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Navigating Family Welfare and Dwelling Space for Mercantile 
Migrants in Venice, 1550–1700
Tamsin Prideaux

School of History, Classics and Archaeology, University of Edinburgh, Edinburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
Mercantile migrants in Venice drew upon family ties and ruler’s obliga-
tions to negotiate their rights and privileges. Drawing from a source 
base of immigrants’ petitions to the Venetian Collegio and the Cinque 
Savi alla Mercanzia, this paper reveals that foreign merchants also 
exploited the ties of trust and reciprocity that traditionally bound 
ruler and subject in medieval and early modern supplication. 
However, immigrants confronted limits to reciprocity when it came 
to the authorities’ moral or civic concerns in the regulation of space.
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Introduction

In cross-cultural trade, the early modern merchant and his family faced natural and 
human-made perils, uncertainties and alien surroundings which could be mitigated by 
trust in companions, clients and institutions.1 The importance of trust and the fatal 
consequences of broken trust is demonstrated by a violent incident occurring some time 
before April 1603. On the 19 April 1603, the Venetian Collegio approved letters to be sent to 
Naples and Brindisi requesting recompense for various Ottoman Turkish merchants’ 
goods, which were on a ship bound for Brindisi. These letters were the authorities’ action 
in response to petitions from the Ottoman Turkish merchants and described the following 
story.2 The captain of the ship, one Matthio Rosso from Zadar, had promised to conduct 
the goods of several Turkish merchants and take on board eight of these merchants, from 
Dubrovnik to Brindisi. However, in the high seas, Rosso murdered five out of the eight of 
the Turkish merchants and ‘made the others into slaves’.3 Rosso was sent to prison for his 
crime and the goods were secured in a safe place. This story reveals one of the worst possible 
outcomes of a deal made between two parties and the potential dangers of maritime trade: it 
could have also damaged the merchants’ desire to trade in Venice.4 The precarious nature 
of cross-cultural migration did not vanish once travellers had arrived safely in Venice, but 
continued throughout their sojourn, and affected their families. It was therefore essential 
for the Venetian authorities to establish a certain level of trust in their dealings with 
mercantile migrants which was dependent on certain obligations such as providing for 
family.5 Trust in horizontal relationships, between merchants and different economic 
actors, was also vital for securing lodging in a foreign city.
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Although trust is often thought of as an inherently positive term, in the case of the 
relationship between Venetian authorities and mercantile migrants, it is by no means 
indicative of equality or friendship. Indeed, trust inherently denotes a relationship of 
dependency between two parties which can involve an imbalance in agency and power 
between the two parties. One party must need to trust another based on an inability to 
guarantee the outcome of a situation. As Piotr Sztompka has observed, there is no need 
for trust if we are certain about the future, and if we do need trust, then it reveals that 
we are unable to control the response of another party.6 Therefore trust is the assurance 
that allows a profitable relationship to function in an uncertain world. As Edward Muir 
argues, trust among merchants functioned as a bulwark against the precarious nature of 
long-distance trade.7 I define trust and reciprocity as two separate but intertwined 
concepts. Trust can be practised by one party in an event, transaction or relationship or 
it can involve both parties: it does not always have to be mutual although it often is.8 

Trust also suggests pre-existing societal norms or mutual understanding. By contrast, 
reciprocity must always be two-sided and relies less on loyalty or goodwill.9 My 
position here is based on Natalie Zemon Davis’ The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France, 
where she maps out this virtuous circle of reciprocity in terms of gift exchange.10 The 
significance of trust in Venetian-Ottoman commerce is established in academic 
scholarship.11 However, this article more explicitly addresses the significance of trust 
and reciprocity beyond commercial interactions; instead illuminating how these con-
cepts informed the negotiation of welfare and space for foreign and immigrant 
individuals.

This article investigates how mercantile migrants secured financial and spatial security 
for themselves and their families through the systems of trust and reciprocity which were 
necessary for the successful functioning of early modern trade. It focuses on the relation-
ship between mercantile migrants and the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia since this body had 
the most influence in migrant traders’ lives and livelihoods. The interactions outlined in 
the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia archives reveal that expectations and obligations, the 
mechanisms through which trust and reciprocity operate, were ever present in the 
process of petitioning for, and granting requests. Furthermore, the survival of the 
Cinque Savi in Venice’s notoriously competitive corporate bureaucracy depended on 
the success of their interactions with foreign merchants, making the Cinque Savi reliant 
not only on the goodwill of their superiors in state hierarchy, but also on their social 
inferiors, the foreign merchants themselves. These findings complicate the narratives of 
Venetian oppression and control of minorities, and Venice’s grudging raison d’état 
attitude towards foreign traders, since they shed light on wider political motivations 
which affected negotiating relationships between mercantile migrants and the 
authorities.12 This is not to say that suspicion and control of religious minorities and 
foreigners did not play a part in Venetian authorities’ actions towards these groups. The 
balance of power was certainly never equal, and in the administering of dwelling space, 
which is analysed in the final section of this article, the limits of trust become apparent. 
However, this article contends that minority individuals were nevertheless able to exploit 
formal channels such as petitioning to achieve some agency over their place in the city. 
They achieved this by positioning themselves in a dependent relationship of obligation 
and trust with the Venetian authorities.13
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Since Filippo de Vivo’s Information and Communication in Venice placed emphasis on 
the importance of ordinary people engaging in political communication with the autho-
rities, more studies have rethought the political hierarchy of pre-modern Venice, and 
other Italian politics, to reveal that the vast majority of the population without direct 
political power were still able to shape or influence the organs of government through 
various means.14 The last two decades have also seen an increase in mobility studies of 
the Mediterranean within the emerging field of global history, which seeks to understand 
the mechanisms which facilitated, furthered, or deterred cross-cultural movement and 
connection, as well as the broader power dynamics of global movement.15 This article 
furthers our understanding of political communication and cross-cultural movement in 
the everyday, as it turns the focus on individuals’ strategies for negotiating with the 
authorities and locating hospitality in the city. The examples of social and family welfare 
examined in these sections illuminate the position of medium-term foreign visitors and 
long-term immigrant residents in Venice; they indicate the levels of trust, obligation, and 
dependence which the Venetian authorities owed to the families of traders who provided 
a stable and long-term service and made Venice their home for at least a significant 
period. A duality of foreignness and belonging was also exploited by short-term resi-
dents, but they were less likely to use, or indeed need to use, an obligation to their families 
as a rhetorical device or real responsibility. Therefore, the final section examines how 
short-term residents used bonds of trust in horizontal relationships to navigate dwelling 
and trading places; this follows the approach of historians concerned with networks and 
mobility, and sheds new light on the everyday occurrences which facilitated cross- 
cultural mobility in Venice.16 This article offers a fresh perspective and evidence on 
how everyday mechanisms of mobility interacted with broader notions of trust, mistrust, 
and reciprocity in the fluid early modern Mediterranean.

Foreigners, the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia, and petitioning

Whilst the presence of foreign merchants, agents, and intermediaries in Venice was 
crucial to the functioning of long-distance Eastern trade after 1500, these individuals and 
communities brought with them perceived potential for disruption to the civic order 
through religious and cultural difference, as well as potential physical harm to the body 
politic.17 Historiography of the last two decades has generally highlighted the tolerance of 
religious heterogeneity in the Ottoman Empire, in contrast to Catholic Europe, which 
restricted the legal status, economic activity, and dwelling places of religious and cultural 
minorities to a greater extent.18 In Venice, non-Catholic immigrants were granted fewer 
legal rights than non-Muslim inhabitants of the Ottoman Empire: citizenship categories – 
cittadinanza de intus/ et de extra – and their attendant legal status were open only to 
Catholic foreigners of wealth and long residency in the city.19 Thus, the relationship 
between the authorities and foreigners or immigrants could be seen as inherently 
mistrustful. However, foreign merchants in fact enjoyed the same prestigious economic 
rights as cittadini: namely to practise long-distance maritime trade, a right which was 
technically denied to the vast majority of the Venetian resident population known as the 
popolo/popolani.20 In theory, this right was originally restricted to travelling merchants 
[viandanti] but in practise many merchants, especially first in the German, Jewish, and 
Armenian communities and later in the Netherlandish and English communities, settled 
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and lived in Venice under the same favourable terms.21 Foreign merchants enjoyed 
a higher economic status than the Venetian popolo but their long-term residence in 
Venice required the expression of a dual Venetian/foreign identity to maintain trading 
privileges whilst settling permanently in Venice; this duality is exemplified in the peti-
tions which highlighted both economic benefit to and loyal dependence on the Venetian 
authorities.

The Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia was the main authority in Venice which addressed 
mercantile needs, enacted trade regulations, and acted as interlocutors for immigrants 
with higher authorities such as the Senate. At the turn of the fifteenth century, Venice was 
suffering the aftermath of a deep economic crisis. Three of its four major family banks 
had collapsed at the turn of the sixteenth century, the Italian wars were proving costly 
and patrician trade overseas was dwindling.22 The Senate set up a dedicated board in 
1507, the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia, in order to regulate and encourage trade between 
‘foreign nations’ and Venice.23 Although the Cinque Savi’s role was at first limited to 
trade focused activities such as shipping licences, between 1541 and 1620 it had com-
mandeered regulatory powers over the trade transactions of foreign merchants, the space 
in which they lived, where their goods were stored, and what types of commercial activity 
they were permitted to practise. After assuming jurisdiction over the Ghetto Vecchio and 
its Levantine Jewish inhabitants in 1541, the Cinque Savi’s role began to encompass the 
personal as well as the commercial.24 The Cinque Savi was an important institution for 
understanding the structures of hierarchy and power in the Venetian Republic and the 
place of mercantile migrants within that structure.25 The Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia held 
a unique position as both representative for mercantile migrant interests and simulta-
neously enforcing Venetian regulation of immigrant trade and daily life. This paradoxical 
role forced the body to maintain a fine balance between the conflicting concerns of 
Venetian economic interests, the welfare of mercantile migrants and their families, and 
an anxiety to maintain civic and religious order in the city.

Petitions are crucial for understanding migrant-authority negotiations in Venice.26 

These are drawn from the risposte series in the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia archive, and 
the Collegio, Suppliche records. Although petitions were ultimately directed to the 
Collegio, mercantile migrants mostly addressed their petitions to the Cinque Savi, 
because this magistracy was likely to offer them a favourable response. The Savi then 
drew up risposte [responses]; these summarised the content and language of the petition, 
using original phrases verbatim, and at the end contained the Cinque Savi’s recommen-
dation for action. The petitions were then sent to the Collegio, and the Cinque Savi’s 
opinion was almost always ratified, since this magistracy was a Senate-composed body 
with inappellable powers. Petitions were composed either collectively or individually. 
This article focuses on individual’s strategies, which relied on the personal obligations of 
dependence; the petitions are drawn from a sample of 125 individual petitions, which 
have been cross-referenced with the Collegio, Suppliche records.27 For section three, the 
source base is mixed between petitions to, and regulations made by the Cinque Savi; these 
are drawn from an overall source base of c.1000 mixed documents in the seconda serie of 
the Cinque Savi records. These sources present various issues of interpretation, being 
filtered through official language, and archived by the authorities.28 However, since the 
focus of this study is to understand how immigrants and visiting merchants used official 
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language, and the kinds of ties and obligations which were important to emphasise, 
petitions are a uniquely valuable source for analysing the negotiating relationship 
between individuals and the authorities.29

Family obligations and negotiation with the authorities

Family ties played an important role in the rhetoric of supplication. Poverty and 
discontent threatened the fabric of Venice’s hierarchical social structure, and the autho-
rities took measures to manage poverty through direct charity, employment by the 
Venetian government, and various charitable institutions.30 Although mercantile 
migrants were not Venetian citizens, the concerns of poverty and civic order also applied 
to them as participants in Venice’s trade economy and as temporary or long-term 
residents in the city. Petitions for the appointment of a certain role, or for higher 
wages often emphasised the poverty of an individual and/or, most importantly, his 
dependent family. Poverty was often used as a rhetorical trope in the case of wealthier 
supplicants, but even this indicates the concern for civic order which both supplicants 
and the authorities understood. Trust between individuals and institutions in Venice 
therefore operated on an understanding of the responsibilities and obligations between 
both parties. Trust did not necessarily require a personal relationship between supplicant 
and authority, but nevertheless drawing upon themes of kinship, family ties and social 
bonds helped to reinforce these responsibilities and obligations. According to Ronald 
Weissman, in Renaissance Florence, ‘one sought to deal whenever possible with patrons, 
clients, family, and friends, or, failing this, to convert all neutral relations . . . into ties of 
obligation, gratitude and reciprocity’.31 Invoking these ties in a petition reminded the 
authorities of the petitioner’s familial obligations, and by extension, the authorities’ 
obligations to their subjects to maintain civic order. Immigrant petitioners successfully 
used the claims of family dependency to shape their relationship with the authorities into 
one of obligation and trust.

When Giacomo de Nores, the Cyprus-born Public Dragoman for Venice, petitioned 
for a considerable pay rise of more than 200 ducats, he brought to the attention of the 
Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia the family members he had to support.32 Significantly, when 
representing de Nores in a request to the Senate for de Nores’ pay rise, the Cinque Savi 
chose to repeatedly emphasise the dependence of ‘numerous’ family members: ‘having 
his mother, aunts, wife, children . . . to sustain, [them] having lost all their means of 
sustenance’.33 This emphasis on family dependency was intertwined with the other 
reasons for de Nores’s pay rise, illustrating that familial obligations were considered 
equally valid justifications as experience and competence in office.

Numerous foreign-born brokers used this understanding of familial obligation and 
dependence in their applications for a gratia [licence] to practise brokerage.34 In 1590, 
a certain Anzolo Seraffino, a culturally ambiguous figure recently arrived from Tripoli 
claimed that he should be made a broker, even though by permitting him a licence, the 
Cinque Savi would exceed the 190 cap on brokerage licences.35 It is not clear where 
Anzolo Seraffino had originally resided, as the petition only emphasised his capture at the 
hands of the Turks and the fact that he had spent considerable time in Tripoli, but he was 
likely a resident of a Venetian Stato da Mar territory and had been captured during war 
or travel. The Cinque Savi endorsed his petition and when presenting it to the Senate, 
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focussed on three key issues: Seraffino’s ill-treatment and imprisonment at the hands of 
the Turks, his poverty, and, crucially, the financial dependence of his poverty-stricken 
family still trapped in Tripoli. In his current pitiful financial state, the only way Seraffino 
could support or rejoin his family, was to become a broker for the Turks and Armenians. 
Seraffino was appealing to a sense of obligation that the Venetian authorities had to 
provide security for their Christian subjects. Furthermore, by mentioning his family’s 
location (in the Ottoman Empire and therefore a danger zone for conversion to Islam), 
was a hint that the authorities, as Christians, also had a responsibility to protect the 
spiritual well-being of his family. Seraffino’s petition was not an isolated case: from 1585– 
1634, 76% of brokerage requests mentioned family dependency or family ties as one 
reason to be granted a licence and these requests were all endorsed by the Cinque Savi alla 
Mercanzia.36 Similarly to Giacomo de Nores’s request for a pay-rise, the importance of 
family dependency was emphasised as much as linguistic expertise or experience. Indeed, 
in many brokerage petitions, family obligations were more emphasised than the broker’s 
experience or knowledge of languages. In 1607, a petition for Gabriel Zucato from 
Cyprus emphasised family obligations twice in the petition, his linguistic abilities in 
Greek, Ottoman Turkish and Arabic being mentioned almost as an afterthought.

Even in more significant requests, family obligations helped win over the authorities. 
In 1574, Francesco de Dimitri Lettino, a Greek innkeeper and broker, petitioned the 
Venetian authorities to set up a segregated Fondaco [a dwelling place and warehouse for 
goods]37 for Ottoman Turks, with himself and his descendants as the paid guardians of 
that dwelling place.38 He emphasised the difficulty of supporting his family as the final 
argument at the end of a petition:

“finding myself responsible for a wife with nine sons and daughters, and my brother’s two 
nieces and my own two nieces, that were made prisoner in this Turkish war . . . have pity, your 
Serenity, for your miserable and fallen subjects . . . to maintain and in this way sustain this my 
miserable family, that without your gracious bounty, I am out of hope to support them.”39

Whilst Lettino’s petition took many years to bear fruit (the Fondaco dei Turchi was 
finally established in 1621), the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia, who assumed jurisdiction of 
Fondaco dei Turchi matters in 1576, always ensured that Lettino’s descendants continued 
the family post of Custodian of the Fondaco.40

These examples demonstrate how foreigners used family ties to invoke a sense of 
responsibility in the authorities. Therefore, the foreign merchants trusted that the 
authorities held certain obligations towards family. However, trust went both ways. 
The language in the petitions indicates that supplicants had to prove their own trust-
worthiness to assure this goodwill from the authorities. The fact of Seraffino’s steadfast 
Christian faith in the face of Ottoman imprisonment was the token of trustworthiness 
which demanded a reciprocal response from the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia and the 
Senate. In Giacomo Nores’ case the Cinque Savi noted his ‘loyal’ service to Venice as 
dragoman, and every time Nores’ name was used he was referred to as the ‘most loyal 
Nores’.41 Lettino shows his loyalty by describing his ‘immense desire’ to see Venice rid of 
scandal.42 These proofs of reliability may have been necessary due to the potential 
untrustworthiness of the foreigner: they were required to show their loyalty to Venice 
as it could not be taken for granted. Thus, in these instances trust needed to be mutual, 
but the authorities required a ‘token’ of trustworthiness whereas supplicants entirely 
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relied on the goodwill of the authorities. The risk of a negative response was greater for 
supplicants. Therefore, the invoking of family ties and obligations in petitions allowed 
supplicants to exercise agency during the bargaining process of a petition.

Death, family and the role of the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia

Obligations to foreign merchants and their families continued even after their death. 
Trust was crucial when a merchant died in Venice and, not only was the journey 
dangerous, merchants also regularly died whilst sojourning or living in Venice. 
A merchant travelling to Venice would need to trust that if he died there, the authorities 
would deal appropriately with his estate, and take care of his family if necessary. Dealing 
with deceased merchants’ estates was a commonplace activity for the authorities, but they 
were also responsible for more personal welfare.43 The first port-of-call for assistance in 
care of dependents might be a religious structure such as a confraternity/scuola, as in the 
case of Armenian and Jewish merchants, but the authorities provided a safety net.44 

Whilst the welfare of Venetian widows and orphans has been relatively well-explored in 
historiography,45 the lives and legal status of immigrant widows and orphans still remain 
somewhat obscure.46 The Cinque Savi archives reveal various instances of this kind of 
welfare provision, although the documents in this area are not extensive. However, the 
archive series is very varied, and reflects only a small proportion of documents on any 
single matter. Therefore, whilst work is still required to uncover this area in greater 
depth, these examples illustrate that such issues were commonplace, rather than rare. The 
provision of family welfare and supervising of guardianship illustrates that the ties of 
dependence and obligation were not merely rhetorical but based in a real responsibility 
that the Venetian Republic owed, not only to its subjects, but also to foreign merchants 
and immigrants.

In certain cases of migrant welfare, the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia acted in its capacity 
as a promoter of immigrant trade to defend mercantile families against deleterious 
claims. In 1545, for example, some unnamed children and widow of a deceased 
German merchant owed his outstanding debts amounting to 280 ducats. The supplicants 
argued that now they were financially dependent on the dowry of the widow, they would 
be ruined if they paid the entire debt upfront. The Cinque Savi defended their case to the 
Avogadori de Comùn by saying that it was not ‘proper that this poor woman with her 
children’ use up all their money and suggested that the family might pay back the debt at 
a rate of 25 ducats a year, until it was cleared, which would take 11 years.47 The Cinque 
Savi expected the family to maintain ties with Venice, and the children to continue 
trading in the city. Therefore, the exercise of trust was not simply what was owed to the 
deceased merchant, but also a way of promising future ties of trust and obligation.

In the case of various Armenian families, the Cinque Savi were not only responsible 
for resolving financial issues which arose after a merchant’s death, they were also put in 
charge of appointing guardianship of the orphans left behind. In 1629 when the 
Armenian merchant Carabet died, the Cinque Savi were in charge of approving guar-
dianship of the children and their property since they were obliged to ‘regulate and 
administrate’ these matters.48 They appointed the late Carabet’s fellow confraternity 
member, a certain Cogas Abraf, to be their guardian and caretaker of their estate.49 

A case of guardianship for an Armenian child, brought before the Cinque Savi in 1704, 
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illustrates that the authorities were expected to intervene in family welfare if their initial 
arrangements failed due to the transience of their personal contacts.50 Zustan de David 
had nominated another Armenian merchant, Nazar di Murat, to care of his child’s 
finances and education. However, Nazar di Murat was absent from Venice, now living 
somewhere in Persia. In the absence of this guardian, Zustan’s widow, Isabetta, took this 
chance to appear before the magistrates to petition for full joint control over her son’s 
estate and finances. The Cinque Savi granted Isabetta unequivocal access to the necessary 
funds in a detailed agreement which ensured her legal rights to guardianship and 
education of her child.51 In these instances, where the mobility of the mercantile profes-
sion threatened instability for an individuals’ dependents, the authorities were respon-
sible for ensuring their welfare and care. Even in the partially self-governed community 
of Levantine Jews, vulnerable persons such as widows and children could seek additional 
support from the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia to protect their claims.52 This indicates that 
the Venetian Republic’s obligations towards semi-permanent, and permanent minority 
mercantile residents in Venice extended to intervening in family welfare if merchants 
needed to seek assistance beyond first support networks. Thus, the rhetoric of obligation 
which reinforced individuals’ bartering power in petitions was based not simply on 
metaphorical ties, but on concrete responsibilities.

Social networks, dwelling spaces, and reciprocity

Although the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia was responsible for promoting foreign trade 
and protecting the livelihoods of foreign merchants and their families, a successful arrival 
and sojourn in Venice also depended on the networks a merchant could build. Whilst 
Muir argues that merchants established a ‘system of trust’ in long-distance trade via 
letters and documentation, physical interactions were also vital to establish and maintain 
important commercial relationships with previous strangers.53 Shared living spaces was 
one of the primary and most useful forms of making contacts, or, for a broker, of securing 
the business of the merchants they lodged in their homes. As Rosa Salzberg has shown, 
lodging houses and inns were important loci for encounter and exchange .54 By analysing 
space, the concepts of reciprocity and trust can be applied to more horizontal relation-
ships, between merchants, or between merchants and brokers. Dwelling spaces such as 
the Fondaco dei Turchi also reveal reciprocity and (mis)trust between merchants and the 
authorities. The space in which immigrant merchants moved and lived posed moral 
concerns which the Cinque Savi, as part of a Christian republic, were required to address. 
Despite these concerns, the Cinque Savi still attempted to maintain the appearance of 
promoting mercantile interests by claiming that the Fondaco would protect merchants 
and their goods, they were keen to preserve the fine balance of a reciprocal relationship 
between themselves, the merchants, the Republic of Venice, and the empires from which 
various merchants hailed.55

Brokers were the first and most conveniently situated people to assist in a merchant’s 
arrival in the city. In 1643, the Giustizia Nova charged two Armenian brokers, Balli and 
Giacomo de Usauf, with running an unlicensed hotel.56 A group of Armenian merchants 
petitioned on their behalf that these brokers should not be castigated for renting out 
houses to them, and other merchants, because it was a necessary and useful service for 
merchants arriving in the city. The Cinque Savi supported the Armenian merchants’ 
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petition against the Giustizia Nova by using a threefold argument. First, that the brokers 
provided an essential service to the merchants on arrival ‘to their [merchants’] great 
advantage and comfort’. Secondly, that the brokers were not transgressing any laws since 
they neither lived in the houses rented out to the merchants, nor provided any of the 
usual services associated with hoteliers such as ‘utensils’. Finally, that if the brokers were 
required to licence their accommodation, the grievous burden of hostelry taxes would be 
borne by the merchants rather than the brokers.57

The 1643 petition has many important implications. It proves that brokers were 
among the first contacts in the Venetian mercantile community to provide help and 
services to immigrant merchants upon arrival in the form most useful to people arriving 
in a new city: by providing lodging.58 Presumably, this lodging also provided further 
benefits and contacts to both merchants and brokers. The brokers had direct access to the 
merchants whom they could later broker deals for, thus providing them with a dual 
source of income. They would also be extending their trade networks through this social 
contact: Armenian and Persian merchants who had further friends and contacts arriving 
in the city could recommend the [non] hotel which the brokers ran. Merchants them-
selves could form useful and important trade contacts when staying there. Moreover, the 
safety provided by a trustworthy lodging house with a good reputation was critical in an 
environment where foreign merchants could face dangers such as theft and verbal 
abuse.59 ‘Horizontal’ relationships therefore operated on a system of mutual aid and 
reciprocity since the lodging and contacts provided by brokers was mutually beneficial to 
both brokers and merchants.

Sharing space was an important way for immigrant merchants to make contact 
with other merchants and brokers but concomitantly friendships, social networks 
and group identity could also influence the space that people moved and lived in. 
For example, friendships with Christians could often facilitate a certain measure of 
spatial freedom for Turks. During the first years of the establishment of the 
Fondaco dei Turchi, the Cinque Savi received a number of petitions from Turks 
who wished to reside outside the Fondaco because of illness.60 They had to be 
specific about the place in which they were now residing, which was usually the 
house of an Armenian or Venetian merchant sometimes referred to as a ‘friend’ of 
the Turkish merchant. In 1623, Mehmet Celebi from Krujë (a town in north- 
central Albania), was granted permission to stay with ‘his friend’ Zuanne Trasardo 
whilst he was ill.61 Between 1623 and 1638 there are 6 documents which give 
permission to lodge a Turkish merchant outside the Fondaco dei Turchi. The 
relatively small number of documents giving an illness exemption to residence in 
the Fondaco seems to indicate that this was a rare occurrence. However, the 
nature of documents in the Cinque Savi archive, and the language used in the 
permissions, indicates that illness exemptions were in fact granted regularly. It is 
extremely rare for routine permission or privilege documents to end up in the 
Cinque Savi archives. We know, for example, that hundreds of Levantine Jewish 
merchants and their descendants were granted trading ‘privileges’ under the terms 
of the 1589 charter, yet only a fraction of these privileges appear in the archive.62 

Moreover, one of the illness exemptions mentions that the same individual was 
granted an exemption on two previous occasions; these permissions cannot be 
found in the archives.63 Therefore, the fact that even six of these documents 
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remain reveals that illness exemption, and therefore residence in the house of 
a friend or commercial contact was likely a common occurrence. This is highly 
suggestive of the fact that many Turkish merchants had friends or at least contacts 
among the Venetian and Armenian merchants that lived throughout the city. One 
permission reveals the close relationship between brokers and merchants when it 
describes how an Armenian broker, Simon Iseppo, found Agi Assan, a merchant 
from Istanbul, ill with fever in his room in the Fondaco. Simon Iseppo then 
approached the Cinque Savi to request permission to bring Agi Assan out of the 
Fondaco for the duration of his illness.64 Not only did Agi Assan trust Simon 
Iseppo as his representative to the authorities, but he was also a close enough 
contact that Simon entered Agi’s chambers whilst he was unwell revealing that 
commercial relationships often crossed the boundary into personal and intimate 
spheres. These requests to live outside the Fondaco, like the instances of brokers 
providing lodgings, reveal that a system of trust was also imperative amongst 
mercantile relationships merchants since the health and wellbeing of foreign 
merchants depended on their commercial contacts in Venice.65

Comparing the diverse spatial experience of Armenian mercantile migrants and 
Muslim merchants illustrates how reciprocity replaced trust when issues of piety and 
civic order were threatened by a religious and cultural other. Tellingly, the Cinque Savi 
alla Mercanzia supported the Armenian brokers who lodged other Armenians. This is 
significant given that the Cinque Savi themselves sent out multiple prohibitions against 
brokers from lodging Turkish merchants and from entering ships to talk to immigrant 
merchants without a specific licence.66 Although the Cinque Savi, and other Venetian 
authorities, were particularly anxious about contact between brokers and merchants, in 
this 1643 petition they actively endorsed the intimacy of shared dwelling space between 
brokers and merchants. Of course, the danger of contact between the Armenian 
brokers and merchants was limited in this instance to clandestine trade transactions, 
rather than the potential corruption of faith since Armenians, barring a few rare 
exceptions, were Christians.67 Nevertheless, the Armenian brokers were almost cer-
tainly breaking Venetian hospitality regulations by not paying hoteliers’ taxes, yet the 
Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia still chose to support their claim against other Venetian 
authorities. This reveals that the Cinque Savi understood that they would have to ‘trust’ 
the brokers’ tenuous claim in this instance, because the material benefit provided to the 
merchants, and by extension the Cinque Savi themselves by promoting their comfort, 
and therefore encouraging their trade in Venice, was more important than the evasion 
of hotel taxes. Since the Cinque Savi’s attitude in this area was so inconsistent, it shows 
that when dealing with spatial concerns, ‘trust’ was often highly dependent on circum-
stance and therefore may be more accurately described in the realm of dwelling space as 
reciprocity: the Cinque Savi only chose to favour brokers’ lodging permits when the 
circumstance was mutually beneficial, or when they risked a commercial backlash from 
those merchants involved. Furthermore, by comparing dwelling space to family obliga-
tions, it is clear that recognition of responsibilities and obligations, key elements in 
fostering trust between strangers, was more ambiguous when it came to how space was 
regulated. It depended on each individual group’s religion, status and what authorities 
such as the Cinque Savi gained or risked by permitting or forbidding them to live and 
move in certain spaces. The Cinque Savi might support, for example, the petition from 
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the Levantine Jews to move into a more spacious area of the ghetto, because it still 
essentially preserved the balance of control over Jewish dwelling space, and because the 
Levantine Jews were offering a valuable trading opportunity.68 However, in cases such 
as the Persian Safavid merchants’ objection to moving into the Fondaco dei Turchi, the 
number and importance of their community was not sufficient for their petition to be 
supported by the Cinque Savi alla Mercanzia. The potential gain offered by the Persian 
merchants was not enough to outweigh the importance of appeasing moral concerns, 
thus Safavid Persian merchants were eventually forced into residing in the Fondaco dei 
Turchi.69

Conclusion

Family ties and social networks have important implications for our understanding of 
how merchants navigated Venice’s complex corporate power structure. Although trust 
was crucial for both sides, individual merchants and their families were on the back 
foot. They had to trust the goodwill of the Cinque Savi to a much greater extent, since 
they were in the position of greater risk and vulnerability. However, there was an 
element of reciprocity in this relationship which helped to assure the trust of immigrant 
merchants. The case of the German merchant’s family shows that the Cinque Savi 
members had an interest in maintaining the magistracy’s trustworthiness. The Cinque 
Savi needed to prove that they would treat merchants’ families fairly to attract mer-
chants to Venice or convince the merchants to stay. Moreover, the Cinque Savi’s 
livelihood depended on their success in encouraging trade: there were a number of 
other corporate bodies who were ready to take over the jurisdiction of the Cinque Savi 
alla Mercanzia, should they fail to promote foreign trade. The reciprocal nature of the 
relationship between the Cinque Savi and the immigrant merchants, could sometimes 
help to improve or foster trust. However, the investigation of dwelling space reveals 
that trust was limited and variable depending on the issues presented. If the Cinque 
Savi alla Mercanzia were dealing with family matters such as the provision for widows 
and orphans, their obligations towards merchants and their families were more clearly 
defined and their interactions more reliable. When it came to family, the level of trust 
between merchants and authorities appeared to be more stable. However, the more 
arbitrary manner in which the Cinque Savi dealt with issues of lodging suggests that 
expectations and responsibilities were more equivocal in issues of space since it was 
a critical area of moral concern. Thus, the interactions between merchants and autho-
rities in issues of space were defined by reciprocity which could not always ensure 
a favourable outcome for foreign merchants. In a culture of reciprocity, the benefits 
needed to be mutual, and when they were not, the balance of power shifted to the 
authorities.
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