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Venetia, Venetid,

Chi tion ti vede non ti pretia. ; p O P U LAT E D W I T H

(Love’s Labour’s Lost 4.2.73—5)

V. Bird's-eye View of Venice from the South,
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~ VENICE VIEWED
FROM LoNDON
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Vederete vna bella, ricea, sumtuosa, Jorte, citta ben fornita, adorna di belle
done, populosa di ogni gente, abundante, ¢ copiosa di tutte le bone cose.
You shal see a fayre citie, riche, sumptuous, strong, wel furnished, adorned
with fayre women, populated of many people, abundant, and plentiful of
al good things.
John Florio, Florio his First Fruites (1578), chapter 8

Italy was one of the most important of Shakespeare’s imagined places. And within Italy
Venice had a special hold on the English. A fair city, an open society grown rich on
maritime trade, a multicultural population, a place of fashionable innovation and
questionable morals: in Venice Londoners saw an image of their own desires and fears,
cheir own future.

‘I may speak of thee as the traveller doth of Venice: “Venetia, Venetia, / Chi non
ti vede non ti pretia” (‘Venice, Venice, who sees you not values you not’) (hg. 1).
Holofernes (Loves Labours Lost 4.2.73-5) quotes this well-known proverb of a kind
that was commonly used for learning colloquial language.' Like the costume books
of the late sixteenth century, which aimed to bring che world’s cultures within the
compass of one theatre of the world, collections of proverbs were tools for ordering
experience. A proverb could instantly define the ethos of a foreign city.? And by
defining what was foreign or ‘alien’, the English began to know themselves as a nation.

The phrasebook from which Shakespeare borrowed was probably Florio his First
Fruites which Yeelde Familiar Speech, Merie Proverbes, Wittie Sentences, and Golden
Sayings (1578), which claimed to offer ‘2 perfect induction to the Iealian, and English,

tongues’. The author, John Florio, was a resident alien in London who earned a living
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2. Glass ewer, mould-blown with white cane
decoration (vetro a retorti). Murano, Venice,
1550-1600.

H. 27.5 cm. British Museum, London

‘the trade and profit of the city
Consisteth of all nations’

(The Merchant of Venice 3.3.33—4)

3. Bird’s-eye View of Venice, Odoardo Fialeut, 1611,
Oil on canvas, 215.9 x 424.2 cm. Eton College, Berkshire

as language tutor to the nobility. Shakespeare may well have met him in the household
of the Earl of Southampton. Holofernes, the pedant in Loves Labour’s Lost, does not
quote the second half of the proverb: *Ma chi ti vede, ben gli costa’ (‘But he who sees
you pays dearly for it'). Nevertheless, in Shakespeare’s Venetian plays, 7he Merchant
of Venice and Othello, there is ample demonstration of English ambivalence towards
Venice, the archetypal modern ciry.

There was a perceived affinity between Venice and London, derived from their
dynamism and attractiveness to strangers, their maritime trade and the quantity of
human traffic. Venice had many roles in the English imagination: as a republic with a
famous constitution and supposedly high ideals of public service, as a bulwark against
the Ottoman Turk, and as a critic of the papacy, which gave it additional merit in the
eyes of Protestant Europe. Lewis Lewkenor, translating a contemporary treatise on
Venice’s constitution in 1599, transmitted to English readers a highly idealized picture
of the city’s government, with its legally defined estates or orders of society, each with
specific privileges, and corporations with particular funcrions.’ It was a rigid system in
which each individual, including the carefully classified stranger, was expected to know
his or her place under the law. Only then could harmony be maintained. Whether or
not Shakespeare knew Lewkenor’s book, he had enough regard for the Venetian legal
system to imagine a private suit — Brabantio’s against Othello over Desdemona —~ being
heard in the middle of a threatened Turkish invasion of the frontier territory of Cyprus.’

Admiration for Venice's famous crystalline glass, made in Murano, drew eager
consumers to the annual fair, La Sensa, to sce the latest styles and techniques: trying
one’s hand at glass-blowing was already on the tourist itinerary by 1611, when Thomas
Coryat, who travelled from Somerset to Venice on foot, had a go (fig. 2).% The city had
always astounded pilgrims and travellers, but appreciation of its urban spaces,
architecture and painting developed at the very end of the 1500s as part of the vogue
for virtuoso travel, which took an aesthetic approach to European cities and would
later develop into the Grand Tour.” Connoisseurship in all things Venetian was largely
led in England by Sir Henry Wotton (1568-1639), who was appointed in 1604 as the
first post-Reformation English ambassador to Venice.® In a letter of 22 April 1606
Wotton refers to a painter and printmaker, Odoardo Fialetti, who had studied under
Tintoretto and stayed in Venice.” Fialetti painted Wotton receiving an audience from
the then Doge of Venice, Leonardo Donato, as a kind of ambassadorial souvenir. He
also painted a series of Venetian doges for Wotton: these were similarly elite tourist
items.'® Most impressive of all was Fialetti’s bird's-cye view of Venice itself, signed and
dated 1611 (fig. 3)." Based on earlier views of Venice — not least Jacopo de’ Barbari’s —

this is early modern Venice laid out before the viewer, as it was encountered by the
foreign dignitary and merchant, the tourist and the stranger. The view reaches from
the Arsenal to the segregated Jewish enclave in the Ghetto. Fialetti adds figures and
ships as well as gondolas and traghetti (fig. 4), the public ferries that still operate today
over sections of the Grand Canal. Portia incorrectly refers to the ferries that plied

between the islands as #raghetti as she prepares to dress up as a lawyer before travelling

4.'Dctail from Odoardo Fialetti’s Birds-eye
View of Venice (fig. 3) showing tragherti.

from her villa in Belmont to try Shylock’s case in Venice:

Bring them, I pray thee with imagined speed
Unto the traject, to the common ferry
Which trades to Venice.

(The Merchant of Venice 3.4.53-5)

Wotton’s pride in his magnificent painting of Venice
prompted him to have a tablet made (now missing) inscribed
in Latin to commemorate his gift of the picture to Eton
College, of which he was elected provost in 1629. The
inscription was intended as a tribute both to Venice and to
Eton: ‘Henry Worton, after serving three times as ambassador
to Venice, grew old in the happy bosom of Eton College. After
twelve years as provost, passed in most agreeable amity with the
. o Fellows, he hung in 1636, near the Fellow’s table in memory of
himself, this picture of a wonderful city that seems to float.’”? This remarkable record
of the English love affair with Venice was seen in College Hall by Samuel Pepys i .
1665: it has remained at Eton to this day." o

Shal.«:s;.)eare held up Venice — as did other playwrights — as a mirror to London Using
Yemce in this way gave playwrights a certain psychological distance at which to probe
issues of concern to London audiences. One of these was the sex trade and its impact




‘the virtuous Desdemona’
(Othello 2.3.296~7)

5, Portrait of a Venedian lady, called L Bellia Nani,
Paolo Veronese, ¢, 1560. The sitter’s pearl necklace
and hairstyle suggest she mighe be a recent bride,
like Desdemona.

Qil on canvas, 119 x 103 em. Louvre, Paris

“their best conscience

Is not to leave’t undone,

but kept unknown’

(Othello 3.3.226~7)

6. A Couple Embracing in a Gondola, from Vere
imagini et descritioni delle piv nobili citra del
niondo, Donato Bertelli, Venice, 1578.

Lograving, W. 25 cm, New York Public Library, New York

7. The print shown in fig. 6, modified in
Erckenpreche Koler's friendship album, dated 1588.
Watercolour heightened with gold, 19.4 x 14 ¢cm

British Library, London

on wider society, for one of the first associations that Venice had for Londoners was
with sex and its availability: the famed beauty of Venetian women, the numbers of
prostitutes operating openly in the city and the supposed licentiousness of Venet

wives. This is the understood context for Orhello, in which ‘the virtuous Desdemona

(2.3.296-7) (fig. 5) stands apart from the sexual stereotypes traded by lago, Roderigo

and Cassio until the distinct categories of whore and wife dissolve into one in the latter
part of the play. The presence of ‘BIANCA, a courtesan’ (List of Roles), Cassio’s

mistress, is a key element in the sexual traffic that pervades the play. Tago comments:

In Venice they do let heaven see the pranks

They dare not show their husbands: their best conscience
Is not to leave’t undone, but keptr unknown.

(Othello 3.3.225-7)

A Venetian print of 1578 plays up to this voyeuristic view of Venetian women.
[t shows a gondola with a closed canopy, which the viewer can lift to show a
canoodling couple hidden from ic view (fig. 6). This image appealed to a German
student so much that he had the print copied into his souvenir album in 1588, flap
and all (fig. 7)." However, the couple are not shown embracing but singing to the
accompaniment of a lute player. 'This particular adaptation sanitizes the interface
berween the way in which Venetians translated their city to the visitors, and the way
in which those visitors wished to petceive it. The Venetian Council of Ten, a major
governing body in the city, was concerned enough about courtesans’ antics in gondolas
to patrol the canals in 1578, the year of the print.'” This degree of uncertainty about
a woman'’s apparent virtue and transgressive inner nature is revealed in Othello’s
desperate remark to Desdemona when he accuses her of being a whore: ‘I took you

for that cunning whore of Venice / That married with Othello’ (4.2.98-9).




8. A Venetian Gentlewoman at Lent from Degli
habiti antichi et moderni di diverse parti del mondo,
Cesare Vecellio, Venice, 1590, facing £. 133.
Woodecut, 15.3 x 9.5 cm. British Library, London

9. Glass goblet enamelled with a figure of
a Venetian woman after a Venetian print
(see Figs 8 and 14), and with a Germanic
coat of arms. ‘Fagon de Venise', Venice or
Northern Europe, 1590-1600.

Blown glass, with enamelling and gilding,

H. 21.5 cm, diam. 12,6 em.

British Museum, London

The Venetian sex-trade took place in full public view. A printed catalogue of
1570 listed 215 names of available women with prices and locations. At the top
were the high-ranking courtesans. ¢ Lower down the scale were the women who lived
independently in their own apartments, as the courtesan Bianca in Othello appears
to do."” There were also prostitutes operating in the city’s many brothels.'" The very
openness of the trade blurred social distinctions. Coryat, used to the English custom of
having boys play the female parts, was shocked to see women on stage,”” and Sir Henry
Waotton, visiting in the 1590s, wondered at the challenge in distinguishing respectable
married women from whores in the street. ‘Both honest and dishonest wemen are
Lisciate fin'alla fossa, that is paynted to the very grave’, as the English traveller Fynes

Moryson noted.”

‘Lend me thy handkerchief’
(Othello 3.4.50)

10. Detail of a handkerchief belonging to either

a man or woman, embroidered with a pattern of
honeysuckle and grapevines and the initials ‘EM’.
England, ¢. 1600,

Linen, embroidered with silk and crimmed with silver-gile

lace, 37 x 37 cm. Vicroria and Albert Museum, London

The smallest gestures and tokens took on great significance, as documented
by Cesare Vecellio in his costume book of 1590 (fig. 8). Vecellio delights in talking
abourt Venetian betrothal and marriage rituals,” but is caustic about courtesans, who,
by means of what lago calls ‘a seeming’ (Othello 3.3.234), were known to emulate
‘respectable’ women in their dress. Their noisiness in public usually gave them away,*
as with Cassio’s concern to pacify Bianca after a diff, ‘she’ll rail in the streets else’
(Othello 4.1.163). Giacomo Franco’s Costumes of Venetian Women followed Vecellio’s
book in 1609 and also had a wide currency. These visual types of Venetian women
were widely diffused, copied and collected in Northern Europe, and formed an image
bank for the outsiders’ view of Venetian society (fig. 9),” Courtesans in these images
convey just that feisty independence which even the virtuous Desdemona reveals in
banter with Tago. All the women in Othello are branded as whores. lago gives

Desdemona plenty of provocation in his description of women:

Come on, come on: you are pictures out of door, bells in your parlours, wild-cats
in your kitchens, saints in your injuries, devils being offended, players in your
housewifery, and housewives in your beds.

(Othello 2.1.121-3)

Courtesans make a great play on their ungloved hands, and the elegant accessory
of the handkerchief (fig. 10). The fact that a handkerchief — a love token as well as
a fashion accessory — could be a moral indicator in London as in Venice is shown by
a single incident involving Elizabeth I and her favourite, Robert Dudley, the Earl of
Leicester. In 1565 Leicester seized Elizabeth’s handkerchief to mop his brow after a
tennis match, only to be challenged to a duel by the Duke of Norfolk to protect the
queen’s reputation.? This is the context for the obsession with Desdemona’s
handkerchief in Othello and its journey from hand to hand. Iago only has to evoke
its embroidered design, ‘spotted with strawberries’, to break Othello (3.3.479).%

Venetian women were known to take the shocking step of dyeing their hair.
Blondness in women was something of a Venetian obsession,?® and was particularly
fashionable as a preparation for marriage, when blonde tendrils on the forehead and
loose curls on the shoulders set off the bridal dress. Do Portia’s ‘sunny locks’, compared
to Jason’s golden fleece (7he Merchant of Venice 1.1.171), take on a special significance

in this respect as the characteristic of the desirable Venetian patrician bride?




‘But since she did neglect her
looking-glass / And threw her
sun-expelling mask away, / The
air hath starved the roses of her
cheeks / And pinched the lily-
tincture of her face / That now she
is become as blackas I

(The Two Gentlemen of Verond 4.4.136—40)

11. Vizard mask worn by gentlewomen in the
sixteenth and possibly into the seventeenth
century to protect them from the sun when
travelling, The mask was secured by a glass bead
attached to a string and held in the wearer'’s teeth.
Found folded in half and concealed within the
wall of a sixteenth-century building in
Northampronshire in 2010.

Velver, lined with silk and steengthened with a

pressed-paper liner, H. 195 cm. Private collection

¢
sunny locks’
(The Merchant of Vettice 1.1.171)
12. A Venetian Woman Bleaching ber Hair, from
Degli habiti antichi et moderni di diverse parti del

monda, Cesare Vecellio, Venice, 1590, facing [. 145.
Woodcur, 153 x 9.6 cm. British Library, London

Desdemona is described as ‘fair’ (Othello 4.2.228), a word that equates blondness
and pallor with beauty (see fig. 5).7 Fashionable and high-status European women
took trouble not to tan, sometimes wearing a vizard mask when outside in summer:
a wonderful example was found in June 2010 in an inner wall of a sixteenth-century
building in Northamptonshire (hg. 11).%¢

Dyeing one’s hair was an occupation for a Saturday afternoon as one sat on the
roof-top platform known as an altana.?? Vecellio’s illustration seen here shows a woman
with her high platform shoes, or chopines, by her side (fig. 12). These were worn as
overshoes, but they had erotic associations since they were copied from the slippers
worn in the Ottoman Turkish hamam (baths).”® Venetian brides took pains to learn
how to walk and dance in them, so that they could show off their skills, rather than
their chopines {(which they took great care to hide), at their wedding.”' Dancing, like
music-making, was a desirable social accomplishment in a bride, as Othello recognizes

when he agonizes about Desdemona’s virtue:

[4 . .

Your ladyship is nearer heaven
than when I saw you last, by the
altitude of a chopine’

(Hamlet2.2.376—7)

13. Chopines, Venice, c. 1600.
Wood covered with punched kid leacher (not identical),
L. 24 cm and 23.5 cm, max, H. of sole 19,5 cm

and 18 cm. Vicroria and Albert Museum, London

14. Courtesan and Blind Cupid (flap princ
with liftable skirt), Pietro Bertelli, ¢. 1588.
Engraving and etching, 14 x 19.1 cm.
Mertropolitan Museum of Arr, New York

"Tis not to make me jealous
"To say my wife is fair, feeds well, loves company,
Is free of speech, sings, plays and dances:

Where virtue is, these are more virtuous.

(3.3.206-9)

Bur that was just the poin, for these were also the kinds of skills that were thought
to distinguish the courtesan from the common prostitute.

As an English visitor, Coryat had no time for chopines. When he saw a woman
fall “downe the staires of one of the little stony bridges with her high Chapineys alone
by her selfe’, he did nothing to help her, ‘because shee wore such frivolous and (as I
may truly terme them) ridiculous instruments, which were the occasion of her fall’
(fig. 13).? Coryat was probably aware that teetering platforms were associated with
loose virtue, but quite how confusing these kinds of indicators could be is
demonstrated in a Venetian print by Pietro Bertelli of a very special interactive kind,
dating from around 1588 (fig. 14). This might almost have been designed as an

advertisement for the Venetian courtesan as a tourist attraction.” The print shows a

well-dressed Venetian woman with her hair worn in two twisted peaks or ‘horns’

a fashion of the late 1580s and 1590s intended to resemble the crescent moon w)orn
by the chaste goddess Diana, but satirized as a cuckold’s horns.* She stands with her
expensive fan, pearls and handkerchief in a recognizably watery Venetian landscape.

Cupid above her indicates an amorous purpose, and her sidelong expression is at least




‘I fear me it will make
me scandalized’
(The Two Gentlemen of Verond 2.7.61)

15. Courtesan and Blind Cupid, unknown artist
after Pietro Bertelli (fig. 14). From the friendship
album of Sic Michael Balfour, 1596-9, f. 128r.
Manuscript, 16 x 27 cm National Library of Scotland,
Edinburgh

‘I do adore thy sweet grace’s
! Y g
slipper’

(Love’s Labour’s Lost 5.2.677)

16. Pair of slippers (chopines, pantoble, pianelle)
Venice, ¢. 1600

Wood, velvet, leather, silver-gilt braid, lace,

L.20.5 cm, W. 10.7 cm, H. 9 cm.

Victoria and Albert Museum, London

suggestive. When the viewer lifts the front panel of her dress, her chopines and
masculine-style breeches (braghessi), which she is wearing as underwear, are revealed.®
One Scots visitor on the Grand Tour in Venice in 1596-9 had the print copied into
his souvenir album as a permanent memento of his visit to the city (fig. 15).¢ When
Julia decides to set off for Milan to search for Proteus in Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen
of Verona, her maid Lucetta counsels her to dress as a man in breeches and codpiece.”
Julia is shocked: ‘how will the world repute me / For undertaking so unstaid a journey? /
I fear me it will make me scandalized’ (2.7.59—61). She is the first of a long line of
cross-dressed heroines, played by a boy dressing up as a girl, dressing up as a boy. The
full charge of this experiment is only felt in the shock and titillation associated with
real women dressing up as men, even if only in their underclothes, as in Bertelli’s print.
This is the spirit in which Hamlet jokes about chopines in teasing the young boy
who is to act the queen in the play-within-a-play about how he has grown: “Your
ladyship’s nearer to heaven than when I saw you last by the altitude of a chopine’
(Hamlet 2.2.376-7). Chopines would have been familiar to Shakespeare’s audiences as
elite accessories: the English poet Lady Falkland (1585-1639) mentions ones ‘which
she had ever worne, being very low, and a long time very fatte’ in her memoirs.”® In
1591 Elizabeth T had made for herself two pairs of delicate pantobles, open at the toes
and “laid on with silver lace’, which may have resembled the pair illustrated here
(fig. 16).* Similar slippers are shown with other Italian or specifically Venetian
fashions in the portrait of Anne of Denmark in figure 17.% She holds an Italian feather
fan like the Venetian one in figure 18, and she is also wearing an expensive Tralian silk
woven with a repeating design of peacock feathers, suitable for a woman described by
her husband, King James, as ‘Our earthlie Juno’. The panel of surviving silk in figure

19 is of the same type. Anne was not unusual in being an cager consumer of Italian

17. Queen Anne of Denmark, Marcus Gheeraerts
the Younger, ¢. 1611-14.
Oil on canvas, 221 x 131 cm. Woburn Abbey, Bedfordshire

‘lost the handle of her fan’
(The Merry Wives of Windsor 2.2.7-8)

18. Handle for a feather fan, similar
to that in fig. 17. Venice, ¢. 1550.
Gilc brass, H. 17.8 cm, W. 8.2 cm.

Vicroria and Albert Museum, London

[4 . .
Enrobe the roaring waters with

my silks’

(The Merchant of Venice x,1.35)

19. The Venetian merchant Salanio worries
about shipwrecks ruining silks in his cargo.
Panel of silk dress fabric woven with a peacock
feather design, like that worn by Queen Anne
of Denmark in fig. 17. Iraly, 1600-20.
L.142.5cm, W. 49 cm.

Victoria and Albert Museum, London




and specifically Venetian luxury goods, but this portrait demonstrates chat she was an
Italophile with an Italian motto, "My greatness comes from above’ (‘La mia grandezza
dal eccelso’). !t She employed John Florio as Iralian wror to her daughter, Princess
Elizabeth; the 1611 edition of his Italian—English dictionary was entitled in her
honour Queen Annas New World of Wordes.

Apart from luxury and licence, Venice was also associated in the English imagination
with wealth derived from commerce: ‘the wonderful concourse of strange and foreign
people ... as though the city of Venice onely were a common and generall market

to the whole world’.** As a model of an open maritime city, it was renowned for the
fact that ‘the trade and profit of the city / Consisteth of all nations’ (The Merchant

of Venice 3.3.33—4). Commerce demands credit and the Venetian solution to this —
one which shocked many English commentators and Christian critics — was to turn
to the Jews. Christians acted as moneylenders too, but it was still perceived as a
Jewish speciality.

Usury — lending money at interest — was inextricably linked with Jews in the
contemporary English imagination, for although usury was widely practised in
England in the late sixteenth century, exploitative rates of interest were still associated
with Jewish moneylenders, as they were elsewhere in Europe. Apart from their
usefulness, Jews and prostitutes were casily identified outsiders and scapegoats when
things went wrong.* The travel writer Samuel Purchas wrote of how ‘the beastly trade
of courtesans and cruel trade of Jews is suffered for gain’ in Italy, and Venice was
considered the most obvious example of this.® Venice was known to be a society in
which Jews were allowed to profess their faith openly, yet they could only be accepted
if they were in Venetian society but not of it, contained within a segregated
community that was a condition of their toleration." This was very different from the
way in which a tiny number of Iberian Jews lived in London, as converts (Marranos)
whose Christianity was always in doubt and who were thought to practise Judaism
in secret. The fact that they were Spanish or Portuguese Jews made them even more
suspect, regarded as potential spies highly placed in court and city.*” At this period
there was no acknowledged Jewish community in England, as a result of the firse
expulsion of a Jewish community in Europe in 1290 (sec further below, p. 159).%

Religious conversion was a major issuc in Venice, as in London.” Shakespeare’s
two Venetian plays, The Merchant of Venice and ( Yehello, are both dramas of conversion,
i1t which individuals are ‘turned’ from one religion or identity to another.™ Both plays
consider difference and otherness — religious, national, racial, sexual — and fears about
how encounters with such differences test, threaten or transform a society’s values.

It was understood in the late sixteenth century in England that ‘Antwerp and
Venice could never have been so rich and famous but by entertaining of strangers
and by that means have gained all the intercourse of the world’>' And it was widely
known, and often commented upon by English visitors, that Venice offered aliens a

carefully defined legal status in order to make coexistence possible. Dated 1552,

< ¢
our tribe’
(The Merchant of Vensice 1.3.x01)

20. Bronze portrait medal of Elijah de Lattes,
Jewish physician, and his mother, Rica. Veneto,

1552.

Cast bronze, diam. 4 co. British Museum, London

the medal in figure 20, probably made in the Veneto, is not only the first Italian
Renaissance medal commemorating a Jew, but one of the earliest portraits of a
European Jew, in which the name of the individual — the papal physician and
astronomer Elijah de Lattes — is proudly accompanied by ‘EBREQ’ or Jew. It is a
hundred years earlier than other European medals commemorating Jews.>? It was
commissioned by a mother and son together, making it a confident tribute to Jewish
lineage and family in a Christian context — two generations of the family had been
doctors to the Pope.

Nothing like this was to be seen in London in the 1550s. Just how difficult
coexistence with ‘strangers’ was in London, and what a live issue it was in the 1590s
is shown in the libel pinned on the door of the city’s Dutch church in 1593 when ’
tensions between native artisans and immigrants were high. The Durch libel showed
how swiftly anti-alien feeling compared foreigners to the legendary, predarory Jew:
‘And like the Jews you eat us up for bread’.>* .

The story of the Jews expulsion from England in 1290 is an ugly one. Jews
followed William the Conqueror in 1066 as the king’s money-collectors and lenders
a conveniently alien group whose financial usefulness was continually tested. Althou’gh
they made up less than 1 per cent of the population it is estimated that they owned up
to one third of the mobile wealth of England ar the end of the 1100s.% Antagonism
towards them flared up in the first charge of ritual murder in Europe, the case of
St William of Norwich in 1144 (see fig. 26), which involved the claim that Jews

murdered Christian children and used their blood to bake bread.’ Continental
charges of ritual murder followed, including that of Simon of Trent in 1475,
accompanied by executions and massacres of Jews. Increasing government pressure
and popular anti-Semitism culminated in the Edict of Expulsion of Edward I in

1290.% It was not until 1656 that Jews were officially readmitted to England by
Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658).57




‘Our sacred nation’
(The Merchant of Venice 1.3.35)

21. Sabbath lamp (2), 1200s-1300s,
found in Windsor in 1717.
Bronze, H, 13 cm, W. 16.2 cm

Sociery of Antiquaries, London

“Jessica, my girl,
Look to my house’
)

(The Merchant of Venice 2.5.16~17)

22. The lighting of the Sabbath lamp, from
Sefer Minbagim (Book of Customs), Venice, 1600.
This Minhagim is a key text for our understanding
of Venetian Jewry at this date. It was produced
in Yiddish for Ashkenazi Jews in Venice by a
Christian printer, employing a Christian artist
who did not understand all the details of Jewish
ritual from the inside. These sophisticated
woodcuts offer a visual parallel to the mannerin
which Shakespeare portrays a Jewish housebold.
Woodcut, 7 x 9.5 cm. Bodleian Library, Oxford

The bronze oil lamp illustrated here (fig. 21) is probably a medieval Jewish
Sabbath lamp from the period before the Expulsion. It can be compared with a
similar lamp excavated in Bristol on the site of the thirteenth-century settlement of
New Jewry in Peter Street.”® The Sabbath lamp is a key element in Jewish domestic
rituals, as it is lit by the housewife on Friday evening, the eve of the Sabbath or day
of rest, and on the eve of major festivals. Women played a vital role within the Jewish
household, especially in the observation of the dietary and culinary traditions that
maintained a sense of identity over the generations.” Jessica’s responsibilities, following
the death of her mother, Leah, are acknowledged in The Merchant of Venice: the loss
of Jessica is, for Shylock, the loss of his Jewish posterity. The woodcut seen here, taken
from a book of Jewish customs printed in Venice in 1600 with a Yiddish commentary
(fig. 22), shows a well-dressed woman blessing the Sabbath lamp, similar to the
medicval English one illustrated in figure 21 9 If thar identification is correct for this
lamp, it speaks of the lost medieval Jewish community in England more powerfully
than any text can do.®'

The expulsion of Jews from Granada in 1492 following the Spanish re-conquest
led to forced conversions and pre-emptive migration through Europe.*? Jews who
converted or whose ancestors had converted were called Marranos, but their Christian
beliefs and political allegiance were always doubted as it was thought that they had
made ‘a counterfeit profession’.”* Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in the

fortunes of the Portuguese Marrano family, the Nasi, to use their Hebrew name.
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‘Most beautiful pagan,
most sweet Jew’

(The Merchant of Vettice 2.3.10)

23. Bronze portrait medal of Grazia Nasi, by
Pastorino de’ Pastorini. Probably Ferrara, 1558-9.
Diam, 6.6 cm. British Museum, London

< . .
Thevillain Jew’
(The Merchant of Venice 2.9.4)

24. Lopez Compounding to Poyson the Queene,
Friedrich von Hulsen, from George Carleton,
A Thankfull Remembrance of Gods Mercy,
London, 1627.

Printed book, 20 x 14,5 cm. British Library, London

Joseph Nasi (d. 1579) was a professing Jew who became Duke of Naxos and Prince
of the Cyclades in service to the Ottoman Turkish Empire at a time of increased
English commercial and political activity there. The Iralian medal of the 15505 in
figure 23 records Joseph's sister-in-law, Grazia Nasi.* She is presented, probably ar
the time of her marriage, as a young and fashionable Italian noblewoman. She is also
shown as a Jewess, for her name is proudly proclaimed only in Hebrew, for the first
time on a European medal.®* The Nasi had international political and trading links,
including with the London Marrano community.*® All Marranos were identified with
international conspiracy, counterfeit Christianity and anti-Spanish prejudice. It was
a powerful mix, as demonstrated in the trial and execution of the Marrano Roderigo
Lopez, Queen Elizabeth’s doctor, on a charge of trying to poison her in 1594. Lopez
was imprisoned ‘for intelligence with the king of Spaine’ (fig. 24).*” He was famous
enough in London life to have been given a name-check, long before his execution,

in Marlowe's Dy Faustus (1592?), but his execution gave a new lease of life to

Cap.y3. _ Athankful R emiembrance

tobe payd out of the King of Spaines Coffers, 4o poyfon
@ueene Elizabech, and thefe were the goodly Wares
of Dallor Lopez, precions and of high effceme in the
eye of the Spanyard, < Manocl Lowys expounded
that myflicall Lescer written in 4 Merchants [fiile.
T bis practice of poyfoning, it was ene of the finnes of
the Canaanites, it was brought into the Church by
Popes, and reckoned among the finnes of the Anti-
chriftian Sy»agogue, and taught for Doidrine by the
Romilh Redbies,
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25. Supremacy Medal of Henry VIII, 1545,
inscribed in Hebrew, Latin and Greek.
Gold, diam. 5.4 cm. British Museum, London

performances of Marlowe’s Jew of 'Malta while licensing more general anti-Semitism.
Prints showing Lopez busy with his plots had a long life in arguing for the special
character of the English nation and its divine deliverance from internal and

external threats.®

By 1600 many English Protestants saw themselves as God's chosen people in place
of the Jews: when the clergyman Lancelot Andrewes called for an annual commemoration
of discovery of the Gunpowder Plot he referred to it as ‘our Passover.” In 1616 he used
the biblical story of Esther, the young Jewess who secured the delivery of her people
from the death decree of Haman by her intercession with Ahasuerus, King of Persia, as
the text for his sermon recalling James's survival from the Gowrie Plot of 1600.”' Much
of this sense of identification was based on the renewed study of Hebrew essential for a
proper understanding of the Bible, promoted through Regius Professorships in Oxford
and Cambridge following the establishment of Protestantism as the state religion in
England. The emphasis on the Old Testament was part of a return to ancient values,
and it had its political uses in making the case for Henry VIII's divorce and for his royal
supremacy.’? The contribution of Jewish law is acknowledged in the Hebrew inscription
referring to him as ‘supreme head’ on the Supremacy Medal of 1545 (fig. 25).”% Such
was the respect for Hebrew scholarship that the 1611 Authorized Version of the Bible
was to draw on the translation skills of twenty-five English Hebraists.”* But much of the
genuine interest in the language was rooted in a sense of Christian, and specifically
Protestant, superiority.”?

In the later seventeenth century, respect for Hebrew as one of the two central
languages of the Bible was to lead to greater tolerance towards Jews themselves, but
in Shakespeare’s lifetime popular anti-Semitism remained. The charge of ritual murder
remained long after the Jewish community had been forced to leave, promoted in
histories, sermons and, for those who could not read, painted on the walls of churches

(fig. 26).7¢ Usury was common practice among Jews and non-Jews alike by the late
sixteenth century — Shakespeare’s father, John, was accused of it —and attitudes were
changing as credit was widely recognized as an essential underpinning for business.””
But financial exploitation remained in the popular imagination associated with Jewish
moneylenders, even though they had not existed in England for 300 years.”® Folk
prejudice lived on in anti-Semitic tales, ballads and proverbs. Thomas Coryar glosses
one of the latter: ‘to looke like a Tew (whereby is meant sometimes a weather-beaten
warp-faced fellow, sometimes a phreneticke and lunaticke person, sometimes one
discontented)’, stereotyping that relates interestingly to Shylock’s rancorous
disposition. Yet Coryat also notes that the Jews he saw in the Venetian Ghetto were
‘most elegant and sweete-featured’.”

Shakespeare refers to a number of pejorative proverbial phrases in several plays in a
way that suggests that his presentation of Shylock partly depends on this kind of verbal
culture. But Shylock’s own language is a key to his identification, such as his exotic and
outlandish lament on hearing that his daughter has exchanged his wife’s ring for a
monkey: ‘It was my turquoise, I had it of Leah when I was a bachelor. I would not

Cepr s . .

if it will feed nothing else,
it will feed my revenge’
(The Merchant of Venice 3.1.37)

26. Painted rood screen panel depicting the
ritual murder of St William of Norwich by Jews,
early 1400s.

Oil on panel. Holy Trinity Church, Loddon, Norfolk

have given it for a wilderness of monkeys’ (7he Merchant of
Venice 3.1.79-81). It is obvious that Leah’s ring was not a
marriage ring. Jewish marriage rings were not set with stones,
as a ring’s value in gold alone was assessed before it was used as
part of the marriage ceremony. Shakespeare and his audiences
were unlikely to know what a Jewish marriage ring looked like
anyway.®® Leah’s ring was instead a love token of a kind familiar
to Shakespeare’s audiences. Mined in Persia and Tibet,
turquoises were prized for their exoticism, their unique colour
and their amuletic properties. They were thought to preserve
the sight, and to protect the wearer from poisoning, drowning
and riding accidents. Contemporary treatises also state that
turquoise preserved harmony between husband and wife, which
is presumably the association evoked by Leah’s gift. Small
sixteenth-century rings set with turquoises show that they were
thought, like coral, suitable for children as amulets; other rings
demonstrate that turquoises were linked with love and marriage
in sixteenth-century culture.®'

Shylock’s reported rant when he loses both his daughter
and his Venetian ducats in one night makes it quite clear which
property he values most: ‘My daughter! O my ducats! O my
daughcer!?” (7he Merchant of Venice 2.8.15) is a touch taken
from Marlowe’s stock villain, Barabas, in 7he Jew of Malta.®
The mention of ducats (fig. 27), like the mention of the Rialto
as both an exchange market and a building, adds Venerian
colour that Shakespeare’s audience would have understood, but
much of ShylocK’s presentation shows Shakespeare’s apparent
lack of concetn about authenticity.®* Shakespeare is more
interested in cultural interchange between Jew and Christian in urban society, and in
where the virtual boundaries lic, than in obvious physical markers such as dress.
Hence the confusing mention of Shylock’s ‘Jewish gaberdine’ (1.3.103) as a marker
of difference, when Caliban’s fishy cloak is described as a gaberdine too (7he Tempest
2.2.31) (see p. 245). It may be that this kind of covering garment was a stage prop for
outsiders and that it had much wider associations with difference, from Levantine Jews
trading in Mediterranean markets to Gaclic woodkerns shivering in their shaggy cloaks
in Ireland (see p. 112).%" By making Shylock a figure who moves freely in Venetian
society and who is not constrained within a ghetto, Shakespeare creates a far more
disquieting and pervasive presence, one which his audiences would have associated
with the wealthy, well-connected and highly placed Marranos they knew in London.

Italian Jews were integrated into the wider Christian society around them in
fascinating ways, as shown by the Purim scroll in figure 28. The story of Purim is taken

from the Book of Esther, an historical event that is commemorated every year in the
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‘My daughter! O my ducats!
O my daughter?’
(The Merchant of Venice 2.8.15)

27. A brass coin balance and weights, made

by Guillaum de Neve, 1600-54, Amsterdam;

and ducat issued by Andrea Gritti, Doge of Venice,
1523-38.

Wood and brass, balance H. 15 cm, W. 11 cn;

box L. 15 em, W. 9 cm. Ducar, gold, diam. 2 cm.

British Museum, London

synagogue at the Feast of Purim, when a reading from a plain undecorated scroll is
made.®® However, embellished scrolls with decorated borders began to be made in late
sixteenth-century Italy for use at home, and the engraved borders, which bore no
relation to the sacred text, show the whole variety of grotesque ornament that was
fashionable at the time.%® The scroll shown here is one of three surviving ones of
around 1573, the borders of which were designed by a Christian, Andrea Marelli, for
use in Latin books. The Esther scrolls were specially commissioned: they are printed
on a heavy parchment of a type used for this distinct purpose. It looks as if a Jewish
patron would have commissioned the scrolls with their borders from a bookseller,
probably in Rome, and then had them inscribed.”” This confidence in adapting
contemporary classical motifs for private ritual argues for a level of cultural exchange
and social interaction that is otherwise hard to document for the sixteenth century. And
it is a reminder that the distinctive features of Italian Jewry cannot be understood — as
Shakespeare intuited — other than within the context of the wider society.®®
Shakespeare explores the deep inner hatred and prejudice between Antonio, the

A N by s e e

‘My sober house’

(The Merchant of Vettice .5.34)

28. A panel from an Esther scroll for use at home,
with Hebrew text and hand-coloured marginal
engravings by Andrea Marelli, Italy, c. 1573.
Engraving and watercolour on vellum, panel 17 x 28 cm

British Library, London
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Christian merchant of the title, and Shylock, the Jewish trader. He shows these forces
to be damaging. Shylock’s refusal to ‘eat with you, drink with you, nor pray with you’
(The Merchant of Venice 1.3.25-6) creates a division between business and a civilicy
built on shared values. It was just this segregation in the practice of Jewish and Muslim
traditions that most aroused antagonism in Christian communities across Europe.”
Most chilling of all is that Shylock’s famous plea for a common humanity ends with
how he has learnt revenge from Christian hatred of Jews, most obviously shown by
Antonio in the play: “The villainy you teach me I will execute, and it shall go hard but
I will better the instruction’ (7he Merchant of Venice 3.1.48-9). Shakespeare turns the
reputed vengefulness of Jews back on the Christian audience. ShylocK’s internalized
revenge is far more disturbing to the society around him than the rants of Marlowe’s
Barabas. When Portia enters the courtroom she takes care to ask who is the merchant,
who the Jew, which might indicate that she is pleading for time, or that the two

protagonists look alike, or that she is reminding her audience that Venetian justice is
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“When Jacob grazed his
uncle Laban’s sheep’
(The Merchant of Venice 1.3.61)

29. Genesis 30:31-43, from an edition of

the Bible translared by William Whittingham,
Anthony Gilby, Thomas Sampson and perhaps
others, published in Geneva, 1560.

Printed book, 26 x 19 cm. British Library, London

supposedly blind to racial and religious difference. Shylock
persists in his legal literalism: ‘T'll have my bond’ (3.3.5). 1f
Christian Venetians hold slaves merely because they have
bought them, then why do they contest his bond of flesh?
Portia argues the case in his own legalistic manner: the bond
can only be fulfilled if the amount of flesh is exact and no
blood is spilt. So much for Christian mercy and forgiveness,
but the quality of mercy is strained when Shylock is branded
an alien and an outcast, and his conversion demanded, in a
satire on the nature of justice that ‘deliberately condoned
injustice, when injustice made for its peace’.”® Shakespeare
shows ‘super-subtle’ Venetians at their worst.

Shakespeare probably based his impression of Judaism as
a religion of traditional ritual observance and law from hearing
the Old Testament read in church from the Bishops” Bible, and
from his reading in the annotated Geneva Bible.” Shylock
roots his defence of usury in the Torah, the Pentateuch that
begins the Old Testament of the Bible, in a literal manner

associated with the Jewish tradition:

When Jacob grazed his uncle Laban’s sheep —
This Jacob from our holy Abram was,

As his wise mother wrought in his behalf,
The third possessor

(1.3.61-4).

This literalism was taken up by Protestantism, and the
story of Jacob cheating Laban is recounted here as told in the
Calvinist Geneva Bible with its detailed commentaries {(fig. 29).
Jacob brandished striped sticks in front of Laban’s sheep as they
were mating. According to ancient folk belief, this prompted
them to give birth to parti-coloured lambs, which would be
Jacob’s rather than Laban’s. Shylock uses this as a metaphor for
breeding money, as something that is manipulative but
inherently natural to him and approved by God. Did Jacob

charge interest, asks Antonio?

No, not take interest, not, as you would say,

Directly interest. ..

(1.3.66-7)

Shylock’s circumlocution might arouse the uneasy suspicion of

‘the lean and slippered Pantaloon,
With spectacles on nose and
pouch on side’

(AsYou Like It 2.7.161-2)

30. Glass goblet enamelled with figures in
masquerade, probably characters from the
Commedia dell arte. ‘Fagon de Venise’, Venice

or Northern Europe, ¢. 1600.

Glass, enamelled and gilded, H. 19.2 cm, diam. 12.2. cm.
British Museum, London

any audience nervous about usury, long before the nature of
Shylock’s bond of flesh, with all its connotations with ritual
murder and circumcision, is revealed.

But there is something comic, too, in Shakespeare’s
Shylock, which appears to draw on a playful art form, often
associated with Venice, the Commedia dell'arte. This was a form
of stylized improvisation using stock characters or ‘masks,
which was performed by travelling troupes of players who
toured the capitals of Europe.”> The Commedia was a pan-
European art form by 1600, and Shakespeare certainly knew
this tradition: Jaques, in his seven ages of man, refers to how
the scene shifts in the sixth age by using a figure familiar from
the Commedia:

Into the lean and slippered pantaloon,

With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide
For his shrunk shank, and his big manly voice,
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes
And whistles in his sound.

(As You Like It 2.7.161-6)%3

‘Pantaloon’ appears exactly as Shakespeare describes on a
rare enamelled glass — either made in Venice or in the Venetian
tradition — of the late sixteenth century, which is a very early
depiction of the masks in action (fig. 30). The Commedia was
a particular form of licentious and bawdy playing that featured
at carnival in Venice, as in other Italian cities, either in
playhouses or in the street. Foreign artists loved to depict the
players and their audiences, and prints of Venetian carnival
circulated widely (fig. 31).

Shakespeare’s Shylock the Jew seems to have some of
Pantaloon’s characteristics as an antisocial miser with an
exploitative, lazy servant and a daughter who is longing to
escape from an overbearing father.” When he is invited out
to dinner by Christians, Shylock counsels his daughter Jessica
to ‘look to my house’ (The Merchant of Venice 2.5.17). His
former servant Lancelet warns that there will be masquers
about. Shylock urges his daughter not to follow the Venetian
custom of craning out of windows to view the masquers in
the street, so exposing herself to common view, but to bar the
shutters of ‘my sober house’ (2.5.34). A London audience




‘Christian fools with
varnished faces’
(The Merchant of Venice 2.5.31)

31, An Italian Carnival, Arent van Bolten,
Netherlands, ¢. 1588-1633.

Pen and brown ink, and brown wash, over black chalk,

44.3 x 61 cm. British Museum, London

would have seen carnival as a time of licence and sexual escapade. An engraving
showing Venetian carnival (fig. 32) is inscribed in Latin: ‘if they are fleeing the light,
then what may they be up t0?"? Jessica uses the cover of carnival to elope at night,
dressed as a boy, from the window in Shylock’s absence.

The play deals with every kind of traffic and merchandise. It opens with the
Venetian merchant Salerio worrying about his ship, ‘my wealthy Andrew’, being
wrecked, a detail which enables the text to be dated to late 15967 since the ship was
real, a Spanish prize captured at Cadiz (1.1.28).% Shylock lists all the threats to ships
at sea, from piracy — which was becoming increasingly familiar to British merchants —
to natural dangers, in a way that would resonate with London audiences.” One of
Antonio’s ships is later wrecked on ‘the Goodwins, I think they call the place’ (3.1.3),
a reference to the treacherous sands off the Kentish coast.”® Shakespeare’s Antonio
(unlike the wealthiest Venetian merchants of the day) evidently lacked insurance,
which would make these losses ruinous.”

Just as perilous and real to a contemporary London audience was the result of
human traffic and trading. The servant Lancelets affair with a black African slave,
which occurs offstage, results in a pregnancy, the fate of which, like Aaron and
Tamora’s mixed-race child in Zitus, is just oo hot to handle within the play.'®
Shylock holds the issue of miscegenation up for questioning in his eloquent bid for

the legality of his bond:

32. A Venetian Carnival Scene on a Terrace, Pieter
de Jode the Elder after Pozzoserrato, ¢. 1595-8.
Engraving, 37.4 x 50.2 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

You have among you many a purchased slave,
Which, like your asses and your dogs and mules,
You use in abject and in slavish parts,

Because you bought them. Shall I say to you,
Let them be free, marry them to your heirs?

(4.1.91-5)

Shakespeare gives this critique of slavery to Shylock, which might have surprised
London audiences given that Marranos, because of their Iberian origins, were
particularly (though not exclusively) associated with black-slave-owning in
contemporary London.'” Shylock knows that no white Christian Venetian, however
much lip service they pay to mercy and tolerance, will agree to miscegenation. Nor
would Londoners have condoned it, even though (or perhaps because) it appears to
have been happening around them. Only four apparently cross-racial marriages are
documented in London in the 1570s, but it is clear that whites and blacks did have
sex and/or marry in real life as they were portrayed fictionally in Zitus and Othello.
This was something new, and babies born to these unions challenged the theory that
environment decided skin colour, as expressed by one George Best in 1578: ‘T my
selfe have seene an Ethiopian as black as cole brought into England, who taking a
faire English woman to wife, begat a sonne in all respects as blacke as the father was,
although England were his native country, and an Englishwoman his mother.”'®2
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