walls increased 

Christian-Jewish tensions. Indeed, Venetian authorities intended the Ghetto walls to limit sexual 

 
312. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’,” 131. 
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encounters between Christians and Jews; instead, the walls obscured Jews from Christian sight 

so that Jewish sexuality (translated to dangers to Christian society) escalated in the Christian 

imagination.315 

Venice’s policy of objectifying its Jews through location and architecture is reinforced by 

the diary entries of Marino Sanuto.316 In his diary of March 1 to August 30, 1515, Sanuto reveals 

the prevalent anti-Jewish sentiments surrounding Jews in his larger narrative of Venetian 

politics. Sanuto complains on April 23, 1515 about the presence of Jews in Venice, accusing 

them of “giving a bad example to all Christians” and writes that suggestions of creating the 

Ghetto were already under way.317 Sanuto writes that, prior to living in the Ghetto, Jews 

inhabited “in this land great numbers” in the regions of “San Cassan, Santo Agustin, San Polo, 

Santa Maria Mater Domini…la Domenica di l’Olivio” and Pasqua.318 Moreover, Sanuto 

complains that, as a result of the Jewish financial and medical contributions to the war effort 

against the League of Cambrai, the Jews’ movement throughout the city is unlimited: 

 
315. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 110. For more on Italian Christian and Jewish leaders’ attempts to limit 

sexual contact between the two groups, see Francesca Trivellato, “Livorno and the Western Sephardi 
Diaspora,” in The Familiarity of Strangers: The Sephardic Diaspora, Livorno, and Cross-Cultural Trade in 
the Early Modern Period, 43-69 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 19, accessed Feb. 4, 2021, 
https://read-dukeupress-edu.libproxy.utdallas.edu/french-historical-studies/article/39/4/645/68348/Between-
Usury-and-the-Spirit-of-Commerce-Images-of. 

 
316. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 8. 
 
317. Marino Sanuto, I Diarii di Marino Sanuto, vol. 20, I marzo MDXV – XXX agosto MDXV 

(Venice: Fratelli Visentini, 1887). “In questa matina, sier Zorzi Emo savio dil Consejo fe’ lezer in Colegio una 
parte: che li zudei, quali sono in questa terra molti in diverse caxe et contrade et danno mal exempio a li 
christiani tutti, siano mandate ad habitar a la Zueca” (136-38). My translation. 

 
318. “Non voglio restar di scriver una prava consuetudine venuta per il continuo comercio si ha con 

questi zudei, quali stanno in questa terra gran numero, San Cassan, Santo Agustin, San Polo, Santa Maria 
Mater Domini, che prima de la Domenica di l’Olivio non si vedevano più fiu passà Pasqua” (Sanuto, vol. 20, 
97-98). My translation. 
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Until now they had gone about, and the wickedest fact is no one says anything to them, 
because by means of the war [against the League of Cambrai], they need them and in 
exchange for Hebrew physicians, particularly master Lazaro, who has escaped 
Christians, employed Christians and made no provision, decided if he could take the yoke 
of all he had and make it a defense of the State, because they are our servants.”319 
 

Regardless of Sanuto’s anti-Judaic attitudes, he does provide insight into how Venetian officials 

exploited the city’s Jewish inhabitants, namely the taxes that were imposed upon the population. 

For example, Sanuto writes on July 3, 1515, that Jews were to pay 5,000 ducats to Venice for the 

war effort every year from 1515 to 1518.320 Two days later, he writes that Jews were to pay an 

additional 5,000 ducats to the city in order to maintain their places of business.321 

The Jewish Question arises again in Sanuto’s diary of 1516, providing a first-hand 

account of the founding of the Ghetto Nuovo, the reasons for its establishment, and the Jewish 

outcry. According to Sanuto, the Ghetto Nuovo was established in direct response to Christian 

religious fervor, arguing that Jewish cohabitation with Christians and unrestricted movement 

throughout the city created “such weaknesses, and so detestable and abhorrent, as was made 

known to all, that it [was] a shameful thing to declare, with grave offense to the Divine Majesty 

 
319. “Hor fino eri sono andati atorno, et è malissimo facto, e niun li dice nulla, perchè mediante le 

guerre, hanno bisogno di loro e contra li medici hebrei, et maxime maestro Lazaro, che à fato disperder 
christiane, usato con christiane et nulla provision si fa, concludendo si pol tuor tutto il suo haver e meterlo a 
defension dil Stato, perché sono servi nostri” (Sanuto, vol. 20, 97-98). My translation. 

 
320. “Da poi disnar, fo Conseio di X con la zonta, et conzono la parte di zudei strazaruili, videlicet che 

prestino ducati 5000 per do anni con partita di baneo, possino far 9 botege di strazaruol per tutto il 1518, ut in 
parte. Et fu presa, e doman si harà li ditti ducati 5000 per mandar in campo” (Sanuto, vol. 20, 354). My 
translation. On rent, see Sanuto, vol. 20, 360. 

 
321. “Veneno li judei in Colegio zercha a li ducati 5000 dieno exborsar et prestar a la Signoria per 

tenir le botege di strazarie, et haveano tra loro certa diferentia per prometer li ditti a anni do, Anselmo banchier 
paroe, e fo terminà, per la Signoria, 4 di altri li fosse ubligadi a poter astrenzerli, etc.; et cusì exborsouo poi li 
ditti ducati che restava” (Sanuto, vol. 20, 360). My translation. 
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and not the reputation of this good Republican institute.”322 Upon learning of the Senate’s decree 

for all Jews in Venetian territory, Anselmo (known alternatively as Anselmo ebreo or Anselmo 

hebreo) acted as a representative of the Jewish population and brought their appeal to court.323 

Anselmo argued that the Ghetto Nuovo was already too small a space for all Venetian Jews to 

reside and work, who were accustomed to free movement within the city during their annual 

fifteen day tour.324 Consequently, many Jews who lived on the terraferma border of Venice chose 

to continue residing outside of the lagoonal city’s protection in order to keep their right to own 

land in the Jewish Quarters of Venice’s terraferma.325 Jewish resistance to the Senate’s decree 

appears frequently in Sanuto’s diary until, finally, on July 25, 1516, Anselmo agreed before the 

 
322. Marino Sanuto, I Diarii di Marino Sanuto, vol. 22, I marzo MDXVI – XXX settembre MDXVI 

(Venezia: Fratelli Visentini Tipografi Editori, 1888), 85-86. “È stà previsto, per diverse leze del Consejo di 
Pregadi et del nostro Consejo, che i zudei  non possino star in questa cità salvo che zorni 15 interpoladi in tutto 
el tempo de l’anno…stando in casa con christiani, et vadino zorno e note dove li piace, facendo tanti 
manchamenti et cussi detestandi et abbominevoli, come per tuto è divulgado, che è cosa vergognosa 
dechiarirli, con offension gravissima di la Maestà Divina et non vulgar nota de questa ben istituita Republica” 
(85-86). My translation. 

 
323. On the adoption of the term comune Venetarium, see Romano, 22. “During the twelfth century, 

Venetians began to use the term comune Venetarium to describe the city. The term…emphasized the common 
interest of the inhabitants and indicates that just as the island communities had been forged into a unit, so 
cuncto populo Venetiae had become a comune, a community…the interests of the commune, began to take 
precedence” (Romano, 22). 
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Third Charter,” 109-10. On complaints of space: “In questa matina, fo alditi in Colegio Anselmo hebreo et li 
altri, dolendosi di la parte presa di andar a star in Geto, et ch’el loco non è bastante, et sia mandato a vardar” 
(Sanuto, vol. 22, 108-09). On staying in Venice for 15 days: “i zudei non possino star in questa cità salvo che 
zorni 15 interpoladi in tutto el tempo de l’anno” (Sanuto, vol. 22, 85). 
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court that he would move into the Ghetto and pay 2,000 ducats to the Republic for the poverty-

stricken Jews who could not otherwise afford to move to the Ghetto and pay one-third higher 

rent than elsewhere in the city.326 It is clear the concept of containment was intended to benefit 

Venetian citizens, over those who were considered strangers even if they had lived in the 

Republic for generations. Any businesses owned by Jews in the rest of the city were moved into 

the Ghetto, or otherwise managed by Christians.327 Additionally, only physicians were permitted 

beyond the walls after curfew, as explicitly stated in Sanuto’s record of the Senate decree: 

And because many Jewish physicians live in the aforementioned Ghetto, so that they can 
be easily called at night to the treatment of the ill outside the Ghetto, and sometimes they 
are very late to some areas, and so that they do not do anything illegal because of the 
aforementioned cause, it is taken that: each time that the aforementioned physicians go in 
answer to the visitation request of the ill, where they are late in some residences, they 
should give a note to our guard there particularly where they are, and who have been ill 
there, and in what residence, and the aforementioned guards are obligated, under penalty 
of deprivation of office and of being 6 months in prison, and to pay 50 lire of rent to our 
office of the Cattaveri, the following area to present the aforementioned police officer to 
the aforementioned Cattaveri, which immediately should make diligent inquisition if it is 
true that they are ill at the aforementioned place there said by the aforementioned 
physicians, and not finding to be true, should punish the aforementioned physicians 
according to the form of the part taken in this Council of March 29 next preterite.328 

 
326. On higher rent: “Essi zudei pagar debino de fitto un terzo più di quello che de praesenti trazino i 

patroni di le case preditte” (Sanuto, vol. 22, 85-86). On Anselmo’s financial coverage of poor Venetian Jews: 
“li poveri judei nonvorano andar habitar li e si partiriano di qui, et lui Anselmo à promesso pagar per tutti” 
(Sanuto, vol. 22, 73). 

 
327. “li strazaruoli tenir le botege dove le hanno, con uno de li soi a dormir per una. Hor consultato il 

Colegio,li risposeno tutti dovessero andar a star in Geto e lì far le sue botege; sichè non voleno niun zudeo 
stagi in la terra. Etiam li medici zudei tutti vadino a star in Geto; sichè tutti converano andar. Li banchi si tien, 
resterà con guarda di christiano; quello sarà noterò” (Sanuto, vol. 22, 162). 

 
328. “Et perchè lì abita nel ditto Getto molti medici ebrei, i qual potriano esser facilmente chiamati la 

note a la cura de infermi fora del Getto, et qualche volta sterano molto tardi in qualche colegio, et aziò che per 
dette cause non cadino a la leze, sia preso che: ogni fiata che diti medici anderano la note a visitation de 
infermi, over starano tardi in qualche colegio, debano dar in nota a li guardian nostri particularmente dove sono 
stati, et chi sono li amalati, et in che collegio, et i diti guardian siano obligati, sotto pena de privation de 
l’oficio et stare mesi 6 in preson, et pagare lire 50 de pizoli a l’oficio nostro di Cathaveri, il zorno sequente 
apresentar dita poliza a diti Cataveri nostri, quali subito debino far diligente inquisition se l’è vero che siano 



 125 

Nevertheless, the Ghetto did not remain a place of rigid containment for long. Instead, prominent 

Jewish figures such as the rabbi Simone Luzzatto and the poet Sarra Copia Sulam reveal a 

Ghetto that encouraged fluid movement between Christians and Jews. 

Sanuto’s diary creates an image of tense Christian-Jewish relations in early modern 

Venice, in which the Jews are systematically subjugated and overly taxed for residing in the 

Most Serene Republic. While it has been common in the history of Christian-Jewish Studies to 

maintain the lachrymose history of Jews and Judaism, recent scholarship has shown a different 

side of the story, one in which the development of the Ghetto did not denote racism and inherent 

separateness, but one in which contemporary Jews saw a future and stability, a way for 

traditional religious opponents to live together harmoniously. For example, Riccardo Calimani 

asserts that “[t]hey [Jews] were all attracted by the ghetto, in which they sought a fixed point of 

reference and support, a place where they might be able to put down roots and find some degree 

of cultural and psychological identity.”329 Shaul Bassi advances this line of argument, asserting 

that the blending of various Jewish cultures, Ashkenazic, Sephardic, Levantine, and Ponentine, 

led to a distinct Venetian Jewish identity.330 It is necessary, however, to put Sanuto’s words in 

perspective through an analysis of the writings of two influential members of the Venetian 

Jewish community who called the Ghetto their home, the famous seventeenth-century rabbi 

Simone Luzzatto and his contemporary, the poet Sarra Copia Sulam. 

 
stati a li lochi dieti dà i dieti medici, et non trovando esser vero, debano punir diti medici secondo la forma di 
la parte presa in questo Consejo a di 29 Marzo proximo preterito” (Sanuto, vol. 22, 392). My translation. 
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Writing in 1638, over a century after Venice’s war against the League of Cambrai, 

Simone Luzzatto appeals to the Venetian authorities on behalf of the Jewish population in his 

Discorso circa il stato de gl’hebrei.331 Luzzatto addresses the continuing debate of Christian 

Venice’s tolerance of a Jewish population, wherein he argues that Venice had the most to gain 

from admitting Jewish international merchants, because they had no other country to call home, 

no other government recipient for the money they earned in trade. Luzzatto drives the point 

home, maintaining that Jews were forced to go into mercantilism and moneylending as a result of 

Venice’s prohibition against Jews in non-finance-related businesses. Indeed, he argues that 

because Jews have no other country, and no rights to engage in other livelihoods than 

moneylending or mercantilism, Venice is in a position to benefit: “About travel and forming new 

practices, the Hebrew does not surrender anything to anyone, not having the opportunity to hold 

oneself in his own country to farm plots of land, over other urban exercises that impede them.”332 

Moreover, due to Jewish laws against celibacy, Luzzatto argues, there were many Jewish 

merchants who would “easily take…long trips, where they introduce new transactions from 

foreign and remote countries into the City where they have the principle place of their 

residence.”333 While Luzzatto acknowledges the role of German and Ottoman merchants, to 

 
331. Simone Luzzatto, Discorso circa il stato de gl’hebrei, et in particular dimoranti nell’inclita Città 

di Venetia (Venice: Appresso Gioanne Calleoni, 1638). 
 
332. “Circa al viaggiare, e formare nuove pratiche, l’Hebreo ad alcun altro non cede, non havendo 

occasione di trattenersi nella propria patria per coltivare terreni, over’altri eserciti urbani che l’impediscono” 
(Luzzatto, 19 reverse). My translation. 

 
333. “vi si aggiunge lessere molti in famiglia non admettendo il celibato, onde compartendosi 

alcun’alle cure domestice, gl’altri facilmente s’impiegano nelle Peligrinationi di lunghi viaggi, onde 
introducono nuovi negoti da paesi stranieri, e remote, nelle Città ove hano posto nel principio il loro 
Domicilio” (Luzzatto, 19 reverse). My translation. 
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name but two, he is quick to say that those merchants would make their money in Venice and 

then return with their riches to their respective countries. The Jewish diaspora, on the other hand, 

because they no longer had a permanent country, would continue to live in and make money for 

the benefit of Venice. What is more, Luzzatto does not request radical changes to the Jewish 

charters, but rather appeals for Venetian authorities to maintain the status quo. He did not seek 

reformation or revolution in the way Venetian Jews were treated; rather he sought to preserve 

existing policies regarding the Ghetto.334 

Sarra Copia Sullam provides another perspective on Christian-Jewish relations in early 

modern Venice that counters that posed by Sanuto over a century and a half before. She was a 

wealthy member of society who held a literary salon in her house, presumably for Jews and non-

Jews alike.335 For example, in her letters to the Genoese poet Ansaldo Cebà she discussed her 

visits to the palazzo of a Christian friend, “that noble Venetian…from Basadonna Palace” who 

lived on the Canal Grande and who attended her salon.336 Moreover, Cebà was a Christian who 

proceeded to use her correspondence as a method of sermonizing in an attempt to convert Copia 
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Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with 
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Sulam to Christianity.337 One such example concludes a disagreement between them on the same 

subject: 

But you could make me abstain from calling you by the name of daughter if I see that you 
do not set great store by the warnings of a father who, born and wishing to die a 
Christian, can not endure leaving to the world a Jewish daughter. But please, my sweetest 
and most gracious Jewess, since God calls you to baptism with the voice of a Christian, 
answer him for once with that of a Hebrew: ego autem non contradico [I have not been 
rebellious].”338 
 

Cebà’s consistent attempts to convert Copia Sulam and his defense of proselytizing suggest that 

she did not welcome his efforts, though she held him in too high esteem to abandon the 

correspondence altogether. According to Don Harrán’s editorial note to “Letter 38 (9 January 

1621),” “Copia appealed to Cebà to favor her by writing more often, yet reminded him that she 

did not want to get involved in discussions aimed at proving the superiority of one religion over 

another. Not only did she fear for herself in speaking her mind, but she feared for the welfare of 

her friends.”339 Copia Sulam’s resistance to Cebà’s preaching suggest she did not often encounter 
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and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and 
trans. Don Harrán, 217-219 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 217-19; Ansaldo Cebà, “Letter 37 
(12 December 1620),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the 
Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, 
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it in Venice. On the one hand, she says that she is afraid to speak about her beliefs to him for 

“fear for herself…[and] her friends” which indicate that Jews in Venice were tolerated, but it was 

a risk to personal safety to advertise Jewish beliefs. On the other hand, she showed some spunk 

when she “countered his plea that she be baptized with her own plea that he be circumcised.”340 

Indeed, throughout their correspondence Copia Sulam routinely resisted Cebà’s attempts at 

conversion through alternatively entreating, debating, and, eventually, bargaining.341 

Although Copia Sulam and Cebà never met in person, upon his request for her to describe 

herself, she writes that she “follow[s] the customs of Venetian women” in her choice of 

fashion.342 As noted by Harrán, it is likely that Copia Sulam’s depiction of herself is the result of 

humility, rather than an accurate self-portrayal.343 Significantly, there is nothing in their 

correspondence to suggest that she was forced to wear any identifying clothing that would mark 

her as a member of the Jewish nation. The comune Venetarium required that Jews wear “a 
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yellow head covering, then, from the late sixteenth century on in Venice, a red one” as a method 

of differentiating themselves from their Christian neighbors.344 However, by the eighteenth 

century, the higher the socioeconomic status of the Jewish resident, the more likely he or she was 

to assimilate to the dominant culture, at least in appearance. For example, Isaac de Pinto of 

Bordeaux writes of Sephardi Jews as occupying a higher status than Ashkenazi Jews in France: 

“The former do not wear beards and do not affect any peculiarity in their dress, the well-off 

amongst them carry refinement, elegance and display in this respect as far as the other nations of 

Europe.”345 Pinto asserts, then, that it was only the more impoverished Jews who, because of 

their comparatively lower economic output for the State, were ordered to identify themselves as 

Jewish. Applying this observation of French Jews to their Venetian counterparts, Copia Sulam 

advertises her conformability to Venetian Christian society, in which Cebá criticizes her for her 

choice to “follow the customs of Venetian women” and declares, “I fear very much that I would 

see you more painted than natural, which is something that contradicts my taste.”346 Cebà’s fears 

for Copia Sulam’s appearance, as well as the clues to her own opinion of herself and her social 

standing indicate that Copia Sulam was a respected member of society; if not a Venetian citizen, 

she was at least likely considered a member of the popolani grande, considered the “well-to-do 
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commoners.”347 Although she was Jewish, it is essential to acknowledge that social 

classifications and “[a]ssociations were not determined by any one factor such as wealth or legal 

status.”348 Instead, Copia Sulam provides a glimpse into a society that ostensibly subjugated 

Jews, yet simultaneously gave Jews the freedom of movement to participate in society, to 

socialize with Venetian nobili and popolani grande, and to identify as Venetian rather than as 

Other. 

The Ghetto as Protection for Christians 

Venetian authorities wrestled with its desire to increase its economic and political status 

among early modern European powers, and its desire to control the behavior of its inhabitants. 

Resulting from Venice’s heritage of mercantilism in its leadership, Venetian authorities instituted 

open access to “streets and canals…at all times of the day and night.”349 The Jewish curfew, 

moreover, became a means of control for the Venetian government, for “the night represented a 

kind of freedom, it had to be brought under control.”350 Elisabeth Pavan explains the medieval 

conception of night, focusing on the social significance of night and darkness in early modern 

Venetian culture. Pavan claims that night was no longer solely a natural phenomenon; rather, 

Venice claimed it as a social phenomenon that required structuring and order, for “the night 
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follows the day as its opposite, dangerous by its very nature, it is the time of subversion.”351 

Because of the importance of maintaining social control over the night, guards were employed, 

called the “Signori di Notte”, who received extra pay for not only patrolling the streets, but also 

penalizing the offenders.352 The threat of nighttime activities was so acute that it was believed 

this was the time for extramarital relations between Christians and Jews, as well as a time when 

evil spirits, thieves, and murderers roamed the city streets.353 Grouping Jews with evil spirits, 

thieves, and murderers further established the perceived risk of Jews with uncontrolled and free 

access to the rest of the city of Venice. Indeed, the Senate decree of March 29, 1516 stipulates, 

no godfearing subject of our state would have wished them [Jews], after their arrival, to 
disperse throughout the city, sharing houses with Christians and going wherever they 
choose by day and night, perpetuating all those misdemeanors and detestable and 
abominable acts which are generally known and shameful to describe, with grave offence 
to the Majesty of God and uncommon notoriety on the part of this well-ordered 
Republic.354 
 

Early modern Venetians could refer to the biblical book of Job in their belief in the evils that lurk 

in the night, specifically including murderers, thieves, and adulterers.355 Venetians familiar with 

the verses in Job would therefore have recognized a need for guards after dark, as well as for 
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obstructing points of access from those whom society deemed dangerous to the Christian 

population, namely, the city’s Jews. 

The Senate Decree of March 29, 1516, was issued for the Christians’ protection, 

ostensibly preserving their virtue from Jewish influence by shutting the latter behind guarded 

walls and canals and forcing them to “pay a rent which will be higher by one third than that 

received at present by the landlords of the aforesaid houses.”356 As discussed above, the Treaty 

of Noyon extended the curfew and amended the number of guards in the Jews’ favor; however, 

in 1596 Lorenzo Priuli, a patriarch of Venice, petitioned the Venetian Senate to strengthen 

Ghetto enclosures and regulations regarding points of contact between Jews and Christians.357 

According to Katz’s analysis of Priuli’s petition, the nobleman protested against Jews who 

remained in the streets of Venice past curfew and engaged in sexual relations with Christian 

women, as well as against Jews who used their unobstructed windows to mock the Eucharist 

during religious processions. The possibility of unobstructed windows was a major concern for 

the Venetian Senate, as seen in the two Senate Decrees of 1516 and 1541. The 1516 Senate 

Decree states that “two high walls shall be built to close off the other two sides, which rise above 

the canals, and all the quays attached to the said houses [on the perimeter of the Ghetto] shall be 

walled in.”358 The Senate Decree of June 2, 1541 which established the Ghetto Vecchio, requires 

“the said travelling Levantine Jews must always be enclosed and guarded in the same way as 
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those of the Ghetto Nuovo.”359 The threat of Jewish influence on the Christian majority relegated 

Jews not only to the physical periphery of the comune Venetarium, but also to the social 

periphery. The Jews of the Ghetto became objects to be observed, and sometimes gawked at in 

the case of such tourists as Thomas Coryate in the early seventeenth century.360 Venetian Jews, 

however, were not intended to be the observers, the dominant role to the more passive role of 

observed or object, for fear of Jewish interference in Christian affairs, or more precisely for fear 

of the spread of the Jewish Contagion.  

The enduring fear of Jewish Contagion is exemplified in 1625 when the Senate singled 

out the Levantines of the Ghetto Vecchio regarding accusations of Jewish insults to the 

Eucharist.361 It is possible that Levantine Jews were targeted instead of Italian and German Jews 

as a result of the Ghetto’s close vicinity to the rest of Christian Venice, which did not have a 

clear, natural barrier between Christians and Jews, thus heightening social and religious tensions. 

Figures 2.3 and 2.5 illustrate the close proximity of Jews and Christians living on the periphery 

of the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto Nuovissimo.362 Such close quarters encouraged social 

interaction between the two groups, much to the displeasure of the city’s Senators and those who 

would limit interaction, so that it was feared that Christians who engaged with Jews were not 

spiritually pure enough to wholly participate in Holy Week and other religious festivals. 
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Consequently, the lay leaders of Venice worked to hide the city’s Jews from Christian view.363 

The nearness of the Ghetto to the rest of Venice may be seen in a detail of Merlo’s map of 1676 

(Fig. 3.2). The map shows that the minor Canal Cannaregio and the unidentified Rio di San 

Marcuola separating the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto Nuovissimo from their Christian 

neighbors are the only barriers separating the two groups.364 No gates or walls among the later 

phases of the Ghetto are distinguishable, reinforcing the Senate’s fears of Jewish participation 

and agency in Christian society. 

 

Figure 3.2: Giovanni Merlo, detail, Vero e real disegno della inclita città di Venezia, 1676. 
Engraved map with hand coloring, 785 x 1590 (six sheets of ca. 390 x 530), printed in Venice, 
Italy, by Stefano Scolari in 1676. Courtesy The Newberry Library, Chicago, IL.365 
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In addition to the shared spaces of the Ghetto Vecchio and neighboring Christian 

structures, S. Desdier suggests a close working relationship had been developed between Jews 

and Venetian noblemen by the turn of the eighteenth century. In his 1699 travelogue, Desdier 

describes the patronage system in Venice, in which “every Noble Family hath an Intimate and 

Confident Jew; for as they are esteem’d to be Men of Secrecy, so this good Quality gets them 

many Protectors among the Nobility, who have divers ways of employing them.”366 Tensions 

from the close connection between Jewish financier and Christian customer may be seen as the 

cause for several blood libels and pogroms throughout the medieval and early modern eras. The 

physical and social closeness of Christians and Jews in the 1560s led Priuli to fight for a reform 

in Ghetto architecture.  

Nearly a century later, however, Desdier briefly examines the social and architectural ties 

between Venice’s Christians and Jews. Rather than seeking to limit interaction between the two 

groups, Desdier in fact emphasizes the harmonious relationship  between the two and goes on to 

suggest the security of Jews in the Ghetto, stating, “they [Jews] are about five and twenty 

hundred in number, which obliges them to build their Houses six or seven Stories high.”367 

While Desdier does not provide any information on the construction materials used in the 

Ghetto, he does insinuate that the Ghetto, which at this point consisted of the Ghetto Nuovo, the 

Ghetto Vecchio, and the Ghetto Nuovissimo, was overly crowded and families were forced to 

build up to six stories higher than surrounding Christian structures. While on the one hand, 
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overcrowding suggests risk of disease, it may also suggest economic well-being, drawing more 

Jews into Venice because of the promise of financial success as well as religious security. 

The stereotype against Jews in Christian Europe was a prevalent force such that great 

lengths were taken to assure Venetian Christians of their security, as well as their social and 

religious status, while living in close quarters with Jews. Benjamin Ravid’s analysis of the 

Senate’s documents reveals the planned structure for the Ghetto: 

gates were to be erected on the side of the courtyard facing the geto vecchio, where there 
was a little foot bridge, and also at the other end. These two gates were to be opened in 
the morning when the marangona bell sounded and closed at 24 hours in the night by four 
Christian custodians who were to be paid by the Jews and live there on the spot, alone 
without their families. The other two sides were to be sealed off by high walls, all the 
quays were to be walled up, and finally two barges, also to be financed by the Jews, were 
to go around the island day and night.368 
 

The barges were to act as additional guards over the Ghetto. The physical aspects of the idea of 

containment here illustrate the lengths that the Venetian Republic believed necessary in order for 

Venetian Christians to live harmoniously with their ethnoreligious Other. Moreover, the second 

gate facing away from the foot bridge connected the Ghetto Vecchio to the Ghetto Nuovo, thus 

working to create a homogenous whole.369 Of the Jewish businesses, only financiers were 

permitted to keep offices outside Ghetto walls, to better serve their Christian clientele on which 

the Venetian economy depended; however, the Senate demanded that they return to their Ghetto 

residences at the time of curfew.370 Physicians and international merchants were relieved of this 
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curfew, who likewise served Christians.371 Only they were permitted to leave the Ghetto 

regardless of the hour and with the attendance of a guard.372 

Legislation from between 1541 and 1560 reveals the Senate as well as the Cinque Savii 

sought to barricade Jewish quays, windows, and balconies that faced the outside of the Ghetto, 

specifically those areas that shared visual space with their Christian neighbors.373 The fact that 

these concerns were brought before the Cinque Savii repeatedly over a twenty-year period 

indicates that the Christian demands to further suppress Jewish movement were not met. Indeed, 

the points of contact were maintained, if limited through select open spaces and guarded; thereby 

preserving Jewish participation in society. Advancing Katz’s position on the significance of 

points of contact, the concept of entirely separating the Jewish and Christian populations through 

closed points of contact continued through intensified worries regarding the height of Jewish 

buildings over Christian buildings.374 Those who controlled sight, also controlled containment; 

therefore, as Jewish buildings rose into the air, creating unobstructed views of Christian 

buildings, the question of subject versus object, of the active viewer and the passive viewed, was 

renewed.375 The call, therefore, to enclose the Jews behind strong walls that offered no points of 

contact including visual contact, very much like the castle described by Sanuto in 1516, becomes 

 
371. Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’,” 161fn19; Benjamin Ravid, “Curfew Time 

in the Ghetto,” in Studies on the Jews of Venice, 1382-1797, 241-257 (Burlington: Ashgate/Variorum, 2003), 
243; Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 102. 

 
372. Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’,” 161fn19. 
 
373. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 56. The original document may be found at ASVe, Inquisitorato alle 

Arti, busta 102, August 3, 1560 (Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 135n29). 
 
374. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 56-57. 
 
375. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 57. 



 139 

significant. The bars on quays and windows were meant to reassure the Christian that he or she 

maintained control over the Ghetto and the Jews who resided within; however, it was only as a 

result of the prevalence of Jewish sight, through the Ghetto’s tall buildings, that this question 

ever arose. 

The Ghetto as Protection for Jews 

While the Ghetto served to reinforce Christian dominance over Judaism on the one hand; 

on the other, the Ghetto created a space for Jews in a Christian environment, free from overt 

Christian involvement. Laura Vaughan and Sonia Arbaci advance the proposition that the 

Venetian Ghetto’s walls gave early modern Jews a sense of privacy and security from their 

Christian neighbors, and that it was due to those walls in particular that Jews “clustered,” thereby 

creating a unique Jewish culture.376 Moreover, the walls hid their inhabitants from view, 

protecting them from outside censure.377 This interpretation of the Ghetto challenges Dana E. 

Katz’s view that the walls acted as limiting agents for the Jewish population. Indeed, the 

clustering phenomenon suggests that physical containment, while not exclusively positive or 

negative, did help a minority group integrate into the majority, simultaneously solidifying a 

particular type of identity while also barring socioeconomic freedom of movement.378 While 

Venice used physical containment for the long term, the effects of prolonged clustering can be 

more clearly seen in Christian-Jewish relations in Florence. As discussed previously, Florence 

typifies the long-term effects of physical containment, wherein the majority and minority groups 
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experience a long-lasting separation. This separation precedes a negative impact on the minority 

group’s social and financial prospects, ultimately leading to a rise in illegal acts, negative 

stereotypes, and low economic contribution to the larger society.379 

Venice’s form of physical containment, while in the long-term, however did not suffer 

the same isolation and alienation as that of Florence. Indeed, the Venetian Ghetto served as a 

hotspot for local commerce, specifically regarding loans. Isabella Cecchini’s study of the role of 

material culture in early modern lending indicates that Venice relied heavily on the Ghetto’s 

resident lenders.380 Following the model put forward by Vaughan and Arbaci, although Venice’s 

physical containment was long-term, the effects of it more closely resemble the short-term 

effects. This may be accounted for by the fact that the minority group, the Jews, were essential to 

the Venetian economy, relied upon by everyone from the wealthiest to the poorest in Venice.381 

Consequently, it may be reasonably said that because the Jews of the Venetian Ghetto played a 

substantial role in Venice, they were therefore permitted outside the borders of containment (i.e., 

the Ghetto walls), which therefore mitigated the effects of long-term physical containment. 

In her 2017 monograph, Katz explains Venice’s placement of the Ghetto “on a remote 

area of Cannaregio in the parish of San Girolamo on terrain circumscribed on all sides by narrow 

canals with no churches or grand palaces.”382 Katz interprets this placement as a negative impact 
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on Jewish life in the ghetto, consistent with the lachrymose history of Christian-Jewish 

studies.383 I would counter that this placement provided Jews living within the Ghetto space to 

grow and develop as a unique culture, distinct from other ghettos, such as that in Florence, in 

which they were directly in the center of the city and therefore could not escape the 

overwhelming Christian influence and sense of Otherness. While Venetian Jews were essential 

to the Republic’s commerce, they were removed from the city center, geographically and socio-

politically ostracized. Yet, that geographic ostracism allowed a homogenous culture to develop 

within the Ghetto, blending Sephardic, Ashkenazic, Levantine, and Ponentine traditions.384 The 

segregation of Venetian Jews, moreover, permitted them a space in which they were removed 

from Christian sight, and therefore provided the means of creating a stable environment, free 

from anti-Jewish persecution by their Christian neighbors. It may be understood instead that 

Christians exercised their authority insofar as they relegated only so much space to Jewish 

inhabitants. Otherwise, Jews were allowed, even encouraged, to expand upward in buildings that 

reached heights that no non-Ghetto Christian-inhabited building reached.385 Moreover, as seen in 

the petitions by the Va’ad Katan, they were generally welcomed into the city as long as they 

materially benefitted Venice. As such, if they broke the visual barrier by building to extreme 

heights, but did so as a result of an increase in Jewish merchants who would pay extra taxes and 

make more money for the Republic, then the Senate was more inclined to allow them to overlook 
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the rest of the city. Thus, while Jews were shut away into a space that limited how far they could 

reach horizontally, they were encouraged to expand vertically. 

Venice’s unique acceptance of Jews during the early modern era reinforces the separation 

of Church and State, praised by Sir Joseph Copely in his 1695 pamphlet defending Judaism in 

England. Copely asserts, “[i]n this respect the renowned Republik of Venice, together with all the 

most learned Civilians of Christendom, have judged it unfit that the secular Magistrate should 

take any notice of any ecclesiastical censures denounced against such as never were subject to 

the Church.”386 In other words, because the Jews could not be under Papal authority as 

Christians, the Catholic Church has no authority over Jews, a concept which early modern 

Venice recognized. If a converso reverted back to Judaism, on the other hand, it was considered 

grounds for Papal involvement, but not if the accused had never professed Christianity.387 Anti-

Judaism promoted the idea of “Purity of Blood” in which Jews were perceived as both the 

“carriers of contagion” and as a “threat to redemption.”388 The threat of contagion and the need 

for redemption of the individual and of the “body politic” led to early modern Europe’s attempts 

at forced exile of its Jewish inhabitants.389 Because Jews were rarely welcomed into European 
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polities, and could not expect sustained habitation or civic rights equal to the majority 

population, Venice was unique for permitting and tolerating a permanent Jewish presence. It may 

be argued that they did so only to take advantage of Jewish refugees’ moneylending, but Venice 

also fought to protect its Jewish population, as seen in Copley’s pamphlet.  

Moreover, the space that was given to them fostered a sense of permanence and 

seclusion, meaning protection, for Jews. Insofar as “Jews referred to the Ghetto by the term 

‘hasser,’ derived from the Hebrew hatzer…‘courtyard,’ which suggests an intimate and a 

familiar space.”390 Following Bassi’s interpretation of the Venetian Jewish name for the Ghetto, 

it would seem, then, that coexistance was reached and maintained through the existence of the 

Ghetto walls. Indeed, it is the walls and the canals, themselves, creating physical barriers 

between the two groups, that allowed the two groups enough space to grow as cultures, 

independent of the threat of the Other. Christians achieved a sense of security in dismissing Jews 

to a corner of the city, while also benefitting from Jewish trade; while Jews reached a sense of 

security through the self-same corner, guarded twenty-four hours a day from anti-Jewish attacks. 

Indeed, although the Jews paid the guards themselves, they were paying for security in the Most 

Serene Republic. 

The conceptualization of the Ghetto as a “courtyard” or a place of stability and protection 

is supported by various poems written by seventeenth-century Ghetto residents centering around 

the systematic robbery of Sarra Copia Sulam.391 Poetry, considered the highest art form in early 

modern Italy, provides another avenue by which we may examine contemporary Christian-
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Jewish relations in Venice. Don Harrán’s introduction to “Notices from Parnassus” states that it 

is “a partly fictional report in prose and verse from 1626 or thereafter by Giulia Solinga and 

possibly others on Numidio Paluzzi and Alessandro Berardelli, brought to trial around 1626 in 

Apollo’s court on Parnassus for conniving against Copia.”392 Giulia Solinga introduces her 

“Notices from Parnassus” with a description of how Paluzzi and Berardelli took advantage of 

Copia Sulam, asserting, “[t]he occasion for having to publish these notices arose in the never 

fully expressed wickedness of two most contemptible I-would-not-say men, but rather monstrous 

marvels of abominable ingratitude.”393 Indeed, Solinga goes on to explain in great detail the 

lengths to which Copia Sulam went to provide for Paluzzi in order to illustrate Paluzzi’s and 

Berardelli’s betrayal. Solinga provides one such example, in which Copia Sulam  

assigned him [Paluzzi] a room close to hers and amply filled it with everything 
appropriate for living comfortably in it, recommending him to the woman, moreover, 
under whose roof he resided. The Jewess could have great faith in her, provided a long 
and notable show of favors had any command over a boorish heart and considering that 
the woman, her husband, and her children were not so plump except from being fed, with 
constancy, out of the house of the Jewess, ever their substantial benefactor. As 
she…appeared to have been accustomed, morning and evening she provided 
advantageously for his…living. Often she visited him, nor did she ever leave him without 
setting an example of how the infirm ought to be visited. She kept him there for two 
consecutive years.394 
 

 
392. Harrán, ed. and trans., 349. Harrán attributes “Notices from Parnassus” to “Giulia Solinga and 

possibly others…. Of its seventy-one poems, five are by Copia [Sulam]” (349). Unless otherwise stated, poems 
without authorship are attributed to Solinga. 

 
393. Giulia Solinga, “Notices from Parnassus,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 

Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 349-510 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 355. 

 
394. Solinga, “Notices from Parnassus,” 360. Harrán identifies the woman to whom Copia Sulam paid 

Paluzzi’s rent as “Paola Furlana [who] worked as a laundress for Copia and may in fact have been her chief 
house-keeper” (Solinga, “Notices from Parnassus,” 360fn62). She was also part of the plot against Copia 
Sulam (Harrán, ed. and trans., 21). 
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Copia Sulam’s socioeconomic status and location in the Ghetto Nuovissimo are supported by 

Harrán’s footnote that Paola Furlana, the woman from whom she rented Paluzzi’s apartment, 

lived just beyond the Ghetto wall. Indeed, it appears that Copia Sulam provided for non-Jews, 

namely her tutor Paluzzi, and her housemaid Furlana.395 Regardless, these three are depicted as 

driven by greed, if not some degree of anti-Judaism, to rob her over the course of two years. 

Indeed, according to the “Notices” the three stole not just material objects from the Copia Sulam 

household that were valuable, but also Jewish objects, including “silver censers, and the prayer 

candles.”396 The timing of the thefts during Passover further suggest that these were anti-Jewish 

zealots. What is more, it appears that the three targeted her for her generosity in providing for 

Paluzzi, and because they thought she would be an easy target because of her legal status as 

Jewish Other.397 

Sonnet 47, attributed to Leon Modena by Don Harrán, portrays Paluzzi’s partner in crime 

Berardelli as a great “bear” whose might and aggressiveness threatened the security of the 

Ghetto’s residences.398 Not only is Berardelli a bear, but he is portrayed as one going to war, 

 
395. Harrán, ed. and trans., 20-21. 
 
396. Leon Modena, “71. Sonnet with Three-Line Envoi; in Venetian and Possibly by Leon Modena,” 

in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia 
Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or 
Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 498 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 498 l.14 (references are 
to page and line numbers). 

 
397. Giulia Solinga, “54. Sonnet in Venetian,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 

Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 484-485 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 484fn724, 484 ll.6-8 (references are to page and line numbers); Harrán, 
ed. and trans., 20-21. 

 
398. Leon Modena, “47. Sonnet Possibly by Leon Modena,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and 

Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with 
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clothed in armor with “his hips, stomach, and back in a coat of mail.”399 Modena suggests 

Berardelli drew from more than his natural weapons, in this case “his claws,” in his attacks on 

the Venetian Ghetto, but he also “handles the iron glove and the spear…the sword and the 

dagger.”400 Modena’s Berardelli may be interpreted as one who had the ability to harm the 

Ghetto’s Jewish population through his position as a painter as well as a Christian. However, 

Berardelli was not content to harm Venetian Jews through his skills as a painter nor as a 

Christian with connections to various Venetians in positions of power through the scuole. 

Instead, he strengthened his offensive position through his partnership with Paluzzi and Furlana. 

Modena suggests that he wishes to be the one to bring Berardelli, and by extension Paluzzi and 

Furlana, to justice when he asks, “[o]h, who would be the one to lead this bear to Modena?”, 

indicating bringing Berardelli to face justice within the Ghetto by the Va’ad Katan and then the 

Venetian authorities.401 Moreover, Modena denounces Berardelli as offensive not just to 

Modena, representing the Jewish Diaspora, but also to Venetian society as a whole in his 

assertion that “[i]t [Berardelli] befouls Hippocrene and besmirches the Pindus; / I see Jerusalem 

destroyed by it / If I do not curb its bite with a tripe.”402 Hippocrene, according to Harrán, was “a 

 
Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 476-77 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 476 l.5 (references are to page and line numbers). 

 
399. Modena, “47.,” 476 l.1. 
 
400. Modena, “47.,” 476 ll.2-3. 
 
401. Modena, “47.,” 476 l.5. 
 
402. Modena, “47.,” 477 ll.6-8. 
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spring on Mount Helicon” in Greek folklore.403 Thus, Modena asserts that Berardelli betrayed 

not only Jews, represented by Modena, and the Ghetto, represented by Jerusalem, but also 

Venetian society, represented by the fabled water source. 

The first eight lines of the sonnet draw an image of a rampaging beast crashing through 

society, threatening the security and stability of those in his path. Moreover, the image of 

Berardelli paints him as one whose position prevents him from being brought to justice. The 

second half of the sonnet sees Modena calling on his “Jewish brothers” to resist Berardelli and to 

send him to “Sforzina” who served as his executioner.404 Indeed, Modena identifies the “bear” 

that causes so much trouble for Jews and Christians alike: “I am speaking of Berardelli who, 

with irons, and by fire, / Would have the ghetto [sic.] destroyed to clear himself.”405 Modena’s 

portrayal of Berardelli’s violence suggests that Berardelli’s anti-Judaism extended beyond 

stealing from wealthy Jews, such as Copia Sulam. He sought to destroy the Ghetto financially, 

by robbing the Ghetto’s inhabitants of all they owned so that they could give nothing to Venice 

in taxes. Modena simultaneously calls on his “Jewish brothers” to drive Berardelli out of the 

Ghetto and to justice; yet he also criticizes them for not coming together in stronger numbers to 

punish him: “More water, Jewish brothers, the well you draw from is not enough!”406 It is 

possible that Modena is calling on Jews to unite with Christians in driving out anti-Judaism, the 

 
403. Don Harrán, ed. and trans., Modena, “47.,” 477fn678. It is likely that Modena’s use of “Pindus” 

refers to a series of mountains in Greece (Editors of Encylopaedia Britannica, “Pindus Mountains,” Britannica, 
accessed January 13, 2021, https://www.britannica.com/place/Pindus-Mountains). 

 
404. Modena, “47.,” 477 ll.11-12, 477fn685. 
 
405. Modena, “47.,” 477 ll.9-10. 
 
406. Modena, “47.,” 477 l.11. 
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single fountain of the courtyard of the Ghetto is not strong enough to drive out the “bear”; rather 

they need to pull from fountains beyond the Ghetto walls and from the lagoon itself.407 That 

unified response would alone be enough to fight anti-Judaism in the Most Serene Republic. The 

couplet introduces Berardelli’s executioner, Sforzina, and the prayer that the unified group of 

Jews and Christians, portrayed as “the pitchfork,” “lift him to the beam,” or the scaffold.408 The 

volta concludes the sonnet with an appeal for Sforzina to execute him and make him an example 

against anti-Judaism, in which Modena asks for the scaffold to “become a yoke to keep him 

hanging in his doublet.”409 Modena’s call for Berardelli to be hanged “in his doublet” indicates 

the status of the condemned man, who had acquired enough wealth, either through his career as a 

painter or through his years of stealing from Venetian Jews.410 

“47. Sonnet Possibly by Leon Modena” is not the only sonnet in “Notices from 

Parnassus” which draws on water as a cleansing agent as well as a natural barrier that would 

protect Venetian Jews from anti-Judaic attacks. “45. Sonnet with Three-Line Envoi” portrays 

“Berardelli…as a bull” who is dragged throughout the Ghetto, “through all the gates, / From the 

side buildings to the central square and from one end to the other.”411 Just before expelling him 

from the Ghetto and sending him to his execution, “[t]he crowd around them whistled approval / 

 
407. Modena, “47.,” 476 l.5. 
 
408. Modena, “47.,” 477 l.12, 477fn684. 
 
409. Modena, “47.,” 477 l.14. 
 
410. Modena, “47.,” 477fn683. 
 
411. Giulia Solinga, “45. Sonnet with Three-Line Envoi,” in Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 

Seventeenth-Century Venice, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 474-75 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
475 ll.2-4 (references are to page and line numbers). 
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As they poured a cauldron of icy water / On its neck and mane.”412 “61. Sonnet” emphasizes the 

role water plays in the security of the Ghetto.413 The antagonist in the sonnet, Berardelli, returns 

to Venice after supposedly victimizing the Jews of the Levant. The poet calls for the Venetian 

authorities to wait for him at the port, with 

cords ready, / Go meet him and cover his head. / Of the thefts that he managed in the 
Levant / See if you can get some sketch / To be filed with his illustrious deeds; Have him 
give you a drawing / Of his fraudulent transactions in Zara, Corfu, and Zante before the 
rope / Squeezes his throat and puts an end to his glories.414  
 

While the poet urges Venice to prevent Berardelli’s entrance into the lagoon city, the poet 

simultaneously lauds the security of the Ghetto against Berardelli, and anti-Judaic attacks in 

general: “the ghetto [sic.] / Lifts the bridge to escape thefts and robberies.”415  The passive nature 

of the walls and gates are transformed into active methods of protection for the city’s Jewish 

inhabitants. Indeed, that which the Venetian Senate used to contain Jews and protect Christians 

was transformed into the means of protection for Jews. Another example of the protection to the 

Ghetto offered by the surrounding walls and canals appears in “66. Sonnet Possibly by Leon 

Modena.”416 Modena rallies his co-religionists against Berardelli, inciting them to kill him 

themselves rather than through the Venetian court. Indeed, he urges them to 

 
412. Solinga, “45.,” 475 ll.12-17, 475 ll. 12-14. 
 
413. Giulia Solinga, “61. Sonnet,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-

Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. by Don Harrán, 490 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 490. 

 
414. Solinga, “61.,” 490 ll. 5-14 (references are to page and line numbers). 
 
415. Solinga, “61.,” 490 ll.3-4. 
 
416. Leon Modena, “66. Sonnet Possibly by Leon Modena,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and 

Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with 
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arm yourselves with rocks; / You there, aim them at the temples, up above, of his 
forehead; / And you, stop his steps with that heavy bar; / And you, hit him to have him 
tumble from the bridge, / Then repeat the blow while he proceeds from salty waters / To 
the sulfurous waters of the black Acheron.417 
 

In Modena’s cries for the general Jewish population to destroy and wash away Berardelli, it may 

be interpreted that Modena calls for the small Jewish council, the Va’ad Katan, to take matters 

into their own hands, since Berardelli’s crimes occurred behind Ghetto walls. If Berardelli 

personifies anti-Judaism in early modern Venice, then Modena is calling for a more active role in 

protecting Jews from anti-Judaic attacks, not simply in shutting the gates as in “61. Sonnet.”418 

Rather, Modena would see the active transformation of the walls and gates as seen in “61. 

Sonnet,” and develop it into an active defense against anti-Judaism through the participation of 

the Ghetto’s residents.419 Moreover, Modena’s wish that “he [Berardelli] proceeds from salty 

waters / To the sulfurous waters of the black Acheron” suggest that he is not happy to drive anti-

Judaism out of the Venetian Republic, but rather wishes to destroy it altogether.420 The “black 

Acheron” refers to the “river of woe in Hades”; consequently, Modena argues the water that 

protects and contains the Jews of Venice must also kill anti-Judaism in order for Jews to live in 

peace.421 

 
Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 494-
495 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 494-495. 
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420. Modena, “66.,” 495 ll.13-14. 
 
421. Modena, “66.,” 495 ll.13-14, 495fn785. 
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A number of sonnets from “Notices from Parnassus” depict the Venetian Ghetto as a 

place of refuge for seventeenth-century Jews.422 “52. Sonnet in Venetian” serves as one such 

example. Again, “the thief” is the subject of the piece, presumably Berardelli; however, it may 

be interpreted to mean anyone who would harm Venetian Jews.423 Solinga depicts the Ghetto as 

a place where Jews were free to protect themselves from harm, even if the alleged attacker was 

Christian. Indeed, the residents of the Ghetto are illustrated as defending themselves against “the 

thief”, from fastening their goods in place (“All, then, have their hands on the chain”) to taking 

up weapons against him (“There are some who hold a heavy stick / And observe his movements 

and his haunts / In order to assault him with a severe forewarning”).424 Solinga’s “Coda (five 

tercets)” of “49. Caudated Sonnet in Venetian” provides a second example of the concept of 

refuge behind Ghetto walls.425 The majority of the sonnet consists of the poet criticizing the 

amount of ceremony and pomp that Berardelli receives for his execution, using “Coda (five 

tercets)” to describe how she thinks “loutish idiots / Should be handled in order for the ghetto / 

To be free of fears and dangers.”426 Indeed, Solinga draws on the theme of dehumanizing 

Berardelli. Rather than portraying him as a “bear” or a “bull,” Berardelli is left without a name, 

 
422. Harrán, ed. and trans., 349. 
 
423. Giulia Solinga, “52. Sonnet in Venetian,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 
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without an identity, and called only “a thief,” “he,” and “him.”427 Depriving Berardelli of his 

name thus further ambiguates him so that he becomes a concept, Theft, that should “be 

mutilated” and destroyed as a public spectacle.428 

The Ghetto walls may secure Venetian Jews from anti-Jewish attacks, but the poet of “49. 

Caudated Sonnet in Venetian” suggests that it is not enough to hide behind the walls; rather, they 

must destroy anti-Judaism by working in tandem with Christians.429 Solinga’s desire “for the 

ghetto [sic.] / To be free of fears and dangers” can only be accomplished by uniting all of Venice 

against “him.”430 Indeed, the poet calls on both Christians and Jews, saying, “Each one should 

draw—one, two, three, four!—as much as he can, / Having a mind to his hanging; / Let each one 

encourage / His partner, crying ‘Right now!’ and ‘Over there!’ / Until all four parts are attached 

to the carriage.”431 The poet thus argues that anti-Judaism can only be dispelled from the comune 

Venetarium if the two traditionally opposed groups, Christians and Jews, unite for the good of 

the city. In this way, Solinga also advances the myth of Venice, reminding its residents that they 

belong to the Most Serene Republic, free from internal strife. 

 
427. Modena, “47.,” 476 l.5; Solinga, “45.,” 475 l.2; Solinga, “49.,” 479 l.1, 480 l.15, l.17. 
 
428. Solinga, “49.,” 480 l.17. Harrán notes that “San Fantin” from l.7 is “Venetian for Fantino. In 

reference to the church that bears the saint’s name (to the west of the Piazza San Marco” and “was the main 
site of the religious order known as the Confraternity of the Hanged…or, otherwise, the Confraternity of 
Justice…or of Good Death. Its members were wont to accompany criminals from the prisons…to their place of 
hanging (in the Piazzetta San Marco…) and comfort them” (480fn701). Berardelli’s execution, then, was a 
public event that involved both Christian and Jewish spectators. 
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The numerous calls to action by the poets of “Notices from Parnassus” shed some light 

on the true level of security for Ghetto residents. Indeed, the repeated language and subject 

reveal that Venetian Jews still had much to fear from anti-Jewish attacks, predominantly in the 

form of theft. The fear of theft so evident in the sonnets of “Notices from Parnassus” relate to the 

precarious position of Jewish merchants living in the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto 

Nuovissimo. On June 2, 1541, the Venetian Senate decreed that the Ghetto Vecchio was to be 

exclusively used for housing Levantine merchants should the Ghetto Nuovo prove insufficient to 

house them: “that they may have better reason to bring their merchandise here, to Venice’s 

advantage, and that they may have a place in which to lodge….let them have authority to lodge 

them in the Ghetto Vecchio.”432 The wealth that these merchants brought to the city was 

reflected not just in the quality of architecture in the second and third phases of the Ghetto, but in 

the increased amount they were required to pay in rent over that of their Christian neighbors.433 

The threat of theft, therefore, was a very real and present danger for early modern Venetian Jews, 

which risked the security of the Ghetto’s stability. Consequently, many of the sonnets warn 

against “the thief” and raise a call to arms. While “the thief” implies Berardelli, the identity of 

“the thief” may be further interpreted as anyone with anti-Judaic sentiments that would seek to 

undermine and drive out Venice’s Jewish population. The number of sonnets which address this 

topic in identical language suggest that, while they are responding as a community to the well-

 
432. Chambers, Pullan, and Fletcher, ed., 344. 
 
433. Jews in both the Ghetto Nuovo and the Ghetto Vecchio were required to pay a third more in rent 

(Ravid, “The Establishment of the ‘Ghetto Vecchio’.” 158, 163-64). Because rent in the Ghetto Vecchio 
conformed to the rules of the Ghetto Nuovo, it is likely that this same requirement applied to residents of the 
Ghetto Nuovissimo, especially after residential laws were eased in 1560 permitted Jews to reside anywhere in 
the Ghetto they chose (Ravid, “The Third Charter,” 88; Katz, The Jewish Ghetto, 13). 
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known Copia Sulam case, they are also arguing against the recurrence of these types of attacks 

against Venetian Jews and are calling for justice.  

Racism was no stranger inside the walls of the Ghetto, for, as Isaac de Pinto explains of 

his situation in Bordeaux, France, during the eighteenth century in response to Voltaire’s 

criticisms of Jews and Judaism, “M. de Voltaire cannot be unaware of the scrupulous 

fastidiousness of the Portuguese and Spanish Jews not to mix, by marriage, alliance or in any 

other way, with the Jews of other nations.”434 Essentially, Pinto asserts that Sephardic Jews are 

encouraged not to interact with Ashkenazic Jews. This argument may be applied to the Venetian 

Ghetto, in which the Ghetto Nuovo was barred by gates from the Ghetto Vecchio until 1560.435 

Pinto goes on to say, 

if a Portuguese Jew in Holland or England were to marry a German Jewess, he would 
immediately lose his prerogatives; he would no longer be acknowledged as a member of 
their synagogues; he would be excluded from all ecclesiastical and civic offices; he 
would be completely cut off from the body of the nation.436 
 

Essentially, if a Sephardic Jew interacted with an Ashkenazic Jew, he or she would be 

excommunicated. Moreover, Pinto’s defense provides evidence that the higher the 

socioeconomic status of the Jewish resident, the more likely that resident will identify himself 

with the State, even if Jewish Emancipation was a few years off by the eighteenth century: 

“People who know the Portuguese Jews of France, Holland and England are aware that, far from 

having an invincible hatred of all the nations who tolerate them, as M. de Voltaire says, they 

 
434. Poliakov, 4. 
 
435. Ravid, “The Third Charter,” 88. 
 
436. Transcribed in Poliakov, 4-5. 
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think themselves so identified with these same nations that they consider that they form part of 

them.”437 Indeed, that self-identification with the State is symptomatic of Enlightenment thinking 

as well as the moving force behind the unification of the kingdom of Italy in 1866 as discussed in 

the following chapter. While the Venetian Ghetto at first conformed to the larger European 

Jewish distinctions, the Ghetto is unique in that the distinction did not persist. Rather, the gates 

separating the Ghetto Nuovo from its later additions, that is to say separating Italian and German 

Jews from the larger Sephardic and Levantine populations, were torn down, permitting ease of 

movement throughout the Ghetto. No longer was one group of Jews contained over another; 

rather, the groups were encouraged to mingle; thereby creating a new Jewish identity unique to 

Venice. 

  

 
437. Transcribed in Poliakov, 5. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

QUARTER OF REUNION: 
 

THE CONCEPT OF CONTAINMENT AT JEWISH EMANCIPATION438 
 

 
Just as the concept of containment underwent three stages of development in the form of 

the Venetian Ghetto—that is the Ghetto Nuovo, the Ghetto Vecchio, and the Ghetto 

Nuovissimo—so Jewish Emancipation in Venice underwent three phases.439 The first phase of 

Emancipation occurred as a result of Enlightenment thinking during the French Revolution and 

Napoleon’s conquest of the Most Serene Republic. The second occurred under the rule of the 

Austrian Emperor Joseph II’s and his successors’ reforms on Christian-Jewish relations within 

the territory of the Holy Roman Empire. The final phase of Jewish Emancipation occurred with 

the Italian King Victor Emmanual II’s annexation of Venice; thereby establishing the city’s Jews 

as active members of society and citizens who could hold political, military, and financial 

offices.440 All three of these stages saw the renegotiation of the concept of containment as a 

means of maintaining coexistance among Christian-Jewish relations. I will explore each of these 

stages, beginning with Enlightenment philosophe debates which led to Jewish Emancipation 

under Napoleonic rule and the role of the Jewish performative voice, followed by Joseph II’s and 

Francis II’s modifications of the Jewish legal position and portrayals by Jewish Venetians of 

 
438. This chapter takes its title from Pier Gian Maria de Ferrari’s account, “Tearing Down the Gates 

of the Venetian Ghetto (July 10, 1797),” in The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary History, 3rd ed., ed. 
Paul Mendes-Flohr and Jehuda Reinharz, 146-47 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 147. 
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their sociopolitical status, and culminating in representations of the Ghetto after the Unification 

of Italy under Victor Emmanuel II. 

It is only fitting that Jewish participation in trade, which permitted them permanent 

residence in Venice in 1516, should play a key part in negotiating Jewish Emancipation between 

1797 and 1866. Beginning in 1782 with the publication of the French translation of Christian 

Wilhelm von Dohm’s treatise, On the Political Reform of the Jews, French Enlightenment 

thinkers reevaluated the sociopolitical position of France’s Jewish population.441 This 

reassessment proved instrumental in establishing the ideals that drove the French Republic 

(fraternité, égalité, and liberté) and were seen in Venice with Napoleon’s razing of the Ghetto 

gates. In an effort to lend legitimacy to his relatively liberal treatise, Dohm declares his titles as 

“War Advisor, Archivist and Private Secretary to the Department of Foreign Affairs to the King 

of Prussia.”442 Dohm’s self-identification as a high-ranking official of Prussia calls the reader to 

consider his argument for Jewish Emancipation as a politically sound reform for the benefit of 

the State. Indeed, Dohm dedicates his treatise to all of Europe’s leaders in the hope that he “may 

 
441. Christian Wilhelm von Dohm, De la Reforme Politique des Juifs, trans. Jean Bernoulli (Dessau: 
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be capable of guiding their views on an object, which has so far escaped them and is so 

deserving nonetheless of being fixed.”443 

Calling for a renegotiation in European Christian-Jewish relations, the continual 

adaptation of Dohm’s reforms led to full Jewish legal equality in Italy during the Risorgimento, 

or the unification of Italy. Dohm asserts in his introduction, 

When I would have researched the history that the Jews, considered in the state of man 
and of citizen, were not shown as corrupt, that because one would refuse them the rights 
of the one and of the other, I would have believed with much more success to dare to 
encourage the governments to add to the number of good citizens by stopping themselves 
from engaging the Jews from being wrong.444 

 
In other words, Dohm argues on behalf of European Jews and contends that, historically, Jews 

did not live outside of “the state of man and of citizen”; rather, they were forced into dishonesty 

by limitations imposed on their economic participation by European governments. By attributing 

the contemporary Jewish position to governments, Dohm essentially undercuts popular belief in 

the Jewish Contagion.445 In accordance with Enlightenment thinking of “the state of man and of 

citizen,” Dohm maintains that Jews were naturally good men and good citizens, and the fear of 

the Jewish Contagion was a byproduct of contemporary government restrictions. Similar to 

 
443. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, xi-xii. “J’oferai dédier cet écrit respectueusement aux 

Souverains et je me tiendrai suffisamment récompensé si j’ai été capable de diriger leurs regards sur un object, 
qui paroit leur avoir échappé jusqu’à présent et si digne cependant de les fixer” (xi-xii). My translation. 

 
444. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, ix. “Quand j’aurois fait voir par l’histoire, que les Juifs 

considérés dans l’état d’homme et de citoyen ne se sont montrés corrompus, que parce qu’on leur refusoit les 
droits de l’un et de l’autre, j’aurois cru oser avec d’autant plus de succès encourager les gouvernemens [sic.] à 
augmenter le nombre des bons citoyens en cessant d’engager eux-mêmes les Juifs d’en être de mauvais” (ix). 
My translation. 

 
445. Refer to Chapter Two for a discussion on the Jewish Contagion. 
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Dohm’s argument, Isaac de Pinto of Bordeaux asks in his “An Apology for the Jewish Nation” 

of 1762, 

[i]s it surprising that a people who are deprived of all the privileges of society, who 
increase and multiply by the laws of nature and religion, who are despised and reviled on 
all sides, who are often persecuted, always insulted, is it surprising, I say, that among 
them human nature debased and degraded, should seem to have no acquaintance with 
anything but worldly want?446 
 

Here, Pinto confronts the reader with the concept of containment and the resulting debasement of 

which Dohm writes in his 1782 treatise. Indeed, Pinto’s defense of French Jews places Dohm’s 

treatise in a larger conversation that spanned a number of years before his involvement, in which 

the Jewish character was openly proclaimed to be less than beneficial to the State yet was the 

direct result of government oppression. Dohm’s contribution to the defense of Jewish 

Emancipation posits that the phenomenon of Jewish corruption was the direct result of centuries-

worth of discrimination and dehumanization. For example, Dohm maintains that Jews were “the 

most corrupt of any nation of people”, that “usury and fraud” were the results of their 

“character”; however, he attributes these characteristics to the results of long-term containment, 

stating, “corruption was a natural result.”447 Consequently, Dohm transforms the question of 

 
446. Léon Poliakov, The History of Anti-Semitism, vol. 3, From Voltaire to Wagner, trans. Miriam 

Kochan (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1975), 5; Isaac de Pinto, “An Apology for the Jewish 
Nation (1762),” in The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary History, 3rd ed., ed. by Paul Mendes-Flohr 
and Jehuda Reinarz, 280-282 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 281. 

 
447. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 43-44. “Nous pouvons accorder que rélativement aux mœurs les 

Juifs sont peut-être plus corrompus que d’autres nations…que leur caractere [sic.] en général les porte 
d’avantage à l’usure et à la fraude, dans le commerce ; que leur préjugés de réligion les rendent plus 
insociables ; mais nous devons ajouter que cette plus grande perversité des Juifs, en la supposant reconnue, est 
une suite naturelle et nécessaire de l’état d’oppression dans lequel ils se trouvent depuis nombre de siecles 
[sic.]” (43-44). See Chapter One for my discussion on long-term containment. 
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Jewish Emancipation from a singular political debate on Jews in Christian society to a broader 

discussion on the effects of containment on any minority population.448 

While Dohm argues for governmental reform concerning Jewish participation in society, 

his liberalism does not extend to radicalism. Rather than suggesting that governments permit 

Jews to enter any occupation of their own choosing, he suggests that governments ban Jews from 

trade or mercantilism, since, according to Dohm, that was the occupation which corrupted them 

in the first place. Moreover, Dohm suggests that the financial nature of trade was not the only 

reason for their “corruption.”449 It was also the result of “the sedentary occupations of the public 

officer.”450 Therefore, according to Dohm’s line of reasoning, Jews must urgently leave trade and 

enter professions that place them “in the workshops and behind the plow,” essentially those 

occupations “that break the body.”451 That Dohm promotes occupations for Jews that are 

physically demanding is telling. By removing Jews from “sedentary” occupations, and 

encouraging them to take up physically demanding work, Dohm argues that Jews would be too 

exhausted to be dishonest.452 Situating Dohm’s argument in Venice, manual labor, be it in 

agriculture in Venice’s terraferma or in the lagoon city’s factories, would make them good men 

 
448. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 44. 
 
449. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, ix. 
 
450. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 158. “les occupations sédentaires de l’officier public” (158). My 

translation.  
 
451. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 158. “L’esprit trop mercantile de la plûpart des Juifs se 

transformera bien plus aisément au moyen des travaux violens du corps, que dans les occupations sédentaires 
de l’officier public; et dans le plus grand nombre de cas il sera plus avantageux pour l’Etat et pour lui-même 
que le Juif travaille plûtôt dans les ateliers et derriere la charrue que dans les chanceleries” (158). My 
translation. 

 
452. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 158. 
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and good citizens and would reverse fears of the Jewish Contagion.453 Moreover, Dohm’s 

suggested reform requires Christian merchants to fill the void left by their Jewish counterparts, 

thereby relieving Christian economic dependence on Jewish business.454 Dohm’s implication that 

Christian merchants could resist the corruptions of mercantilism, where Jewish merchants could 

not, indicates the limit of his liberal policies toward Jewish citizens. Resulting from a long 

history of sociopolitical containment European Jews fell prey to corruption; however, according 

to Dohm’s treatise, because Christians were free from such oppression and had the added benefit 

of Christian purity, they would be able to endure more “sedentary” professions without resorting 

to expelling excess energy on scheming against their fellow citizens of the State.455 

By advocating Jewish participation in agriculture above other professions, Dohm falls 

prey to the same early modern Christian interpretation of Jews as many of his contemporaries, 

such as Ansaldo Cebà as discussed in Chapter Three.456 Dohm appears to regard biblical Jews 

positively as exemplars, but post-biblical Jews negatively as warnings. Dohm’s advocation of the 

 
453. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, ix. 
 
454. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 158; Trivellato, “Between Usury and the ‘Spirit of Commerce’,” 

667. 
 
455. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 158; Trivellato, “Between Usury and the ‘Spirit of 

Commerce’,”, 667. 
 
456. Don Harrán, ed. and trans., Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-

Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 38. 
One such example is Cebà’s publication of “his major work, the epic poem La reina Esther” (Harrán, ed. and 
trans., 38). According to Cebà, La reina Esther prompted Sarra Copia Sulam’s letters to him: “My poem about 
Queen Esther moved a noble Jewish woman to covet my friendship” (Ansaldo Cebà, “Letters to Sarra Copia 
from Her Christian Correspondent Ansaldo Cebà (1618-22),” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and 
Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with 
Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 116-
256 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009], 116). 



 162 

Jewish role in agriculture may best be found in his footnote: “The ancient state of Jews was 

founded entirely on agriculture and the Mosaic law, itself, was particularly contrary to 

commerce.”457 In essence, Dohm argues that once post-biblical Jews were scattered in the 

diaspora and left agriculture, their new lifestyle became a threat to non-Jewish society. Dohm’s 

response, then, does not extend to liberating Jews from oppressive government restrictions. More 

accurately, he calls for governments to set new restrictions on Jews, so that they return to a 

modest lifestyle viewed as unthreatening to the Christian State, and thereby benefit the State by 

becoming honest men and good citizens who engage in “useful occupations.”458 

On the other hand, it may be argued that Dohm’s insistence for a Jewish return to 

agrarian life was a symbol of the political stability of Jews in Enlightenment Europe. Léon 

Poliakov argues in his monumental The History of Anti-Semitism that Jewish participation in 

trade was needed in order to gain residential security in a particular polity: “the insecurity of the 

Jew’s political status, in contrast to the pleasant unconcern of the Christian entrepreneur; a 

hunger for wealth due to the cruel secular experience, since in a Christian society, money is the 

Jew’s sole protection.”459 Interpreting Dohm via Poliakov’s argument, Dohm aligned Jewish 

commerce with religiopolitical instability and intolerance, and agriculture with stability and 

tolerance. Indeed, this interpretation reveals a significant reliance on Enlightenment thinking in 

eighteenth-century Europe. Furthermore, M. Götsman, an Alsatian judge in the mid-eighteenth 

 
457. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 128n*). “L’ancien état Juifs étoit fondé entièrement sur 

l’Agriculture et la loi mosaïque étoit même particulierement contraire au commerce” (128n*)). My translation. 
 
458. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 116. Speaking of Jewish reforms in Hungary: “où ils sont en 
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459. Poliakov, 8-9. 
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century shared Venice’s economic concerns, urging, “[i]t is therefore no evil for there to be a few 

Jews in Alsace; but look at the evil too many could entail…. The Jews do not work at tilling the 

land, and they occupy a number of houses in the country which could be usefully occupied by 

agriculturalists.”460 Ostensibly, this official confirms traditional anti-Judaism exhibited by 

French lower and bourgeois classes that a large population of Jewish residents would increase 

the risk of Jewish Contagion among the Christian population (only the nobility got on with Jews 

and that was because they benefitted each other mutually).461 Götsman additionally implies that 

the real risk of a Jewish presence in a predominantly Christian community is not the risk to faith, 

but rather to economics.462 The judge’s argument may therefore be interpreted in favor of a 

Jewish provincial population so long as they engaged in agriculture to more greatly benefit the 

economics of State. They would be more useful to the government if they occupied a more 

dominant profession, rather than one that catered only to those living in cities. Indeed, this is an 

argument inspired by a medieval, feudal polity, not one intended for an emerging modern society 

run on international trade. 

Dohm wrote his treatise at the behest of Cerf Berr, a prominent Court Jew in Alsace, 

whose influence as an official of foreign affairs for the king of Prussia was regarded as a boon 

for the pro-Jewish side of Europe’s Jewish Question.463 Dohm’s promotion of agriculture over 

 
460. Transcribed in Poliakov, 29. 
 
461. Poliakov, 26. French nobility did not share the anti-Judaic sentiments of the lower social groups, 

because the nobility relied on court Jews’ moneylending, just as French Jewish communities relied on the 
nobility’s influence of protection (Poliakov, 10-11, 30-31).  
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“Berr had initially solicited Moses Mendelssohn…the renowned Berlin rabbi and voice of Haskalah…who 
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mercantilism is pointed, for he draws on biblical Jews and the Old Testament focus on 

agriculture, in which he implies that only insincere Jews would reject the newly-offered agrarian 

lifestyle so in line with the Law of Moses.464 Dohm’s argument for Jewish freedom of 

occupation thus characterizes the Otherness perceived of early modern Jewish society. Idealizing 

biblical Jews and Judaism over his colleagues, Dohm denounces the contemporary Jewish 

lifestyle in order to promote a socioeconomic reform that redirects Jewish occupations toward 

“manufacturing and agriculture.”465 This interpretation leaves Dohm as a comparatively liberal 

thinker of the Enlightenment, but not a radical one as historian Francesca Trivellato asserts in her 

2016 article on the subject.466 

Historians’ interpretations differ over Dohm’s intention in suggesting Jews move away 

from trade. For example, Poliakov reinterprets the Jewish role in commerce as a religious 

expression, arguing that “inside the ghetto, the pursuit of money did not degenerate into worship 

of the golden calf, contrary to the tendency which henceforth developed in the Christian 

bourgeoisie.”467 Instead, he suggests that commerce became a way to live for Europe’s Jewish 

residents, rather than a way of life.468 What is more, Poliakov determines Jewish commerce as a 

way to honor Judaism and God, claiming, commerce “was a means equally of marrying, of 

 
suggested that he enlist Dohm in his place, on the grounds that a non-Jewish supporter would be more 
effective” (“Between Usury and the ‘Spirit of Commerce’,” 666fn77). 
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procreating and in this way of perpetuating the People of the Covenant which the Holy One, 

Blessed be He, urgently required for [H]is glory to be celebrated.”469 Consequently, Dohm’s 

position in 1782 is reversed by Poliakov, whereby European Jews wishing to fully adhere to the 

Jewish Covenant would maintain commerce as a means of ensuring life.  

Robert Liberles, on the other hand, advances Dohm as motivated by government 

administration.470 Examining Dohm’s education and private correspondence, Liberles argues that 

Dohm’s 1782 treatise was an effort for international recognition among Europe’s elite and an 

apology of Enlightenment thought, rather than as a true Judeophile call for change.471 While the 

Jewish Question had become a popular topic among philosophes, Dohm recognized the need to 

publish his own thoughts on the matter so that, as he communicated to Johann Gleim, he could 

“lead an active life, for the academic way pleases [him] less and less because of its monotony, 

intrigues, and the like.”472 Additionally, Liberles attributes Dohm’s deism as the reason for his 

settling on the Jewish Question in his early attempts to enhance his career.473 Dohm was largely 

occupied with the Enlightenment thought “that the true cradle of world civilisation lay not in 

Egypt or within Judaism or Christianity, but in the remote, small, humble countries of the Far 
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East.”474 Resulting from this belief in the location of the birth of society, Dohm chose the Jews 

as a religious group that his European audience was familiar with to contend that people of all 

faiths should receive better treatment solely because of their humanity. Dohm thus transforms the 

Jewish Question from a religious issue to a human rights one, clarifying, “[t]his was not so much 

to take up the cause of the oppressed Hebrews, but of humanity and of governments…to 

demonstrate that common sense and common humanity as much as the interests of civil society 

demand this better treatment.”475 His deism and career ambition, according Liberles, dominated 

Dohm’s motives more than his concern for Jewish welfare or the economy of the State; thereby 

delegitimizing the Jewish Question. 

The combined effects of Dohm’s ambitions to be a writer and his disdainful perspective 

on contemporary Jews may have been exactly what drove Moses Mendelssohn to consider him 

for the job of critiquing the situation of the Alsatian Jews.476 Because Dohm was not a friend of 

the Jews, and in fact neglected to defend his position in the debates that followed his 

publications, Dohm’s name on the treatise encouraged a wider readership as an intellectual 

whose interests were more aligned with those of the common reader than Mendelssohn’s.477 If 

Mendelssohn wished to appeal to his fellow philosophes, he could have written his own treatise 

on the subject and expected to receive significant attention, maybe even praise. However, 

because he understood that the Jewish Question was a topic for reform beyond intellectuals, to be 
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implemented by government officials, some of whom were not of the Enlightenment persuasion, 

he believed that Dohm could act as a bridge between the two groups. And, according to Liberles, 

Dohm understood his position well, using the Alsatian Jews as one part of a multifaceted plan to 

reform the “German society in general,” and to establish himself as a fellow philosophe whose 

service would fundamentally benefit the State.478 

While Liberles argues that “artisan occupations” were Dohm’s first choice for a new 

Jewish occupation, citing Dohm’s explanation that it was “perhaps the purest happiness to be 

found in our civil society,” and that “artisanship” was “the most effective occupational force for 

achieving moral reform of the Jewish character,” I would argue that the agrarian lifestyle was 

Dohm’s primary choice for Jewish occupational reforms.479 Dohm sought to relocate Europe’s 

Jewish residents “to the soil”; arguing that such an occupational shift would permit the Jewish 

population to retreat “to old customs, a simple way of life, and remain in happy ignorance of the 

many new things the city dwellers think necessary.”480 It appears, then, that Dohm criticized 

urban life in general as a corrupting force. Only “the artisan” enjoyed any sense of 

socioeconomic stability in Dohm’s mind, and that was because he could rely on “equal 

compensation for industry.”481 Therefore, any employment that involved risk, such as commerce, 

was not considered a real option for the stability of the State for Dohm. In the city, Dohm 

maintains skilled craftsmen were the ideal professionals; while in the country, agriculture was 
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the best occupation, less secure than craftsmen’s trades, but significantly more so than 

commerce, because agrarians were tied to the feudal concept of land and position.482 Relocating 

the local Jewish population to the countryside is reminiscent of medieval practices of expulsion, 

forcing Jewish financiers and merchants to abandon that which Dohm argues as a corrupting 

force. The destruction of the Jewish Ghetto, therefore, would render their commercial services 

null; they would be forced to take up another line of work, in Dohm’s mind, one which 

demanded manual labor so that all of the polity’s citizens were benefitting the State to the full. 

Trivellato upholds a long history of interpreting Dohm in relation to his economic 

concerns, maintaining that Dohm was one in a series of Enlightenment thinkers who argued that 

antagonists of commerce perpetuated the stereotype of corrupt Jews running commerce so that 

they could retain a feudal society.483 Additionally, she contends that Dohm’s treatise explored 

the possibility that the removal of Jewish participation in commerce would elevate both the 

concept of commerce and the status of European Jews.484 Indeed, the view of commerce as a 

Jewish occupation, and therefore a wound in the side of early modern European society, began to 

shift in favor with Christian participation, acting as a sort of balm for an increasingly mercantile 

Europe. Dohm asserts that Jews should leave trade if they are to become good citizens, which 
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Trivellato claims became a theme in French Revolutionary discourse.485 Following Trivellato’s 

interpretation, Napoleon tore down the gates of the Venetian Ghetto to emphasize Jewish 

abandonment of the city and of trade, to work in cultivation as the biblical Jews did, and thereby 

to become “honest” and “good citizens” for the new republic. What is more, Jewish relocation 

would remove a concentrated Jewish presence from the city and the Jewish Diaspora would 

occupy greater swaths of territory, diluting their Jewishness in a Christian land. 

To further delineate between “commerce” and “moneylending”, Trivellato advances the 

position put forward by various “[h]istorians of eighteenth-century French Jews,” arguing that 

eighteenth-century France distinguished between Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jewish groups, 

wherein the Sephardi represented merchants and the Ashkenazi represented financiers.486 This 

distinction is similar to Venice’s distinction of Levantine from Tedeschi and Sephardi Jewish 

groups, wherein the Levantines aligned with mercantilism, while the Tedeschi and Sephardi 

represented financiers. According to Trivellato, French Sephardic Jews separated themselves 

from their Ashkenazic counterparts for similar reasons that the Venetian Levantine Jews 

separated themselves from their Sephardic and Tedeschi counterparts: “commerce had made 

them more respectable, and even sought to distance themselves from their Ashkenazi brethren in 

1789-90…for fear of compromising their reputation.”487 Indeed, this stereotype of Jewish 

dishonesty is key to anti-Jewish polemics during the Enlightenment, in which the Christian 
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public believed that Jews dealt dishonestly with Christians because they spoke Hebrew while 

Christians spoke Latin or the vernacular, according to their education. 

The question of public education for Jews became a heated topic during Emancipation, 

opposed by both Christian and Jewish religious authorities who feared that if Jews learned the 

vernacular, it would be the death of Christian purity and of Jewish purity, respectively. 

Conversely, proponents of Jewish Emancipation contended the urgent necessity of teaching Jews 

the vernacular so that Jews could effectively communicate with their non-Jewish neighbors. This 

open communication would thus remove any social barriers, physical or otherwise, between 

Christians and Jews. 

Since the beginning of the sixteenth century, vernacular languages experienced a renewed 

interest among non-Jewish scholars, particularly among Hebraists, for language came to 

demarcate “the social and religious domains” that shaped the collective character.488 For 

example, the fear of Hebrew and Yiddish in the Holy Roman Empire was acute, where it was a 

popular Christian belief that Jews spoke in these languages so that they could take advantage of 

their Christian customers.489 The Enlightenment philosophes’ answer to this problem was for the 

majority society to take steps toward Jewish Emancipation, that is, that the government should 
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encourage Jews to learn the local vernacular so that they would be able to communicate with 

their non-Jewish neighbors.490 Fluency in the vernacular would work accordingly in the 

unraveling of centuries of anti-Jewish superstition. Additionally, a common language would 

facilitate trade, making the government a more effective entity and its citizens more beneficial to 

the State. Dohm adopts this idea, claiming, “[a] useful rule and which is itself already introduced 

in some countries, it would also be to obligate the Hebrews to hold their books of commerce in 

the language of the country and not in theirs.”491 The philosophe goes on to explain that such a 

law “would facilitate communication with Christian merchants and one would render the subject 

at least from difficulties the decision of litigious affairs relative to these books, carried before 

ordinary judges.”492 Indeed, it may be argued that the need for easy communication between 

State officials and its residents was essential for Dohm’s ideal government to function. Resulting 

from anti-Jewish persecutions in Alsace, in which Christians falsified Jewish moneylending 

accounts of payment, the need for a common vernacular language arose again in Enlightenment 

circles. This fake documentation was written in Hebrew in order to give the impression that they 

were honest notes of payment.493 However, this plan had unintended consequences for the 

Alsatian Jews involved. While the Hebrew notes did protect them from their neighbors who were 
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exploiting their fears of pogroms, the notes also made it more difficult for the authorities to 

identify which notes were true and which were false. Because Hebrew was foreign to Alsatian 

officials, the counterfeit notes impeded the government’s ability to protect its Jewish residents 

from anti-Jewish persecutions. Consequently, Hebrew became a threat to the economic 

wellbeing and virtue of the State.494 

Jewish and Christian religious leaders alike feared this educational reform, however. 

Jewish leaders opposed it on the grounds that by learning the vernacular language, Jews would 

forsake their heritage and their holy language to assimilate into local Gentile society, culminating 

in the abandonment of Jewish traditions.495 Similarly, Christian religious leaders worried over 

the concept of the Jewish Contagion and the spread of Judaism among Christians. It was claimed 

that if points of contact between Jews were not regulated by the Christian majority, then Jews 

would freely communicate with Christians, systematically corrupting Christian purity, and 

ultimately leading to conversions to Judaism.496 Religious conservatives who opposed Jewish 

Emancipation, therefore, perpetuated an old line of reasoning that stretched as far back as two 
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hundred and fifty years with the establishment of the Venetian Ghetto in 1516, followed by 

official Church policy in 1555 with Pope Paul IV’s bull Cum nimis absurdum.497 As discussed 

previously, the permanent enclosures of windows and doors of Ghetto residences, and the 

presence of the walls themselves, were intended to prevent unrestricted contact between the two 

social and religious groups. 

Dohm’s argument for the importance of agriculture to a modern government relies on the 

ready availability of land. However, because Venice was a city floating in a lagoon, Dohm’s 

wishes for Jewish participation in agriculture must, by necessity, be unrealized. Jewish Venetian 

participation as skilled craftsmen or fisherman were the only available alternatives under Dohm’s 

recommendations. Nevertheless, Dohm’s call for the primacy of agriculture in Jewish policy 

reforms follows that put forward by the self-stylized “citizen” Ange Goudar in his 1756 treatise, 

Les Intérêts de la France Mal Entendus… .498 Goudar argues for the elevation of agriculture in 

politics, claiming it “merits preference over all the other parts of the administration.”499 

However, while Goudar promotes the role of agriculture in a modern French society, he does not 

advocate Jewish participation in that field; rather, he preserves the role of Jews in commerce, 

specifically in lending money to Christian customers, maintaining that they fell in society and 
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have found a place for themselves in commerce.500 Additionally, Goudar suggests that France 

follow the lead of “England, Holland, and Germany,” in the policy of raising tariffs against Jews 

to help support the costs of war.501 Under Goudar’s guidance, the government would become 

self-reliant with a resident Jewish population, whereby the Christian population would work the 

land, while the Jewish population would ensure the Christians have the necessary funds to do so. 

Goudar’s primary goal is to increase the French population and sees Jews as the best way 

to do so. The French author reinforces the same points made in Simone Luzzatto’s 1638 petition 

to Venice on the Jewish laws on family and children.502 Goudar explains, “there is no celibate 

among the Jews. All get married” who are devoutly Jewish.503 Moreover, Goudar closes his 

treatise with a direct appeal to the Enlightenment call for equal treatment regardless of religion in 

the ideal modern government: “where to begin this work about a people without a republic and in 

a state without citizens.”504 Similar to the Venetian reason for admitting a permanent Jewish 

population (discussed in Chapter Two), Goudar maintains that France can likewise benefit 

economically if Jews are permitted to retain their traditional lifestyle. Dohm’s later suggestion of 
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Jews turning to agriculture thus draws on Goudar’s calls for a self-sufficient, agrarian society, 

while also adapting his feudal, land-centric government for a modern, commerce-centric one. 

As a contemporary of Dohm’s, Goudar counters anti-Jewish stereotypes of the threats of 

Hebrew and Yiddish on Christian society, claiming European Jewish residents keenly felt the 

effects of their status as a minority. Goudar asserts, “[i]ntrigue and the cabal are entirely 

unknown to him [the Jewish resident]. His security demands it so.” 505 Goudar illustrates the 

European Jewish population as aware of their precarious social position and cautious of 

appearing to overstep any boundaries of containment, be they physical walls limiting movement 

or metaphorical walls limiting behavior. Goudar goes on to appeal to the reader’s empathy, 

advancing Simone Luzzatto’s argument of the vulnerability of the Jewish position in early 

modern Europe, specifically in Venice.506 Moving from Luzzatto’s argument which portrayed 

Jews as essential to Venice’s economic and political situation, Goudar represents Jews as utterly 

reliant, “without leaders, without country, and consequently, without means to resist the smallest 

power who would destroy them, the first political maxim for them is that they have none.”507 

Goudar’s adoption of Jewish scholars for Emancipation adds weight to the debate in non-Jewish 

circles, lending his voice to the position later expressed by Dohm that the threat of the Jewish 

Contagion was a creation of the majority culture. 
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The significance of Goudar’s treatise lies in his advocation for a new paradigm of 

Christian-Jewish relations, one that welcomes Jewish residents, not to force conversions to 

Christianity, but to enable Jews to uphold their traditions, laws, and lifestyle to the benefit of the 

State. Rather than anticipating Jewish corruption of Christian purity, Goudar asserts that a Jewish 

population holds within it “a certain moral continence,” thus presenting a resident Jewish 

population as essential to the moral maintenance of the majority.508 Jews are therefore not a 

threat but guardians of virtue in Goudar’s thinking, directly counter to pre-Enlightenment 

Christian-Jewish relations which emphasized Christian purity and Jewish corruption. Lending 

urgency to his argument, Goudar asserts, “[i]f they [Jews] halted their faith for one moment they 

would be forever lost.”509 Essentially, Goudar advocates legal equality under French rule through 

Emancipation while underpinning the active role of faith in Judaism. 

Venice as Region of the French Republic 

Considering the discussions taking place in Enlightenment circles on the question of 

Christian-Jewish relations ultimately leading to the position of the Jewish resident in a modern 

French Empire, Napoleon’s destruction of the Venetian Ghetto gates was necessary to establish 

the validity of Napoleon’s conquest.510 Although Napoleon was not particularly conforming to 

Enlightenment thinking, being labeled an “enemy of the ‘ideologists’” nearly two hundred years 
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later by Poliakov, he surrounded himself with proponents of Jewish Emancipation.511 Their 

influence on Napoleon’s Jewish policy became clear in 1806 when he threatened the French 

Republic’s Jewish citizens with increased taxes and the rescinding of citizenship status. Rather 

than allowing Napoleon to abandon Enlightenment advancements in Christian-Jewish relations 

by initiating a new round of pogroms, his Council of State encouraged him to convene “a 

General Assembly” with Jewish leaders in order to come to an arrangement that benefitted both 

Christians and Jews.512 

While Enlightenment philosophes enjoyed high-ranking positions both before and after 

the French Revolution, Napoleon’s stance on Christian-Jewish relations more closely resembled 

that of the common man, unable to detach religion from commerce.513 Indeed, Napoleon 

preferred to blend religious and Enlightenment scientific arguments against Jews, a precursor to 

anti-Semitism that defined Jews racially, rather than culturally and religiously.514 Elucidating his 

personal position on Jews 

[i]n a private conversation with Molé, he [Napoleon] said to his conversation partner…‘I 
do not pretend to shy away from the curse which has struck this race who seems to have 
been alone exempted from redemption’. He estimated that elsewhere they formed a 
nation apart and he disdained them. ‘I undertook,’ he wrote to his brother Jerome, ‘the 
work of correcting the Jews; but I did not look to attract new ones in my states. Far from 
it, I avoided doing anything that could rise in esteem to the most contemptible of men.’515 
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Because he thought of Jews as another race, he viewed them as irredeemably evil, products of 

blood instead of tradition, rather than the alternative favored by philosophes, exemplified by the 

two analyzed above.516 Indeed, following Napoleon’s line of thought, Enlightenment arguments 

for education reforms would have fallen on deaf ears, since the Jewish Otherness was not a 

question of religious difference, but of racial difference. Nevertheless, Napoleon was a man who 

understood his audience, speaking to Jewish and Christian leaders jointly in 1811 in Dusseldorf, 

“‘All men are brothers before God, regardless of the difference of religion.’”517 In light of 

Napoleon’s contrasting views on Christian-Jewish relations, the destruction of the Venetian 

Ghetto gates must be interpreted as a political tool, meant to strengthen his role as republican 

reformer whose goals aligned with the dominant intellectuals of the day. Moreover, the 

sentiments he expressed to Molé add another motive for destroying any barriers that would 

confine, and thus perpetuate the existence of, Venetian Jews. By razing the Ghetto gates, 

Napoleon advanced his design of removing Jews from a centralized area to further disperse the 

Jewish population so thinly that the Jewish race becomes extinct through propagation with non-

Jewish races.518 

 
Molé, il aurait dit à son interlocuteur, si celui-ci ne lui a point prêté ses propres convictions: ‘Je ne prétends pas 
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Jérôme, l’œuvre de corriger les Juifs; mais je n’ai pas cherché à en attirer de nouveaux dans mes états. Loin de 
là, j’ai évité de faire rien de ce qui peut montrer de l’estime aux plus méprisables des hommes” (63-64). My 
translation. 
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Napoleon’s policies were to disperse Jews farther, destroying any sense of Jewish 

community, so that they had no alternative but to marry Christians and, over time, lose ethnic 

and religious ties to Judaism. He was, essentially, planning genocide over the long term. It must 

be noted, however, that Jewish communities under Napoleonic rule became aware of the 

emperor’s plan to dilute Judaism and Jewishness by 1806 and subsequently confronted him.519 

Napoleon’s Infamous Decree of 1808 attempted to enforce this dispersion further, announcing 

“no Jew not actually now living in them shall be admitted to take up residence except in a case 

where he acquires a rural property and devotes himself to agriculture, without entering into any 

commercial or business transactions.”520 The decree was intended as probationary, applicable 

“for ten years in the hope that, at the end of this period and as a result of these various 

measures…there will no longer be any difference between them and the other citizens of our 

Empire.”521 However, the decree was abandoned after the first decade.522 Although Simeon J. 

Maslin, the translator for this decree in 1957, maintains that this provision was due to civil unrest 

of Jewish occupational Otherness (“in order to hasten the integration of the Jews into French 
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society”), one cannot avoid considering the language used here in terms of anti-Semitism, rather 

than anti-Judaism.523 

The razing of the Ghetto gates in Venice and his approval of privileges to Jews were both 

means to this end, probably with some Enlightenment thinkers on his Council. It must be 

clarified, however, that Napoleon was not a strong supporter of Jewish Emancipation.524 He did 

not tear down the gates so that Venetian Jews could participate equally in society and enjoy 

equal legal protections in conformity to Enlightenment thinking. Considering Napoleon’s 

statement, “[w]hen one in every three marriages will be between a Jew and a Frenchman [or in 

this case, Venetian French], the Jew’s blood will cease to have a specific character,” it is clear 

that Napoleon razed the Ghetto gates in order to increase the likelihood of the Jewish Diaspora 

spreading farther than it had done until that point when it was contained, so that the Diaspora 

would spread so thin that it eventually disappeared through marriage.525 Napoleon blended 

traditional religious and Enlightenment scientific thought in his Jewish policies, so that he 

harbored anti-Jewish prejudices on a religious and on a racial level, believing that only through 

continued marriage to and procreation of non-Jewish (ideally, French) citizens could Jews and 

Judaism be wiped out.526 Similar to Dohm, Napoleon’s Jewish policies were liberal, but they 

were not radical.  
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It is likely that Venetian Jews celebrated Napoleon’s conquest because he ordered the 

tearing down of the Ghetto gates, ostensibly destroying all symbols of containment in favor of 

the French Revolution’s demand for liberty, equality, and brotherhood.527 On the surface, 

Napoleon appeared to accept Dohm’s suggestions for a reform in Jewish occupations, 

encouraging Jewish Venetian movement beyond the Ghetto walls to take up non-commercial 

professions. Prior to Napoleon’s conquest, however, Venetian Jews were considered relatively 

autonomous, who were locally governed by the Va’ad Katan. Under Napoleon’s rule, Jewish 

Venetians no longer had such autonomy and were subject to French magistrates to the same 

degree as non-Jewish Venetian citizens.528 For example, various French Jewish communities 

appealed to Napoleon to permit them the retention of their sovereignty, apprehensive that the 

new French State would impose direct influence over its Jewish residents.529 Representing one 

such community, Isaïah Berr Bing wrote a treatise publicly addressing the French government in 

an appeal to maintain Jewish self-rule, entitled Mémoire particulier pour la communauté des 

Juifs établis à Metz.530 

Now considered citizens, Jewish Venetians had the opportunity to hold military positions. 

Indeed, under French rule, Jewish Italians were required to join Napoleon’s military.531 The 
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extent of Jewish Emancipation in educational and professional spheres was a cause for great 

concern for conservative Christian and Jewish leaders alike, fearing unrestricted contact between 

the two groups would essentially contaminate Christian purity and Jewish purity 

simultaneously.532 Opposers of Jewish Emancipation, found among both groups, cited education 

reform as a singular threat to their respective societies.533 Not only was the question of 

communication considered a threat to anti-Emancipationists, but practicing the French Republic 

ideals of liberté, egalité, and fraternité in the same setting was likewise threatening. The 

integration of Christian and Jewish students discouraged the perceived need for physical 

containment and instead fostered unobstructed contact between the two groups. 

While Napoleon instigated reforms in Christian-Jewish relations in each province he 

conquered, planting a tree of liberation in the city square and throwing a city-wide celebration to 

mark his victory, he also gained the confidence of the people by adapting the level of Christian-

Jewish reforms to each polity.534 For example, his early conquests saw only the continuation of 

reforms initiated before his arrival, such as his 1792 conquest “of the Rhineland” where Jews 
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were offered freedom from “their ‘base servitude’.”535 By 1797, Napoleon was secure enough in 

his position as “liberator” that he reformed Christian-Jewish relations in all of his conquered 

territories.536 However, his policy of Emancipation was not always welcomed by the local Jewish 

populations. Because Napoleon began to enact sweeping reforms that no longer adapted to the 

specific needs of particular regions, Jewish populations throughout the French Republic were 

unequally affected. For example, Dutch Jews enjoyed a level of freedom from containment prior 

to Napoleon’s conquest; when he applied his reforms to the Jews of Amsterdam, he in fact 

restricted Jewish movement, retracting freedoms that they had previously won for themselves.537 

Moreover, prosperous Jews, such as the Sephardi in Amsterdam and the Levantines in Venice, 

gained little from Napoleon’s reforms, because they were “perfectly satisfied with their own 

individual status, [and] did not stand to gain anything from civic rights.”538 Consequently, while 

Napoleon sought to build his career on the liberation of the Jews, his widespread reforms were 

not enough to gain the support of all Jewish citizens now under his banner. In this light, works 

such as Giuseppe Borsato’s 1797 painting (Fig. 4.1) take on the appearance of Napoleonic 

propaganda for his wars through an overt focus on legitimizing his rule by building public 

approval.539 
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Following the fall of the Ancien Régime, military reforms regarding Jewish soldiers 

provided a means for Jews to establish their citizenship in France through public displays of 

service. Moreover, by joining the military, the soldier proclaimed his commitment to the State 

over that of his religion.540 French restructuring advanced the social position of French Jews on 

September 27, 1791 with Revolutionary France’s decree of emancipation.541 However, the 

decree applied only to land-owning Jewish men, and therefore was not far reaching within the 

Jewish community.542 The next year, Napoleon expanded the rights of Jewish citizens “with the 

elimination of voting qualifications,” though again with few Jewish men participating in the 

administrative arena.543 Due to the relative marginalization of French Jews in politics, military 

service did more for Jewish equality than the decree, putting the promises of the decree into 

practice.544 While the presence of French Jews in the military was the result of the Revolution, 

but it was by no means seamless. In 1792, Metz Christian soldiers demanded that their National 

Guard troops be exempt from the integration of Christian and Jewish armies, citing vague 

stereotypes of the Jewish Contagion, such as “a hereditary illness that spreads easily and is 

perpetuated by their [Jewish] way of life.”545 Although elite Enlightenment thinkers advocated 

tolerance, disputing the concept that being Jewish was a racial classification, that idea was not 
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disseminated to the common man.546 This intellectual difference between social groups is further 

augmented by the lack of court records on the defendant’s faith, or alternatively his or her race. It 

is significant that by 1794 court records no longer documented whether the defendant was 

Christian or Jewish, implying that the accused was legally equal and, in that regard, could expect 

an unbiased ruling.547 Considering this intellectual divide in Christian-Jewish relations, only the 

uneducated would have perpetuated anti-Jewish pogroms.548 The resistance to social integration 

was strongly felt in such medieval towns as Metz; however, Venice’s commercial heritage eased 

integration. Not only did military enlistment supplement the assurances of the emancipation 

decree, but, after 1795, any man who served in the Republic’s military had the right to full legal 

equality. The promise of legal equality for any man and, by extension, his family living in 

French holdings explains Jewish participation in Napoleon’s campaigns.549 

Serving in the military provided Jewish men an avenue to publicly demonstrate their 

loyalty to the state and carried the same weight as public prayers and sermons for the health of 

the ruler. The old adage that actions speak louder than words rings true in this case, for it was 

popularly believed that Jews actively sought to deceive their Christian neighbors, but that they 

would never consider lying to God. Therefore, prayers offered for the wellbeing of the ruler were 
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considered sincere.550 Moreover, military service reinforced the traditional social barriers which 

divided the privileged Levantine Jews of the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo from the 

impoverished Italian and Tedeschi Jews of the Ghetto Nuovo. Prosperous Jewish men who 

enjoyed greater freedoms because they contributed to the finances of the State, such as the 

Sephardim of France or the Levantines of Venice, were quicker to enter the ranks of the French 

military than their poorer coreligionists.551 While prosperous Levantine merchants secularized to 

an extent, less affluent Jews remained orthodox and typically resided in the Ghetto Nuovo where 

the professions of moneylending and second-hand goods selling reigned.552 Consequently, they 

were less likely to identify with the Republic, or to join its military and earn citizenship.553 While 

one cannot say with any certainty what particular motive drove an individual to join the 

Republican army, it may be argued that the higher number of Jewish than Christian enlistees for 

the French Republican army resulted from the combined motives of declaring one’s loyalty to 

the Republic; facilitating social and legal equality; and, among the secularized Sephardim of 

France and Levantines of Venice, Jewish self-identification with the ideals of the Republic.554 

Murals of French royal symbols, those of the “fleur-de-lys and of the dolphin,” also 

served to display one’s allegiance to the Ancien Régime.555 Reminiscent of the lamb’s blood 
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over the threshold during the first Passover, these murals were visual pronouncements of royal 

protection of French Jewish neighborhoods.556 Unlike the Ancien Régime, however, Venetian 

Jews were integral to the economic wellbeing of Venetian authorities and commoners alike, 

rather than only to the Crown as in France’s case. Consequently, the Venetian Ghetto did not 

sport such visual ties to either the Venetian or to the French Republic; the lack of which indicates 

that Venetian Jews enjoyed greater stability and security from anti-Judaism than their French 

coreligionists.  

If the popular anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism that dominated French bourgeoisie also 

reigned in Venice, a prominent visual of Jewish loyalty to and patronage from the reigning 

government would have been displayed. Instead, the Ghetto Nuovo is the only phase of the 

Ghetto which was visually sealed off from the rest of the lagoon city, while the border residences 

of the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo shared visual space with their Christian 

neighbors. Moreover, “Notices from Parnassus”, compiled in honor of Sarra Copia Sulam, 

illustrates that Venetian Jews reimagined the Ghetto gates and walls as protection against such 

attacks. Indeed, according to the poet Giulia Solinga, the gates were enough to protect Jews from 

persecution.557 While the gates were thus altered in the Jewish consciousness, it may be added 

that anti-Jewish attacks were not common enough to require patriotic murals for the benefit of 
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the passerby.558 The appearance of these symbols for non-Jewish passersby indicates that Jewish 

Emancipation occurred too quickly in France, whose bourgeois population had not yet embraced 

Enlightenment tolerance.559 Such rapid reforms in Christian-Jewish relations led to Napoleonic 

reforms which equalized Christian-Jewish relations throughout the French Republic and, later, 

Empire. At times, these later reforms expanded Jewish rights, while at others they were 

limited.560 The lack of symbols on the walls of the Venetian Ghetto indicate that the Jews of 

Venice were secure in their position in society, unafflicted by a Venetian equivalent to the 

French bourgeoisie who continued to regard Jews as dangerous to the moral health of the 

majority population and of the State.561 

Other than symbols signifying a relationship with the ruling State, the Jewish voice is 

relatively silent on the issue of Jewish Emancipation in Enlightenment France.562 This silence 

makes it difficult for the historian to accurately perceive the effects of Emancipation on Jewish 

society. While some Jewish scholars reached out to Christian sympathizers, the popular belief 

that Jews actively sought to deceive Christians limited the reach of Jewish defenses.563 It was 

precisely because Jews were distrusted that verbal assurances of their loyalty were disregarded, 
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lowly” (30-31). 

 
562. Schechter, “Contrapuntal Readings,” 142-43. 
 
563. Schechter, “Contrapuntal Readings,” 131-32. 
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though the argument was becoming popular in Enlightenment circles that this untrustworthiness 

had nothing to do with a person’s adherence to the Jewish faith, but was the direct result of 

centuries of systemic persecution.564 Popular neglect of pro-Jewish arguments confirms this 

disdain of the Jewish literary voice. While some enterprising Jewish scholars sought to defend 

their faith and to illustrate how their faith could benefit the State at large, their writings were 

rarely taken at face value.565 Moses Mendelssohn’s suggestion that Christian Wilhelm von Dohm 

write a treatise urging the situational improvement of French Jews is a case in point. The Jewish 

voice becomes one not of literature, but of performance, by which Jews proclaimed their loyalty 

to the State through sermons and public ceremonies witnessed and valued by Christians as a 

validated platform. The performative voice was more widely received by Enlightened thinkers as 

well as by the common man, because they were accessible to the public. Moreover, anti-Jewish 

Christians did not doubt Jewish loyalty to God and their reluctance to lie to Him.566 

Consequently, these performances not only widened the possible audience of pro-

Emancipationists, but it also refused any doubt on the part of the Christian as to Jewish loyalty. 

Subsequently, the art on the façades of French Jewish quarters acted as another form of the 

Jewish performative voice. 

 
564. Schechter, “Contrapuntal Readings,” 131-32. For an example of pro-Jewish Enlightenment 

arguments, see Dohm, De la Reforme Politique: “mais nous devons ajouter que cette plus grande perversité des 
Juifs, en la supposant reconnue, est une suite naturelle et nécessaire de l’état d’oppression dans lequel ils se 
trouvent depuis nombre de siecles [sic.]” (Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 43-44). 

 
565. Examples include Simone Luzzatto, 1638, in Venice, Isaac de Pinto, 1762, in Amsterdam, and 

Moses Mendelssohn, 1782, in central Europe (Mendelssohn’s treatise of may be found in Moses Mendelssohn, 
“On the Curtailment of Jewish Juridical Autonomy,” in The Jew in the Modern World: A Documentary 
History, 3rd ed., ed. Paul Mendes-Flohr, and Jehuda Reinharz, 94-96 [New York: Oxford University Press, 
2011]). 

 
566. Schecter, “Contrapuntal Readings,” 132. 
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Considering the dominance of the performative voice in discussions of Jewish 

Emancipation, the celebration in honor of Napoleon’s conquest of Venice depicted in Figure 4.1 

illustrates the Venetian Jewish contribution to Emancipation. To date there is little scholarly 

literature on Borsato’s painting; however, Giuseppe Borsato, heralded as “the arbiter of Neo-

Classical taste in Venice,” was a Venetian painter and architect, who celebrated Napoleon’s 

entry into the city.567 Born between 1770 and 1771, Borsato began sculpting in the early 1790s  

and expanded his oeuvre to include paintings of idealized scenes shortly thereafter until his death 
 

 

Figure 4.1: Giuseppe Borsato, detail of Synagoga, The Liberty Tree in the Piazza San Marco 
June 4 1797, 1797. Oil on canvas, 65 x 85 cm, Venice, Museo Correr, Cl. I n. 0271. 2021 © 
Photo Archive -Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia.568 

 
567. John Russell, “Museums. Venetian Old Masters At the Drawing Center,” New York Times, April 

19, 1985. On Borsato’s occupations, see “Giuseppe Borsato,” The British Museum, accessed February 22, 
2021, https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG20309. 

 
568. “Veduta della Piazza San Marco il giorno dell’innalzamento dell’albero della libertà (Festa 

nazionale a Venezia nel 1797 – Olio su tela,” Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia, accessed January 4, 2021, 
http://www.archiviodellacomunicazione.it/sicap/OpereArte/3573/?WEB=MuseiVE. Metrics of measurement 
found in Roberto De Feo, “119. Giuseppe Borsato (1770-1849), L’Albero della libertà in piazza San Marco il 4 
giugno 1797, 1797, olio su tela; 65 x 85 cm, Venezia, Museo Correr, Cl. I, n. 271,” in Donatella Calabi, ed., 
Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa. 1516-2016, exh. cat., 388, 390 (Venice: Marsilio, 2016), 390. 
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in 1849.569 Considering both Borsato’s career in architecture and sculpture, and his 

representation of Synagoga in his 1797 painting, it is likely that Borsato was a Christian 

Venetian. Borsato’s neo-Classical style, moreover, both idealizes the scene and implies that he 

witnessed the moment Napoleon liberated the city and its Jewish population. Synagoga, 

illustrated as a woman in a red shawl in accordance to proscribed Jewish dress in a Senate decree 

in 1497, moves toward the Tree of Liberty and is called to the viewer’s attention by the boy 

standing to the right of her, gazing at the viewer and gesturing as if presenting her to the 

audience.570 She is the only woman in the crowd who wears a shawl, yet she commands our 

attention because of it. Borsato places her in the foreground, to the right of the tree, establishing 

her right and legitimacy to be part of the celebrations of a liberated Venice. Borsato further 

illustrates Synagoga’s right to participate in the celebrations through the movement of her skirt. 

While the boy’s gesture and her lowered gaze present her passively, the lifted blue cloth that lies 

on top of her skirt indicates movement, and thus agency. Consequently, Borsato reveals 

Synagoga in the moment of her transformation, from passive to active. Representing Venetian 

Jews, Synagoga is no longer a passive object to be viewed; rather, Napoleon’s conquest allows 

 
569. For Borsato’s dates, see “Giuseppe Borsato.” For a survey of his sculptures, see Venis, “Ricerca 

semplice: Borsato,” Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia, accessed February 22, 2021, 
http://www.archiviodellacomunicazione.it/sicap/lista/any:borsato/page:1/?WEB=MuseiVE. For a survey of his 
paintings, see Infobase, “Giuseppe Borsato,” Credo Reference, accessed February 22, 2021, https://search-
credoreference-com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/search/all?searchPhrase=giuseppe%20borsato. 

 
570. Benjamin Ravid, “Cum Nimis Absurdum and the Ancona Auto-da-Fé Revisited: Their Impact on 

Venice and Some Wider Reflections,” Jewish History 26, no. 1/2 (May 2012): 89, accessed Oct. 6, 2020, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23352426. It is possible that Borsato’s Synagoga represents specifically Tedeschi 
(or German) Jews of Venice, who began wearing red head coverings rather than the prescribed yellow toward 
the end of the sixteenth century. Levantine Jews, however, continued to wear red, serving to distinguish 
Venice’s Jewish population according to ancestry and wealth (Ravid, “Cum Nimis Absurdum”: 89, 97n13). 
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her to become an active member of society, a bonne citoyenne as expressed by Dohm in 1782.571 

Shortly after this celebration, the gates of the Ghetto walls were razed to the ground and 

Synagoga was recognized and encouraged to participate in society by joining the military.572  

The appearance of Synagoga, whose green dress and crimson shawl flutter from the 

motion of her body as she walks toward the Tree of Liberty, personifies the city’s Jewish 

population. Though Borsato does not appear to consider the nuances of Venetian Jewish 

regulated attire prior to Napoleon’s rule, Synagoga’s clothing is integral to promoting 

Napoleonic Venice as a united French Venice. Indeed, her dress and shawl mirror the foliage and 

cap of the Tree of Liberty, indicating unity and solidarity with the French Republic’s ideals of 

liberté, égalité, and fraternité.573 Venice’s Jewish population is illustrated as an embodiment of 

the effects of Republican ideology. Consequently, the mirror image reinforces Napoleon’s need 

to liberate the Jews of his conquered territories and his self-styled role as liberator. A more 

detailed analysis of the Tree of Liberty follows; however, it is pertinent to our discussion that the 

resemblance between these two figures symbolize vivacity, prosperity, and unity in French 

ideology not just for Venice but also for Jewish Venetians. 

Lacking symbols of loyalty to the State on the walls of the Ghetto, the Jewish 

performative voice was restricted to large civic ceremonies that included Venetian citizens en 

masse, particularly in the celebration following Napoleon’s conquest of the city. Jewish 

 
571. Dohm, De la Reforme Politique, 50. 
 
572. Schwarz, 49-50; Ferrari, 146; Napoleon, 161-62. 
 
573. On the identification of the red cap as the Phrygian cap, see De Feo, 390. On the meaning of the 

Phrygian cap, see Alicja Zelazko, ed., “Phrygian Cap,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, accessed July 28, 2020, 
https://www.britannica.com/art/Phrygian-cap. 
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participation in the celebration represents the first phase of Jewish Emancipation and unites 

Venice. Not only are Venetians perpetuating the myth of unity previously discussed, but the 

celebration further unites Venice, with all of its newly enfranchised citizens, to the French 

Republic. Indeed, the celebration acts as a kind of initiation into the Republic, whereby each city 

that Napoleon captured celebrated in like manner, creating unity among the various groups 

despite their regional or, for that matter, linguistic differences. 

The destruction of the Ghetto gates was integral to Venice’s initiation into the Republic. 

Pier Gian Maria de Ferrari’s account of that act deserves to be quoted at length. Writing the 

Hebrew date (“the 22nd [of Messidor or 10 July 1797]”), Ferrari  reveals that he is a Jewish 

soldier serving in the National Guard of Venice under Napoleon, who liaised between the 

Venetian Jews and the French army, whereby “the officers of my battalion, number 3, Second 

Bucchia Brigade, left the square where they customarily drilled and then, accompanied by 

beating of tambourines and a band, went with me to the Ghetto gate that faces the paved 

walkway of San Gerolamo [sic.], which was lined with French and Italian troops.”574 Ferrari 

raises awareness of two important points of Jewish Enlightenment under Napoleonic rule: the 

first is that Ferrari’s self-identification as Jewish reinforces the power of the National Guard as a 

means of earning French citizenship above that of the Constitution of France; the second is that 

French and Italian soldiers lined the streets leading to the Ghetto gates. Ferrari writes that the 

same ceremonial procession lined “the other three…gates of Cannaregio, Calleselle and Aggui,” 

 
574. Ferrari, 146. The document was translated and annotated by Benjamin Ravid from Raccolta di 

decreti, processi, verbali e discorsi concernenti li cittadini ebrei di Venezia dopo la loro felice regenerazione 
(Venice, 1797). Brackets are Ravid’s. Ravid identifies Ferrari’s service in the Venetian branch of the 
Napoleonic National Guard (Ferrari, 147n1). 
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indicating that the destruction of the Ghetto was a ritual act enacted by the Napoleonic army.575 

Recalling the Jewish performative voice, Ferrari writes, 

One cannot express the satisfaction and happiness of all the populace who, with jubilant 
cries of ‘freedom,’ never tired of dragging those keys [to the gates] on the ground, 
blessing the hour and moment of regeneration. The echo of these spirited ‘Vivas’ and of 
the pulling down of the four gates, one by one, under the direction of Adjunct Goldoni, 
who distinguished himself with the zeal of a patriot, combined into almost one sound.576 
 

The French Republican ideal of liberté becomes the epicenter of Venetian unity with the French 

Republic. Moreover, the combined cries of “Viva” and “freedom” along with the “blessing [of] 

the hour and moment of regeneration” act as forms of public sermons described above, by which 

the Venetian Jewish population publicly display their loyalty to the State through prayer. 

Furthermore, the ritualized expression of the destruction of the Ghetto as a means of containment 

includes both Christian and Jewish participation, as seen below: 

 In the moment in which the gates were knocked down, joyous dances by people 
of both genders without any distinction wove around the middle of the square…, and it 
must be noted that also the rabbis danced, dressed in Mosaic garb, producing still greater 
energy. 
 Meanwhile, the two parish priests of San Geremia and San Marculoa came, and 
their presence was applauded by their parishioners, who in this manner acknowledged the 
removal of the prejudices of a strict segregation that was not reconcilable with the sacred 
principles of pure democracy.577 

 
Ferrari illustrates the enthusiasm for Jewish Emancipation vis-à-vis the destruction of the Ghetto 

gates. Additionally, he asserts that the separation that was enforced between Venetian Christians 

and Jews since the Middle Ages, embodied by the Ghetto walls, was equally destroyed. The 

 
575. Ferrari, 146. 
 
576. Ferrari, 146. Brackets are mine. 
 
577. Ferrari, 146. 
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praises of both Christian and Jewish congregations for the mingled dancing of Catholic priests 

and Jewish rabbis indicate an enthusiasm for French Republican ideals of liberté, egalité, and 

fraternité, and further reinforce Napoleon’s self-styled role as liberator from medieval 

conceptions of social and legal organization.578 Indeed, the integration of the two groups is so 

profound that it leads Ferrari to write: “for the completion of your work it only remains to give a 

new name to the Ghetto in order to destroy this ignominious mark whose name still serves as a 

representation of the former separation, and I would suggest the substitution of the name 

Contrada delle Reunione.”579 Hence, the area that had been reserved as the prototypical Jewish 

Quarter, which would go on to influence Jewish Quarters across Europe, was reconceptualized in 

the public imagination as the Quarter of Reunion. 

 The Liberty Tree, described by Ferrari as a spontaneous exclamation “of sentiments of 

patriotism,” was transplanted by the National Guard from a nearby plot to commemorate the first 

phase of Emancipation: 

in a moment cut down a tree that was carried triumphantly with patriotic hymns right to 
the middle of the said square where it was planted, and a virtuous female citizen [took] 
the ornament of [the] National Beret off her head to crown the Tree of Liberty. Those 
gathered resumed the patriotic dances with a democratic disposition.580 
 

The symbol of the French Republic, the cap which was thrown onto the top of the tree, may be 

seen in Borsato’s 1797 painting of the same scene described by Ferrari.581 While Ferrari focuses 

 
578. Schwarz, 50-51; Schechter, “Familiar Strangers,” 199-202. 
 
579. Ferrari, 147. 
 
580. Ferrari, 146-47. Brackets are Ravid’s. 
 
581. On the identification of the red cap as the Phrygian cap, see De Feo, 390. On the meaning of the 

Phrygian cap, see Zelazko, ed. 
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his account on the destruction of the Ghetto gates, the symbol of divisiveness and containment in 

early modern Venice, Borsato transfers his audience’s attention to the public celebrations after 

the fact, when Christian and Jewish Venetians, now legally equal, celebrate together the 

destruction of the symbol of containment. 

Although a Liberation Tree was planted in the Piazza San Marco, it must be remembered 

that the Liberty Tree was not unique to Venice.582 The majority of Napoleon’s conquered cities 

likewise underwent rituals of celebrations between the city’s Christians and Jews: the destruction 

of parts or all of ghetto barriers, and the planting of Liberation Trees as living memorials to the 

implementation of new ideals of city and citizen. The Israelite, from January 23, 1862, provides 

a testimony from a Venetian Jewish charity on Napoleon’s reforms of Venetian Christian-Jewish 

relations: 

 Jews were allowed to settle in Venice at a very remote period; however, as a community 
they were only recognized since 1534. Various decrees of the senate at different periods 
gave the Jews permission to exercise certain liberal arts and trades, and then took it again 
from them. Similar decrees circumscribed or enlarged their rights, according to the 
sentiments of the party that happened to be in power, or in the social wants of the 
moment. Such was actually the state of the Jews until 1797, when the republic was 
overthrown. The downfall of the state, however, was the deliverance of the Jews, whose 
condition has since been greatly improved.583 

 
While the author firmly situates the Jewish position in pre-Emancipation Venice as a continual 

negotiation of rights and privileges, the significance of this statement lies in the representation of 

Napoleon as “deliverer” of the Jews. The Israelite maintains an image of Napoleon as Messiah, 

or even God by recalling the Jewish exodus from Egypt. Likewise, Jewish “deliverance” at the 

 
582. Ferrari, 146-47; Schwarz, 49-50. 
 
583. “Foreign Record. Venice,” Israelite (Cincinnati), January 3, 1862. 
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hands of Napoleon legitimized Judaism, so that they could practice their faith freely, while 

holding legal equality. 

 Napoleon’s conquest of Venice is idealized in his Liberty Tree in the Piazza San Marco, 

June 4, 1797, which depicts the celebrations in the wake of the French emperor’s entrance into 

Venice in the city’s central square, the Piazza San Marco (Fig. 4.2). According to art historian 

Roberto De Feo, Borsato’s painting is unfinished and undated. Regardless, the painting’s 

celebration of the victory of French Republican ideology over that of early modern Venetian 

hierarchy is evident.584 This point is made most clear by the carved figures of Egalité to the right 

and of Liberté to the left of the Tree of Liberty.585 Indeed, Borsato’s rendition of the celebrations 

that followed Napoleon’s conquest and the destruction of the Ghetto gates provide a glimpse into 

the first phase of Jewish Emancipation; wherein the minority population is shown singularly 

represented by the woman behind Napoleon, representing Synagoga moving toward the Tree of 

Liberty. There is no indication that she is surrounded by Jewish neighbors; rather, Borsato 

illustrates her as a distinct part of the larger whole. 

 Borsato’s placement of the Liberty Tree in the seat of civic rule, rather than in the Ghetto 

courtyard, emphasizes the city’s celebration of emancipation from the Signoria for both 

Christians and Jews. Additionally, the title’s misdate of June 4, 1797 precedes the destruction of 

the gates by more than a month, further separating the events surrounding the Liberty Tree from 

Jewish Emancipation. The painting is thus not a depiction of Jewish Emancipation (though 

Synagoga is present and moves toward the red-capped tree), but of Venetian emancipation from 

 
584. De Feo, 390. 

 
585. De Feo, 390. 
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Figure 4.2: Giuseppe Borsato, The Liberty Tree in the Piazza San Marco June 4 1797, 1797. Oil 
on canvas, 65 x 85 cm, Venice, Museo Correr, Cl. I n. 0271. 2021 © Photo Archive -Fondazione 
Musei Civici di Venezia.586 
 
medieval systems of hierarchy. The Tree of Liberty becomes a central figure in Napoleonic civic 

ritual, by which the new republic replaced traditional Church dogma and rituals with secular 

manifestations, celebrating civic over religious rule.587 The significance of the tree’s 

performance is enhanced by neoclassical sculptures and raised above the crowd by a dais of three 

steps, further adding to the legitimacy of Napoleon’s conquest and to the subsequent 

 
586. “Veduta della Piazza San Marco il giorno dell’innalzamento dell’albero della libertà (Festa 

nazionale a Venezia nel 1797 – Olio su tela”. 
 
587. Schechter, “Constituting Differences,” 164. 
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emancipation of the city’s Jewish population. The Tree of Liberty appears just left of center in 

the painting, demanding the viewer’s attention, and forming the focal point. At first glance, the 

painting appears to be a work in realism, in which an obscured sun lights the left side of the tree 

and leaves the right side in shadow; the figures on the right half of the canvas are illuminated 

while those on the left are obscured. However, the view Borsato presents is toward the eastern 

end of the Piazza; therefore, the sun sets to the south. Borsato uses this piece to direct the 

viewer’s gaze away from the west, with its famous Basilica di San Marco and Palazzo San 

Marco, the religious and political seats of power of Venice, respectively, and toward the civic 

character of Venice. The piazza was the central gathering place for civic rituals as well as for 

local trade, with shops lining the buildings of the central and eastern end of the square.588 

Consequently, the piazza played a more central role to the Venetian popolani than did the 

impressive structures at the west end of the square. Borsato sets his scene as a stage play, in 

which the figures are amassed around the perimeter of the piazza, leaving the foreground in front 

of the Liberty Tree open for the viewer’s gaze. Indeed, the orthogonals of the painting lead the 

viewer’s eyes from the mass of celebrants to the tree itself, allowing the viewer’s gaze to 

momentarily wander over the dancing figures in bright clothing and the buildings arranged in 

classical symmetry before recalling the viewer’s attention to the tree. 

Though Borsato’s painting is reportedly unfinished and has no date, the painting was 

bought shortly after its completion by Italian art dealer Domenico Zoppetti for his collection of 

 
588. For more on the ritual use of the Piazza San Marco, see Iain Fenlon, The Ceremonial City: 

History, Memory and Myth in Renaissance Venice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 17-18. For 
more on the civic and commercial space in the Piazza San Marco, see Fenlon, 93, 112-14. 
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pre-Napoleonic Venetian art.589 Borsato’s depiction of the celebration presents the beginning of 

Jewish Emancipation from an outsider’s perspective, albeit with a focus on Venice as a whole. 

The crowd is not overtly Jewish, men and women wearing red or yellow head coverings are not 

mixing with the other figures, there is no inscription in Hebrew, and the Ghetto is hidden away to 

the north. Indeed, the scene takes place in the most common area of the city, filled ostensibly 

with Christian men and women under a clear blue sky with white, puffy clouds. Rather than the 

figure of Ecclesia to balance Synagoga, Borsato includes the figure of a monk dancing before the 

Liberty Tree with a young girl in white. We may therefore interpret the monk as Christian Law 

and his dance partner as Ecclesia.590 Synagoga’s relation to Ecclesia and the dancing monk 

recalls medieval Christian art and its role in Christian-Jewish relations. While Synagoga and 

Ecclesia have traditionally been represented together as two parts of one whole, in which 

Ecclesia (Christianity) is represented as the enlightened daughter of blind Synagoga (Judaism). 

However, art historian Sara Lipton argues against this blanket interpretation, positing that the 

relationship between the two figures was more nuanced than art historians have previously 

allowed. Integral to this avenue of interpretation is the presence of a male personage.591 

Moreover, Ecclesia does not always confront Synagoga, but also interacts with the internal 

structures of the Church, represented in the masculine form.592 Lipton argues, “[t]he relationship 

 
589. De Feo, 390. 
 
590. Sara Lipton, “The Temple is My Body: Gender, Carnality, and Synagoga in the Bible 

Moralisée,” in Imagining the Self, Imagining the Other: Visual Representation and Jewish-Christian Dynamics 
in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Period, ed. Eva Frojmovic, 129-154 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 147. 

 
591. Lipton, 132, 147. 
 
592. Lipton, 132, 153, 157. 
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of Jew to Christian, and of Jewish law to Christian Law, is thus envisioned in terms of the 

relationship of the biological as well as social relationship of female to male.”593 Borsato thus 

depicts Ecclesia and Christian Law as equal partners in their dance, embraced in each other’s 

arms under the branches of the Tree of Liberty and likewise surrounded by Egalité and Liberté. 

The isolation of Synagoga from Ecclesia and her masculine counterpart, therefore, reinforces the 

religious Otherness of Jews from Christianity, while permitting an equalization in sociopolitical 

status. 

In the foreground, the woman in white personifies Venice and the man who captures her 

attention but gazes at the viewer represents Napoleon. Venice draws the viewer’s gaze to the boy 

on the ground with a dog at his feet, suggesting the virility of the young French Republic and her 

loyalty to it. Venice’s dress captures the viewer’s attention against the backdrop of reds, greens, 

and shadows. She faces away from the viewer, unaware of the viewer’s gaze, engaged with 

Napoleon before her. The dancing in the center directly in front of the Tree of Liberty, as well as 

the dancing Ecclesia and Christian Law, and the dog bounding into the crowd from the left all 

indicate a sense of celebration and camaraderie within the city. 

The figures of men, women, children, and dogs add their own form of celebration in their 

clothing as well as in their activity. Borsato clothes the women in gowns of crimson, fervent 

green, and pearlescent white; while the men are dressed in neat uniforms which emphasize their 

white shirts under dark coats with gold embroidery. Conversely, the two boys that appear in the 

foreground, the one already discussed gesturing toward Synagoga, and the other splayed in the 

foreground accompanied by a dog, are both wearing simple brown pants with white shirts. The 

 
593. Lipton, 147. 
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boy beside Synagoga differs from the boy in the foreground, whose sleeves and pants are rolled 

up indicating comfort and ease of movement. The boy with Synagoga therefore presents a more 

formal figure, preparing the viewer for the sobriety of Synagoga, while the boy in the foreground 

suggests frivolity among the members of the crowd. He sits on the stone ground with his legs 

prostrate before him, leaning on his outstretched arms, and gazing directly at the viewer with his 

mouth open as if to engage directly with the viewer. Traditionally, young boys were depicted in 

art as representative of the future stability of the State.594 The boy’s posture, his activity, and his 

apparent comfort with the situation, revealed by the amount of space he occupies and the playful 

way in which he occupies it, reflects the sentiments expressed by Pier Gian Maria de Ferrari 

toward the conquest of the Most Serene Republic. 

Napoleon’s entry into Venice likewise inspired the documentation of all of the Ghetto’s 

residents, “in the month of September 1797, in an orderly manner to the Committee of Public 

Health of the Provisional Municipality of Venice, 28 June 1797, the first year of Free Italy, and 

presented to the same Committee, by the Deputies of Hebrew Citizens.”595 Like all conquerors, 

Napoleon required a census of his new territory; the Anagrafe therefore provided a list of newly 

enfranchised Jewish citizens on whom he could rely for financial and military service. The 

registry is notable for its heading, with the Italian words for “liberty” and “equality” flanking an 

unidentified image, possibly France, indicating the classical heritage and its corresponding 

 
594. Deborah L. Krohn, “Rites of Passage: Art Objects to Celebrate Betrothal, Marriage, and the 

Family,” in Art and Love in Renaissance Italy, exh. cat., ed. Andrea Bayer, 60-176, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008), 65. 

 
595. Archivio di Stato di Venezia, “736: (1797), UA_8,” Judaica, accessed September 16, 2020, 

http://www.judaica.archiviodistatovenezia.beniculturali.it/index.php?7/dettaglio/&type=documento&id=15158
&backUrl=index.php%3F2%2Fricerca%26searchFld%3D736%3A+%281797%29%26x%3D0%26y%3D0%2
6state%3Dsimple#dettaglio. My translation. 
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validity in the newly annexed region. The red letters of Libertà and Eguaglianza share the same 

color and style as the words Libertà Italiana and Deputati, indicating that the same hand wrote 

them. The contrapposto pose of the figure, draped in a toga atop a pedestal with a Romanesque 

support for her to lean on while she holds her staff indicate Napoleon as Rome’s inheritor.  

 

Figure 4.3: Title page of registry, 1797. 736: (1797), courtesy Archivio di Stato di Venezia—
Judaica-Europeana, Venice, Italy.596 
 
Moreover, the olive branches framing France encompass her in peace, with a palm branch on her 

right side, indicating her victory as a Republic. Furthermore, the ribbon crowning the plaque 

 
596. Archivio di Stato di Venezia, “736: (1797), UA_8,” accessed September 16, 2020, 
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indicates simultaneously Napoleon’s and republican victory. The words for liberty and equality 

are reinforced at the top margin of the page in an unknown handwriting. The following pages of 

the record show the Italian words for liberté and egalité flanking the region being recorded, the 

Cannaregio (referred to as Canal Reggio in the eighteenth century) which housed the Venetian 

Ghetto. While the pages of this registry provided the names, locations, and occupations of the 

families residing behind the Ghetto walls, the record reveals Napoleon’s intention to use 

Venice’s Jewish residents to promote his status as savior of the Jews, and liberator of the 

oppressed. Moreover, it may be argued that the presence of two of the three ideals that drove the 

French Republic appear at the top of the page, indicating their importance to the new Christian-

Jewish policies of Venice. The neglect of the word fraternità stands out to the viewer, suggesting 

a prioritization of the republican ideals among Venice’s Jews, who sought political and legal 

equality over brotherly sentiments. This may result from the relatively peaceful and inclusive 

relationship between Christians and Jews prior to Napoleon’s conquest. The Anagrafe, moreover, 

echoes Borsato’s painting, in which the words Libertà and Eguaglianza flank France, just as the 

statues of the same allegories flank the Tree of Liberty. 

Napoleon’s reforms in Christian-Jewish relations were extensive, yet they did not last 

more than a number of months for Venetians, for Napoleon lost the lagoon city to Joseph II of 

Austria in 1788. Consequently, it is difficult to determine to what extent Napoleon’s reforms had 

any real effect on the Jewish Venetian population. While Napoleon temporarily regained control 

of Venice between 1805 and 1815, no reforms on the Ghetto or on the concept of containment 
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were enacted.597 Moreover, there is little scholarly literature on Napoleon’s Jewish policies.598 

An analysis of Joseph II’s reforms is discussed in detail below.  

While the Venetian walls still stand to this day, the gates were torn down in celebration 

of Napoleon’s conquest. In addition to the destruction of the physical form of containment, 

Venice renamed the Ghetto in an effort to destroy the history of social segregation, calling it the 

Contrada delle Reunione, or Quarter of Reunion.599 Dohm later criticized the French Republic’s 

strategy for granting Jewish legal equality in his memoirs, maintaining that Jewish Emancipation 

must be gradual, that the French Republic’s version harmed the State, rather than benefitted it. 

Instead, Dohm admired Joseph II’s policies toward Jews, who issued a slower emancipation than 

his French or Prussian counterparts.600 Responding to the Ghetto as a method of containment that 

was meant to permanently separate Venetian Christians and Jews, the Abbé Henri Baptiste 

Grégoire challenged anti-Emancipationist policies, who asserted that the Ghetto provided a space 

for Jews to observe the laws of their religion free from anti-Jewish attacks and in fact did more to 

harm Christianity, arguing “it will be necessary to separate them [Jews], and to destroy, as much 

as possible, all communication between them.”601 The reason the Venetian Ghetto was not 

detrimental to the point of destruction to Jewish culture is exactly what the Abbé Grégoire sees 

as its weakness: it provided a space for the minority population to create strong social ties among 
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themselves, which helped them assimilate with the majority population after Emancipation. He 

echoes Napoleon with his wish to disperse Europe’s Jewish population to such a degree that they 

disappear. Indeed, Grégoire did not support Jewish Emancipation; rather, he supported 

Napoleonic Jewish policies by seeking to remove Jews from the confines of the Ghetto, and 

Jewish quarters in general, so that they would disperse and abandon all contact with Christians. 

Venice as Region of the Holy Roman Empire 

Influenced by Enlightenment writers such as Abbé Grégoire and Christian Wilhelm von 

Dohm, the French Republic promoted and enforced equal treatment of non-Catholics throughout 

the territory.602 This equal treatment was enjoyed in Venice from Napoleon’s conquest in 1797 

until, in 1799 while his attention was on conquering Egypt, he lost Italy to the empires of Austria 

and Russia, with Venice ceding to Austrian rule.603 The defeat of French troops in Venice, 

however, did not adversely affect the city’s Jewish population to the same extent as it did 

elsewhere.604 Holy Roman Emperor Joseph II enacted the Patent of Toleration on May 30, 1782 

one year later than his proclamation for the legal equality of Protestant Christians, and one year 

prior to his proclamation of the same for the Jews of the Holy Roman Empire.605 Consequently, 

the Holy Roman Empire’s domination of Venice traded one set of religious reforms for another. 

While there is no mention of a return to the Ghetto, the Edict does expand the scope of Jewish 
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occupations from moneylending, selling second-hand goods (traditionally practiced in the Ghetto 

Nuovo), and international trade (of the Ghetto Vecchio and Ghetto Nuovissimo) to include 

military, legal, and local political offices.606 

Joseph II was more liberal and forward-thinking than Ancien Régime and Napoleonic 

France. According to historian Christopher Tozzi, Jews enjoyed more occupational freedom “in 

the Holy Roman Empire, where Joseph II invited Jewish subjects to enlist in the army beginning 

in 1768,” nearly twenty-five years before France’s military reforms.607 Joseph II’s Jewish 

policies, while not radical, did surpass those of Napoleon.608 Indeed, French Jews appealed to 

Napoleon’s ego, reminding him of Joseph II’s and his successors’ comparative progressive 

policies, arguing that Austria was positioning itself more securely as the empire of liberation and 

tolerance, thus usurping the role that Napoleon assigned for himself: “Austria is at your doorstep; 

and it is to be feared that Austria should soon receive in its bosom some of these men who would 

continue to be treated as slaves among you, and whom she treats as free men.”609 France’s 

Jewish population exploited Napoleon’s competition with Francis II in order to win more civil 

liberties for themselves. Likewise, Napoleon exploited the recently enfranchised Jewish 

population to make them a character of French Republican ideals.610 The image of enfranchised 
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European Jews, rising to political equality with French citizens, represented the opportunity for 

social mobility among groups that had similarly been labeled Other, such as the Calvinists of the 

Holy Roman Empire.611  This reform raised the question: if the population group that was the 

most ostracized for its Otherness was gaining a level of agency comparable to their Catholic 

neighbors, what would that mean for those who fell between the lines of fully established 

citizens and Jews? Although it may appear that Napoleon’s destruction of the Ghetto gates 

complimented his destruction of social barriers among French citizenry, the above quotation 

indicates the level at which Napoleon’s efforts truly impacted the Jewish population. For all of 

Napoleon’s posturing and the rituals he enacted at every Jewish Ghetto that he liberated, his 

Jewish policies still fell short of those reportedly in Austria.612 

Austrian reforms on Jewish policy did not in fact permit socioeconomic equality among 

the Holy Roman Empire’s Jewish and Christian populations. As such, the above claim presented 

to Napoleon was rhetorical, by which France’s Jewish leaders intentionally painted Austria as a 

haven for Europe’s Jewish population in an effort to evince more freedoms from the self-styled 

“liberator.”613 In reality, Austrian Jews and Catholics were socially separate groups, with the 

economic divide between the two so large that Jews were rarely self-sufficient and fell into 
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indigence.614 Defending his position on Jewish-Christian relations prior to Revolutionary French 

reforms, Joseph II wrote to his mother on July 20, 1777, 

[f]or me the word toleration only means that I, in all purely temporal affairs, would 
employ anyone without any regard to religion, and permit him to possess property, to 
exercise a profession, to become a citizen of the State, so long as he was suitable and 
might assist the State and its industry.615 

 
Joseph II’s Enlightenment thinking about Jews and Judaism is similar to those later expressed in 

French republican ideals. Under French rule the Ghetto gates were razed and its inhabitants 

encouraged to live beyond the Ghetto walls; similarly, under Austrian rule Venice’s Jewish 

population was free to reside outside Ghetto walls, free of physical barriers limiting contact 

between Christians and Jews.616 While some advances toward Emancipation were reversed under 

Austrian rule, whereby a number of policies that existed prior to Napoleon’s conquest were 

reinstated, the policy on Jewish containment was not.617 Joseph II’s Edict of Tolerance maintains 

the Jewish freedom of habitation, proclaiming, “[b]y the present Decree We hereby permit the 

existing restrictions with regard to definite Jewish houses to lapse and allow tolerated Jews to 

lease at their choice their own residences in the city as well as in the suburbs.”618 Significantly, 
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though, Joseph II’s successor, Francis II, did reinstate the title of the Ghetto, forcing residents to 

recall the area’s history rather than permitting it to be forgotten under Napoleon’s chosen name, 

the Quarter of Reunion.619 

 The Ghetto began to serve as an argument for Jewish Emancipation only after Francis II’s 

mandate on preserving the name of the Ghetto. It was not until wealthier Jews moved from the 

Ghetto that the Ghetto was transformed into a cultural center for Jewish Venetians.620 Wealthy 

Jews were the first to move beyond the Ghetto walls because they had the means to afford it.621 

Indeed, the move beyond Ghetto walls became almost a rite of passage for Jewish residents 

seeking to experience new socioeconomic opportunities while still maintaining a close 

connection to the customs upheld by the community within the Ghetto.622 Jewish artists, such as 

the Florentine D’Ancona, whose families purchased land outside of the city would go on to 

reimagine the world of the Ghetto, one which held their cultural past and which also came to 

signify a more orthodox lifestyle separate from Gentile society.623 It is through this reimagining 

of the Ghetto that it became a tool for Jews to define Jewish history and to provide a new identity 

to post-Emancipation Jews.624  
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Emancipation-era art is unique for it breaks away from illustrating orthodox Jewish life in 

preference for secular subject matter, revealing the tension in identity caused by containment and 

unstable Emancipation during Napoleonic and Austrian reigns.625 Gino Parin’s 1914 Armonia in 

bianco e rosso illustrates the balance sought by post-Emancipation Italian Jews to unite their 

secular Italian and religious Jewish identities, without losing either. Painted after the 

Risorgimento, Parin’s Armonia nonetheless conveys Venetian Jewish anxiety over the stability  

 

Figure 4.4: Gino Parin, Armonia in bianco e rosso (Harmony in white and red), 1914. Oil on 
canvas, 39 ½ x 35 ¾ in. (100.5 x 91 cm), Museo Civico Revoltella-Galleria d’Arte Moderna, 
Trieste.626 
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626. Braun, 163. Image reproduced in Braun, 163; accession information found in Vivian B. Mann, 

ed., Gardens and Ghettos: The Art of Jewish Life in Italy, exh. cat. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1989), 320. Republished with permission from University of California Press – Books, from Gardens and 



 212 

of Jewish Emancipation and its effects on the Jewish lifestyle. Combining his training from 

Venice and Munich, Parin’s use of vibrant color illustrates the vitality of Harmony.627 The bright 

red with splashes of white moreover suggest she is equally secular and religious. What is more, 

Harmony’s posture signifies both an openness and a reservedness to the viewer; her arms are 

open and she meets the viewer’s gaze, yet she hides the right side of her body. Parin surrounds 

Harmony with a backdrop of an Asian dragon motif, demonstrating her Otherness. The 

popularization of psychology led to a reduction in traditional Jewish depictions of artists’ 

subjects, and to an increase in illustrating “a growing sense of detachment rather than 

unquestioned assimilation.”628 Harmony is thus illustrated as the personification of the post-

Emancipation Jew, seeking to retain in equal parts her Jewish heritage and her identity as a 

secular member of the State. 

Resulting from Austrian reforms on Christian-Jewish relations, the Venetian Ghetto 

exemplifies short-term and long-term containment.629 The Ghetto provided a space for Jews to 

establish a unique Jewish culture, separate from those of other European polities, since they were 

not distinguished by region of origin, but by occupation. Thus, the Sephardim who profited over 

the Ashkenazim in France and the Holy Roman Empire saw no such favoritism in Venice.630 

While the Ghetto Nuovo was established for the Italian and Sephardic Jews of Venice prior to 
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the arrival of the Levantine and, later, the Ponentine Jews, the true social barriers were of 

occupation. For example, as discussed in Chapter Two, the Ghetto Nuovo initially housed Jews 

whose occupations were in the less profitable professions of moneylending and second-hand 

goods selling. Meanwhile, the Ghetto Vecchio was founded for Levantine Jews who enjoyed 

greater income from their businesses and enjoyed more civil freedoms than their poorer co-

religionists. The Ghetto Nuovissimo maintained this system of classification so that Jews who 

were conversos and returned to Judaism were the wealthiest of the three groups and had the most 

civil freedoms. Moreover, once the interior gates of the Ghetto which separated the Ghetto 

Nuovo from the Ghetto Vecchio and the Ghetto Nuovissimo were destroyed in 1560, the three 

ghetto phases further fused into one unique whole. It is necessary to underscore the breakdown 

of the Ghetto’s population as it is integral to the unique culture that arose behind the Ghetto 

walls, for it was a natural extension of the role commerce played in Venetian society. The lagoon 

city was founded and governed by merchants, and the particular culture within the Ghetto 

reflects that preoccupation with trade. Moreover, the combination of Ashkenazi, Sephardi, and 

Levantine traditions created a “super-diversity,” a phenomenon in which “groups of the same 

religious background can find themselves having to reflect on and adapt their own practices and 

beliefs, once they encounter the ‘multiplicity of traditions of faith within each religious group 

due to the variety of countries of origin’ in such places.”631 The commercial character of Venice, 

inside and outside of the Ghetto, as well as the diverse origins of the city’s Jewish population 

provided Jewish Venetians the opportunity to establish a unique form of Judaism from those 

practiced by their coreligionists in France or the Holy Roman Empire. 

 
631. Vaughan and Arbaci, 134. 



 214 

This internal division by wealth further established the Ghetto as a geographic area for 

the poorer Jews who could not afford to leave the Ghetto during Emancipation, first under 

Napoleon’s rule, then under Francis II’s. As such, the Ghetto prior to Napoleon’s conquest 

served as an area of short-term containment, in which the governing Christian authorities 

inhibited Jewish advancement while the Jewish population transformed the walls into a barrier 

against majority aggression. However, the Ghetto during Joseph II’s and his successors’ reigns 

was transformed into an area of long-term containment, which used the economy as a means to 

inhibit physical and social movement of the minority population.632 Consequently, under 

Austrian rule, the Venetian Ghetto may no longer be described as a place of security, but of 

neglect for its minority inhabitants. 

Venetian Jewish self-representation reflected this socioeconomic division. Distinguishing 

between those who had physically and economically disassociated themselves from the Ghetto 

and those who had not, “su” or “‘upper’ Jews,” represented those who removed themselves from 

the boundary of the Ghetto, while “zò” or “‘lower’ Jews,” represented those who were still 

confined by the walls.633 Because of their status as zò Jews, they were routinely met with 

derision that their su Jewish counterparts escaped. Indeed, su Jews avoided any connection to the 

Ghetto which came to represent poverty and Otherness, while their zò co-religionists became 

synonymous with the Ghetto.634 Because zò Jews could not afford the luxury of abandoning 

 
632. Vaughan and Arbaci, 133-34. 
 
633. Shaul Bassi, “The Venetian Ghetto and Modern Jewish Identity,” Judaism 51, no. 4 (2002): 473, 

accessed August 13, 2019, https://web-a-ebscohost-
com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d571446a-5219-430a-81d3-
3978851ddeab%40sdc-v-sessmgr03. 

 
634. Bassi, 473. 



 215 

commerce for other trades, as the su did with the successive reforms of Napoleon and Joseph II, 

the image of the Ghetto was reworked into an area for the impoverished Other.635 Figures 4.6 and 

4.7 show two perspectives of the Ghetto Nuovo after Jewish Emancipation, by which time the 

primary residents were considered zò Jews. Accordingly, the concept of containment 

transformed from one which had no specific name or geographic area, to one which has since 

been labeled Ghetto and occupies a distinct area of the city for a specific group of people who 

were too poor to move beyond containment as legally equal citizens of Venice. 

Venice as Region of the Kingdom of Italy 

Although Venice saw a considerable relaxing of anti-Jewish policies as a result of French 

and Austrian rule, it was not until the Italian King Victor Emmanuel II attacked the lagoon city 

and won it from Austrian rule in 1866 that the Venetian Ghetto underwent its third and final 

phase of Emancipation.636 While Jews were permitted military and local political offices under 

Austrian rule, it was the Venetian Jewish population’s military and political efforts which aided 

Victor Emmanuel II’s efforts to annex the city. Austria maintained the French reform that Jews 

could choose where to live; it also expanded occupational reforms for Jewish citizens in the 

political arena to an extent. According to Joseph II’s Patent of Toleration, Jewish men could hold 

local political, but not national, office.637 The Austrian limit on political activity afforded to 

Jewish citizens inspired Venetian Jewish enrollment in Victor Emmanuel II’s army to separate 

Venice from the Austrian Empire. Indeed, nearly “two hundred Jews fought as volunteers” for 
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the Italian cause; thereby asserting their role in Jewish Emancipation as active members of the 

kingdom of Italy.638 As early as 1859, Victor Emmanuel II’s popularity as a reformer enhanced 

Venetian support of his campaign. According to The Sun on June 29, 1859, Austria’s hold on the 

citizens of its Italian cities was loosening, reporting, 

the Austrians have experienced…the impossibility of getting accurate information of 
movements of the French and Sardinians. Neither money, persuasions, nor threats avail to 
induce the country people to act as spies or to bring information into the Austrian camp. 
The allies, on the contrary, are kept well informed, and hence their great advantage in 
conducting the campaign.639 
 

Although this report appears almost as an aside in the larger article on the war coverage, it 

reveals the realities of Venetian citizenship and the promises of Victor Emmanuel II for its 

residents. Indeed, according to this article, Austrian rule was not as tolerant as it was under 

French or as it was promised under Italian rule. 

In addition to Victor Emmanuel II’s military defeat of Austrian forces, Venice held an 

election deciding the city’s allegiances: 

[e]very man was expected to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the question, ‘Shall Venetia form part of 
the United Italy under the sceptre of Victor Emmanuel?’…. Almost every man had a right 
to speak. It was only necessary that he should be twenty-one pears [sic.] of age, a native 
of Venetia, six months resident in Venice, and unconvicted of any crime.640 
 

The Italian Kingdom’s encouragement of Jewish enfranchisement led to a virtually unanimous 

decision for the city to join Italy, insofar as the New York Times reports “that every man was 
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expected to say ‘yes,’ while he was earnestly requested not to remain silent.”641 Referring to 

Venetian tradition for state ritual and ceremony, “the plebiscite…has been conducted with as 

much method and precision as though it were something more than an idle ceremony.”642 

Moreover, the author’s use of the myth of unity is carried into American thought by the apparent 

absence of a dissenting group in Venetian politics. Accordingly, the author maintains the 

traditional Venetian myth of unity and harmony, by which the city is of one mind and is free 

from internal and external strife. That myth, moreover, is accentuated through its unity with the 

rest of the Kingdom of Italy. Consequently, Venetian Jews gained “equality of political and civil 

rights…by the Decree of August 4, 1866.”643  Venice was the last remaining Austrian holding on 

the Italian peninsula, all but the last to join the Italian kingdom. Rome was the final holdout, 

which was conquered from papal control four years later on September 20, 1870; thereby 

creating a “United Italy.”644 While Venice was one of the first polities on the Italian peninsula to 

pride itself on distinguishing between civil and religious authorities, it was not until 1889 that 

Victor Emmanuel II codified religious tolerance in his “Criminal Code (Codice Zanardelli).”645 
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This Code once more embodied the French republic’s ideals of liberté, égalité, and fraternité 

adapted in Italy as the Risorgimento, or the unification of Italy.646 

 The nationalism expressed in the New York Times on November 12, 1866 reveals the 

change in concept of nationhood. The empires of France and Austria, which encompassed large 

swaths of territory and various ethnic groups, no longer held primacy in the notion of state-

building. Rather, the unification of Italy marked a focus on ethnic unity defined by heritage and 

language. While Venetian Jews still spoke Hebrew, their knowledge of Italian and their history 

of residence in the lagoon city contributed to the new sense of nationalism of the Italian 

Kingdom under Victor Emmanuel II. 

After Venice was united with the Kingdom of Italy in 1866, and the third phase of Jewish 

Emancipation reached the lagoon city, Italy demonstrated its unique history in Christian-Jewish 

relations, wherein post-Emancipation Jews “integrated easily and harmoniously into Christian 

society.”647 That is not to say, however, that all feelings of anti-Judaism, or race-based anti-

Semitism, disappeared. Although the above articles perpetuate the Venetian myth of unity, Il 

Veneto Cattolico reveals the presence of internal dissent regarding the concept of containment in 

Venetian Christian-Jewish relations. The newspaper argued in favor of anti-Semitism, 

proclaiming Christians needed to regulate Jewish movements in order to protect themselves 

against the Jewish Contagion. As late as 1884, the newspaper published an article condemning 

the destruction of the Ghetto gates and Jewish Emancipation, asserting, “Jews are human beings; 
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they are obviously different from other human beings.”648 Beginning publication in 1867, the 

newspaper was sponsored by Giuseppe Luigi Trevisanato in his official capacity as Patriarch of 

Venice.649 Nonetheless, the far-right conservative ties held by the newspaper did not appeal to 

the majority of Venetians, limiting the newspaper’s impact on Venetian thought and the city’s 

Jewish policy. Though Il Veneto Cattolico did not enjoy a wide readership, the newspaper’s 

existence indicates a small group of Venetian citizens who disagreed with Jewish 

Emancipation.650 Because Church policies found favor with conservative Venetian Christians, 

they were more susceptible to anti-Semitic arguments than the secular population of Venice, 

including criticism of the establishment of the Kingdom of Italy and its sociopolitical reforms.651 

 Venice welcomed Victor Emmanuel II on November 7, 1866, with an adaptation of the 

annual ritual marriage to the Adriatic. An eyewitness account provides us with a glimpse into the 

city’s sociopolitical mood: “[t]o-day, very weary with hearing and sight-seeing, I am to try to tell 

you how the King entered the city.”652 After describing the person of Victor Emmanuel II, the 

correspondent describes the ceremony wherein “the human, living effigy of Venice as a Sea 

Queen, attired in bridal robes, reaching down to him her hand with the ring clasped in it 

wherewith she used to wed the Adriatic; behind her a train of waiting ladies and sea-nymphs 
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lingered.”653 Venice’s marriage ritual to the Adriatic served as a yearly celebration of the 

prosperity and protection provided by the lagoon. The reigning doge sailed with his retinue in the 

official gondola and, with Venetian residents watching from their own gondolas and from the 

streets, he threw a gold ring into the ocean, signifying another year of provision by the lagoon.654 

Victor Emmanuel II’s welcome by the embodiment of the marriage of Venice thus transfers the 

lagoon city’s reliance on and loyalty to the Adriatic to the king of Italy. Moreover, the gondola 

that transported Victor Emmanuel II 

was the most gorgeous craft that ever sailed the lagoon. Forty feet in length, perhaps, 
built high, yet light, flat bottomed, high at the poop, whereat a canopy of tri color velvet, 
looped with gold, covered a throne, supported by couchant lions and horses, wondrously 
carved. Around it were similar chairs for the Royal Princes. Here the King, with quiet 
grace, seated himself. His family crown made the peak of the canopy, plated with frosted 
gold and set with precious pearls and brilliants. The oars were washed with silver; the 
oar-locks were ringed with gold; at the beaked prow, built high and menacing, the lion of 
St. Mark, with fore-paws advanced, wings spread for flight, hard on its haunches, and tail 
and mane raging to the wind, held desperately in its jaws the crown of Italy.655 
 

The extravagance detailed in this account of Victor Emmanuel II’s marriage to the sea indicates 

the importance laid on public ritual. Not only did Venice welcome a new ruler, but he was 

expected to publicly declare his unity with Venice through public displays of civic loyalty. The 

gondola’s figurehead elevated Victor Emmanuel II’s position from the passive visiting king to 

the embodiment of Venice itself, full of activity and power in the form of St. Mark’s lion.656 
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Consequently, the association of St. Mark with Victor Emmanuel II speaks to Venice’s 

abdication of its traditional independence and its more-recent status as a provincial territory. 

Instead, Venice integrated itself wholly into the Kingdom of Italy, celebrating that union by 

adapting traditional civic ceremonies. 

 Along with Victor Emmanuel II’s celebratory entrance into Venice, the final stage of 

Jewish Emancipation heralded a new expression in Jewish art: portraiture. Prior to Jewish 

Emancipation under Italian rule, Jewish portraiture was rare as a result of orthodox adherence to 

the Second Commandment, “[t]hou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness 

of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under 

the earth.”657 In addition to the Scriptural restriction on artistic subject matter, before the modern 

era, Jewish artists and patrons risked censure and persecution if Jewish portraits portrayed their 

subjects in a higher social standing than their Christian neighbors.658 This censorship recalls the 

early Church proclamation that Jews be tolerated but subservient to Christians.659 Jewish 

Emancipation, however, nullified the early Church’s regulation on Christian-Jewish social 

positions, so that after Victor Emmanuel II’s constitutional reform on the Jewish Question, 

portraits of Jewish subjects became more acceptable. Because the Ghetto became a space for 

impoverished Jews unable to live beyond the walls, those who left the Ghetto felt the short-term 

 
657. Susan Tumarkin Goodman, “Reshaping Jewish Identity in Art,” in The Emergence of Jewish 

Artists in Nineteenth-Century Europe, exh. cat., ed. Susan Tumarkin Goodman, 15-29 (New York: Merrell 
Publishers Limited, 2001), 21-22; Ex. 20:4 (King James Version). 

 
658. Goodman, 21-22. 
 
659. Augustine, City of God against the Pagans, Volume VI: Books 18.36-20, trans. William Chase 

Greene, Loeb Classical Library 416, 18.46 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 18.46, accessed 
January 26, 2020, https://www-loebclassics-com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/view/augustine-
city_god_pagans/1957/pb_LCL416.51.xml. 
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effects of containment and were more likely to depict Ghetto life with a sense of reminiscence. 

According to art historian Paula E. Hyman, “Jewish artists gave visual expression to that cultural 

spirit by focusing on traditional Jewish rituals and customs.”660 Conversely, artists who remained 

in the Ghetto were more likely to experience the long-term effects of containment. 

Representations of Ghetto life are rare, for many Jewish artists who escaped the confines of the 

Ghetto chose to depict other subjects, specifically those that were in demand, such as 

“landscapes, still lifes, and portraits.”661 

Sarra Copia Sulam’s portrait is a unique example of pre-Emancipation Jewish portraiture. 

Preceding Emancipation by nearly a century, Copia Sulam expressed her integration into the 

majority culture, though hiding her Jewish identity. According to art historian Nicholas Mirzoeff, 

“Jewish artists faced a paradox: To be artistic required expressing interior life, while to be an 

emancipated Jew required concealing that interior life. Their art tries to imagine this paradox, 

sometimes in a utopian effort to dissolve it, sometimes in denial.”662 Copia Sulam’s portrait falls 

under the category of “a utopian effort to dissolve it,” by which she ignores her Jewish identity 

entirely and overtly embraces secular humanist culture. Anticipating the nineteenth-century 

move toward self-representation: “[a]rtists who usually looked askance at the world of the social 

ghetto from which they had emerged, were particularly attracted to portrait painting. Wealthy 

 
660. Hyman, 37. 
 
661. Hyman, 37. 
 
662. Nicholas Mirzoeff, “Inside/Out: Jewishness Imagines Emancipation,” in The Emergence of 

Jewish Artists in Nineteenth-Century Europe, exh. cat., ed. Susan Tumarkin Goodman, 41-47 (New York: 
Merrell Publishers Limited, 2001), 42. 
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Jews often preferred the services of Jewish artists for such portraits, which often show the sitter 

as thoroughly acculturated, at least in public appearance.”663 

 

Figure 4.5: Attributed to Antonio Lagorio, Portrait of a Young Woman, Possibly Sarra Copia 
Sulam, 1660s. Formerly in Genoa, private collection. Public Domain.664 
 

Antonio Lagorio’s painting is difficult to interpret with any finality, for the painting is 

untitled and unsigned; we only know that the work was done around the 1660s. It is precisely 

because of the difficulty in attributing this painting to Lagorio, and to Copia Sulam for that 

matter, that the likelihood of Copia Sulam as the sitter is possible, especially when examined in 

light of her sonnet, “The image is that of her who, in her heart….”665 To best interpret the 

portrait, it is necessary to reproduce the sonnet in full: 

The image is that of her who, in her heart, 
 Carries, sculpted, your image alone; 
 And who, with her hand on her breast, indicates to the world: 
 “Here I carry my idol, let everyone adore him.” 
With her left hand she supports love’s weapons 

 
663. Goodman, “Reshaping Jewish Identity in Art,” 23. 
 
664. Image reproduced and attribution information in Harrán, ed. and trans., 27. 
 
665. Harrán, ed. and trans., 25-26. 



 224 

 That were your poems; her right hand signals 
 The place where she is wounded; pale and bewildered, 
 She says: “Ansaldo, my heart is dying for you.” 
She comes before you as a prisoner 
 Asking help and she offers you that 
 Chain from which my love is faithful and constant. 
Oh, accept the shadow of your faithful handmaiden, 
 And may my feigned appearance enjoy, if anything, 
 What an inauspicious star denies these eyes.666 
 

If the portrait above was intended as the visual form of Copia Sulam’s sonnet, then the 

“sculpted…image” she “carries” is the pendant she wears, and points to with her right hand.667 

Additionally, her outstretched right hand that both covers her heart and indicates the pendant 

recalls the “[c]hain from which my love is faithful and constant.”668 Identified by the portrait 

owner’s family and by Don Harrán, “love’s weapons” which she holds in her left hand are laurel 

branches signifying her prowess at poetry.669 Naming her beloved, she gives him a sense of 

agency not normally permitted the beloved in sonnets.670 It was Ansaldo Cebà’s poem on Queen 

Esther that drove Copia Sulam to initiate contact with him. However, throughout their 

correspondence, she repeatedly asked him for new poetry, ensuing a series of prose and poetic 

 
666. Sarra Copia Sulam, “21. Sonnet,” in Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in 

Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her 
Contemporaries in Her Praise, Condemnation, or Defense, ed. and trans. Don Harrán, 202-203 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2009), 202-03. Republished with permission of University of Chicago Press – 
Books, from Sarra Copia Sulam: Jewish Poet and Intellectual in Seventeenth-Century Venice, the Works of 
Sarra Copia Sulam in Verse and Prose, Along with Writings of Her Contemporaries in Her Praise, 
Condemnation, or Defense, Don Harrán, ed. and trans., 2009; permission conveyed through Copyright 
Clearance Center, Inc. 
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670. Copia Sulam, “21.,” 203, l.8. 
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correspondence. Moreover, the laurel crown she wears suggests that she is likewise crowned as a 

poet. Consequently, the portrait and its corresponding sonnet suggest these two art forms were 

methods by which Copia Sulam sought to eternalize herself.671 By doing so, she also challenged 

pre-Emancipation Christian-Jewish relations, by which her portrait interacts with the viewer, 

transforming herself from the object to the subject. 

As stated earlier, Sarra Copia Sulam anticipated the emancipated Jewish trend in art to 

portraiture by nearly a century. During the seventeenth century, representations of Jewish sitters, 

especially wealthy Jewish sitters, risked the ire of Christian viewers. Uniquely, however, the 

subject is active and appears to have adopted humanism, depicting herself in ancient Greek dress 

with fronds in her right hand and possibly a long quill in her left. Her direct gaze confronts the 

viewer, challenging gender roles and demanding that the viewer interact with her. The slight 

smirk on her lips suggest a knowing rebelliousness, aware that her portrait and her identity are 

risks. Copia Sulam was a prolific writer and reader of humanist literature. Her right forefinger 

points to the pendant around her neck, drawing the viewer’s eye. Not only does her costume as a 

Greek figure (possibly the muse of poetry) speak to her self-identification at the expense of her 

Jewishness, but both of her hands direct the eye back toward the sitter, ensuring that she is the 

focal point. She neglects the head covering in favor of a Greek style that frames her face with 

curls, highlighted by the waves of hair over her right temple. The tilt of her head, the drop 

earring, the chain holding the pendant, and her right hand with the fingers extending to the 

pendant all suggest that the viewer should be preoccupied with the sitter and her role as poetess. 

Indeed, Copia Sulam’s Hellenistic appearance suggests that Copia Sulam’s identity was 

 
671. Harrán, ed. and trans., 26. 
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predominantly as a secularized humanist. That is not to say, however, that she belittled or 

disregarded her Jewish identity. Copia Sulam’s steadfast refusal to convert to Christianity at 

Cebà’s bidding is the only indicator we have that she falls under Mirzoeff’s “utopian effort to 

dissolve” her Jewishness category. If we had only her poetry, it is possible that her painting 

would be interpreted as “a denial” of her Jewishness. Indeed, the portrait confirms Mirzoeff’s 

assertion that Jewish portrait sitters either proclaimed their identity through a reimagining of 

Christian-Jewish relations, asserting a harmonious blend between the two groups; or they 

proclaimed their secularized identity at the expense of their Jewish identity, neglecting all signs 

of their heritage or faith.672 The Greek humanist costume reinforces her self-description as 

indistinguishable from non-Jewish Venetian women.673 

The Venetian Ghetto After Risorgimento in Photographs 

Jumping forward nearly twenty-five years after the Italian King’s triumphant entry, 

Figure 4.6 shows a detail of the Venetian Ghetto in 1890, illustrating the social and architectural 

conditions of Christian-Jewish relations under Italian rule. The photographer’s focus on an area 

of the Ghetto Nuovo without any Hebrew markings on the buildings all but erase the Jewish 

history of the Ghetto. No longer is this area reserved for members of the religious Other; now it 

is a space reserved for the social Other, whose professions do not provide a secure enough 

income to allow them to move beyond the Ghetto walls. Moreover, the emptiness of the square 

indicates minimal traffic. Indeed, the similarity of the Ghetto Nuovo with other low-traffic areas 
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in Venice removes the Ghetto’s unique Jewish heritage, putting in its place a low-income 

tradition not unique to a specific ethnic or religious Other. The emphasis on poverty in 

Jankovich’s representation renders the Ghetto a place of long-term containment, which 

simultaneously stifles minority assimilation and socioeconomic movement.674 The uneven 

 

Figure 4.6: Giovanni Jankovich, Venezia, Veduta di una calle, ca. 1890. Photograph, 501mm x 
362mm, Palazzo Pesaro Orfei, Musei Civici Veneziani. 2021 © Photo Archive -Fondazione 
Musei Civici di Venezia.675 
 
rooflines, most clearly visible on the distant roofline directly under the cluster of chimneys, 

denote poor construction materials and weak foundations. The monochromatic tones of the 

 
674. Vaughan and Arbaci, 133. 
 
675. “File 1513,” Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia, accessed July 31, 2020, 

http://www.archiviodellacomunicazione.it/sicap/ENG/Photographs/1513/?WEB=MuseiVe. 
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image render the street, the walls of the buildings, and the sky invisible, directing the viewer’s 

gaze to the shuttered windows and to the shadows. While Jankovich’s photo is compositionally 

balanced, the haphazard lines cutting through the geometric buildings provide a sense of chaos 

that confronts the viewer with the utility of low-income residences. The clothesline and the pools 

of water on the pavement leading to the left-most door indicate that the area is inhabited, though 

a sense of urban starkness dominates the scene. Moreover, the deserted street, empty shadows, 

and shuttered windows address the isolation of the area. 

 While Jankovich’s photo demands that the viewer recognizes the ill effects of long-term 

containment, Fig. 4.7 takes us into the twentieth century, and challenges the viewer to see the 

nuanced effects of short- and long-term containment in the Ghetto Nuovo. Fabio Mauroner’s 

print is balanced, with reflected light illuminating the north wall and the cluster of chimneys 

along the border of the west wall. By framing the Ghetto Nuovo in darkness, Mauroner uses light 

to draw the viewer’s eye to the focal point, the darkened passageway into the Ghetto from the 

Ghetto Nuovissimo.676 Indeed, because of the stark contrast that otherwise whitewashes the 

Ghetto exterior, the open doorway demands the viewer’s attention. The unobstructed passageway 

denotes unmonitored access between the Ghetto and the rest of the city, thereby representing full 

social and political Jewish Emancipation. Because Mauroner isolates the Ghetto Nuovo, neither 

depicting it in relation to the rest of the city nor to the latter two phases of the Ghetto, I argue that 

the first phase of the Ghetto represents the first step in Venice’s move toward religious tolerance. 

Mauroner thus transforms the isolation of the Ghetto Nuovo into a testament of the Most Serene  

 
676. Identification of the canal and the adjacent Ghetto phase is taken from Google, Google Maps, 

accessed October 9, 2020, https://www.google.com/maps/@45.4454058,12.327202,19z. 
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Figure 4.7: Fabio Mauroner, Palazzo con ponte del Ghetto di Venezia - Il Ghetto, 1920. Print, 
227mm x 302mm, Ca’ Pesaro, Galleria Internazionale d’Arte Moderna. 2021 © Photo Archive -
Fondazione Musei Civici di Venezia.677 
 
Republic’s policy on Christian-Jewish relations in the sixteenth century, which used the concept 

of containment as a means to allow Jewish refugees from across Europe and the Ottoman Empire 

to settle and establish lasting ties with the city. 

The black and white tones of the print reflect the sepia tones of Jankovich’s 1890 

photograph. However, Mauroner’s print may be interpreted as celebrating, rather than lamenting, 

the role of the Ghetto Nuovo in Venetian Christian-Jewish relations. On the one hand, 

Jankovich’s photograph focuses on the desolation and poor construction quality within the 

Ghetto itself; while, on the other hand, Mauroner’s title of the print, Palazzo con ponte del 
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Ghetto di Venezia, suggests that the artist sought to commemorate the history of the Ghetto with 

the use of the word palazzo (palace), rather than more mundane terms such as quartiere (district) 

or casa or ca’ (both translate to house). The identification of the Ghetto Nuovo as palatial 

reinforces the idea of defense, whose walls and enclosed openings render it inaccessible to 

intruders. Thus, Mauroner’s print reveals that the Ghetto Nuovo’s isolation was not its downfall, 

but its pride. Moreover, the reflected light on the north-facing wall, reducing the western wall 

and bridge to shadow, celebrate the Jewish reimagining of the Ghetto as a secure space for a 

minority population to gather and develop a unique identity.678 Despite the status it acquired after 

Napoleon’s conquest of the city in 1797 as a place of embarrassment for residents who could not 

afford more expensive housing beyond the Ghetto walls, Mauroner represents the Ghetto Nuovo 

as an example of unprecedented religious toleration. 

The ambiguity of Mauroner’s print emphasizes the complex history of Christian-Jewish 

relations in early modern Venice. The same elements that have been interpreted as fortifications 

for Venetian Jews may just as reasonably be interpreted as methods of isolation for Ghetto 

residents. Mauroner’s print isolates the Ghetto as a sterile island whose walls reach into the 

lagoon and prevent free movement. The canals surrounding the island become moving barriers 

that prevent easy access to the rest of the city. The single bridge fading into shadow, which 

crosses the rio del Gheto to the historically more prosperous Ghetto Nuovissimo, creates a single 

point of contact with the rest of the city.679 The fading bridge simultaneously underscores the 

significance of the Ghetto Nuovo as a means of containment and diminishes the relationship 
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between the Ghetto Nuovo and Ghetto Nuovissimo. The shuttered windows and lack of 

balconies, moreover, suggest a taboo against interaction between Ghetto and non-Ghetto 

residents. The outside viewer is unable to see into the world of the Ghetto, while the Ghetto 

resident is equally unable to extend his or her world into the public view via balcony. Thus, even 

after the final phase of Jewish Emancipation, those residents who continued to inhabit the Ghetto 

Nuovo are limited in their interactions with non-Ghetto residents through controlled access 

points. Indeed, the walls of the Ghetto now serve to contain the poverty of the Ghetto Nuovo, 

protecting the non-Ghetto resident from exposure to poverty, rather than to Judaism. 

Although this print was done in 1920, more than fifty years after the final phase of Jewish 

Emancipation, Mauroner highlights the idea of the Ghetto walls as fortification by the solid walls 

of the Ghetto, broken only by windows above the second floor. Recalling sixteenth-century 

Venetian legislation that limited points of contact between Christians and Jews, the windows in 

Mauroner’s print are devoid of balconies, prohibiting Ghetto residents’ access to the public 

sphere.680 Moreover, the two quays on the north wall are closed and lack any accommodation for 

mooring gondolas. The walled-off quays and shuttered windows of the lower half of the walls 

indicate a stronghold meant to separate the minority within from the remaining population. 

Alternatively, the limited access points serve to protect the Ghetto residents from anti-Jewish 

attacks. The darkness of night, which threatens to encompass the Ghetto Nuovo, serves both as a 

celebration of the Ghetto as a fortress for Venice’s Jewish population against anti-Judaism, as 

 
680. Dana E. Katz, “‘Clamber Not You Up to the Casements’: On Ghetto Views and Viewing,” 
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well as reminds the viewer of the anti-Judaic intentions behind the isolation of the Venetian 

Ghetto. 

The three phases of Jewish Emancipation reflect the three phases of the Ghetto, wherein 

each stage was an experiment to achieve coexistence, and eventually harmony, between the 

minority and majority populations. I use the term coexistence from 1516 to 1797, because 

harmony was not achieved until the cost was equal to both Christian and Jewish parties. 

Resulting from Emancipation, harmony becomes applicable only because neither group was 

forced to sacrifice their faith in order to have legal equality. The long-term cultural development 

that happened in Venice because of the Ghetto could not have been foreseen, and so harmony is 

only applicable once the two groups become equal legally and socially. That harmony did not 

come without conflict, though. For Emancipation-era artists depicted Ghetto life as a struggle 

between assimilation into secular society and the threat of losing one’s Jewishness, and the 

retention of religious life at the expense of social equality.  Depictions of the Ghetto and Ghetto 

life following each stage of Jewish Emancipation are just as nuanced as Christian-Jewish 

relations prior to Emancipation. On the one hand, the Ghetto represented Jewish Otherness in 

conflict with the majority society; while, on the other hand, it came to represent tradition and 

history. Likewise, prosperous Jews proclaimed their loyalty to the State by leaving the confines 

of the Ghetto to serve in military or political offices, exercising rights while criticizing those who 

could not leave the Ghetto walls. The Ghetto was built to segregate the socioreligious Other; 

after three phases of Jewish Emancipation under Napoleonic, Austrian, and Italian rule, the 

Ghetto’s architecture continued to symbolize the Other at the start of the twentieth century, 

though the Other was redefined in economic terms, rather than religious. 
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The conflict in perceptions of the Venetian Ghetto after the Risorgimento’s final phase of 

Jewish Emancipation underscore the complex history surrounding the Ghetto. An experiment to 

maintain socioreligious coexistence, the Venetian Ghetto became essential to the development of 

the city’s Christian-Jewish relations. From 1516 to 1866, the perspectives of Jewish and non-

Jewish artists continually transformed the meaning of the Ghetto, alternating between a 

stronghold built to keep the Jewish Other in and to keep the Christian Self out. The fluidity of 

meaning in contemporary depictions of the Ghetto, therefore, demonstrates the nuanced nature of 

the Ghetto and illustrates the long-term process of uniting Venice’s Christian and Jewish 

populations. 

  



 234 

CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 

This examination of the Ghetto walls and residences seeks to expand the scope of the 

study of the Ghetto to include a social art historical approach to the residences and their border, 

and how those structures enhanced or diminished the sense of containment as a means of 

maintaining coexistence. The Ghetto was intended by Venetian Christians to control social 

interaction between Christians and Jews through limiting the social movement of Venetian Jews. 

While Venetian authorities sought to subjugate the city’s Jewish population through limited 

social and physical movement, the Ghetto became a place of stability and safety for European 

Jews. Indeed, the space which was intended to reinforce Jewish Otherness fostered a Venetian 

identity, unique to the city, that smoothed the transition from a Venetian Jew to a Jewish 

Venetian. This struggle for a combined national and religious identity, unrecognized by the 

Venetian Senate until Napoleon’s conquest, was authenticated by the destruction of the Ghetto 

gates as a symbol of systemic segregation. Celebration of the victories of republican ideology 

extended to a celebration of the legitimization of Jewish culture and history by maintaining the 

Ghetto walls, honoring the efforts of early modern Venetian Jews who daily negotiated with the 

Senate for legal rights. Containment provided coexistence in the Most Serene Republic, but it 

was an unfixed containment that responded to Jewish needs according to their socioeconomic 

status, eventually leading to harmony during Jewish Emancipation. 

In an effort to rebuild economic superiority after Venice’s defeat against the League of 

Cambrai, while also addressing concerns about a lapse in religious virtue, the Venetian Republic 

welcomed Jewish refugees into the lagoon city. Such a compromise between the financial and 
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religious health of the Republic led to the containment of Jewish refugees behind stone walls, 

structures otherwise foreign to Venetian architecture. Other than the Ghetto, the lagoon city 

boasted of its unfortified residences which reinforced the city’s myth of unity. The walls and the 

regulations on residences were a means of limiting Jewish access to Christian space; thereby 

preserving Christian purity by obscuring the Judaism of the Jewish Contagion. Nevertheless, the 

limited access out of the Ghetto also prohibited free access into the Ghetto by Christians who 

would persecute their religious Other. Indeed, Jewish Venetians transformed the walls and gates 

from a negative form of isolation into a positive form; in which the barriers protected Jewish 

Venetians from anti-Jewish persecutions. The continued existence of the Ghetto walls declares 

the fundamental role they played in preserving a unique Jewish Venetian culture. The Florentine 

ghetto, contrarily, became the site of the city’s dedication to republican ideals through a 

monument to Victor Emmanuel II and his unification of the Kingdom of Italy. Grand Ducal 

Florence’s alliance with the papacy led to a history of religious intolerance for the religious and 

ethnic Other; yet the destruction of the ghetto in 1889 proclaimed the separation of Church and 

State, the tolerance of Judaism and full legal equality of Jewish Florentines. Venice’s policy of 

separation of Church and State, on the other hand, was an integral part of the politics which 

surrounded the Ghetto from 1516 to 1866, giving the city’s Jews a sense of freedom not 

experienced in Florence prior to Napoleon’s conquest. 

Examining Venetian State Archive documents from the combined perspectives of 

architectural history and the history of ideas reveals the experiment of the Ghetto was an 

experiment in short-term containment. The city’s Jewish population negotiated with the Ghetto’s 

immediate Christian authorities in order to expand Jewish freedom of movement until the 
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destruction of the Ghetto gates and the onset of Jewish Emancipation.681 Initially, the Ghetto 

segregated Jewish residents economically: physicians and local merchants who specialized in 

moneylending and second-hand goods selling were relegated to the Ghetto Nuovo; international 

merchants from the Levant occupied the Ghetto Vecchio; and Jewish merchants and refugees 

from the Iberian Peninsula inhabited the Ghetto Nuovissimo. Once the internal gates separating 

the phases of the Ghetto were destroyed in 1560, the divisions that separated Jewish groups in 

other Jewish Quarters of Europe fell away so that the Ghetto became a cohesive whole with a 

culture reflecting its unique amalgamation of Sephardic, Ashkenazic, Levantine, and Ponentine 

Jews. Sarra Copia Sulam’s experience as a Jewish Venetian in the seventeenth century speaks to 

the blending of Jewish cultures within the Ghetto; wherein her father was Sephardic and her 

mother was likely Levantine. The two Jewish cultures, typically upheld as separate ethnicities in 

Jewish Quarters north of the Alps, blended so that both traditions were honored equally.682 

Copia Sulam’s correspondence with Ansaldo Cebà and her coreligionists’ “Notices from 

Parnassus” reveal the level of agency within the Ghetto concerning its material and ideological 

development. Her wealth gave her the freedom to regularly engage with Christian intellectuals 

inside and outside of Venice; that freedom diminished fears of her Otherness, so that her 
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18. 



 237 

Christian acquaintances sought to convert her rather than avoid contact with her.683 Additionally, 

“Notices from Parnassus” reveals the power of the Ghetto walls on behalf of Venetian Jews. The 

isolation of the island of San Hieronimo was transformed into an island fortress, whereby the 

canals and the walls became barriers prohibiting unlimited Christian access. Meant to protect 

Christian purity from the threat of Jewish Contagion, the walls were reimagined by Ghetto 

inhabitants as protection against anti-Jewish attacks. Giulia Solinga’s poetry in defense of Sarra 

Copia Sulam, bemoaning the series of thefts which targeted her, equally call on the Jewish 

population to raise the gates of the Ghetto in defense of Jewish property.684 Jewish poetry 

therefore reinforces the protective nature of the Ghetto walls, transformed into an ally for 

Venice’s Jewish population, granting safety and security against Christian persecution. 

Regulation of access is critical to understanding the development of the Venetian Ghetto. 

The Ghetto’s three phases were an experiment in maintaining coexistence through containment 
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of Jewish movement. Jewish residential doors and quays were permanently enclosed, limiting 

physical access to the non-Ghetto world, but their windows and balconies remained open, though 

barred. Venice’s attempts to objectify and oppress Jewish movement, however, simultaneously 

provided a space free from Christian oversight as well as challenged conceptions of Christian 

dominance and Jewish suppression through the Ghetto’s towering residences. Consequently, 

Jewish autonomy found a foothold in the Venetian Ghetto, and remained intact until the 

Republic fell to outside rule. Christian regulation of Jewish movement, moreover, conceded 

exceptions according to the city’s needs. Physicians and merchants alike were permitted beyond 

Jewish space after curfew if they verified that their services were vital to the medical or financial 

wellbeing of the city. 

Jewish Emancipation in Venice, like the Ghetto’s development, occurred in three phases, 

from Enlightenment thinkers in the new French Republic to Austrian toleration in the Holy 

Roman Empire, and finally to the Risorgimento of the Kingdom of Italy. Each phase of Jewish 

Emancipation worked to maintain coexistence between the city’s Christian and Jewish 

populations while also expanding Jewish legal rights. Newspaper articles and records of the day 

the Ghetto’s gates were destroyed reveal the tension felt by Venetian Jews, and the thrill of 

having their Venetian identity validated. Venice’s Jewish citizens were no longer ostracized as 

the Other; rather, they sought coherence in blending their Jewish and Venetian identities. Such 

an amalgamation, though, was not always welcomed by Christians or by Jews. Conservative 

Catholic newspapers sought to delegitimize Jewish enfranchisement, while Jewish artists 

illustrated their struggle with the modernizing secularism that appeared necessary in order to 

fully assimilate into Venetian society. 
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Jewish artists responding to Emancipation and the Risorgimento depicted the social 

anxieties of the new Jewish social position. Jewish art begins to depict an unwillingness to 

conform to the majority culture at the expense of abandoning their Jewish heritage. The image of 

the Ghetto likewise conformed to changing perceptions of Jewish Venetian identity. Prior to 

Emancipation, the structure of the Ghetto reinforced Jewish Otherness; whose occupation in 

financial trade was valued by Venetian authorities, but their religious otherness was devalued. 

The Ghetto after Emancipation, conversely, reinforced Jewish tradition and cultural history as a 

part of the Jewish Venetian experience. The image of the Ghetto as cultural heritage was 

perpetuated by Jewish citizens who moved beyond the Ghetto walls to live elsewhere, so that 

poorer Jewish citizens or those who were unwilling to leave the community remained in the 

Ghetto. The walls of the Ghetto no longer confined the ethnic and religious minority Other; they 

demarcated a cultural center, financially unable or unwilling to enter majority culture. The 

Ghetto’s role as a cultural center during the Risorgimento preserving the history of Jewish 

Venetians confirms the Ghetto as a form of short-term containment; regardless of the centuries of 

confinement and shifting regulations, the Ghetto provided a space for the minority population to 

create strong cultural ties that supported them during their assimilation into the majority society 

at Jewish Emancipation.  

The Venetian Ghetto has long been a subject of scholarly attention, from economic to 

social histories; yet studies of the buildings within the Ghetto have been little researched. Dana 

E. Katz’s monograph and the Ducal Palace of Venice’s exhibition of the history of the Ghetto are 
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the most thorough examples of scholarly attention to this question.685 Academic focus on the 

Venetian Ghetto has for the most part concentrated on economic and statistical histories, or art 

historical analyses of the synagogues of the Ghetto. The field for research on the construction of 

the Ghetto, from the materials used and public response of Jewish residents, is still lacking. The 

Ghetto as a form of protection for a growing Jewish Venetian culture was suggested by Vaughan 

and Arbaci in 2011 and proposed by Katz in 2017; this dissertation, though, seeks to prove the 

nuanced nature of the Ghetto. The space took on different meanings for different groups 

according to the circumstances. The residences and walls of the Ghetto thus served as visual and 

material representations of the continuous discussion between Venetian Christians and Jews as a 

means of maintaining coexistence. Examining the Venetian Ghetto through the combined lenses 

of social art history and history of ideas provides a more thorough analysis of the concept of 

containment and reveals it as a place of continual discussion as a long-term experiment in 

promoting the wellbeing of both Christians and Jews. An interdisciplinary perspective 

furthermore benefits the study of Christian-Jewish relations as well as early modern social 

history, for examinations of the Ghetto’s development in construction is essential to 

understanding the daily experience of early modern Venetian Jews. 

The complex history of the Ghetto renders it a topic that demands continued 

investigation, not just to understand the past, but also to inform our policies for the future. 

Venice’s unique toleration for the ethnic and religious Other, at a time when polities across 

Europe exercised programs of expulsion, created a space for Jewish refugees to establish a strong 

 
685. Dana E. Katz, The Jewish Ghetto and the Visual Imagination of Early Modern Venice (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Donatella Calabi, ed., Venezia, gli ebrei e l’Europa. 1516-2016, 
exh. cat. (Venice: Marsilio, 2016). 
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community behind the Ghetto’s walls. The poor construction quality of the Ghetto, nonetheless, 

must not be ignored. The Ghetto’s poor living conditions, from overpopulation to poor 

maintenance, did not create an ideal space for security; yet the better conditions of the second 

and third phases of the Ghetto indicate that Venice’s oppression and objectification of the Other 

ended when significant increases in economic prosperity began. Between the Ghetto’s Va’ad 

Katan, and the hierarchy of Venetian legislative authority, the Ghetto was a site of daily 

negotiation for Jewish rights and freedoms. Venetian authorities used architecture as a means of 

reinforcing the Otherness of the city’s Jewish population, while Ghetto residents used 

architecture to establish and protect a Jewish Venetian identity. The complex relationship 

between early modern Venetian Christians and Jews renders the Ghetto essential to modern 

understanding of space, containment, and Otherness. While scholarly attention has been paid to 

the synagogues and religious art of the Venetian Ghetto, little has been given to Ghetto 

residences, presenting a partial picture of the state of Christian-Jewish relations from the 

sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. This dissertation acts as a call for more research to be done 

on the Venetian Ghetto and similar forms of containment in order to address this need. 

The Venetian Ghetto is not a solitary experiment in containment as a means of 

maintaining coexistence. It is, however, a unique example because it was the first early modern 

European polity to attempt to maintain coexistence and eventually to lead to harmony between 

two religious groups traditionally opposed to each other. Indeed, the aim for promoting the 

interests of the Venetian community above that of the individual was a driving force in Venetian 

Christian-Jewish relations. Venice’s reliance on mercantilism encouraged Jewish refugees to 

bring their business to Venice’s shore, where Jewish residents experienced stability to practice 
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their faith with less fear of Christian persecution. The concept of containment, therefore, is more 

nuanced than good or bad, right or wrong. If the majority culture provides a space of security and 

stability for the minority group, adjusting its policies according to the needs of the minority, 

short-term containment may prove profitable for both groups. Ultimately merging into a whole 

through nonviolent amalgamation, the new society welcomes the diversity introduced by the 

minority population, valuing the qualities it lacked in the past but recognize in the community’s 

new additions. Containment may, in fact, be an aid for an incoming minority population to adjust 

to the majority culture. Post-Emancipation Jewish hesitation to assimilate entirely into the 

majority culture, furthermore, ensures that nineteenth- and twentieth-century Venetian culture 

was multi-faceted and multi-ethnic, encouraging diversity where there had once been uniformity. 

It is this author’s hope that the examination of the Ghetto provided here proves Jewish 

Venetians’ agency within the Ghetto as part of the Ghetto’s history, in addition to its lachrymal 

tradition.  

While the concept of containment urged limited and controlled interactions between 

Venetian Christians and Jews, Venetian authorities worked with the city’s Jewish residents to 

establish and maintain coexistence between the two groups. Regular communication between 

Venetian authorities and the Va’ad Katan concerning Jewish social movement ultimately led to 

unimpeded contact between Christian and Jewish Venetians during the Risorgimento. The 

architecture of the Ghetto, whose towering residences demonstrated Jewish Otherness also 

permitted Jewish inhabitants a view above their Christian neighbors and visual access to 

Christian space. The open windows maintained the health of the Ghetto’s population by 

preventing the spread of diseases through overpopulation and limited airflow; in turn, the city’s 
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non-Jewish population was protected. It is clear that the history of the Venetian Ghetto as an 

experiment in containment as a means of coexistence and eventual harmony is necessary to our 

understanding of early modern relations between the Self and the Other, be it Christians and 

Jews or otherwise. Intended to subjugate Jewish residents, constant negotiations between the 

lagoon city’s Jewish and Christian authorities between 1516 and 1866 on Jewish movement and 

access to Christian space transformed the Ghetto in the Venetian Jewish imagination into a 

fortress, a solitary point of stability for a people wandering the wilderness. 
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APPENDIX 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL PLATES 
 

 

 
Plate 1: S.A.R., Map of the Florence ghetto, 1721. Drawing, Archivio di Stato di Firenze, 
Florence, Regie possessioni, 26 Piante del ghetto di S.A.R., 1721, c. 001 R. By permission of the 
Ministry of Culture / Archivio di Stato di Firenze. Archivio di Stato di Firenze, “26 Piante del 
ghetto di S.A.R., 1721,” Progetto Archivi Digitalizzati, accessed January 8, 2021, 
https://www.archiviodistato.firenze.it/archividigitali/riproduzione/?id=635944&ua=334. 
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Plate 2: Paolo Uccello, predella, Corpus Domini Altarpiece, detail, Profanation of the 
Host,1467-1468. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle 
Marche, Urbino. © 2006, SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. “Miracle of the Desecrated 
Host (Profanation of the Host),” Artstor, accessed March 24, 2021, https://library-artstor-
org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1039488399. Date and title of the panel 
are from Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “The Altar of Corpus Domini in Urbino: Paolo Uccello, Joos 
Van Ghent, Piero della Francesca,” The Art Bulletin 49, no. 1 (March 1967): 2, 7, accessed June 
25, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3048425. 
 
 

 
Plate 3: Paolo Uccello, predella, Corpus Domini Altarpiece, detail, Transportation of the 
Miraculous Host,1467-1468. Panel, Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. Panel, Galleria 
Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino. © 2006, SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. “Miracle 
of the Desecrated Host (Profanation of the Host),” Artstor, accessed March 24, 2021, 
https://library-artstor-org.libproxy.utdallas.edu/asset/SCALA_ARCHIVES_1039488399. Date 
and title of the panel are from Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “The Altar of Corpus Domini in Urbino: 
Paolo Uccello, Joos Van Ghent, Piero della Francesca,” The Art Bulletin 49, no. 1 (March 1967): 
2, 7, accessed June 25, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3048425. 
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Plate 4: Domenico di Polo di Angelo de’ Vetri, Cosimo I de’ Medici, 1519-1574, 2nd Duke of 
Florence, 1537, later Grand Duke of Tuscany 1569 [obverse], probably 1537. 3.53 cm (1 3/8 in.) 
diameter, bronze, National Gallery of Art, Samuel H. Kress Collection, 1957.14.908.a. Courtesy 
National Gallery of Art, Washington. “Cosimo I de’ Medici, 1519-1574, 2nd Duke of Florence 
1537, later Grand Duke of Tuscany 1569 [obverse], probably 1537,” National Gallery of Art, 
accessed February 2, 2021, https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.44893.html.  
 
 

 
Plate 5: Domenico di Polo di Angelo de’ Vetri, Capricorn and Stars [reverse], probably 1537. 
3.53 cm (1 3/8 in.) diameter, bronze, National Gallery of Art, Samuel H. Kress Collection, 
1957.14.908.b. Courtesy National Gallery of Art, Washington. “Capricorn and Stars [reverse],” 
National Gallery of Art, accessed February 2, 2021, https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-
page.44894.html.  
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Plate 6: Senate debate concerning the establishment of the Ghetto Vecchio. ASV, Senato, 
Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 19, cc. 95r, 1541, 2 giugno. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 7: Senate debate concerning the establishment of the Ghetto Vecchio. ASV, Senato, 
Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 19, cc. 95v, 1541, 2 giugno. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 8: Senate debate concerning the establishment of the Ghetto Vecchio. ASV, Senato, 
Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 19, cc. 96r, 1541, 2 giugno. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 9: Council of Ten’s decree concerning the dangers of night. ASV, Consiglio di dieci, 
Deliberazioni, Miste, Registri, 14, c. 21r, 1450, 16 dicembre. Photo reproduction courtesy of 
ASV. 
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Plate 10: Charter of 1526. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 19, cc. 95r, 1526 mar. 29. 
Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 11: Charter of 1526. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 19 cc. 95v, 1526 mar. 29. 
Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 12: Charter of 1526. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 19, cc. 96r, 1526 mar. 29. 
Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 13: Senate debate concerning Ghetto Vecchio. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 
26, cc. 44r, 1541 giugno 2. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 14: Senate debate concerning the Ghetto Vecchio. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, 
Registri, 26, cc. 44v, 1541 giugno 2. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 15: Senate debate concerning Levantine Jewish insults against the Eucharist. ASV, Senato, 
Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 96, 68r, 1625 settembre 24. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 16: Senate debate concerning Levantine Jewish insults against the Eucharist. ASV, Senato, 
Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 96, 68v, 1625 settembre 24. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 17: Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 220r, 1636 luglio 
10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 18: Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 220v, 1636 luglio 
10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 19: Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 221r, 1636 luglio 
10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 20: Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 221v, 1636 luglio 
10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 21: Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 222r, 1636 luglio 
10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 22: Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 222v, 1636 luglio 
10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 23: Senate vote on Charter of 1636. ASV, Senato, Deliberazioni, Terra, Registri, 114, 223r, 
1636 luglio 10. Photo reproduction courtesy of ASV. 
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Plate 24: Jacopo de’ Barbari, detail from View of Venice [upper left block], 1500. Woodcut on 
two sheets pasted together, 665 x 913mm, Rosenwald Collection, 1950.1.14, Courtesy National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. “NGA Images,” National Gallery of Art, accessed May 22, 
2020, https://images.nga.gov/en/search/do_quick_search.html?q=%221950.1.14%22.686 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
686. Size of Barbari’s map, upper left block, is found in Juergen Schulz, “The Printed Plans and 

Panoramic Views of Venice (1486-1797), Saggi e Memorie di storia dell’arte 7 (1970), 41, accessed April 24, 
2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43139931. 



 266 

 
Plate 25: Page declaring the number of male and female citizens lived in the Ghetto in 1797, 
1797. 736: (1797), courtesy Archivio di Stato di Venezia—Judaica-Europeana, Venice, Italy. 
Archivio di Stato di Venezia, “736: (1797), UA_8,” Judaica, accessed September 16, 2020, 
http://www.judaica.archiviodistatovenezia.beniculturali.it/index.php?7/dettaglio/&type=docume
nto&id=15285&backUrl=index.php%3F2%2Fricerca%26searchFld%3D736%3A+%281797%29
%26x%3D0%26y%3D0%26state%3Dsimple#dettaglio. 
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Plate 26: Census page of residents in Ghetto Vecchio households in 1797, 1797. 736: (1797), 
courtesy Archivio di Stato di Venezia—Judaica-Europeana, Venice, Italy. Archivio di Stato di 
Venezia, “736: (1797), UA_8,” Judaica, accessed September 16, 2020, 
http://www.judaica.archiviodistatovenezia.beniculturali.it/index.php?7/dettaglio/&type=docume
nto&id=15260&backUrl=index.php%3F2%2Fricerca%26searchFld%3D736%3A+%281797%29
%26x%3D0%26y%3D0%26state%3Dsimple#dettaglio.  
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