

[image: Book cover of ‘The First Ghetto, Venice and the Origins of Modern Antisemitism’ by Alexander Lee. The cover image features a view of buildings along a canal in Venice.]




[image: Title page of ‘The First Ghetto, Venice and the Origins of Modern Antisemitism’ by Alexander Lee published by Basic Books.]





Copyright © 2026 by Alexander Lee

Cover design by Ann Kirchner

Cover images Stefano Politi Markovina / Alamy.com; © Maxtorstock / Shutterstock.com; © Daboost / Shutterstock.com

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Map artwork copyright © ML Design.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Basic Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.basicbooks.com

First US Edition: May 2026

Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group. 

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Basic Books publications may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026935898

ISBNs: 9781541608771 (hardcover), 9781541608788 (ebook)

E3-20260327-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	List of Illustrations

	Maps

	Introduction

	Part I 
ORIGINS

	1 An Uncertain Refuge (to c. 1440)

	2 Borrowed Time (c. 1440–1492)

	3 Confinement (1492–1516)

	4 “Under the Protection of the Lord” (1516–1541)




	Part II 
THE GOLDEN AGE

	5 Expansion (1541–1553)

	6 The Great Fiction (1553–1589)

	7 The Golden Age (1589–1630)




	Part III 
DECLINE

	8 Bodily Sickness (1630–1663)

	9 A Spiritual Crisis (1663–1688)

	10 Orphans of the Storm (1688–1714)

	11 The Age of Unreason (1714–1789)




	Part IV 
DEATH AND AFTERLIFE

	12 The Burning of the Gates (1789–1797)

	13 The Price of Freedom (1797–1835)

	14 Risorgimento (1835–1866)

	15 The Emptying of the Ghetto (1866–1945)




	Epilogue (1945–present)

	Photos

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Notes






	iii

	iv

	v

	IX

	x

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	107

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	169

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	324

	326

	327

	328

	331

	332

	333

	335

	341

	342

	350

	351

	353

	356

	358

	359

	361

	362

	365

	369

	372

	375

	380

	381

	387

	392

	396





Navigation


	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright







Pour mes chers beaux-parents Henri et Catherine Sebban







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Basic Books logo]






LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS


	1. Jacopo de’ Barbari’s Veduta di Venezia (1500), a depiction of Venice as it would have appeared shortly before the Ghetto’s foundation. (Archivart / Alamy)

	2. The martyrdom of Simon of Trent as shown on a broadsheet printed in 1475. (Bayerische Staatsbibliothek)

	3. A portrait of Doge Leonardo Loredan by Giovanni Bellini, 1500. (FineArt / Alamy)

	4. The Senate decree establishing the Ghetto Nuovo in March 1516. (Archivio di Stato di Venezia)

	5. The Campo del Ghetto Nuovo. (FredP / Alamy)

	6. Bricked-up windows and quays along the Rio di Ghetto Nuovo. (Courtesy of the author)

	7. Facade of the Scuola Italiana. (imagoDens / Alamy)

	8. View of the Scuola Canton from the Campo del Ghetto Nuovo. (Oleg Znamenskiy / Alamy)

	9. Interior of the Scuola Spagnola (or Ponentina). (James Talalay / Alamy)

	10. Portrait of Ludovico Beccadelli by Titian, painted in 1552, the year before Beccadelli oversaw the burning of Jewish books in the Piazza San Marco. (Heritage Image Partnership Ltd / Alamy)

	11. Portrait of Leon Modena, shown here in a detail from the title page of the 1638 edition of his Historia de’ riti hebraici. (Fine Art Images / Heritage Images / Getty)

	12. Portrait of a young woman thought to be Sarra Copia Sullam, attributed to the artist Antonio Lagorio. (Wikimedia Commons)

	13. Title page of Sarra Copia Sullam’s 1621 Manifesto, a masterpiece of wry condescension in which she rebutted accusations that she had denied the immortality of the soul. (Wikimedia Commons)

	14. Santa Maria della Salute, commissioned by the Venetian government at the height of the plague of 1630–1631. (Wolfgang Moroder / Wikimedia Commons)

	15. The Banco Rosso, one of the three Jewish loan banks in existence by the end of the sixteenth century, as it appears today. (Lois GoBe / Alamy)

	16. Eighteenth-century drawing of a Jewish body being carried by gondola to the cemetery on the Lido. (Archivio di Stato di Venezia)

	17. A drawing of the Canale degli Ebrei from July 1688. (Archivio di Stato di Venezia)

	18. The Jewish Cemetery on the Lido. (Maspez / Wikimedia Commons)

	19. Images from Giovanni Grevembroch’s richly illustrated volume of Venetian dress. (MS Gradenigo Dolfin 49. Biblioteca del Museo Correr, Venice)

	• A Levantine Jew

	• A banker

	• “Jewish refinement”

	• A Jew wearing the yellow circle





	20. Cross section of buildings in the Ghetto Nuovo, by Giorgio Fossati and Pietro Checchia, February 1778. (Archivio di Stato di Venezia)

	21. The “tree of liberty” erected in the Piazza San Marco after Napoleon’s troops entered the city, as depicted by Giuseppe Borsato in 1797. (Alamy)

	22. An 1865 engraving of Samuel David Luzzatto, one of the leading Jewish scholars of his generation. (The Picture Art Collection / Alamy)

	23. Marble sculpture of Margherita Grassini Sarfatti, while she was Mussolini’s mistress, by Adolfo Wildt, 1929. (DeAgostini / Getty)

	24. Portrait of Letizia Pesaro Maurogonato, daughter of minister of finance Isacco Pesaro Maurogonato, by the painter Giacomo Balla, 1901. (Ca’ Pesaro International Gallery of Modern Art, Venice)

	25. Antisemitic cartoons from Il Travaso delle idee, a satirical magazine, in August 1938. (Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Roma)

	• “Business is business”

	• “At the beauty salon”





	26. Arbit Blatas’s Monument to the Victims of the Holocaust in the Campo del Ghetto Nuovo, installed in 1980. (Andrea Sabbadini / Alamy)

	27. Arbit Blatas’s The Last Train, erected in 1993 to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the deportation of Venetian Jews from the Ghetto. (lowefoto / Alamy)

	28. The Calle del Ghetto Nuovissimo. (Courtesy of the author)

	29. Aerial view of the Ghetto Nuovo. (San Marco Venice / Wikimedia Commons)









[image: Map of northeastern Italy featuring regions including Friuli, Istria, and Val Camonica. Key cities and geographical features are labeled, with the Adriatic Sea and Gulf of Venice indicated.]
[image: Map of Venice featuring major districts, canals, and landmarks including San Marco, Cannaregio, and the Ghetto. An inset map highlights the surrounding islands.]
[image: Map of the Jewish Ghetto in Venice, featuring Ghetto Nuovo and Ghetto Vecchio with labeled locations of schools and monuments, including Arbit Blatas's Monument to the Victims of the Holocaust.]






INTRODUCTION

But how I caught it, found it, or came by it,

What stuff ’tis made of, whereof it is born,

I am to learn…

—William Shakespeare, 
The Merchant of Venice, 1.1.3-5

It was a cold January afternoon when I first came to the Ghetto. I got there much later than I had hoped. I had spent much of the day elsewhere and had lost track of time. It was already beginning to get dark. The campo seemed deserted. Shutters were closed and, apart from the tinkling of water in the wells, there was hardly a sound. There were no streetlights, barely even the glimmer of a lamp. But in the branches of the trees, thousands of tiny lights were shining.

Having nothing else to do, I wandered idly across the square. On a wall opposite, I spotted an imposing bronze plaque. It was hard to make out in the gloom. Squinting, I could just see the image of a train, pulling what looked like trucks. Hundreds of people—and around them, soldiers with guns. I caught my breath—a sharp intake of icy air. Behind the plaque, in a large, irregular recess set with a metal grille, there was an inscription with names. Not far off, there was another with a date. I picked out the numbers slowly. December 5, 1943. I stopped. December 5. My birthday.

Just then, I heard a sound coming from my right. A gentle song, joyful and defiant. Turning, I saw a light in a ground-floor window and a small group of men dressed in black, shawls pulled up, nodding their heads in prayer. Then it struck me. It was Friday. The Sabbath was beginning. Something stabbed at my heart. Without knowing why, I burst into tears.

It was in that moment that my fascination for the Venetian Ghetto began. Although I did not realize it at the time, I had glimpsed—felt—the essence of its past. To most of us, the word “ghetto” will be familiar. We know the tragic story of the Warsaw Ghetto, the Łódź Ghetto, and the horrors that followed. We have heard it used of the “imprisoned cities” of Black Americans, in parts of Harlem and Chicago, Brownsville and Detroit. We have seen it reimagined in poems and songs. But it was there, in an out-of-the-way corner of Cannaregio, that the ghetto—and its benighted history—was born.1

What makes the Venetian Ghetto so historically important is not its originality per se. It was certainly not the first time Jews had been confined to a separate quarter. By the time it was established, on March 29, 1516, the practice of segregation was already a distressingly familiar part of European life. From at least the thirteenth century, Jews in cities throughout the continent had lived in specified neighborhoods, cut off from surrounding areas by barriers and iron gates. Some, like the vicus iudeorum in Cologne, were purely voluntary; in others, residency was only lightly enforced. But in Prague, Frankfurt am Main, Marseilles, and at least a dozen other cities, Jews were forced to live in areas that were “obligatory, separate, and enclosed”—just as in Venice.2

Rather, the significance of the Venetian Ghetto lies in its name—or what that name has come to represent. After all, it was in Venice that the word “ghetto” was coined. At root, of course, the term had nothing to do with Jews, let alone segregation. Derived from the verb gettare, meaning “to cast,” it was originally the name of the municipal copper foundry (geto). It was just by chance that, when the Venetian government decided to confine the city’s Jews, it chose to house them on the island next door—which, having previously served as the foundry’s dumping ground, was known as the geto nuovo. The name stuck—and before long, it came to describe not just the island but the institution of Jewish segregation itself.

This marked a turning point. Until then, Jewish quarters throughout Europe had been known by a dizzying array of names. Yet none had succeeded in encapsulating a clear, generalizable conception of segregation. Either they described a geographical area too narrow to be applied elsewhere—a street (Judenstraße), an alley (Judengasse), a square (Judenplatz)—or they were so vague that it was impossible to know exactly what type of confinement they entailed (Judería, Juiverie). The word ghetto cut through the confusion. Since it was a metonym, rather than just a geographical marker, it could be used of Jewish quarters anywhere—not just those on sites of former foundries. Yet because the Ghetto Nuovo also happened to be separated from the city around it more completely than any other Jewish quarter in Europe (ringed as it was by high walls, and surrounded on all sides by water), there could be no doubt about the type of segregation it described.

Words, as Ludwig Wittgenstein famously observed, are deeds, and to endow them with clarity is to lend them a special power.3 Over the years that followed, the concept of a ghetto quickly spread. Following the promulgation of Pope Paul IV’s bull Cum nimis absurdum in 1555, Jews in cities throughout the Italian peninsula were confined to areas increasingly identified as ghettos. As early as 1562, the Jewish quarter in Rome was referred to as a ghetto. In 1571, the Medici family established a dedicated ghetto in Florence. And a rash of others followed. Ghettos were established in Mirandola in 1602, Padua in 1603, Mantua in 1612, Ferrara in 1624—and dozens of other cities, continuing right until the dawn of the French Revolution.4

“Ghetto” was far from a simple term, however; and the further it spread, the more complex, even contradictory, its associations became. Although for statesmen and prelates it continued to denote a site of Jewish segregation, it could also evoke a set of economic relations, a commercial arrangement, even a religious rapprochement. For Jews themselves, it was equally nuanced. It was understandably seen as a form of exclusion, marginalization, and oppression; but it could also entail tangible benefits, overlapping with the concept of a holy community (Kehilla Kedosha) and reinforcing a keenly felt sense of distinctiveness.5 At every level, and in every place, it intersected with concepts of power and place, faith and finance, exclusion and admission; was shaped by notions of gender and disease; and served as a mirror to the societies from which it sprang.

Following the Napoleonic invasions, Jewish segregation in Italy was progressively abolished. But far from curtailing the ghetto, this only broadened its scope—both geographically and conceptually. Now untethered from Venice, the word ghetto moved first to Germany, where it came to signify the clustering of Jews in a given space, or even a culture of Jewish particularism. Either one of these two meanings could be understood negatively, as a rejection of the totalizing mission of the emergent nation-state, or positively, as an affirmation of identity. A few decades later, in the United States, amid the great waves of immigration that marked the Gilded Age, the ghetto then shed its purely Jewish connotations. Used to describe the living conditions of any minority group, it became a shorthand for vulnerability, poverty, and powerlessness—a biting counterpoint to the wealth and privilege of the Gilded Age. And after the Nazis’ invasion of Poland in September 1939, it came to be applied to sites of appalling confinement and eventual genocide. Even today, it continues to evolve. Just as, in Denmark, the official classification of migrant communities as ghettos reflects a deliberate effort to stigmatize, so the reappropriation of the word by rap artists and fashion icons signals an attempt to reclaim lost agency and restore self-respect.

No one could claim that the Venetian Ghetto was the model, or even the prototype, for these incarnations, of course. There was no straight line leading from the quays of Cannaregio to the streets of Warsaw. The evolution of the concept has been too stuttering, and its associations too different to admit so simplistic a reading. No matter how hard you look, it is impossible to find the fate of Holocaust victims foreshadowed in the deliberations of the Venetian Senate on a spring day more than four hundred years before. Just as nature abhors a vacuum, so history scorns any hint of inevitability. Each ghetto is born for its own time and against its own context—a fact of which its protagonists have sometimes been keenly aware. There is certainly no lack of testimonies to how greatly the concept has changed over the centuries, or how remote certain ghettos are from their Venetian antecedent. Yet each ghetto is nevertheless a branch forking from the same trunk—and it is in Venice that we must seek their common root.

The Venetian Ghetto was never created to have such a lasting influence, of course. When it was established, there was no conscious effort to model it after Jewish quarters elsewhere, no clear awareness of its past, and no vision of how it might evolve more than a handful of years in the future. Rather, it was an ad hoc creation, occasioned by the tumult of the Italian Wars, and framed by Venice’s—perhaps myopic—determination to reconcile religious prejudice with its most pressing economic needs.

Like many other European states, Venice had long regarded Jews as a threat to its Christian identity. Preachers and patricians constantly warned that, if allowed to live unchecked in the city, Jews would “infect” the Christian faithful, poisoning the minds of the pious and stealing souls away from salvation. Yet the Venetian government knew that it could not manage without a Jewish presence, either. By the early sixteenth century, the Republic’s economy was already showing signs of decline. The “working poor” were especially vulnerable; but since the Venetians were unable—or unwilling—to offer any form of credit on their own account, they had no choice but to rely on Jewish moneylenders instead. The Ghetto was simply the easiest way of allowing Jewish loans to keep flowing, while keeping the spiritual “risks” to a minimum.

At first, it was intended to be a temporary measure, yet the collapse of Venice’s maritime trade—once the guarantor of its prosperity—demanded that the Ghetto be not only retained but expanded. Jewish merchants, originally from Spain and Portugal, were invited to make the Ghetto their home and, in doing so, help revive Venice’s flagging commerce with the Levant. One Ghetto swiftly became three; and as long as Venice’s fortunes continued to worsen, their existence was all but guaranteed—so much so that, by the mid-seventeenth century, they could well be regarded as a barometer of Venice’s decline.

Though each of the Ghetto’s three areas (the Ghetto Nuovo, the Ghetto Vecchio, and the Ghetto Nuovissimo) retained its own, distinct character until remarkably late, it was always cramped, unsanitary, and marred by privation. Its residents were subject not just to innumerable petty restrictions, but to an ineradicable, if often variable, hostility. Comparisons with Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice are invidious, but perhaps unavoidable. Although most scholars now agree that Shylock’s “pound of flesh” owes more to antisemitic hysteria in London than to daily life in the lagoon, the abuse he suffers at Antonio’s hand in the Rialto market would not have been all that unrecognizable, at least in a slightly earlier period.6 Insults were common, threats familiar. Accusations of blood libel periodically recurred. Physical attacks were not unknown. There are cases of Jewish corpses being abused on their way to the cemetery, and even one instance of a father watching as his son was stabbed to death in the street.

Even after the Ghetto’s gates were finally pulled down, the segregation of Venice’s Jews lived on—as much in mind as in space. To borrow James Baldwin’s phrase, its limits were “set forever.”7 Jews, though relieved of their financial burdens and recognized as citizens, often struggled to escape the Ghetto’s shadow; Venetian antisemitism, shorn of its religious mantle, took on the more vicious garb of race; and in time, the Jewish community—like so many others throughout Europe—was all but swept away in the horrors of the Holocaust.

The Ghetto’s tale is anything but straightforward, however. Though its high walls were intended to protect the Christian population, they sometimes did more to defend the Jewish people within. Particularly after Venice’s break with the papacy in the early seventeenth century, the government went to great lengths to shield Judaizers from the Inquisition’s glare and recast the Ghetto as a refuge. On other occasions, the Ghetto’s walls could be remarkably porous. The Ghetto was, after all, founded in the expectation of regular exchange between Jews and Christians and was enlarged in the hope that it would be a window of sorts onto the East. Jews often lived outside the Ghetto, and, at times, Christians made their homes inside its walls. Conversions were common, apostasy not unknown, and the presence of so-called Marranos (Jews from Spain or Portugal who had converted to Christianity) made it virtually impossible to draw a clear distinction between religious communities. Even at the height of Jewish segregation, Jews might work in partnership with Christians, call on Christians to arbitrate in disputes, or be welcomed into Christian homes as friends. And once segregation was ended, we find Jewish councilors at the heart of civic politics, Jewish restaurants being haunted by Venetian gourmands, and Jewish soldiers taking their place in the struggle, first for Italian unity, then for Italian freedom.

Most of all, the Ghetto’s story is a testament of hope. Despite all they endured, its inhabitants not merely survived, but thrived. They were, in a sense, a microcosm of the Jewish world. Having all fled persecution abroad, the early residents belonged to three “national” groupings, worshipped according to two separate rites (Ashkenazi and Sephardic), and spoke any number of different languages. At various times, they practiced a dizzying range of professions: from doctors and rag traders to merchants and copy editors. In the early seventeenth century, one rabbi claimed to have tried no fewer than twenty-six trades, including matchmaking, proofreading, teaching music, and making magical remedies—invariably without success.8 More than once, the Ghetto’s Jews helped keep the Venetian economy from collapse. They founded no fewer than eight glittering synagogues, each a masterpiece of its kind, founded innumerable charities, and administered their own affairs with democratic probity. They were poets and scientists, musicians and philosophers; they put on plays and held festivals; and they transformed Venice into the greatest center for Hebrew printing in the world. And almost five centuries after the Ghetto’s foundation—long after the horrors of the Holocaust—I found them still there, on that cold winter evening, proud, defiant, and full of hope.

In looking back at the Ghetto’s past, I have used three lenses. The first is context. As will perhaps already be apparent, the Ghetto is a product of much wider Jewish diasporas. Those who lived there came as refugees or migrants from Germany, Spain, Portugal, the Ottoman Empire, modern Ukraine, and perhaps even beyond, and the Ghetto’s story cannot be told except through their own stories. At the same time, it is equally impossible to understand the Ghetto except in relation to Venice’s own fortunes. Just as the Ghetto’s foundation was precipitated (if not necessarily caused) by the catastrophic defeats Venice suffered during the Italian Wars, so its subsequent history was shaped by the decline of Venetian shipping, its fractious relationship with the Ottoman Empire and the papacy, its shift toward the land, and its subjugation—to France, to Austria, and finally to Italy. I have therefore tried to link the daily happenings in Cannaregio with the bigger picture as clearly as I can. As will become clear, this has often necessitated giving a good deal of attention to Venice’s economic situation, the state of its public finances and—most of all—the workings of credit markets. These are, understandably, often rather tricky topics, but I have done my best to avoid unnecessary technicalities whenever possible.

The second lens is environment. Although the Ghetto’s story often unfolds across a rather large canvas, as a tale of negotiations and charters, wars and finances, it is never anything less than a lived environment. Whatever the squalls raging about, those few small blocks structured and shaped the daily lives of Venice’s Jewish population. It was there, in those squares and streets, that people had their homes, ate their meals, celebrated, worshipped, and mourned. The fabric of the Ghetto is the warp and weft of its social existence. At each stage of the narrative, I have therefore tried to give as clear an impression as I can of the built environment and its evolution: the state of the tenements, the shops and synagogues, the wells, drains, and bridges. In this, I have been helped immeasurably by the abundance of primary materials still available and by the many wonderful studies that have been produced in recent decades, most notably by Donatella Calabi, Ennio Concina, and Ugo Camerino—not to mention the outstanding conservation work that has preserved so many of the Ghetto’s buildings for posterity.

The third lens through which I approach the Ghetto is personalities. Although this book traces the Ghetto’s history from the arrival of the first Jews in Venice down to the present day—a period of some seven hundred years—it is above all a story of individuals. The Ghetto itself was a place to live; and though its fate was often shaped by factors beyond the control of any one person, it was always a living community of families, friends, acquaintances, and rivals. As such, I have tried to tell the Ghetto’s tale through the experiences and (where possible) the voices of its inhabitants. Particularly for earlier periods, this has, admittedly, not always been easy. Far fewer firsthand accounts have come down to us than we might like. As a result, non-Jewish sources have necessarily had to be privileged, a fact that has the unfortunate effect of reinforcing Jewish exclusion. From the mid-sixteenth century onward, however, the situation is quite different. Thanks to the wealth of materials that have survived, we are fortunate to be able to reconstruct many lives in exceptional detail. Some of these are “significant” figures who made some noteworthy contribution to cultural, political, or religious life, or who are otherwise well represented in the documentary record, such as the poet Sara Copia Sullam (spelled several different ways), the learned rabbi Leon Modena, the revolutionary Daniele Manin, and the heroic doctor Giuseppe Jona. But I have tried to balance these with the lives of more ordinary people, too, like Simcà Todesca, the housewife who found a baby on her doorstep, and the children who were separated from their parents during the Second World War.

This book cannot pretend to completeness, however. It is the historian’s curse to see the past through a glass darkly, and even the most strenuous efforts afford nothing more than a brief and incomplete glimpse into the Ghetto’s history. Yet the longer I have studied this most remarkable place, the more deeply I have dug into its records and remains, the more clearly have I come to see its essential truth: that its greatest monument is its endurance; its greatest blessing, its memory; and its greatest hope, its people.
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Part I

ORIGINS







1

AN UNCERTAIN REFUGE

to c. 1440

At some point in the early 1380s, a small boat made its way across the lagoon to Venice. It was not a long journey—perhaps an hour or two at most—but it was treacherous, nonetheless. As any boatman could have told you, the waters are seldom more than three feet deep, even at high tide. Only skilled pilots knew where the deep channels lay; and even then, there were no guarantees. Hidden dangers lurked just beneath the surface; and when the wind was up, the waves could sweep lightly loaded vessels onto the sandbanks in the blink of an eye. It is unlikely Anselmo, the son of Samuel, paid much heed, though. Like many other Jews who made the crossing in the late fourteenth century, he had left the German lands some years earlier, fleeing either the pogroms that had broken out after the Black Death or the waves of economic persecution that followed.1 Together with his two brothers, Giacobbe and Abramo, he had trekked from his native Nuremberg across the Alps and over the Lombard plain.2 Now at long last, his journey’s end seemed to be in sight.

Even approached from the north—its least favorable side—Venice would have been an impressive sight. Writing a few decades later, the Milanese pilgrim Pietro Casola doubted whether any city on earth could compare with it.3 Though still reeling from a recent war, it radiated the brash, unvarnished confidence of a Republic in the first flush of its “imperial” glory.4 As a sketch by the traveler Niccolò da Poggibonsi shows, it already bristled with fine buildings.5 By then, the bronze quadriga had already stood atop the Basilica di San Marco for more than a century; the Palazzo Ducale was being rebuilt in a grand new style; and the canals were lined with palaces worthy of kings. Its wealth was palpable. From atop the Adriatic, Venice had come to dominate European trade. State-owned galleys plied the routes to Flanders, Romania, Alexandria, and Beirut; commercial outposts had been established throughout the Mediterranean; and a fledgling overseas empire (the so-called Stato da Màr) was growing apace. Already, Crete, Istria, Ragusa, Negroponte (Euboea), the ports of Coron and Modon, and a host of smaller towns answered to Venetian rule; and in the years that followed, more territories would be added. The fruits of these connections could be seen everywhere. In the market at the Rialto, there were goods of every kind, from Saxon timber and English wool to Indian spices and Chinese silks. Along the quays thronged people from far and wide. According to one visitor, there was such a “babel of strange tongues” that the “rough accents of the Venetians” could hardly be heard.6 German merchants sold their wares at a dedicated fondaco (warehouse) in San Bartolomeo; Armenians prayed at their own church in Castello; Moorish servants, wearing long scarves and elaborate turbans, were immortalized in the stones of Cannaregio; and here and there, in streets and squares throughout the city, Jews, too, plied their trades.7

Jews had long been familiar to Venetians. Since at least the tenth century, Jewish traders from Dalmatia and the Levant had been traveling aboard Venetian ships; and, as Venice’s overseas possessions had grown, so too had its acquaintance with Jews from around the Mediterranean.8 By c. 1300, Jews were even living under Venetian rule in the Republic’s Levantine colonies. Like many other “foreigners” (Greeks and Syrians among them), they were not eligible for citizenship, for which residence in the capital was a precondition, but they were recognized as Venetian nationals (fideles) from the first.9 This allowed them to benefit from legal and diplomatic protection, lower tariffs on goods, and immunity from local taxation. It also gave them the right to use Venetian warehouses and, in some cases, even access to state-owned ships. This did not mean that they were always treated equally or even fairly: In the colonies, the Venetian government generally subjected Jews to harsher restrictions than any other minority. A separate Jewish quarter existed in Candia, the capital of Venetian Crete, and in 1242, Venetian Jews living in Tyre were required to pay a special tax.10 In 1325, the Republic even attempted to impose segregation throughout the Stato da Màr.11 But such measures were usually respected more in the breach than in the observance and did nothing to stop Jews from playing a prominent part in Venice’s maritime trade.12 By the early fourteenth century, Venetian Jews in Crete were selling cloth as far afield as Cyprus, Armenia, and Egypt; and a few decades later, Jews living in the Venetian settlement in Constantinople were dealing in furs from Crimea.13

Some Jews traveled to Venice itself, though exactly when they first did so is something of a mystery. A fleeting—if ambiguous—reference in the binding of the Damascus Keter, now in the National Library of Israel, hints that Jews may have been present in the city as early as the twelfth century.14 Similarly, an oft-repeated but probably apocryphal story suggests that the celebrated Talmudist Isaiah di Trani (c. 1180–c. 1250) sparked controversy by crossing the canals in a gondola on the Sabbath during a stay in the city in c. 1244.15 But the earliest securely documented Jewish visitor only appears in 1314. An inhabitant of Venetian Crete, he had been deputed to petition the doge—Venice’s head of state—on behalf of the island’s Jewish community and had most likely been chosen for the role because he was already going to Venice on other business.16 Others soon followed. Though their numbers were never great, they came regularly enough that they would have been a common sight.

A few even settled in the city. In the late 1310s, Messer Nicola Bongi, a Friulian doctor who had converted to Christianity, but whom official documents still referred to as a Jew (judeus), had a house in San Cassiano; and in 1321, a Jewish merchant from Ancona is known to have imported wine for his Venetian friends.17 But these were exceptions rather than the rule. Only a handful have ever been identified, and the grounds for believing that there was a full-fledged Jewish community are dubious at best. A census purportedly conducted in 1152 indicating that thirteen hundred Jews were then living in the city actually dates to 1552 or 1555. A law of 1290 supposedly requiring Venetian Jews to pay a 5 percent tax on all imports and exports applied only to Jews in Euboea, rather than in Venice itself, and the island of Giudecca—often said to have been named for a group of Jewish inhabitants—seems to have owed its name to some other, unknown etymology.18

Most Jews who came to Venice from the Stato da Màr and elsewhere in the Mediterranean were hence a transient presence, staying only as long as it took to transact their business or unload a cargo and then setting off for new harbors. Anselmo and the German Jews (ebrei Tedeschi) were different. They had come not as visitors, but as refugees. Back in 1348, Europe had been struck by the Black Death. Estimates of how many died from the pestilence vary, but recent data suggests that in most regions the mortality rate may have been at least 30 percent. What caused the plague, no one knew. Some attributed it to the corruption of the air, or even the alignment of the planets. Many more pointed the finger at Jews. The Franconian friar Herman Gigas recorded that they were accused of planning “to wipe out all the Christians” by poisoning “wells and springs.”19 A torrent of popular outrage followed—and Jews everywhere became the target of brutal attacks. The worst atrocities occurred in the German lands. According to the chronicler Heinrich von Herford, Jews “throughout Germany… were cruelly and inhumanly killed… either by the sword or with fire.”20 Entire communities were massacred, often at the instigation of local elites. In Frankfurt, the Jewish quarter was razed to the ground; in Basel, six hundred Jews were burned to death on the banks of the Rhine; while in Strasbourg, the slaughter is said to have gone on for six days.21 Those who could, fled. Taking only what essentials they could carry, they sought refuge wherever they were able: some in nearby forests, others further afield.

When the violence eventually abated, some Jews were persuaded to return by local rulers, often encouraged by assurances of protection and offers of special privileges. But many preferred to seek new homes elsewhere. Their destinations varied, with Italy proving particularly popular. With rare exceptions, it had not experienced anything like the same violence, and its commercial prowess was too tempting to resist—no more so than in the case of cities like Venice.

After making their way across the Alps and through Friuli, those attracted by the Republic’s wealth first settled in Mestre, on the opposite side of the lagoon.22 A Venetian subject-city, looking out at the domes and towers from across the water, it was a thriving port, and the Jews quickly prospered. Much of their early activity is unclear, but later records suggest that they followed a variety of trades. Some settled into manual labor, while others became merchants or rag dealers (strazzaruoli) or took up skilled professions like jewel cutting, medicine, and tailoring. But it was as moneylenders—or more properly, as pawnbrokers—that they found their niche.

As a business, moneylending was relatively straightforward. Working from rented premises or makeshift tables in the marketplace, lenders would offer loans for a fixed length of time at an agreed rate of interest on the security of a pledge (usually an item of roughly equivalent value) or a promissory note. If a borrower was unable to repay what he owed, the lender would be entitled to sell any unredeemed pledges or notes to recover the loss.

There were risks to this, of course.23 It was not always easy to raise enough capital to make loans; pledges could be inaccurately valued or suffer damage through inadequate storage; occasional downturns might mean that pledges were rarely redeemed, but difficult to sell; and disgruntled employees might be tempted to put their hands in the till. But such hazards were no different from those facing any business—and certainly did not stop the Jewish moneylenders of Mestre from prospering.

Their success was hardly surprising. Since the mid-twelfth century, the Church had forbidden Christians from lending money at interest. At the Second and Third Lateran Councils, it was decreed that any usurer who refused to mend his ways was to be cut from the body of the Church, denied the sacrament of communion, and refused burial in consecrated ground.24 As the canons pointed out, this had a clear basis in scripture: Both the Old and the New Testaments had emphasized that, while it was legitimate—even laudable—to help those in need, it was wrong to charge interest on food or money.25 According to the prophet Ezekiel, it was one of the basest crimes, comparable in gravity to theft and murder.26 There were other reasons for banning usury, too.27 As Dante later noted, one was that it “went against… nature” (natura… dispregia).28 Whereas other “arts” created things in imitation of God, usury produced nothing—and actually made other activities less productive. If a farmer took out a loan, for example, the interest he would have to pay “devoured” money that he might otherwise have used to buy more seeds for next year’s crop—meaning that his harvest would be smaller and his belly emptier. What was more, usury was based on a legal absurdity. If I lend you money, and you spend it—the argument went—there is no sense in which the money still belongs to me, so how can I charge you interest for something I no longer own?29

Of course, some enterprising souls had found a way around this—at least insofar as large sums were concerned. All you had to do was disguise interest as something else. Canon lawyers like Hostiensis (c. 1200–1271) argued that if, in lending someone money, a creditor could claim that he had lost an opportunity to make a profit, he could reasonably expect to receive some compensation for the loss, in addition to the principal. How much “compensation” was charged varied, but in twelfth-century Venice, rates of 20 percent were not unknown.30 Alternatively, if no fixed rate of interest was set, a loan could be dressed up as an “investment” and the relationship between lender and borrower treated as a partnership like any other. In Venice, such an arrangement was known as a colleganza and was much favored by merchants planning risky voyages by sea.31

Small loans were another matter. As the sums involved were too minor either to be considered an “investment” or to turn a conventional profit, such loans were plainly usurious. Yet it was precisely this sort of loan for which there was greatest need, especially among the urban poor—with the result that there were plenty of Christian moneylenders who were ready to defy the Church’s prohibition. Unlike some other Italian cities, Venice—which prided itself on its piety—was troubled by this at first. From the mid-thirteenth century onward, the government made repeated attempts to stamp out small-scale lending. In 1254, it forbade Venetians to lend at interest, either in Venice or anywhere else; in 1281, the Great Council (Maggior Consiglio)—Venice’s principal legislative body—tried to drive Tuscan moneylenders out of Mestre; and in 1333, loans of less than 100 lire di piccolo were banned.32 But it was clear that small loans could not be eradicated altogether. On the contrary, given how heavily the poor relied on them, many Venetians recognized that it would be positively dangerous to do so.

The Jews of Mestre provided a convenient alternative. Technically, they were also forbidden to lend each other money at interest, but there was nothing, in principle, to stop them from lending money to Christians. As the Fourth Lateran Council pointed out in the canon Quanto amplius—and as many halakhic authorities agreed—the divine law only prohibited interest-bearing loans between people of the same faith.33 Provided interest rates were not “excessive,” the Council argued, Jews could therefore practice usury without incurring any sin. As such, Christian rulers were free to welcome Jews into their territories—and even grant them licenses to lend.34 Many Italian states leapt at the opportunity. Orvieto and Perugia, for example, had “extended charters of privileges… to Jewish moneylenders as early as 1287.”35 And in Mestre, German Jews were well placed to make a similar arrangement work, both to Venice’s advantage and their own. Although they were neither licensed nor in Venice itself, they were close enough to serve the city’s population with relative ease—and to grow prosperous in the process.

As fate had it, they arrived at just the right moment. After the Black Death, Venice’s economy was in a fragile condition. A costly war with Genoa had drained the treasury, taxes had been raised, and the debasement of silver coins had weakened confidence.36 Trade had suffered. Though Venice’s dominance of the Adriatic remained unchallenged, galleys to the Levant had been interrupted, while the outbreak of the Hundred Years, War between England and France had closed the route to Bruges. As a result, prices began to rise—not dramatically, but certainly enough to hurt. Everyone from the humblest plebeian to the most powerful patrician began clamoring for loans; and the more who came flocking, the higher interest rates climbed.

For the Jewish moneylenders of Mestre, it was an excellent opportunity to make money. The surge in demand held out the possibility of other advantages, too. As interest rates had risen, the Venetian government had grown increasingly alarmed. With images of impoverished families and bankrupt businesses dancing before their eyes, some patricians came to believe that loans would have to be made more affordable—and that, to do so, a deal should be struck with moneylenders. A range of proposals were put forward, all of which were rejected.37 In June 1366, with interest rates on small loans now touching 25 percent, and abuses becoming common, it became clear there was no other choice. The Great Council instructed the podestà of Mestre to negotiate a contract (condotta) with any moneylenders willing to lend at more reasonable rates, for the benefit of the poor.38 Lasting for five years, this granted the signatories a protected status and a host of additional rights.

The condotta was open to any moneylenders, regardless of their religion or background. While it is possible—even likely—that some Jews were among the signatories, no conclusive evidence has yet been found. It was, however, an encouraging development. The German Jews in Mestre could have been forgiven for hoping that, before long, Venice might offer them a condotta of their own—and maybe even allow them to live in the city itself. There were huge benefits to the latter: Not only would it have been safer, both legally and practically, but the commercial opportunities were greater, too. With more clients closer to hand, and the shipping routes to the east open before them, there was no telling what they might achieve.

Even at this time of need, however, the obstacles were considerable. Though the Venetians were happy to accept loans when it suited them, many still harbored a horror of moneylending in Venice itself—and almost all regarded the Jews with unconcealed hostility. Granted, there was little sign of the violent abuses seen in Germany and France, but the vehemence of antisemitic feeling was no less keenly felt than anywhere else in Italy. Though there was obviously a great deal of regional variation in both legal provisions and social attitudes, the belief in Jewish “wickedness” was pervasive.39 From every pulpit, in every town, priests and friars denounced the Jews as enemies of the Christian religion. As the Dominican Giordano da Rivalto (c. 1260–1311) told the Florentines in 1304, the Jews were “evil at heart and hate[d] Christ with evil hatred.” If they could, he claimed, “they would crucify him anew every day.”40 Their mere presence in society threatened the well-being of Christian believers. Whenever they could, the inquisitor Bernardo Gui (1261/2–1331) warned, they tried “secretly to pervert Christians” and to convert them to their “Jewish perfidy.”41 Their supposed methods varied, but moneylending was thought to be among the most favored. Inherently greedy for profit, it was believed, they would drag unsuspecting Christians into debt and then coerce them into abandoning their faith. However willing Venice might have been to avail itself of the German Jews’ services, this prejudice still far outweighed its financial need. There was hence no question of Jewish moneylenders being granted a special status—let alone permission to reside in Venice permanently.

A few years later, all that changed. Not long after the condotta had been agreed, tensions between Venice and Genoa began to rise once again. In October 1372, a quarrel at the coronation of King Peter II of Cyprus sparked a riot in which Genoese merchants suffered enormous losses. Outraged, Genoa retaliated by attacking the island and seizing the port of Famagusta. At a stroke, this transformed the balance of power in the eastern Mediterranean. From Famagusta, Genoa could challenge Venice’s trade with Beirut and Antioch, potentially reducing the river of silk and spices flowing into the Rialto to a mere trickle. This was bad enough, but when Genoa also acquired the island of Tenedos—guarding the entrance to the Dardanelles—Venice realized the time had come to act. On April 22, 1378, war was declared.42

After an initial victory at sea, near Anzio, Venice soon found itself on the defensive. On August 6, 1379, a huge Genoese fleet landed at San Nicolò al Lido, just opposite Venice itself. A week later, it attacked Chioggia, fifteen and a half miles to the south, while Genoa’s ally Francesco da Carrara of Padua besieged the town from the landward side. Within a matter of days, Chioggia fell. An attack on Venice seemed imminent. Food and supplies were already running low. Uncertain how long the city could hold out, the Great Council offered to negotiate terms. The Genoese commander refused. Still giddy from victory, he swore that there would be no peace until he had bridled the horses of San Marco.

Venice had never been in greater peril. To meet the threat, forced loans were imposed, mercenaries hired, new ships built, and sailors wooed with promises of sweeping political reforms. Even women and children stood ready to fight. But Genoa had gravely miscalculated. While its forces were tied down in Chioggia, a Venetian fleet blockaded their ships back home, and an allied army from Milan crossed into Genoese territory. On the night of December 22/23, 1379, Venice launched a furious attack on Chioggia. Though its troops failed to take the town straightaway, they nevertheless succeeded in cutting it off completely. The Genoese, once the besiegers, now became the besieged. For six months, they held out; but eventually, the hunger and disease became too much. On June 22, 1380, they surrendered. By then, both sides were exhausted. Unable to go on, Genoa agreed to a peace.

For Venice, survival was victory enough—but it had come at a price.43 Already fragile, Venice’s economy was virtually ruined. Despite the forced loans, the public debt had grown to previously unimaginable levels, while the value of government bonds had collapsed. Stringent measures were hastily introduced to reduce the deficit. But the effect was to limit both the number of galleys and the volume of trade even further. Many of the old nobility saw their fortunes evaporate. For those lower down the social scale, the situation was even worse. Inevitably, the demand for loans shot up—and the cost of borrowing, already exorbitant, climbed to an all-time high.

More so than ever before, Venice needed cheap credit—and fast. Even before the Treaty of Turin had been signed, Marco Corner had put forward a proposal to invite moneylenders to live in Venice for at least four years, on the condition that they lend at more reasonable rates.44 This had been defeated in the Great Council, but the vote had been close—and as the crisis worsened, the remaining opposition crumbled. When, in February 1382, the heads of the Quarantia, the committee responsible for finance—Giovanni Corner and Giovanni da Canal—presented a similar bill again, prejudice took a back seat to pragmatism.45 Passing the Great Council on the first ballot, the legislation offered anyone willing to lend at a maximum of 10 percent on pledges and 12 percent on notes the chance to live in the city itself for up to five years. Their activities would be carefully regulated, and oversight given to the Magistrato del Piovego—a magistracy primarily responsible for administering public land.46 All unredeemed pledges were to be auctioned publicly at the Rialto or San Marco. And anyone who charged too much, or who engaged in illicit practices, was to be severely punished. Other than that, those who took up the government’s offer would be free to do as they pleased.

Designed to “avoid the highest interest rates” (pro evitandis maximis usuris), this condotta was, in theory, open to anyone: Venetian or foreigner. No mention was made of Jews—but with only one exception, all those who took up the chance to live in Venice were Jewish.47 The first in line were the Tedeschi of Mestre. Before long, however, they were joined by another wave of migrants from the north. Following another outbreak of plague in the Holy Roman Empire just a year later, persecution resumed—albeit of a more economic nature. In 1384, Jews in Anselmo’s native Nuremberg were taken prisoner and released only when they agreed to pay a large sum of money.48 The next year, all debts owing to Jews in Nuremberg and thirty-seven other cities were canceled. Facing financial ruin, and fearing there was worse to come, many left and made their way to Venice, where they eagerly took advantage of the condotta.

Settling in the northern sestieri of Cannaregio and Santa Croce, Anselmo and his colleagues were soon doing a good trade. Like most other types of business, loan banks came in all shapes and sizes.49 Some were loosely knit affairs, while others took the form of a “family company” (fraterna societas), or partnerships reaching well beyond the immediate kinship group. In addition to their Venetian activities, many had branches elsewhere. Either the branches were run as separate enterprises, with occasional ad hoc cooperation, or they were managed in a more coherent fashion, with shared profits and common procedures. Some even retained links with associates in Germany or further afield.50 Take the Jew Salomon: Salomon ran a loan bank in Venice with his partner, Auser, while his brother, Caser, ran another in Zara (today Zadar in Croatia).51 Though each was notionally separate, there was a constant exchange of letters, bills of exchange, and credit between the two. Anselmo of Nuremberg was more unusual.52 He and his two brothers, Giacobbe and Abramo, financed a loan bank in Venice run by their Christian partner, Giacomo Panigo (or Panichi). While Anselmo lived in Venice itself—presumably so that he could oversee operations with Giacomo—Abramo looked after a branch in Verona, and Giacobbe seems to have taken care of another in Vicenza. Here too, cooperation appears to have been the norm.

Anselmo and his colleagues lent to people from all walks of life. Little is known about pledges, but notarial documents suggest that the primary recipients of loans on promissory notes were not the poor, but patricians—including some from extremely eminent families. Of nineteen such loans examined by the historian Richard Mueller, fourteen (74 percent), including one renewal, were for sums of 100 ducats or more, and six (32 percent) were for 400 ducats—over four times the annual salary of a foreman shipwright.53 All those for which a duration was specified were to be repaid within four or five months, and all but three were charged at the maximum permissible rate. On August 30, 1385, for example, Crisano de Spier (Speyer) lent 400 ducats to Ludovico di Bernardo Bragadin at a rate of 12 percent, to be repaid by the end of the following January; while on August 1, 1386, Salomon and Caser lent the more modest sum of 30 ducats to Catarino Zane, who was active in managing the family’s property on Torcello.54

Old prejudices continued to bubble away beneath the surface, though. On at least one occasion the Jewish community found itself the victim of malcontents. In 1384, five Jews were robbed, tied to an anchor, and thrown into the sea by three sailors who had brought them by ship from nearby Portogruaro.55 But such abuses were rare—and for a time, Venice’s arrangement with the Tedeschi seemed to be working to everyone’s advantage.

The city’s economic recovery was slow, however. Three and a half years after the condotta came into force, money was still scarce, and business had not yet returned to its prewar levels. On August 4, 1385, a ducal councilor, Pietro Morosini, therefore proposed that a special committee should be appointed to explore whether the Jews might be willing to offer better rates in return for a longer condotta.56 After some initial difficulties, this was approved about a month later, and on November 24, 1385, a new agreement with the German Jewish community was concluded.57 When the existing condotta expired, in 1387, it would be revoked and replaced by another, lasting for ten years.58 In a break with the past, this would be open to Jews alone. They would be given a choice between paying a tax of 4,000 ducats per year and continuing to charge the same interest rates as before (up to 10 percent on pledges and 12 percent on notes) or paying no tax and lending at lower rates (up to 8 percent on pledges and 10 percent on notes). The thinking was that, if they chose the higher rates—as the Venetians evidently hoped—the tax would push them to lend more than 200,000 ducats a year, since anything less would represent a loss on the other option; whereas if they chose the lower rates, they would make credit more affordable for the poor. Either way, Venice would benefit—in theory, at least.

At the same time, steps were taken to make the city more attractive to Jews—both as a continued place of residence and as a refuge from persecution elsewhere. If the Jews chose to charge higher rates, the legislation stipulated that they would be allowed to elect their own leaders to collect the taxes owed. This was a major concession: Fiscal self-regulation was not something the Venetians allowed lightly. But while it established a formal structure for collective action, it also laid the foundations for a more stable community life.59 More importantly, the Jews were to be provided with a quarter of their own. Where this would be situated was not specified, but the intention was clearly to give them a comfortable, coherent base in the city. This was not all. The following year, the Piovego also granted the Jewish community a vineyard next to the Benedictine monastery of San Nicolò al Lido for use as a cemetery.60 Measuring 70 by 30 Venetian passi (350 by 150 feet), this was a sizeable plot; and, with views of the lagoon, it would have been a fitting resting place for even the most discerning. Anselmo and his friends would have had good reason to hope that a new era of fruitful coexistence was about to begin.

No sooner did the new condotta come into force, however, than all its promise was shattered. Despite what the Venetian government had hoped, the German Jews chose to charge lower rates and avoid the tax. Either they did not think that there was enough demand to lend more than 200,000 ducats or, more likely, they preferred not to take the risk. On its own, this need not have been a problem. What alarmed the Venetian government was that they were also being highly selective in their lending. While they were happy to lend large sums to rich individuals—such as Antonio della Scala, the former signore of Verona, who borrowed 40,000 ducats against his family jewels—they were reluctant to lend smaller amounts to the poor.61 From the moneylenders’ perspective, this made good business sense: When storage and administrative costs were taken into account, it was hardly worth lending people a few ducats here and there when all the borrowers could offer as collateral was a few pewter bowls or a bolt of linen. But that was hardly the point.

The Venetian government reacted quickly and harshly. On September 24, 1388, following a complaint from the ducal councilor Michele Contarini and the head of the Quarantia, Rosso Marino, the Senate passed a bill clamping down on moneylending operations.62 Claiming that the whole point of the condotta had been to help the poor, the bill obliged Jewish banks to lend sums of up to 30 ducats to anyone who asked, on pain of a fine. Later that day, the Senate, outraged that loans were being made to priests and that unredeemed religious treasures were being sold at the Rialto, banned Jewish lenders from accepting any items used in Christian worship as pledges.63 In both cases, oversight was transferred from the Piovego to the more powerful Sopraconsoli dei Mercanti, who were responsible for regulating all other areas of Venetian business.

The following month, the Senate ratcheted up the pressure still further. Recalling that, in 1385, provision had been made for a separate Jewish quarter, it decreed that a suitable location should now be found as a matter of urgency—ostensibly because the housing in which they were then living was unsuitable.64 But whereas in the past, this measure had been intended to attract more Jews to the city, its purpose was now to segregate them from the rest of the population.

The German Jews were appalled. In protest, they refused to lend the government the money needed to support the Flanders galleys that year.65 It was a petulant and short-sighted gesture, which only served to make things worse. A proposal to force them to make the loan was only narrowly defeated in the Senate; and among the common people, violent resentments began to break forth. So severe did this become that, the next year, the Jewish community was forced to petition the Piovego for permission to erect a fence around the cemetery at San Nicolò al Lido to protect their graves from desecration.66

In early June 1389, the Sienese merchant Biago di Ruberto reported that the German Jews were at breaking point.67 Disgusted by how the Venetians were treating them, many were already leaving the lagoon for the nearby cities of Padua, Treviso, Verona, and Vicenza. The Sienese government—eager to attract extra moneylenders—offered them a home in Tuscany, and no doubt other states did the same.

Facing a potential exodus—and the imminent collapse of two major Christian banks—the Venetian government finally realized it would have to compromise.68 On June 22, 1389, the ducal councilor Michele Giustinian put forward a plan for a small-loans fund, which would have allowed Jewish lenders to serve the most vulnerable while protecting them from undue losses. This failed to pass, but it paved the way for further negotiations—and the following month, an agreement was reached. The Jewish community would maintain a reserve of 50,000 ducats, with each resident contributing a share. This would be lent to the poor in sums of between 1 and 30 ducats at moderate rates of interest. To safeguard the lenders’ interests, they were allowed to refuse pledges of low value, and the manner of redeeming pawns was more tightly regulated. This arrangement was far from perfect, but in theory it settled the major difference between Venice and the Tedeschi.

Breathing a sigh of relief, the German Jews picked up the threads of daily life and went about their business as before. The first signs of cultural activity began to emerge. Manuscripts were copied, including a magnificent collection of Kabbalistic writings transcribed by Abramo ben Isacco ha-Yerushalmi; and when Barcelona was rocked by pogroms, the community sent one of their number, Salamone Sansone di Vinegia, to rescue any Hebrew books in danger of destruction.69 Works of poetry, theology, and liturgy were written, and a lively trade in books even sprang up. Early in the fifteenth century, Mosè ben Joseph bought a manuscript copy of Jeremiah and Ezekiel from a certain Issachar ben Mosè, also known as Ber of Zurich.70 Meanwhile, German Jews made loans, albeit still more on notes than on pledges. They welcomed a further wave of refugees from Spain and Germany, and availed themselves of the courts—sometimes recklessly so.71 Anselmo was particularly rash. In 1393, he and his brothers became embroiled in a quarrel with their Christian partner, Giacomo Panigo.72 Alleging that Panigo had failed to hand over the notebooks in which he recorded all the pledges he had received, they had him arrested by the authorities in Vicenza and thrown in jail. If the charge was true, they were well within their rights, but Anselmo would soon realize that a more moderate course of action might have been wiser.

From 1390 onward, Venice’s economy at last began to regain its former strength. The city’s old rival, Genoa, was exhausted, leaving Venice’s navies in sole command of the eastern Mediterranean. Maritime trade rebounded.73 As prosperity returned, so the need for Jewish moneylenders diminished—and prejudice resurfaced. Shopkeepers who had been only too glad to accept loans grew restive, the poor no doubt grumbled that they had not been lent enough, and doughty patricians—cursing their previous willingness to compromise—began looking for ways to get rid of the Jews altogether. For a time, Venice’s involvement in a war with Milan prevented any definite action being taken.74 But in August 1394, during a brief lull in hostilities, the Senate decreed that when the current condotta expired in three years’ time, Jewish moneylenders would have to leave the city.75 After that, they would not be allowed to visit for more than fifteen days at a time. To ease identification—and to prevent them from “deceiving” the rest of the Christian population—they were also required to wear “a yellow circle the size of a loaf of bread worth four denarii” on their outer clothing.76

Seeing the writing on the wall, many Jews left for Mestre straightaway. Some of the more farsighted had already made preparations. Two men named “Magister Moyse” and “Ber” had registered themselves with the authorities in Mestre several months before. As soon as the decree of expulsion had been approved, they had signed an agreement with the podestà and the capitano allowing them to continue lending money at interest.77 Those who remained in Venice were worryingly vulnerable—none more so than Anselmo. In September 1395, just over a year after the decree, his former partner Giacomo Panigo brought their dispute back to court.78 This time, Anselmo and his brothers were charged with burning the notebooks they had accused Panigo of withholding, and of procuring his arrest on false pretenses. All three were found guilty, thrown in jail, and fined. Whether there was any truth to the charges is difficult to tell—but the timing of the case suggests Panigo may simply have been taking advantage of the change in the government’s attitude to exact his revenge. Others likely followed suit.

For many Jews—Anselmo included—the day of expulsion must have been a bitter release. But it quickly dawned on the Venetian government that it had made a mistake. While it had seemed easy enough to get rid of the Jews, it proved almost impossible to do without them. Even at a time of economic recovery, the city relied on Jewish moneylenders—and despite everything, they were anxious for its business. Soon, Jews from Mestre were flocking back, with every intention of bending the rules. After spending their allotted fifteen days in the city, they would go back to Mestre for a short time and then return, restarting the clock as they did so. By doing this regularly enough, they were effectively able to become permanent residents once again, much to the chagrin of the Venetian authorities.

At first, the Senate had tried to clamp down on rule breakers. In late 1402, it decreed that, after staying in the city for fifteen days, no Jew could return for four months.79 But the effect was limited—and even the Senate had to recognize that there would have to be exceptions. Clearly, Jews who had legal business in the city would need to stay longer—especially if they had come from the Stato da Màr. The Venetian courts were not as quick as many would have liked, and cases, even those involving Jews, could not be impeded without eroding confidence in the legal system. Doctors, too, were a case apart: Though they were not mentioned explicitly, legislation passed in 1395 had clarified that the restrictions did not apply to them, either.80

By 1408, it was evident that Jewish merchants also required special treatment.81 Since the expulsion, Jewish merchants from elsewhere in Italy who had previously brought silks, tanned skins, and foodstuffs to Venice had started taking their goods to Ancona instead, causing Venice an annual loss of more than 60,000 ducats—a staggering sum. Such a loss was manifestly unacceptable. In the wake of the Milanese war, Venice had greatly expanded its territories on the mainland (known collectively as the Dominio di Terraferma)—gaining Belluno, Feltre, and Vicenza in 1404, and Padua and Verona in 1405—but the effects of such a prolonged economic depression were still keenly felt. As such, Jewish merchants, too, would be allowed to come to Venice, to buy, to sell, and to live, just as they pleased.

Before long, there were as many Jews in Venice as there had ever been. Some areas, such as the parishes of Sant’Aponal and San Silvestro (both in San Polo), were reputedly full of them; and, in addition to the German Jews, appreciable numbers also came from the Venetian Terraferma, Spain, and southern Italy.82

Even the Venetian government could see how absurd the situation was. Though determined not to revoke the expulsion of moneylenders, it had to accept that a Jewish presence of some sort was inevitable—even desirable. Its attitude therefore shifted from rejection to containment. Rather than fight economic and social realities, it tried instead to cut the interest rates on loans outside Venice (albeit unsuccessfully)—and to limit the “harm” Jews could do to Christians in the city itself.83

Efforts were made to enforce the wearing of distinguishing signs. On March 5, 1408, the government stipulated that, in light of repeated violations, the yellow circle, in addition to being the same diameter as a 4 denarii loaf of bread, should also be made of a braided rope the width of a man’s finger.84 The following year, after receiving reports of Jews falsely claiming exemptions, or dressing up as Christians so that they could commit “evil deeds with women,” the Senate ruled that, from then on, all Jewish men would have to wear the circle all the time. Exemptions would only be made in rare cases, and even then, only with the approval of the ducal councilors, the Quarantia, and six hundred members of the Great Council.85 In 1430, a further raft of legislation extended the requirement to Jews both in the Venetian Terraferma and in the Stato da Màr.86

Worship was also tightly regulated. At the time, there were no true synagogues in Venice—or at least no buildings set aside specifically for acts of communal devotion. However, reports had reached the authorities that Jews were regularly gathering for prayers in houses rented from Christian landlords. Outraged by the temerity of this and alarmed by the possibility of spiritual “infection,” the government decreed that, if any Jews were caught doing this again, the leaseholder would be locked in jail for a year and fined 1,000 lire, while anyone else found there would be sentenced to six months in prison and obliged to pay 300 lire.87 In 1426, the penalties were increased. New legislation passed by the Great Council categorically forbade Jews from gathering for prayers, and threatened anyone who disobeyed—whether tenant, participant, or Christian landlord—with a 1,000 lire fine and a year’s “hard” imprisonment.88

Even greater care was taken to prevent “sexual pollution.”89 Following a visit by the fiery Franciscan preacher Bernardino da Siena in 1422, the Quarantia banned all sexual contact between Christian women and Jewish men.90 Harsh penalties were imposed for the women, with the severity of the punishment being determined by their status. A Christian prostitute plying her trade at the Rialto, for example, could expect to spend six months behind bars and a fine of 500 lire, whereas any other would be sentenced to a full year in prison and a similar fine. Male partners were punished too, although their sentences were often somewhat lighter. Just days after the law was promulgated, for example, Samuel Astruc was fined—but not imprisoned—for pretending to be a German Christian and having sex with a Christian woman.91 Though less common, Christian men who slept with Jewish women were of equal, if not greater, concern. Indeed, the Avogadori di Comun (state attorneys) were instructed to proceed even more harshly against them than against Christian women.92 More troubling to the state was male homosexuality. Long a preoccupation of the Venetian authorities, this had been treated with increasing severity since at least 1406; and, thanks in part to the preaching of friars like Bernardino da Siena, a discreet but potent connection was now being drawn between sodomy and Judaism.93 Accusations were admittedly difficult to substantiate. In 1422, for example, the Christian Johannes Caliva accused a Jew named Ioste (or Joste) Astru of committing a homosexual act with a boy. But when repeated attempts to locate the boy failed, the judges had no choice but to imprison both accuser and accused until further inquiries could be made.94 Yet this did nothing to lessen the seriousness of the perceived offense—or the determination of the Venetian authorities.

Such a conflicted legal attitude inevitably resonated in other aspects of Venetian culture. Venice’s humanists were equally tortured. Like other adherents of the new learning elsewhere in Italy—such as the Florentine Giannozzo Manetti—they could not suppress a fascination for Hebrew texts and took advantage of the Jews’ presence both in the city and further afield to pursue their newfound enthusiasm.95 Eagerly learning the Hebrew language, they sought out Hebrew manuscripts, studied Jewish history, and corresponded with leading Jews. The patrician Marco Lippomano, for example, exchanged letters with the Jew Crescas Meir during his time as podestà of Belluno, and asked for books on a wide range of subjects, including philosophy and magic.96 This interest in Hebrew learning was driven less by a yearning to understand Jewish thought per se than by the pious antisemitism familiar to men of their social background. Their principal goal was to recover “Christian” truths from Jewish texts, refute Jewish beliefs, and—if possible—induce Jews to convert.97 When Crescas refused Lippomano’s request for magical books, the Venetian launched a brutal attack on the Talmud, affirmed that the Jews had long been deprived of wisdom, and urged his correspondent to become a Christian.98

It was a paradoxical situation. Despite intense Venetian prejudice, the Republic seemed unable to part with a people it loathed. Its laws, though stern in language and sterner still in the penalties prescribed, were irregularly enforced; the ban on residence was quietly ignored; and its outbursts of hostility masked the reluctant acceptance of a Jewish presence. So much was typical of the Venetian character. For all their vaunted piety, all their proud cries of fiat iustitia (let justice be done), its citizens were pragmatists at heart. “Naturally timid and averse to any doubtful… measure”—as Machiavelli later put it—they were slow to decide, and avoided taking any precipitous action.99 They preferred compromise to consistency, and would rarely, if ever, do anything that might endanger their commercial interests. This was only natural. The sea on which their prosperity was founded was proverbially unpredictable, and the ferment of Italian affairs, into which they were increasingly drawn, was turbid, even in times of peace. Given how quickly things could change, it paid to be flexible—most of all with creditors. And while Venice’s “arrangement” with Jews might have been strained, all that mattered to the Venetians was that it worked. Whether it would last was another matter.
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