
chapter eight

Some Thoughts on the Social and Political 
Culture of Baroque Venice1

MATTEO CASINI

This essay is part of a wider research project on the features of the self-
cognizance of Venetians in the period from the late sixteenth century 
to the late seventeenth, the age of Venice’s last, great Mediterranean 
wars: Cyprus (1570–3), Candia (1645–69), and the Morea (1684–99). 
Those events nurtured vast and complex forms of exaltation and auto-
celebration of the ‘Most Serene Republic’ and her men, through public 
festivals, prints, paintings, booklets, poems, and architecture. We may 
understand the deep changes in contemporary Venetian society by ob-
serving how those media represented fundamental social values such as 
honour, heroism, piety, civic harmony, friendship, competition, sense of 
the state, individualism, family – to name but a few. In particular, the 
target of the project is to seek the ‘social culture’ of the city, the culture 
whose primary function is structuring the mythical visions of the com-
munity, to convey aristocratic and popular interests, and to put the two 
parts into dialogue; a culture that, however, may sometimes reveal some 
confl ict and resistance to the establishment of concord and the common 
well-being. 

The approach to the social culture must necessarily be interdiscipli-
nary, attempting to combine social, political, cultural, and art history. 
Therefore, a vast number of literary and iconographical sources have to 
be considered, describing festivities or the lives of major military, civil, 
and political fi gures, or the social life of the city; but also presenting the 
basic features of the auto-celebration of individuals, families, and the 
state.

The infl uence of Fernand Braudel in this fi eld must not be under-
rated. The author of La Méditerranée only rarely mentioned public feasts 
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or similar phenomena, but stressed the relevance of the Italian late Ren-
aissance and baroque culture for Europe, while suggesting some meth-
odological and historical lines that I would like to recall.

From the methodological point of view, most relevant is the famous 
introduction to the fi rst edition of The Mediterranean. Among the three 
different divisions of historical times suggested by Braudel, the history of 
the Venetian civic culture may be concerned with two:

– The second level, that of conjuncture, history ‘with slow but percep-
tible rhythms,’ the ‘social history of groups and groupings,’ states, 
societies and ‘civilizations.’ Braudel calls it ‘social time.’2 

– The third level, the événementiélle: the history of the ‘individual’ and 
events, or ‘individual history.’ 

My project operates mainly on this level. It focuses on prominent men 
such as captains or doges, as well as single moments such as one-time 
ceremonies. Events allow a dialogue between structure – Braudel’s fi rst 
level – and conjuncture as well: ‘Movement and immobility complement 
and explain one another,’ Braudel wrote.3 Furthermore – he said ten 
years later – each event is linked to a series of other events and realities, 
and may bear witness to deeper phenomena.4

Beyond methodology, Braudel’s concept of ‘civilization’ is very inter-
esting. In chapter 6 he admits that civilizations are the ‘most perplexing’ 
of the ‘complex and contradictory faces of the Mediterranean world,’ 
sometimes stable but sometimes even ‘shifting and straying.’ Then he 
stresses the importance of the Mediterranean baroque for the rest of Eu-
rope: ‘the Baroque, conveniently designates the civilization of the Chris-
tian Mediterranean: wherever we fi nd the Baroque we can recognize 
the mark of Mediterranean culture.’ The Renaissance did not have the 
same impact in Europe, while the baroque spread out from Italy, Rome, 
and Spain, to Austria, Germany, Bohemia, Switzerland. The infl uence 
of the Roman baroque, for instance, permitted Catholic iconographical 
themes to cross and re-cross all of Europe.5

For Braudel this is another proof that the Mediterranean did not go 
into a complete decline after the end of the sixteenth century. On the 
contrary, the Mediterranean kept an ‘eminent position ... in the building 
of the modern world.’

Some of these observations were recalled and expanded in Braudel’s 
outstanding chapter of the Storia d’Italia (1974): ‘L’Italia fuori d’Italia. 
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Due secoli e tre Italie.’6 In that essay Braudel analyses, among other 
things, ‘Italy’s greatest age,’ the century between 1550 and 1650, the 
‘baroque’ century. This period was like ‘wave after wave of the sea’ for 
the Italian contribution to European culture: ‘Italy knew at that time an 
extraordinary tension,’7 and the baroque ‘was responsible for a series 
of modern inventions going well beyond the religious or artistic forms 
they invented.’ Also, culture became a leading ‘business and industry,’ 
and the primacy of culture had never been so ‘offi cially’ accepted as it 
was now.

Venice played a crucial part in this. In La Méditerranée Braudel stated 
that Venice was still fl ourishing in the sixteenth century, and during the 
fi nal years of the century and the beginning of the following she aban-
doned herself ‘once more to the pleasures of living and of thinking. Her 
late Renaissance is a proof of this.’8 Even in the seventeenth century, 
Venice was able to draw forth strength and fi nancial resources and play 
a crucial role in two major Mediterranean crises, the wars of Morea and 
Candia. In fact, Braudel called the latter ‘Venice’s Thirty Years War,’ a 
war which the Republic waged ‘practically alone, with courage, determi-
nation and resources indicative of the city’s wealth.’9

My concern is to evaluate the effects of the ‘baroque explosion’ de-
scribed by Braudel on the dialogue between the different sectors of 
Venetian society, even beyond Braudel’s ‘baroque century,’ and going 
beyond a purely cultural approach. Most important for my research is 
that the two confl icts, as well as the later Morean war, brought the fl ower-
ing of several public and private celebrations, from the joy over the victo-
ry of Lepanto to the abundant productions, in the seventeenth century, 
to honour the ‘glorious’ sea captains and their victories. The apogee was 
reached late in the century, during the Morean war, with the huge com-
memorations for the captain, doge, and hero Francesco Morosini. 

The vast number of visual and literary sources proves that in baroque 
Venice, on the one hand, power had to search for a renewed way to 
display itself; and that, on the other hand, closer contact between no-
ble and popular culture was needed, to enhance and maintain social 
consensus through long decades of international and internal hardship. 
In this essay I will present just a few directions that might be taken to 
enquire whether the rebuilding of a ‘social culture’ worked or not, and 
how for Venice in this period what Braudel wrote in 1950 may be true: 
‘In a civilization’s area, the social content may completely renew itself 
two or three times without touching certain deep structural elements.’10
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1 ‘Feeding’ the Venetian Public: Civic and Religious Festivals

We must recall here one of Braudel’s insights about the Italian baroque: 
there was ‘an exuberance, a bubbling of life, an intellectual efferves-
cence, all over Italy. The public had become an ogre hungry to be fed.’11 

To ‘feed’ the population, the Venetian state adopted many different 
methods in the baroque. For instance, after a long period of inactiv-
ity (since 1540), it resumed the patronage of monuments exalting key 
fi gures of the Venetian wars. Sculptures were sponsored to represent fa-
mous captains who served the Republic at different times, such as Pom-
peo Giustinian and Orazio Baglioni (in the church of SS. Giovanni e 
Paolo, 1620), Bartolomeo d’Alviano (Santo Stefano, 1633), Almerigo 
d’Este (Frari, 1666), and Orazio Farnese (Gesuiti, 1675).12

More important, to celebrate the crucial moments of the city’s history 
the government staged impressive public festivals which aimed to dictate 
precise models of civic spirit and communal moral behaviour. A main 
feature of these ceremonies was particularly reinforced in the late Ren-
aissance and baroque, that is, the tight interplay between civic worship 
and religious worship through the evocation of the Republic’s patron St 
Mark, the Blessed Virgin, and the saints. 

In September 1571 and February 1572, for instance, the identifi cation 
between Venice, St Mark, and Charity was displayed on two occasions: 
the procession for the League against the Turks and a Carnival masquer-
ade for the victory of Lepanto.13 In June 1649 the devotional allure of 
the Republic was stated in the vast celebrations which followed the news 
of the Venetian victory in the waters off Phocaea. These festivals lasted 
eight days, and included a series of great processions, one inside the 
basilica of St Mark’s, others connecting the basilica to the cathedral of 
San Pietro in Castello. The bodies of three saints, Nereus, Archelaus, and 
Pancratius, were exposed in San Zaccaria (in fulfi lment of a vow to God 
made by the doge a few weeks before), while in the basilica of St Mark’s 
two Marian images and other relics were displayed. On 24 June, the feast 
day of St John the Baptist, the Greek community held a procession from 
their church of San Giorgio to St Mark’s. The chronicler of the event, 
Giovanni Dalla Spada, wrote: ‘The whole City was a Church ... or an 
earthly paradise.’14

In these events the strategy of ‘republican’ worship was combined 
again – as so many times in the past – with the capacity of Venetian ritual 
to connect the centre, St Mark’s, to various ‘peripheries.’ The same com-
bination was realized when the creation of a new church and a new feast 
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day was celebrated. All through the history of the ‘Most Serene Repub-
lic,’ the foundation of a religious building by the state had been a pre-
text for the so-called ‘andata dogale,’ the procession of the ducal court 
from St Mark’s to the new church and its return to the basilica (where a 
fi nal mass was performed). This typical ‘network’ ritual procedure had 
the effect of predetermining the form of public space by linking the cen-
tre to peripheries or new settlements, and by allowing those peripheries 
to be transformed into active and integrated parts of the political topog-
raphy. But the ‘andata’ conditioned sacred time as well, since a new feast 
was normally inserted into the city’s calendar (and the same processional 
route would be followed each year).15 The continual refi ning of the civic 
year was therefore a way for the state to perpetuate the ancient pres-
ence of St Mark in the urban fabric and in popular religiosity: in fact, 
the patron saint was the highest expression of the osmosis between the 
Republic’s secular and spiritual power, as the doge was at the same time 
the supreme head of the state and of the Venetian church. This confi rms 
Braudel’s basic view: ‘Through all the changes ... there are areas of aston-
ishing permanence ... Civilizations live on in their own way, anchored to 
a few fi xed and seemingly unalterable points.’16

After assigning 7 October to be the feast day of Santa Giustina, in 
1571, to commemorate the victory of Lepanto, in the baroque period 
the government introduced important additions to the traditional cal-
endar. The foundation of the church of the Salute was celebrated on 21 
November 1631, to thank God for the end of the plague; the ceremony 
would be observed in future on the same date. Similarly, it was decided 
to honour the victory in the Dardanelles in June 1656 by establishing a 
ducal procession to the church of SS. Giovanni e Paolo and a regular 
feast day on 26 June.17 In 1690 another annual rite was established on 
the day of San Gaetano, with an ‘andata’ to the Theatine convent: the 
purpose was to commemorate the triumphal conquest of the Morea, a 
region in southern Greece.18

The religious fever that was sweeping the city at the instigation of the 
government infl uenced other components of society as well, such as the 
religious orders and the clergy. One important action these religious 
components attempted was to impose a more religious content onto the 
traditional carnivalesque day of the Giovedì Grasso (Fat Thursday). New 
devotional rites were introduced, such as the exposition of the Holy Sac-
rament and the Forty Hours, or processions around the city’s churches.19 
Nevertheless, achieving this end was not always easy, as the following ex-
ample will show.
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M. Boschini and D. Lovisa, Tempio eretto alla Beata Vergine della Salute, per un 
voto fatto dall’Eccellentissimo Senato l’anno MDCXXXI, print, in ‘Il Gran Teatro 

di Venezia, overo raccolta delle principali vedute e pitture che in essa si 
contengono,’ Venice, per Domenico Lovisa, 1720.
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Poem in honour of the Procurator Alvise II Contarini, 1778, Biblioteca del 
Museo Correr, Stampe Prov. Molin 2059, Venice.
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Façade, Church of Santa Maria del Giglio, Archivio fotografi co Osvaldo Böhm, 
Venice.

Piterberg_2890_177_(Casini).indd   185Piterberg_2890_177_(Casini).indd   185 2/3/2010   10:03:00 AM2/3/2010   10:03:00 AM



A
. P

ia
zz

a,
 C

el
eb

ra
tio

ns
 in

 h
on

ou
r 

of
 F

ra
nc

es
o 

M
or

os
in

i r
et

ur
ni

ng
 fr

om
 th

e 
L

ev
an

t, 
pa

in
ti

n
g,

 M
us

eo
 C

or
re

r, 
Ve

n
ic

e.

Piterberg_2890_177_(Casini).indd   186Piterberg_2890_177_(Casini).indd   186 2/3/2010   10:03:02 AM2/3/2010   10:03:02 AM



 The Social and Political Culture of Baroque Venice 187

Front cover of F. Fabro Bremundan, L’eroe trionfante. Historia delle gloriose 
attioni dell’ilustrissimo et eccellentissimo Signor Alvise Mocenigo II ..., Venice, 

Milochi, 1651.
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In the 1670s, on Giovedì Grasso the Jesuits of the Oratorio of Santa 
Croce established a procession of orphans and the poor, proceeding 
from the Fondamenta Nuove to the hospital of the Incurabili. But in 
1681 the Jesuits found diffi culties in traversing the city because of the 
carnival confusion, and therefore the following year the cortege was 
transformed into a ‘devout lagoon procession in honour of the Passion 
of the Redeemer.’ Permission was granted by the prominent Council of 
Ten, while two burchielli and twelve peote (festive Venetian boats) were 
donated by various noblemen, and several liveries by Francesco Morosini 
(an important senator). On the Fat Thursday of 1682 the waterborne 
procession followed a route from the Pietà to the Fondamenta Nuove. 
It included poor from the hospital of the Mendicanti and orphans from 
the Ospitaletto and the Pietà, and displayed many boats and represen-
tations of the Lion of St Mark, the Virgin with Christ in her arms, and 
angels.20

This ceremonial experiment sought to offer new avenues to piety to 
minor and disadvantaged groups living in the urban and social peripher-
ies. But in the following years it was abandoned, perhaps due to diffi cul-
ties of organization: the Jesuits, being under the control of Rome, could 
not hope for much support from the Venetian authorities. 

It is also true that after the mid-Seicento Venice had entered a new de-
pression, as Braudel reminds us; a factor that contributed to the peace of 
1669 with the Turks. Braudel formulated a well-known idea on the rela-
tion between war and the economy. After the peace, ‘culture and peace-
ful expenditures’ should have regained ‘their rights,’ and expanded 
again.21 However, in the following decades Venice departed from Brau-
del’s schema, and started another war, the Morean (1684–99). The news 
from the front led to the staging of rich festivals celebrating once again 
the values of Venetian history and society. At the end of the baroque the 
fascination for the East was still able – as in so many times in the history 
of the Most Serene Republic – to fuel the involvement of many different 
social and intellectual sectors of the community.

In September 1686, for instance, a remarkable temporary monument 
was set up in the ‘patriarchal contrada’ (the Castello quarter) to celebrate 
the conquest of the Greek port of Nauplia, which the Grand Captain 
Francesco Morosini had achieved that summer. The brothers Gaspare 
and Domenico Mauro, designers of famous ephemeral monuments of 
the period,22 created the apparati. In front of the church of San Pietro 
of Castello – the church of the patriarch (the archibishop of Venice) 
– there were fi ve bridges, each carrying a triumphal arch. A water pro-
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cession was held with fl oats that displayed Venice trampling the Moon 
(symbolizing the Turk) and various achievements of Morosini. The pro-
cession concluded with the same Morosini being crowned with laurel by 
the fi gure of Glory, assisted by Venice.23 The celebration of the Venetian 
hero in front of the church which represented the power of Rome in-
Venice was an ambiguous sign if one considers the always problematic 
relations between the papacy and the Venetian government.

Another peripheral area, Santa Eufemia of the Giudecca, planned rites 
and decorations on 27 October 1686. The themes were almost the same 
as those in San Pietro of Castello. A marvellous apparatus combined a 
triumphal arch with two castles representing the city of Navarino, which 
had been occupied during the previous campaign. In addition there was 
‘a wonderful Theatre’ with Venice trampling the Turks, and a ‘formi-
dable Giant,’ a symbol of the punishment infl icted on the Ottomans. 
Finally, on a majestic throne the allegorical fi gure of Faith was paid court 
by four fi gures representing the Holy League, that is, Rome, Vienna, 
Poland, and Venice. A procession with fourteen knights escorted the war 
hero Francesco Morosini, followed by the chapter of the church of Santa 
Eufemia with its relics and the elders of the parish.24 

The fervour brought about by the news from the Morea, therefore 
– which even stimulated the publication of the fi rst printed gazettes in 
Venice25 – provided the opportunity to exalt the Republic as a place of 
social cohesion and profound militant faith. More than in the past, fes-
tivals could now unite the urban peripheries to the destiny of the whole 
city. And this was true for ‘social’ peripheries as well. Foreign communi-
ties always appeared in Venetian festive events,26 but a particular com-
munity was involved in October 1686: the Jewish ghetto. 

The entire area was ‘superbly furnished all around’ to celebrate the 
victory of Nauplia. In the ghetto novo a large and tall theatre was built 
to contain the ‘natural simulacrum of the Grand Hero,’ Francesco Mo-
rosini. Genufl ecting at the feet of Morosini, several supplicant pashas 
presented the keys to the greatest cities of the Morea in cups of gold, and 
received, from the supreme captain, the laws ‘given to the vanquished 
by magnanimous victors.’ Two artifi cial mountains were also raised, the 
fi rst carrying the equestrian statue of the captain Morosini defeating the 
Turkish commander; the second portraying the port of Nauplia con-
quered by the lion of St Mark. The ghetto novo was the location of the 
German Jews, but the rest of the ghetto participated as well. Inside the 
ghetto vecchio, in the square called ‘piazza Spagnola,’ an amphitheatre 
was erected with the equestrian statue of another hero, the captain Gi-
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rolamo Corner. Meanwhile the synagogues displayed, according to the 
anonymous chronicler of the festivals, a great ‘pomp of their richness.’ 
The same chronicler states that with the apparati the Jews wished to ex-
press ‘their joy for the victories of a Power [the Republic] which knows 
how to make itself loved by those who profess a foreign religion.’ The 
extensive popular participation, with masques and musicians, made the 
author conclude that ‘the Hebraic Nation ... of this Ghetto, lives most 
loyal to her prince.’27

The pompous words of the chronicler of the Jewish celebrations of 
1686 causes one to refl ect on their importance as a moment of recon-
ciliation: in fact, only two years before, at the beginning of the war, the 
Venetian ghetto had been attacked by 200 citizens, imitating the much 
more serious sack of the ghetto in Padua that had occurred a few days 
before.28 Furthermore, one should not forget the complex rapport be-
tween the government and the Jews around the practical arrangements 
for civic rituals: for instance, the German Jewish strazzaroli – specialists 
in the second-hand objects market – were obliged to furnish important 
support during the reception of foreign guests of the Republic, and they 
often complained about this obligation.29

2 The Celebration of Self

The public scene was not the only one for staging ephemeral festive cre-
ations; the private one was central as well. Between the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries the manifestations of joy for a rich person’s acces-
sion to high political and bureaucratic offi ces – such as the Procurator-
ship of St Mark, the Grand Chancellorship, or the Patriarchate – were 
particularly elaborate. The fi nancial excess displayed on these occasions 
refl ected the huge wealth of a few families inside the aristocracy and the 
bureaucratic milieu of the ducal chancery, and underlined not only the 
wide gap between fortunes within the nobility, but also the birth of a 
new solidarity between rich lineages of different classes. This new type of 
solidarity was based on prestige and patrimonial wealth, and threatened 
to replace the traditional one, based on membership in a closed class.30 

The major events were the feasts for the new procurators, important 
magistrates in charge of the church, treasury, and legacies of St Mark’s 
basilica. These feasts are well known thanks to surviving descriptions, 
and we will present in brief just two cases, the elections of Giovanni Pe-
saro in 1641 and Girolamo Basadonna in 1682. 

The descriptions record that, after the proclamation of the newly 
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elected offi cial, the fi rst step in the rite was papering the bridge of Rialto, 
and the surrounding streets and alleys, with festoons and decorations. 
The square of San Salvador was fi lled with tapestries as well. Moreover, at 
the beginning of the Mercerie – the street from St Mark’s to the Rialto – 
a triumphal arch with columns was built, bearing the family coat-of-arms. 
The Mercerie themselves were fully decorated.

To congratulate Giovanni Pesaro there was the special gesture of the 
German merchants, who placed an inscription to honour him on the 
side of their Fondaco on the Grand Canal, and a temporary arch on the 
street side. Pesaro followed the processional route down the Mercerie, 
fi nding at the beginning a triumphal arch bearing his arms with a sceptre 
and an eye in the lower section, exalting his eloquence and prudence. 
On top of the arch there was ‘un’eccelsa piramide, nel di cui mezzo si 
leggeva scritto il motto: PERENNITATI.’31

Girolamo Basadonna encountered instead in the Mercerie his arms 
and the glorifi cation of the well-established relations between Rome and 
Venice (members of the Basadonna family pursued a career in Rome, 
gaining elevation to the cardinalate). Further along, the German mer-
chants placed a sort of clock made from mirrors, with various capriccios. 
At the foot of the Ponte alla Nave were placed two great Mappamundi of 
Heaven and Earth. The square of San Zulian was full of paintings, and 
beyond it was located an imitation of the Staircase of the Giants at the 
Ducal Palace.32

The festivals for the procurators were focused therefore in the true 
heart of the city: using the Mercerie, they connected the Rialto, the com-
mercial centre, to the political centre, St Mark’s. Along the Mercerie the 
new procurator was accompanied by up to 300 persons, including sol-
diers and captains, knights from the mainland, other procurators, and 
many Venetian and Veneto noblemen. In St Mark’s Square, arches and 
colonnades with the arms of the guest of honour were erected under a 
great tent that extended from the Torre dell’Orologio to the Procuratia 
Nuova. The tent welcomed the elected offi cial who was about to receive 
his formal investiture in the basilica of San Marco and in the Sala del 
Collegio in the ducal palace. Then followed a ball and a sumptuous ban-
quet, with extensive use of sculptures in sugar.33

The line between individual and public celebration was hard to trace 
in such circumstances, and the government was sensitive to the display 
shown by the new procurators: the pomp was considered dangerous both 
for the fi nances of the families and because it emphasized the economic 
divide between rich and poor patricians. In 1683 the Great Council in-

Piterberg_2890_177_(Casini).indd   193Piterberg_2890_177_(Casini).indd   193 2/3/2010   10:03:06 AM2/3/2010   10:03:06 AM



194 Matteo Casini

tervened with an important decree, forbidding all apparati between St 
Mark’s and the Rialto, as well as pageant boats and fi reworks machines. 
Only ordinary, simple fi reworks were permitted.34 It was diffi cult, how-
ever, to prevent this kind of pageantry, and the government eventually 
surrendered. The Senate passed a new law in 1692 and decided to simply 
profi t from the situation by selling licences for the festivities.35

Private needs imposed themselves on the public scene; private fes-
tivities celebrated the success of the individual, not of the state. In this 
sense, Braudel reminds us that the baroque is not a ‘sheet of untroubled 
waters,’ but a ‘series of storms.’36 In a society traversing diffi cult times, as 
Venice was, individuals might generate dangerous signals, at odds with 
the common civic or political culture. That is the case with the artistic pa-
tronage of some ambitious members of the ruling class, willing to profi t 
from the wars in order to appear as leaders or heroes. 

In particular, we must deal with architectural patronage, another of 
Braudel’s favourite topics. Highly interesting are the works requested 
and commissioned by some prominent sea captains.37 From the 1650s 
to the 1690s impressive monuments and façades were built for Alvise 
Mocenigo at the church of Mendicanti, Antonio Barbaro in Santa Maria 
del Giglio, and Giorgio Morosini in San Clemente. Also the captain and 
doge Francesco Morosini commissioned important projects in Santo Ste-
fano and San Vidal (in the end they were not realized, but the drawings 
have survived). The aim of these men was to exalt their success as heroes 
in the wars against the Turks.

Following the typical trend of Venetian baroque architecture, the ex-
perimentation was carried on mostly in religious buildings, and not in 
civic ones, but the visual programs were rich in pagan, rather than sa-
cred, motifs. In addition, the tendency shifted to personal glorifi cation, 
away from the traditional glorifi cation of the Republic.38

We may look at the façade of a famous baroque church, Santa Maria 
del Giglio, commissioned by Antonio Barbaro, one of the major protago-
nists of the war of Candia, not only because of his military skill but for 
the continual disputes he had with other captains (above all with Franc-
esco Morosini).39 This is probably the reason why he never obtained the 
highest military offi ce of capitano generale, but only that of provveditore gen-
erale (1658–61). Barbaro came from a poor patrician family, but thanks 
to the war he accumulated remarkable wealth and was able to patronize 
Santa Maria del Giglio. In accordance with Barbaro’s will, the façade 
today still bears his statue ‘dressed as a General, and fully armed.’ The 
statue has also a ‘Baretin’ (a special hat) and the baton, the two signs 
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of supreme military power, in accordance with iconographic tradition: 
therefore, we surmise that Barbaro asked to be represented holding an 
offi ce that he never actually received in his life, the general sea captain-
ship. This fact conveys a sense of ambiguity and is perhaps directed at 
Barbaro’s class, the patriciate, which never fully acknowledged his skill 
and value. Furthermore, no references to the Republic can be found in 
the entire façade.40

The desire for personal and family glorifi cation was a constant factor 
in architectural commissions. In 1669 the state Inquisitors ordered Le-
onardo Pesaro to eliminate an inscription from the Pesaro family monu-
ment in the Frari church because it extolled his uncle, the deceased doge 
Giovanni Pesaro, too much.41 The same desire motiviated the changes 
that Francesco Morasini wished to make in the decoration of the façade 
of San Vidal in the late 1680s. The point here is that in several baroque 
festive and architectural displays commissioned by prominent members 
of the nobility the borderline between exaltation of the individual and 
the acceptance of the rules of an aristocratic community had become 
very thin and ambiguous, refl ecting the internal diffi culties of a ruling 
class facing a political and social crisis. Moreover, this growth of ‘indi-
vidualism’ was not restricted to the patriciate: after the middle of the 
seventeenth century there was a ‘sudden invasion’ of neo-nobles or non-
nobles willing to commission new monuments.42 For example, Girolamo 
Cavazza, a secretary from the secondary social order of the ‘original citi-
zens,’ invested enormous sums for himself and his family to buy access to 
the nobility and patronize two important monuments, his sepulchre at 
the Madonna dell’Orto and the façade of the Scalzi church.43

The most complex and emblematic case of individualism in baroque 
Venice, however, was that of Francesco Morosini, the captain general 
who achieved the high command of the fl eet two times during the war 
of Candia, negotiated the end of the war in 1669, led Venice in the new 
war of the Morea in 1685, was elected doge in 1688, but continued as 
commander-in-chief until his death, in late 1693. His conduct provoked 
reactions and judgments of all kinds. He enjoyed wide popularity for his 
heroism, but the French observer Casimir Freschot wrote that he was not 
loved within the nobility, mostly because of his military fi erceness and his 
disregard for the formalities of his class.44 In 1690 he added the offi ce 
of grand captain to that of doge, a rare occurrence in Venetian history, 
and one that was frowned upon by some members of the ruling class: by 
consequence, after Morosini’s death a law of February 1694 established 
strict rules to keep the doge from obtaining the captainship.45
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While he was alive, Morosini was exalted by several authors as the 
champion of the new liberty of Greece. Especially from 1685 on, a del-
uge of paintings, prints, poems, and sculptures sang his civic and military 
virtues. He was the man ‘gloriously identifi ed with the Morea,’ stated the 
Peloponnesiaco on the bronze effi gy in the hall of arms of the Council of 
Ten; the man for whom, after his death, the Hall of Scrutiny in the ducal 
palace was adorned with a triumphal arch and the paintings of Gregorio 
Lazzarini.46

Just to mention one big festival in his honour, in January 1690 a gran-
diose triumphal arch, forty feet in height, was erected in the Piazzetta 
of St Mark for his arrival from Greece. The arch was supported by two 
loggias with galleries of arms, and there were two fountains spouting 
wine, each fi fteen feet high, one adorned with a fi gure of Neptune and 
the other with two dolphins. A colonnade extended out to the door of 
the ducal palace, where trophies of war were hung. The courtyard of 
the palace was adorned with damask and fi fty-two paintings, depicting 
Morosini’s achievements.47 

The complex decorations for the hero of the Morea pervaded the cen-
tral zone of power of the Republic, and recalled the settings arranged 
on the Lido for the greatest ceremonial event of the late Renaissance, 
the visit to Venice of Henri, future king of France, in 1574. At that time, 
however, the elaborate pageantry was set on the Lido, far from St Mark’s, 
and dedicated to a foreign guest, not to a captain-doge.

Morosini’s dominating position in Venetian society for almost forty 
years also fuelled much criticism. During the war of Candia, and after its 
end in late 1669 – Morosini had negotiated with the enemy the surren-
der of the island without formal permission of the government – several 
anonymous manuscripts attacked his behaviour. A fake ‘Will of the City 
of Candia,’ for instance, reported the city as saying: ‘I bequeath to Franc-
esco Morosini, the present General Sea Captain, who gave me a nice 
passage into Turkish hands, all the gold and precious things he found in 
my coffers.’48

Later, in the period just after his death in late 1693, another anony-
mous author wrote the interesting, sarcastic poem ‘Satira formata nella 
morte del Serenissimo Prencipe Francesco Morosini,’ about a visit by 
the famous captain to the King of Hell, Pluto. At fi rst, Morosini was not 
recognized by Charon, who got angry at him for not being paid to bring 
him across the Styx.49 Later Morosini met Pluto, and started describing 
his ‘victories’ and ‘glories.’ When Pluto asked the reason for his visit, Mo-
rosini mentioned the crisis of the Venetian fl eet, and demanded to have 
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back his dead soldiers. But the soldiers, asked by Pluto if they wanted to 
return to life, refused, not wanting to go back to eating ‘frisoppo asciuto’ 
(crumbled biscuit) and the other miserable food they received in the 
army. Above all, the soldiers no longer wanted to follow Morosini, ‘who 
is without faith, who enjoys all alone our booty.’50

We may conclude that the conduct of Morosini provoked opposition 
in both the aristocracy and the popular classes, and brought to light the 
tensions running through the city at war, but also those within a commu-
nity in which the behaviour of single men threatened the ancient, per-
fect social balance of the Republic. The popular criticism of Morosini, 
moreover, proves the involvement of the Venetian populace in the main 
debates of the city, and shows how baroque Venice, like baroque Italy, 
was still a ‘political laboratory’ where the ‘entire population discussed 
politics, everyone having a passionate axe to grind.’51

3 Family, Sociability, Competition, Pageantry

As we may guess from the cases of Antonio Barbaro and Morosini, many 
insights into Venetian social culture may be gained by examining spe-
cifi c aspects and values of prominent social fi gures, such as the grand 
captains. According to the literary sources, especially pamphlets, a basic 
value for the military hero was the importance of his family, the casata, 
the house, and his noble origins. The honourable roots and life of the 
family helped the captain to secure recognition of his glory by both the 
aristocracy and the common people.

Glorifi cation of the casata pervades many of the pamphlets praising 
the heroes of Candia. For instance, Cristoforo Ivanovich opened his 
eulogy of Lazzaro Mocenigo by referring to the actions and offi ces of 
illustrious members of his house, their ‘Embassies, Procuratorships, 
Captainships.’ Marco Trevisan wrote of the Grand Captain Girolamo Fo-
scarini that ‘the native nobility is a continual splendour, and the destiny 
that lights our life since infancy.’ Furthermore, Antonio Barbaro wanted 
his casa – which was about to expire – to be represented on the façade of 
Santa Maria del Giglio, and therefore commissioned statues of himself 
and his four brothers.52 The whole ruling class strongly believed in the 
link between family, nobility, and the past: in many patrician testaments, 
belonging to a casata was believed to be a ‘common patrimony of antiq-
uity, and therefore of prestige, fame, and honour.’ The sense of familial 
continuity was fundamental, and the more ancient the house was, the 
more it was reputed to be powerful.53
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For the supreme captain, nevertheless, the love of family could not be 
separated from the love of country, the patria. In fact, the captain was a 
true representative of his country at war, and the famous generals were 
praised as fathers to their soldiers. Girolamo Foscarini was reminded 
that ‘the Patria and the Citizen have the same relationship the Father has 
with the Son.’54 Doge Francesco Erizzo’s decision to accept the position 
of supreme captain in 1645, at the outbreak of the war of Candia, was 
described as an example for the young, because the good prince must be 
‘more a father then a guardian of his People.’ The general Leonardo Fo-
scolo was honoured by his men, according to an anonymous pamphlet, 
as a ‘Father, Benefactor, and Preserver.’55

Behind all these writings we feel a particular atmosphere in baroque 
Venice, a general demand for strong and pure passions, for the celebra-
tion of a new ‘social heroism.’ And sentiments of this kind were growing 
even before the period of war, in the fi rst part of the seventeenth cen-
tury. We may recall a ‘famous’ friendship which raised discussions across 
the whole city, the friendship between the two nobles Marco Trevisan 
and Nicolò Barbarigo. In the 1620s Trevisan defended Barbarigo against 
obscure accusations, and supported him against the government and the 
aristocracy. The idea of this ‘heroic friendship’ was incredibly success-
ful in Venice and beyond, being described in many books and poems. 
It underlined the society’s need to recompose itself through the bonds 
of affection and solidarity. A contemporary chronicler, Zuan Antonio 
Venier, requested a new peace in the city, ‘a more honest and easy life,’ 
the return to sentiments now oppressed by violent passions.56 

Similar messages came from the feminine world as well, a world ready 
to relax social formalities and restore its affective freedom and fi nan-
cial independence. According to Joanne Ferraro, between the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, in wedding disputes and intellectual writings, 
women were acting differently than in the past. They began to reject the 
marriage plans their parents made for them, and brought their cases to 
court more often than men. They furthermore criticized the wide differ-
ence in age between themselves and their husbands, or being forced into 
unwanted sexual relations, or the disparities in social class that sometime 
occurred in marriages.57

One must also consider the development of the so-called war of fi sts, 
the ludic fi ghting between the two groups into which the Venetian popu-
lace was divided: the Castellani and Nicolotti. The two factions set mock 
battles on specifi c bridges, located along the borders dividing the two 
parts of the city to which the factions belonged. In the seventeenth centu-
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ry the game underwent important changes, losing the violent and vindic-
tive expressions of the previous period, and adopting more ‘honourable’ 
rules. In practice, honour became the new language of the game, and 
the famous champions now constituted the centre of factional and local 
enthusiasm.58

The war of the fi sts was carefully controlled by the government, and 
was eventually abolished in 1720. However, to feed the popular need for 
‘honourable’ competition, another game was promoted by the state, the 
famous Venetian regatta. These were staged mostly on the Grand Canal, 
with special boats of different sizes – such as peote, bissone, margarotte, bal-
lottine – and the male and female participants came in large part from 
the islands of the lagoon, as is still the case today.59 A French visitor, 
Saint-Didier, related that the regattas were often arranged for important 
guests because they were the preferred sport of Venice, the exercise of 
rowing being so near to the ‘spirit of the people.’60 In the last part of the 
seventeenth century they acquired a particular importance, judging by 
how many detailed booklets on the competitions and the winners began 
to be printed and circulated.61 An examination of the sources would 
reveal whether in the regattas, as in the war of fi sts, new heroic fi gures 
appeared on the scene to stir popular passions.

The competition was not the regatta’s only feature, nevertheless, be-
cause expensive and complex ‘artistic’ boats and water theatres, the 
so-called machines, were realized and displayed. Wonderful paintings 
by Joseph Heintz the Younger and later by Luca de Carlevarjis, Canal-
etto, and other artists show the beauty and complexity these boats could 
achieve. Requiring huge expenditure, they allowed the regattas to com-
bine popular competition with high artistic creation and the upper class-
es’ desire for pageantry.

Those artefacts should be compared with contemporary festive ar-
chitecture in Rome, Naples, and Florence, since they are the real core 
of the baroque festival, the ephemera. The festive ‘apparatus,’ the ‘ma-
chine,’ the temporary structure could deconstruct and reconstruct the 
urban environment, combining social and political patronage with ex-
perimentation, allegory, and striving for the merveille.62 Thanks to their 
iconographic potential, moreover, ephemera could associate or mingle 
private and public messages, giving to the wealthiest classes the opportu-
nity to display the fortunes and power of their families to the city. Here 
we can see at work the link between the economy and splendour in art 
and pageantry suggested by Braudel: ‘any economic recession leaves a 
certain amount of money lying idle in the coffers of rich: the prodigal 
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spending of this capital, for lack of investement openings, might pro-
duce a brilliant civilization.’63

In the last part of the seventeenth century Venice’s ceremonial boats 
took on a new, more emphatic role, in the same way as the winners of 
sporting contests. More rich and complex ornaments and allegories 
were exhibited, and the regatta ‘machines’ of the 1680s were included by 
Vincenzo Coronelli in his collections of Venetian nautical marvels.64 The 
leaders in this development were the Mauro scenographers mentioned 
above, who must be considered among the Italian leaders of the move-
ment, at the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, from 
festive apparati to theatrical settings.65 Gaspare, Pietro and Domenico 
Mauro, and later Alessandro, designed models for vessels which were 
truly defi nitive examples of baroque taste, and not solely on the Venetian 
scene. Because of their skills, in fact, the Mauros were called to Parma to 
create the décor for the wedding of Ottaviano Farnese, in May 1690.66 

This refl ects another phenomenon underscored by Braudel, that is, 
the importance for the Italian baroque of the ‘travelling artists,’ techni-
cian-artisans trained in staging spectacles, and speeding from Venice and 
Rome to the rest of Italy and Europe.67

4 Conclusion

In baroque Venice a wide array of instruments was available to renew 
communal representations of honour, harmony, friendship, heroism, 
pride, and other key aspects of the Venetian social culture. However, 
when we examine this social culture we must not look only at the im-
ages and values promoted by the state, which needed to present strong 
and impressive models of moral and civic standard behaviour. In a soci-
ety in crisis, indeed, contradictory and polemical images might emerge, 
for instance, through popular writings showing sarcasm and dissent or 
through the artistic patronage of ambitious members of the aristocracy, 
willing to profi t from wars to win renown as leaders or heroes.

Among the features of the social culture of baroque Venice, therefore, 
we fi nd multiple motivations, interacting but sometime diverging: the 
desire to re-launch the international prestige of a state that was perilous-
ly fading away from the European scene; the search to maintain the an-
cient harmony and stability of Venetian society through public festivals 
that aimed at unifying the ‘peripheries’ to the centre, or at changing the 
urban environment; the desire to give new religious stimuli to citizens; 
the attempt of certain prominent men to glorify their own success, their 
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families, and their wealth; the challenge of creating diverse and innova-
tive festive technologies, and establishing relationships between urban 
space and the theatrical.

Beyond trying to give an interpretation of celebration and polemics in 
seventeenth-century Venice, nevertheless, one must be astonished by the 
vitality and cultural richness of that society. I would conclude by recall-
ing Braudel’s famous words, closing the 1974 Italian essay: ‘It seems to 
me that there must be a kind of nightfall preceding, and determining, 
almost every cause of cultural greatness. It is the darkness that provokes 
a multitude of lights.’68 In the deep crisis of the last great wars in her 
history, Venice and her heroes employed all their remaining forces to 
reaffi rm once again the primacy and uniqueness of their civilization. In 
this context every single class, every single voice tried to express its own 
message, its own desire, its own anxiety to contribute to a unique world.
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