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ABSTRACT

This article investigates the multiplicity of connections that were made between individuals from 
different trades and across the social hierarchy in sixteenth-century Verona. In the sixteenth century, 
Verona was a constituent part of the Venetian Empire with a large, diverse population. Each of the 
different neighborhoods of the city contained a heterogeneous mix of individuals, from the indigent 
poor to artisans, professionals, and the traditional elite, often living side by side. Through an explo
ration of three separate case studies from the courts of Verona, this article explores some of the 
ways in which these individuals socialized: at a card game, a dance, and a lottery. It is argued that 
connections were often made in spaces that transcended the public and private spheres, with 
domestic and workshop spaces being used to gather people from across the community. Despite 
concern from the authorities about the dangers of illicit gatherings, evidence within these cases sug
gests that there was an appetite among artisans of Verona to hold social occasions to earn extra 
income and to make new connections. Communities and culture were built among these wide and 
varied networks, and to understand more about everyday life and social ties in Renaissance Italy, it 
is important to look beyond traditional socio-economic and cultural boundaries.

On March 21, 1579, two men were accosted in their homes and arrested by the offices of 
the Podesta in Verona for having hosted illegal gambling events and causing a scandal.1 One 
of these two, a man named Lelio in his thirties, pleaded his innocence, noting that he 
repaired hats and sold wood for a living. Although defending his virtue, he did admit that he 
used his home as a space where people could come to play card games which were popular 
at the time, such as Trappola and Primera, entertaining themselves and socializing among a 
wide company of individuals. This caused alarm for the authorities, keen to stamp out such 
informal mixing in otherwise seemingly private spaces across the city. Yet clearly this was 
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not an isolated case, with homes and workshops being used by those of various means, from 
artisans to merchants, and nobility at times transforming their spaces to host events attended 
by a wide variety of individuals, either by invitation or through an open door. Such events 
generated hybrid public-private spaces where ad hoc social interactions took place, and con
nections, sometimes lasting and sometimes fleeting, were made. This article will examine 
three case studies from the judicial records of sixteenth-century Verona, exploring card 
games, dances, and a lottery, and investigating what these cases can tell us about the differ
ent forms of sociability in which those lower down the social scale engaged and the ways in 
which liminal spaces facilitated social interaction.

In the early modern city, sociability took on many forms. From formal occasions in elite 
parlors to informal mixing in workshops and taverns, public and private spaces converged 
and were used as gathering spots for people from across the social scale to meet, drink, 
dance, talk, and sing. Yet, by their very nature, these occasions were often ephemeral, lost to 
the historical record and frequently noted only in courtly literature and humanist polemics. 
To understand the ways in which individuals of early modern society socialized, then, histor
ians have turned to the princely courts and the occasions that took place among the wealth
iest and best connected in society. However, this undermines the very diversity and 
multiplicity of daily interaction that frequently transcended social and professional bounda
ries in complex and shifting ways. Within the historical record, it is possible to find evidence 
of these connections, which were often deemed illicit, but which highlight important points 
about social connectivity in early modern cities.

The study of social interaction of this type crosses disciplinary boundaries. As Ronald 
Weissman argues in his study of Renaissance society, “Three areas of sociological inquiry 
have dominated the field: studies of corporate groups, of individualism, and of class.”2

However, more recently, there has been a reassessment of the nature of connections in the 
early modern urban environment. Most early modern people lived in diverse communities 
where they would interact daily with a wide variety of individuals. This created a range of 
connections which, as Dennis Romano argues, were not arbitrary but instead, built upon fac
tors such as work, values, and physical proximity.3 To study connections made in early mod
ern communities, it is therefore important to consider the aspects which transcended 
traditional class, economic, and cultural boundaries.4

In particular, there has been an increasing amount of research that has delved into the 
arena of less formal social interaction. Filippo de Vivo, for example, has shown how barber
shops could become forums for the exchange of political information, both oral and written, 
creating tensions and disagreements.5 Moreover, recent research into spaces like taverns and 
inns has widened the scope of understanding when it comes to the diversity of early modern 
sociability in all its forms and the “dynamism of early modern urban life.”6 For example, Rosa 
Salzberg’s work has highlighted the importance of Venetian osterie for a range of exchanges, 
which also led to points of conflict as travelers, migrants, and local residents intersected in 
these enclosed, yet unstable, spaces.7 Work on the importance of taverns has also shown that 
they were not only central points for everyday social interaction but also played an important 
role in the forming of group identity and as an “agent of community.”8 As Rosenthal has 
argued, it was within the “public-private” space of the tavern that “social boundaries became 
more porous.”9 However, as Rosenthal points out, still too little is known about “either the 
extent or the nature of everyday social interactions between urban strata in Italian cities.”10

This article will seek to add new evidence to this growing historiography by exploring other 
spaces where the public-private divide was crossed—namely the home and the workshop.

2 � Journal of Social History, Summer 2026 



In recent years the positions of artisans and small-time shopkeepers in early modern cities 
has also been revisited.11 For example, Paula Hohti Erichsen has shown how artisans in 
sixteenth-century Siena could use “conspicuous consumption” to better their position in 
society and engage in the market in innovative ways.12 Rather than speaking only of emula
tion and competition, Hohti Erichsen encourages us to consider “how similar or different 
cultural experiences were at various levels,” as early modern artisans operated within varied 
social networks and were not defined by their trade.13 Moreover, as Judde de Larivi�ere and 
Salzberg have argued, “condition depended on context.”14 An artisan was not merely an arti
san, but was also a man or a woman, a master or an apprentice, within their workshop, a tav
ern, church or other arena, and it was within these contexts that different identities and 
positions were negotiated.15 This may particularly have been the case where people of differ
ent social standing interacted, as their identities were formed both with and against one 
another.

As was the case in many early modern cities, the different neighborhoods of Verona were 
socially heterogeneous, with nobles, professionals such as doctors and lawyers, and artisans 
of different trades often living side by side in neighborhoods of the city.16 Although the 
wealthiest gravitated toward the heart of the city, and certain trades were confined to specific 
areas due to infrastructural needs, on the whole, most neighborhoods contained a mix of 
indigent poor, working people, and elite.17 Such an environment could create the ideal 
opportunity for multiple and overlapping networks among people in seemingly diverse cate
gories. These networks could cut across social ties, creating both tension and community. 
How people socialized within porous spaces where the public and the private converged 
within these neighborhoods and how different groups connected will be the focus of this 
article.

Informative within this context are Robert Putnam’s ideas of “thin” and “thick” trust, 
which, as Nevola and Rosenthal have argued, have been particularly influential for Italianists 
seeking to understand more about social connectivity in the early modern period.18 Within 
this model, “thin trust,” which was built on “weak loyalties or connections based on values, 
beliefs, and institutions shared by ‘strangers,’” contrasted with “thick trust,” which was based 
on factors such as “kin, faction, [and] patronage.”19 Both types of relationships might be 
observed in the trial records under analysis, with the testimonies of those interrogated giving 
some indication of the possible levels of relationships that were fostered. However, particu
larly interesting are the ties of “thin trust” formed in these hybrid public-private spaces, 
transformed for social entertainment. This article will investigate the connections made and 
what they can tell us about the different forms of sociability available to those lower down 
the social scale in the urban environment. In particular, the malleability of private space will 
be highlighted as key to our understanding of the diversity of urban networks.

Evidence of what were often ephemeral connections between actors across early modern 
societies is limited in historical documentation. However, trial records provide unique 
insights into everyday social interaction in eyewitness accounts and oral testimonies. The 
three case studies used for this investigation originate in court cases from the Atti dei Rettori 
Veneti a Verona, which is a large set of documents concerning the judicial offices of the city 
and the activities of the chancelleries of the Venetian rector, especially the Cancelleria 
Pretoria. Within the Atti dei Rettori, there are many different types of documents. As well as 
trials, it is possible to find post-mortem inventories, dowries, and wills. While some of these 
documents were compiled by a public notary, others were produced by a third party in the 
presence of witnesses and then sealed by the court to acquire legitimacy.20 Many of these 
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documents are badly damaged, are often incomplete, and rarely contain folio numbers, partly 
because of two large fires in 1541 and 1581, during which the archive suffered serious dam
age and loss.21 Nonetheless, information within the extant documentation can provide rich 
insight into daily life in sixteenth-century society. Of particular note are the judicial records 
relating to illicit activities taking place within the homes and workshops of Verona. The cases 
recount a wide range of issues, from incidents of fraud and theft to slander and vagabondage. 
These documents contain testimony from witnesses who were called to present their stories 
related to the alleged crime. It is within these testimonies that we can identify different forms 
of connections in the communities of sixteenth-century Verona.

Although some have argued that testimonies in civil and criminal trials are “tissues of 
counter-truths,” this article will build on the work of Natalie Zemon Davis and others, who 
have sought to use such testimonies to illuminate aspects of customs, violence, and social 
and cultural norms of early modern Europe.22 Trial records necessarily reported information 
related to events or actions that were illicit and often involved conflict, and thus do not nec
essarily represent the broad spectrum of connections in early modern society. However, the 
oral testimony of the individuals interrogated for trials provides rich material for those study
ing social interaction. In particular, these trials brought in witnesses from different back
grounds and who were by no means limited to wealthier members of society, thus allowing 
us to “reconstruct the networking strategies of diverse groups.”23 Elizabeth and Thomas 
Cohen, for example, note that, because court records often provide information that is not 
extant in other sources and because of the insight into the thoughts, feelings, and actions of 
a wide range of individuals (albeit often mediated through a notary), they are “the best route 
into the vernacular culture of sixteenth-century Italy.”24 Moreover, as Edoardo Grendi 
famously proposes, when exploring individual case studies, aspects that might be seen as 
extraordinary can instead be seen as “normal exceptions.”25 The case studies under analysis 
have been chosen because they reflect seemingly normal, though illicit, activities taking place 
behind the doors of Verona’s homes and workshops for the purposes of entertainment, at 
which a range of people gathered and which were facilitated by members of the artisan pop
ulation. Although most of these interactions were between men, the second case analyzed 
touches upon the role of women at these events, demonstrating the often-unrecorded role of 
women in liminal public-private spaces. Utilizing these three case studies, this article pro
vides evidence of activities that brought individuals of different crafts and statuses together, 
while also illuminating ways that individuals could use their domestic and workshop spaces 
for social events to earn extra cash, contributing to their “occupational diversity.”26

Verona is a useful point of study for an analysis of this type, as it broadens our under
standing of early modern sociability beyond the major commercial and political centers of 
Italy.27 In the sixteenth century, Verona was a large gateway city at an important transitory 
location between northern Italy and southern Germany. As part of the Venetian Empire, 
Verona was subject to the rules and regulations of the Seremissima; yet, due in part to its 
long-standing trade links with cities north of the Alps, Verona was able to maintain a form of 
independence and identity that set it apart from Venice. In the early sixteenth century, after 
years of rapid increase, Verona’s population almost matched that of Florence.28 Between the 
mid-fifteenth and the mid-sixteenth centuries, the population of Verona more than doubled, 
from around 21,000 to around 46,000.29 This rapid population growth was driven in part by 
a wave of immigration from other towns and cities within the Venetian Republic and 
Lombardy. Many immigrants were artisans, drawn in by the opportunities presented by 
expanding urban industries such as silk manufacturing.30 As more people entered the city 
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and made a home for themselves, traditional hierarchies were re-examined and challenged. 
Rapid population growth occurred at the same time as the boundaries between the tradi
tional nobility and the urban elite were shifting, as the former tried to assert their influence 
in the city council, in the face of the rising wealth of those previously excluded from power.31

However, although the working population was barred from political office, there were many 
ways in which individuals could create status and improve their position in society, particu
larly through public acts of prestige.32

By examining three significant case studies that highlight different forms of social activity 
within the city and the connections made at these events, it will be argued that in organizing 
informal social occasions involving dancing, gambling, and lotteries alongside their more 
legitimate trades, artisans created “fertile spaces” between the public and private in which 
connections flourished.33 This analysis will provide useful insight into the forms of sociabil
ity that were available to those lower down the social hierarchy. Although urban authorities 
sought to curb events in these spaces, the evidence presented within this article suggests that 
such efforts were somewhat unsuccessful, and utilizing domestic and workshop space for 
entertainment was seen as a legitimate way to earn extra money and to become involved 
with different members of the community. Thus, a meaningful study of early modern society 
and culture should look to expand its boundaries beyond distinct societal groupings. Both 
culture and community were made among these connections.

C A R D  G A M E S
The house was a key setting of sociability in the Renaissance, and hosts were expected to 
entertain their guests with dinners, dancing, and games.34 Although less is known about the 
forms of sociability in which those lower down the social scale engaged, court cases can pro
vide us with some insight into the activities that took place within the more modest domes
tic setting. Card games were a particularly popular form of sociability, which were originally 
the preserve of the elite. However, throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, these 
types of games became increasingly popular with men and women across the social scale, 
played in palaces, taverns, and homes. Marta Ajmar-Wollheim notes the sharp increase in 
objects associated with such sociability in elite households.35 While “parlour games” have 
often been studied as part of elite social activity, evidence of material culture suggests that 
many within the popular classes also could host large numbers of individuals in their 
homes.36 Recent research has, for example, shown the capability of individuals within the 
artisan class to own a large number of chairs and tables, as well as other items associated 
with sociability, suggesting that people of different social rank were using the home to host 
events.37 Events within the domestic setting could then be used by a variety of individuals to 
support “horizontal ties of friendship” and “nurture . . . vertical relationships within the 
community.”38 Cases such as those currently under discussion can provide further insight 
into such domestic sociability and complicate divisions between private and public spaces.39

As card games grew in popularity, so did anxiety about their use.40 Humanists like 
Sperone Speroni deliberated about the morality of partaking in what was seen by many as a 
frivolous activity, with Speroni calling card games a “diabolical invention.”41 What made 
card games more contentious among those who denounced them was the frequent associa
tion of cards with gambling and drinking.42 As authorities sought to control socialization in 
taverns and osterie, they were also concerned with similar activities occurring within private 
homes. Drinking and gambling were associated with immorality and were thought to lead to 
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tension and violence. However, many, such as Pietro Aretino in “Le Carte Parlanti,” 
defended the utility of card games.43 George W. McClure writes that Aretino used this dia
logue to demonstrate that card games could “be a mirror of character, a test of skill, and an 
arena for fame.”44 The case under examination attests to the popularity of cards in Verona, 
the controversy surrounding the playing of games in seemingly private settings, and attempts 
to control such activities.

As noted at the start of the article, on March 21, 1579, two men were detained by the 
Rectors for causing a scandal.45 Both men were held after being accused of hosting illegal 
gambling houses in their residences. Within these otherwise private settings, men from the 
community would come together and play games, sometimes consuming food and drink, 
and enjoying music being played on instruments like the harpsichord. The first to be interro
gated in this case was a man named Lelio who was, by his account, an artisan who repaired 
hats and sold wood, living in the neighborhood of S. Silvestro.46 Lelio’s two trades indicate a 
wider trend among artisans in this period toward pluractivity.47 Having multiple trades 
allowed an artisan, particularly those in less skilled crafts, to earn precious extra income, 
while also widening their social networks by increasing the number of individuals they had 
the opportunity to meet.48 Yet notably, despite having two trades, neither of which was par
ticularly lucrative or prestigious, the description of Lelio’s physical appearance and clothing 
suggests that he was able to own several items of dress which might have conferred some sta
tus. For example, he was wearing an azure riding cloak with a velvet collar, breeches, and 
woolen stockings.49 Such an outfit may have allowed Lelio to present a respectable image 
among a wide group of peers at social occasions, particularly as he was hosting at his own 
house. However, despite wearing a colorful cape with a velvet collar, Lelio complained to 
the interrogator that he was poor. Although noting that he was “an honorable man and a citi
zen of this city,” he also lamented that he was poor and “trying to earn a living honestly for 
myself and for my poor daughters and wife.”50 The true nature of Lelio’s financial situation 
is unclear, and it is entirely possible that he was using this rhetoric to appeal for the clem
ency of the interrogators. However, it is also possible that he was utilizing his domestic space 
to earn extra income to sustain his family. When directly asked by the interrogator about 
financial incentives, he denied that he regularly received income from the gambling house 
and did not compel anyone to pay. He instead stated that he only received financial contri
butions from the “men of honor” attending when they deemed it necessary as gentlemen, 
with those who won giving him “whatever they pleased”; some did and some did not, he 
noted.51 He also made a point in his testimony that he was not the only artisan in his neigh
borhood who held card games of this sort in their house. He recalled that for three years 
some unnamed spinners had also used a room on the ground floor of their home for playing 
card games. Although it is difficult to reach certain conclusions about Lelio’s motivations for 
holding a gambling house within his private dwelling, there are hints that it could have 
served as an arena for money-making and entrepreneurship for this artisan, who may other
wise have been of low status.

As well as providing information on the accused, testimony within this document reveals 
the contacts made in this setting. Lelio’s testimony discloses the different types of people 
who were in his house at the time of his arrest, for example. Among those in his house, there 
were artisans from a variety of different trades, including a man named Gentile, who was a 
dyer of silk; Virgilie, who was a shoemaker and also from S. Silvestro; Venturin, who was 
known only as a man from Urbino; and Giacomo from S. Zenone in Oratorio, as well as 
others.52 Moreover, although not there at the time of arrest, Lelio detailed who came to play 
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at his house, including a carver named Simone, a color dyer named Benedetto, and 
Domenico, a cloth presser (mangano). When asked who else came to his house to play, 
Lelio responded with a variety of names, including some whom he designated as Illustrious 
Signore or simply Signore and who had surnames and no trade listed, potentially indicating 
higher status, including Bartholomeo Rizzo, the Pradeni brothers, Giovanni Ambrosio, Carlo 
Seche, and Raimondo Moretto. Lelio labeled several of these men as “mio compadre,” poten
tially suggesting that he was trying to claim a level of familiarity and friendship with some of 
these individuals.53 Associating with those of potentially higher rank may have been Lelio’s 
method of aggrandizing his status in the eyes of the interrogator. Yet, like in Romano’s study 
of Venice, in sixteenth-century Verona, social circles, however fleeting, seem to have 
“encompassed men from various trades” as well as those outside of the artisanal sphere.54

Although there is not sufficient evidence to prove friendship among these individuals, it 
does show that events like this could create forms of social connections among people of dif
ferent crafts and even social statuses.

During his interrogation, Lelio was asked several times about the type of people that were 
gathered in his home. For example, when asked if ordinary people from the neighborhood 
came to his house to play games, Lelio responded that he did not hold games for the general 
public but rather, only catered to “gentlemen.” Therefore, although Lelio identified himself 
as a small-time artisan and trader by profession, he made clear that only those of a certain 
degree of respectability were welcome at his card games by repeatedly stating that only gentil 
homo were present, whether artisan or otherwise. He went on to state that no one came to 
his house whom he did not know could afford to gamble.55 The interrogator, clearly suspi
cious that Lelio should know all of those present at the gathering so well, asked how he 
knew “so minutely every way and condition of everyone who comes here?,” to which he 
replied that he knew the people of this city.56 Indeed, throughout his testimony, he contin
ued to insist that the men who attended his games were men of honor and citizens (citta
dini) of the city. 57 As James Farr has argued, artisans, and particularly those who were 
members of guilds, shared a “single code of honor, that mediated their relations.”58 Appeal 
to such a code of honor is evident throughout the testimonies of these men, as nouns related 
to honor are repeated frequently. This can be interpreted in several different ways. Firstly, 
such an appeal to the honor of himself and his guests can be seen as part of Lelio’s attempts 
to signal his trustworthiness and good character to the interrogators, in a society which 
placed such high value on reputation. On the other hand, it can also be seen as an indication 
of the importance of reputation in places where gambling was taking place, as money and 
possibly credit were exchanged frequently. However, as Elizabeth and Thomas Cohen argue, 
“honor is reputation contested in the public sphere,” and the fact that it is a term that was 
called upon throughout the testimonies of Lelio and others speaks to its importance in such 
a social setting where the public converged with the private.59

These documents not only reveal the types of individuals who gathered for entertainment, 
potentially forming transient economic and social relationships, but also highlight the con
cerns of those in power about the threat of such gatherings. The first problem with Lelio’s 
event was the prohibition of card games in private residences. Responding to Lelio, the inter
rogator noted that “being a Veronese person . . . you should be practiced in the ordinances 
of Verona” and should have known therefore that the proclamation of the Clarissimo Signor 
Podesta prohibited him from holding a gambling house.60 However, Lelio replied that he 
was not aware of any penalty for these activities, reasserting his claims of innocence.61 There 
are several hints both in the interrogator’s questions and in Lelio’s replies that indicate the 
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potential reasons behind such proclamations and penalties. The first is the mixing of people 
of social standing in domestic settings and the potential disruptiveness of this. In particular, 
the interrogator was concerned about the presence of those of lower social status who did 
not practice a trade or have a job. The interrogator demanded that Lelio tell the truth if vag
abonds or “bad sorts” of people frequented his house, to which Lelio replied that no one of 
that sort came to his house, repeating his statement that he was a man of honor.62

Vagabonds were habitually feared in early modern cities, not only because of the diseases 
and illnesses they might bring, traveling from city to city but also because, without work or 
other means to pay for themselves, they might beg or steal, often from the most vulnerable. 
For people of the popular classes, having a trade was, therefore, a key part of respectability. 
For the authorities, it was important to ensure that vagabonds were not gathering illicitly in 
domestic settings, gambling, partying, and otherwise causing mischief.

Authorities may also have been concerned with the types of ideas being exchanged in 
these liminal spaces, and there are hints of the religious threats such events could pose. 
When responding to questions related to the types of people that came to his home to play 
games, Lelio pleaded his defense, saying he never knew of anyone in his house who was a 
blasphemer, and in fact, this is something that he would not have tolerated. He also noted 
earlier in his testimony that he did not have any more cards in his house (other than those 
collected by officials), as his intention was not to play during Lent.63 As well as indicating 
the honor of himself and those attending, it is evident that Lelio wanted to distance himself 
from any accusations of religious indiscretion, which was perhaps intimated within the inter
rogator’s questioning. This was arguably of special importance in post-Tridentine Verona, 
which had been home to Gian Matteo Giberti (1495-1543), one of the most prominent 
Counter-Reformation bishops and one of the Pope’s closest allies, and which was now home 
to Agostino Valier (1531–1606), successor of Giberti who was determined to implement a 
range of moral and spiritual objectives in the city.64

Another reason for the anxiety surrounding events of this nature seems to be related to 
the provision of food and drink. Inns and taverns, where food and drink were permitted to 
be sold, were tightly regulated partly, because, as Rosa Salzberg has argued, they were not 
only spaces full of “social, economic, and cultural exchanges” but also full of “moments of 
tension and conflict.”65 Salzberg notes that in early modern Venice, most locals (except the 
patrician elite) were forbidden from visiting the city’s osterie for fear of illicit exchanges with 
foreigners.66 In Verona, such a concern seems also to be present in the case of potential 
gambling houses. The interrogator wanted to determine whether Lelio provided food, drink, 
and lodging to his guests, and therefore illegally operated a tavern. Although he denied he 
was charging for lodging or drinks, Lelio’s response allows room for interpretation. He noted 
that he did allow men to stay in his house in a room on the ground floor, in which he also 
slept, only on occasions of bad weather “out of kindness.”67 He further added, “they did not 
pay me . . . I only complain that they gave me back what I spent, and they treated me courte
ously like gentlemen.”68 The authorities in Verona were uncomfortable with the notion of 
men, particularly those without occupations, gathering for games, drinking, and gambling. 
Not only might authorities have been concerned about drinking and gambling facilitating 
violent disorder and encouraging immorality, but it was forbidden to run an inn or tavern 
without the proper permissions, as alcohol was meant to be taxed in these scenarios.69

The testimony of the second man accused in this case helps to illuminate further the types 
of illicit gatherings that took place in Verona in this period and the forms of social interac
tion these gatherings encouraged. The man, named Antheo della Sega, was also on trial for 

8 � Journal of Social History, Summer 2026 



holding card games in his home—seemingly after being accused of doing so by Lelio in his 
testimony, when the interrogator asked him to reveal “if there are others in this city who 
keep a gambling den.”70 The testimony of one of the witnesses called in Antheo’s defense 
gives us an idea of the types of activities that were taking place within his home. This witness 
stated that last Christmas, gentlemen went to Antheo’s house to play the game Trapola, and 
to pass the time “as best we could,” playing musical instruments and chatting.71 Unlike 
Lelio, Antheo seems to have been a small-time trader in wool, who “lived from his industry.” 
Not only did Antheo rent a house in the city, but he also leased several hay fields in an area 
called Campo Marzo Grande that were worked by hand with his oxen.72 Antheo’s defense 
was more restrained than that of Lelio and his gambling house perhaps of a higher profile. 
Yet, Antheo denied any involvement with card games or ribaldry, instead stating that he was 
a “civil person of good condition and reputation.”73 Regardless of its legality, Antheo’s house 
clearly served as a meeting place for socializing, featuring card games and music as 
entertainment.

Antheo’s testimony, as well as that of others speaking in his defense, is revealing for sev
eral reasons. Firstly, it draws attention to the different forms of connections fostered within 
his home. Although his main residence was located on the outskirts of the city, where he 
lived with his wife and children, Antheo also rented a place in the center of Verona, which 
he said he visited occasionally. We find out through the testimony that both spaces rented 
by Antheo were owned by the Pellegrino family. Although no further information is given 
regarding the landlords, they likely belonged to the noble Pellegrino family, who were part 
of Verona’s traditional nobility, thus establishing a connection between this trader and the 
political elite in the city. 74 Another link to the elite was also established, as one of the wit
nesses brought forward for the defense of Antheo was a nobleman named Marcantonio 
Sagramoso. Marcantonio confirmed that he knew Antheo, and that he knew him to be a 
good man whose door was “always open.”75 Indeed, he went so far as to say that Antheo 
was “of such good nature that it cannot be overstated.”76 He also noted in his testimony that 
he went to Antheo’s house to play games with other gentlemen.77 Further outlining the 
nature of their relationship, Marcantonio stated “Antheo sometimes left me the keys so that 
I could go to his house at my convenience[;] . . . it is certainly a house of fun.”78

Marcantonio was not the only one to praise Antheo’s character. Another of the witnesses 
brought forth in his defense stated that he was of such good character that “he would not 
even upset a cat.”79 Evidently, Antheo was highly regarded by those called for his defense, 
which included members of Verona’s political elite. Despite his claims of ignorance, the testi
monies of others suggest that he allowed his rented space to be used as a hub of social 
exchange, where groups gathered to be entertained with cards and gambling.

Although this alleged gambling house seems to have been of higher status than that of 
Lelio, the mixing of individuals of potentially different ranks was further confirmed by wit
ness testimony. Marcantonio Sagramoso was not the only nobleman visiting this house. A 
witness called in Antheo’s defense stated that others from the Pellegrini and the Garbella 
families also attended, along with merchants and other citizens. He noted, “I have sometimes 
seen them playing cards and playing on a harpsichord.”80 Antheo was also asked whether 
there were artisans and gentlemen present at the event, to which he replied there were 
“artisans whom I do not know the names but can recognize by sight.”81 Another witness 
stated that he believed artisans from the neighborhood also went to Antheo’s house. Indeed, 
one of those called to give testimony was the son of a wool washer. The existence of testi
mony from a range of individuals demonstrates a certain level of coexistence within this 
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legally contentious space. Thus, although Antheo may not have been friends with individuals 
of lower status, the utilization of his domestic space for social activity facilitated connections 
of “thin trust” among different groups. As in Lelio’s interrogation, many of the witnesses 
noted the “honor” of the individuals present and the fact that these were “gentlemen.”82

Through this notable emphasis on the importance of “honor,” we get a sense that honor is 
tied not to one’s trade but instead to the importance of practicing a trade and being a work
ing artisan or merchant, or otherwise to be a member of the elite, a gentleman, or a cittadino. 
This honor was also connected to trustworthiness in a situation where money was 
exchanged.

Part of what seems to have allowed for the interaction of individuals on different levels of 
the social scale in scenarios like this was the porosity between public and private spaces in 
the buildings in which these games were hosted. Several witnesses attested to the fact that in 
the building where Antheo hosted his gambling house, there were “many tenants,” and that 
people often came and went from the building, where the door was always open.83 Several 
witnesses noted that the garden was a particular point of attraction. One witness said they 
visited Antheo while walking around the neighborhood, because he had a garden. Another 
witness even noted that in this building, there was a well in the courtyard where the whole 
neighborhood gathered for water.84 Such locations could provide fertile ground for mixing, 
even if only transiently, among different groups. The very nature of these sites also allowed 
for eavesdropping and the spread of gossip.85 For example, Francesco Malcreta noted that 
he was Antheo’s neighbor, who had only “a wall dividing his vegetable garden from mine . . .

being contiguous on every side.” From his home, he sometimes looked from his window, 
seeing and hearing those who came out of Antheo’s house, “some of them boasting about 
winning, and some lamenting their losses” in these games.86 Another witness recalled a 
rumor about these gatherings being held at Antheo’s house, where all sorts of people came 
to play games. Even if these games were attended by invitation only and took place within a 
residential setting, the proximity of the buildings and the propensity of others to eavesdrop 
meant that gossip about such events traveled quickly.

Such “houses of fun” were a concern for authorities, as groups played games, but also 
likely conversed about topics, including fashion, politics, and ideals, while they ate, drank, 
and listened to music outside of the purview of the law and tax authorities in a domestic 
space. Perhaps Lelio and Antheo allowed their spaces to be used for illicit events to bring in 
extra cash on top of their earnings through their other endeavors. At such events, it is likely 
that these men played host and were therefore not considered equal in social status. 
Nonetheless, reputation and honor were clearly important to all who attended, as the private 
and public spaces converged, and people across the community came together for 
entertainment.

D A N C I N G  A N D  M U S I C
In addition to gambling, another form of entertainment which was likely to draw individuals 
from across the community was music and dancing. Yet, the mixing of groups and the associ
ation of dancing with alcohol, disorderliness, and potentially sinful behavior were enough to 
make authorities wary of any unsanctioned events of this kind. In Renaissance Venice, pro
clamations prohibiting “potentially subversive” events and activities related to music and 
dancing were published throughout the sixteenth century, partly, as David Bryant and 
Umberto Cecchinato argue, to reduce violence and promiscuity that often took place at 
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outdoor dances (balli).87 In 1512, for example, the Council of Ten legislated against renting 
houses for feste da ballo.88 Renaissance humanists were also quick to warn against the 
immorality present in gambling, drinking, and dancing. Men and women of honor were 
expected, in theory, to avoid such activities. For example, in On the Education of a Christian 
Prince, Erasmus noted the corrupting “depravities and pleasures” that were to be found in 
both gambling and dancing.89 Nonetheless, despite the legal and moral pressures to avoid 
these activities, individuals in early modern cities were keen to partake in what were seen as 
enjoyable and social occasions. Dancing was popular with both the elite and the lower 
classes and an important method of socializing.90 Some even viewed dancing as virtuous, 
such as Guglielmo Ebreo da Pesaro, who wrote about how “the virtue of dancing is as an 
action demonstrative of spiritual movement, conforming with the measured and perfect con
sonances of a harmony that descends pleasurably through our sense of hearing to the intel
lectual parts of our cordial senses.”91 Dancing was, therefore, not only pleasurable for the 
senses but also harmonious with intellect. As with the previous case, proceedings against 
those who were caught holding unsanctioned events at which music and dancing were taking 
place can provide insight into the connections made between individuals in the Veronese 
community. In particular, these cases can show the types of social lives individuals within 
the artisanal group enjoyed, and the types of groups that would gather within these porous 
living spaces used for public entertainment. One case which highlights these points was 
brought before the Venetian Rectors and the Cancelleria in early 1589.92

On February 28th, an individual named Francesco Panza and another named Christoforo 
were accosted in Panza’s house in the neighborhood of S. Zenone in Oratorio. They were 
accused of arranging a party in which there was riotous dancing (tripudio), and the harpsi
chord was played, with many men and women present, until three in the morning. As is 
revealed in the testimony, this case likely coincided with Verona’s carnival, the Bacanal del 
Gnocco, which originated in the first part of the sixteenth century, if not earlier, and took 
place before Lent.93 Although dances and enjoyment of music happened throughout the 
year, Carnival provided a particular opportunity for individuals to capitalize on the festive 
environment.

Once again, this trial emphasizes the way in which a domestic space was used for enter
tainment, so the host, who was an artisan and perhaps small-time trader, might earn extra 
income on top of his trade. Bryant and Cecchinato note that private entertainments of this 
sort “provided considerable scope for regular earnings.”94 Francesco Panza, in whose house 
the party took place, identified himself as a maker of woolen gloves. As the testimonies 
reveal, holding parties of this kind required a form of investment, however small. For exam
ple, when the musician, Christoforo, was asked by the interrogator who provided the funds 
for candles and other things related to the party, the musician replied that this was the 
responsibility of Francesco. However, Christoforo also played a role in the organization. For 
example, when asked why he went to Francesco’s house to play, the musician replied that he 
was used to playing at other carnivals with Francesco, and when he spoke to him, Francesco 
invited Christoforo to come and play at his house. Francesco similarly confirmed this 
exchange, noting: “Many days ago, talking with this Christoforo, he told me, ‘I don’t know 
where to have a party this carnival,’ and I replied to him, ‘If there will be dancing, my place 
will be at your disposal.’”95 The fact that Christoforo outlined how he “usually” played with 
Francesco suggests this party was not a singular occasion. In fact, he further noted that he 
also played there on the previous Sunday evening. Francesco’s motivation for using his 
house for regular parties around carnival time seems to have been, at least in part, financial. 
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He was asked directly if he held the party for profit or pleasure.96 Although he avoided 
directly answering the question, he admitted that if someone gave Christoforo something for 
playing, the musician would accept it, but he would not ask for anything else; Francesco 
then received a third of these earnings. Similarly, Christoforo, when asked why he played at 
the event, stated that he played because he was poor, and there was always someone to give 
him something. These men were, therefore, utilizing the talent of the musician and the 
domestic space of the artisan to host an event which fed into the festivities surrounding the 
carnival. This demonstrates once more the permeability of space between public and private, 
as well as attempts to control such porousness by authorities potentially concerned about 
disruption to the public order. This mutually beneficial arrangement between a maker of 
woolen gloves and a musician turned an otherwise domestic space into a space for entertain
ment, music, and dance, earning both individuals extra income.

Moreover, the documents provide insight into women’s involvement in this type of party. 
On a practical level, it is revealed that the wife of Francesco Panza was integral to the organi
zation of the dance. In particular, we learn throughout the testimony that she was responsi
ble for inviting people to come to the party, especially the women of the neighborhood. 
Moreover, there were many women present at the party. Although most are unnamed, one 
woman—Violante, a wool spinner who lived below Francesco’s home—is mentioned in the 
interrogation as one of those present. Christoforo’s wife also attended, as well as Panza’s 
wife, Domenico di Mazi’s wife, and other women and girls from the neighborhood. Women 
were therefore involved not only in the organization of the dance but also participated in the 
dance with other members of their community, enjoying themselves until the early hours of 
the morning. Such evidence aligns with criticism of the strict division of public and private 
spheres in traditional scholarship.97 As other historians have highlighted, women had an 
innate command over the domestic space, often through sizable dowries and administration 
of household affairs.98 In this role, women could have considerable social and political influ
ence, thus breaking down the “private” nature of the household.

The interrogation of the detained men also reveals the types of people who connected for 
entertainment in these spaces. In this case, we get a particular sense of the importance of 
community. When asked who was dancing at the party, for example, Christoforo stated that 
there were many young men from the neighborhood. Similarly, Domenico de Mazi noted 
that there were many women from the neighborhood present. This emphasis on the neigh
borhood suggests the importance in this case of connections linked to proximity. In his 
interrogation, Francesco Panza admitted he opened the party to everyone who came, thus 
showing that although the dance was taking place within his residence, he allowed those 
from his neighborhood to attend, albeit potentially for a fee. There is also a further indica
tion of the range of individuals who assembled for this party. Although there is no suggestion 
of attendance by those at the higher end of the social scale, there is evidence of the mixing 
of artisans from different crafts. As well as a wool comber named Domenico and his wife, 
there were also other artisans and professionals, including a weaver named Giovanni 
Vicenzo, an ironmonger also called Giovanni, the musician who was playing the harpsichord, 
and many others whom Domenico claimed he “could not remember.”99 Evidently, artisans 
often socialized outside of their professional grouping, perhaps united more by their social 
status or indeed by proximity and community than their crafts.

As with the case previously discussed, these parties, open to the public though in other
wise domestic spaces, came under the scrutiny of Veronese authorities due to the threats 
they could present. According to the interrogators, it was prohibited to play music or hold 
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dancing parties without permission, to carry weapons at night, or to wear masks—all rules 
which were allegedly being violated. One individual in particular was accused of wearing a 
mask and a costume to the party. Domenico de Mazi, the wool comber, admitted to wearing 
a mask at the party in his interrogation. Francesco also revealed that Domenico was dressed 
from head to toe as a porter.100 This dressing and masking is reminiscent of the Venetian 
carnival, where “A porter dresses up as a knight, and a gentleman as a baker,” as written in 
one Venetian verse, and could have been part of Verona’s carnival celebrations.101 Mask- 
wearing and dressing up had the power to be particularly controversial, as these acts could 
potentially contravene social norms and boundaries, subverting traditional identities. As 
Rosenthal argues, “masking usually headlined anti-Carnival invective, as the adoption of 
‘false’ personae seemed to permit every other supposed abuse” as well as “undermining 
‘reformers’ essentialist fantasies of a consistent and unified identity.”102 This concern is man
ifest within the trial record from Verona, as the interrogator sought to remind the accused 
that wearing masks and having parties to dance was forbidden.103 The wool comber pleaded 
his innocence, claiming to be unaware of the proclamation. Although mask-wearing was 
seen as part of the social tradition—particularly around carnival time—like dancing, playing 
card games, and socializing in these public-private settings, it seems to have caused concern 
among those in power.

While cases like these are limited in the information they provide, they do offer an insight 
into the ways that people of different backgrounds socialized within their communities in 
liminal spaces. On this occasion, there is no indication of those of notably different rank 
gathering. However, we do see artisans of diverse occupations and their wives drawn 
together for music and dancing, with women playing an integral role in the organization and 
attendance of this event. It is also possible to infer that such activities can be seen as a form 
of artisan entrepreneurship, as artisans like Francesco used the resources available to them 
to earn extra income. Yet, parties of this kind were prohibited by authorities, who were try
ing to control unregulated gatherings held outside of the purview of the law in otherwise pri
vate spaces.

L O T T E R Y
The workshop was another space which sat even more precariously on the boundary 
between public and private spaces in the sixteenth-century city.104 In an age that witnessed 
increased material consumption, artisanal workshops were focal points of sociability and cul
tural exchange. Fixed shops or workshops (botteghe) were often open at the front, but within 
the interior, they provided a sheltered space in which conversations could be had away from 
the stir of the marketplace. Botteghe were also places in which people of different social ranks 
might meet, as elite conversed with artisans to find the latest products and to purchase goods 
both for themselves and their homes.105 Notable customers might have been granted a pri
vate audience with an artisan in the interior of the bottega to discuss commissions. However, 
others would have congregated within and directly outside the botteghe of the city with arti
sans of different trades, merchants, and servants of elite households, if not the elite custom
ers themselves, inspecting and purchasing items. Evidence in the city shops’ inventories—in 
particular, within lists of debtors—can provide insight into the range of customers served by 
shops in Verona. Within the shop inventory of a mercer named Andrea i Gatto de Fumdris, 
for example, it is possible to find many artisans connected to the clothing industry among 
his debtors, such as Pollo, a tailor, Martin, a weaver, and Geronimo, a spinner.106 Other 
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groups were also represented in i Gatto’s list of debtors, including a baker named Francesco, 
a man named Antonio who is described as the household manager of the noble Bevilacqua 
family, and a widow named Madalena.107 Lists of debtors like these provide official accounts 
of those who made purchases in stores at the time. These accounts include a varied cus
tomer base, comprising artisans of multiple crafts, individuals with noble links, men and 
women—all of whom purchased items on credit, forming bonds of trust. Yet, to obtain 
information about unofficial activities taking place in these spaces, it is helpful again to turn 
to the court records.

One such case, which illustrates the diverse activities that could take place within 
Verona’s botteghe, was brought before the Venetian Rectors and the Cancelleria on January 
24, 1580. On this date, a carpenter named Francesco had been called in for questioning, hav
ing been suspected of holding an illegal lottery within his bottega, from which it was claimed 
he had falsely drawn 62 lire. Lotteries first appeared in Italy in the fifteenth century, and like 
card games and dances, they were utilized as a tool by artisans and shopkeepers to earn extra 
income. Despite government measures to attempt to prevent lotteries from taking place, by 
the sixteenth century, their popularity had grown rapidly. Marino Sanudo wrote of the rising 
trend. He described how a practice initiated by a second-hand dealer named Girolamo 
Bambarara had grown to become an important industry in Venice, with prizes ranging from 
carpets and wall hangings to gold, silver, and other expensive commodities, worth large 
sums.108 Although the case against the carpenter Francesco represents the lower end of this 
type of lottery, it demonstrates that the trend for lotteries had spread beyond Venice and 
was present also in cities like Verona.

The winnings in Francesco’s lottery did not comprise gold or silver, as in the lotteries 
described by Sanudo, but rather several domestic commodities. Evelyn Welch has suggested 
that lotteries were not a sign of commercial innovation, but rather were a response to 
“increasingly unsustainable levels of debts.”109 These high levels of debt came about, Welch 
argues, due to the culture of credit and related circulation of material possessions at this 
time.110 Within such an environment, Francesco may have used items from his household to 
acquire cash quickly. Similarly, he may have utilized the lottery as a way of disposing of items 
that had been left to him in pawn by other customers. The items on display in this lottery 
were all domestic goods that were common in artisan households. For example, there were 
eight carpets for chests, three table carpets, one small table carpet, eleven overgarments 
(veste) of different sorts, and a white satin doublet with gold trim.111 Although these were 
not necessarily precious items in and of themselves, some were made with luxurious materi
als and would likely have been very valuable, appealing to those considering purchasing a 
ticket. Despite being a carpenter by trade, Francesco evidently deemed it appropriate to use 
his shop to sell these items, which had little relation to his trade, through more unconven
tional means.

The trial records are brief, and the information provided is limited; nonetheless, the wit
ness testimonies provide a window into the different types of activities that took place within 
Verona’s botteghe. Like the other activities discussed thus far, the interrogator reminded the 
accused that lotteries were banned in Verona “under the penalty of 1000 ducats and banish
ment from the city for ten years.”112 Such a high penalty reflects the level of concern related 
to the mixing of individuals from across the community in enclosed spaces for unofficial 
events involving gambling. Within the document, there are four separate testimonies from 
those who had participated in the lottery. The first to be questioned in this case was a man 
named Francesco Pona, who was the son of an apothecary called Giovanni Battista, whose 
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shop was at the sign of the “Pomo d’Oro.” Francesco was likely related to the notable 
Veronese apothecary Giovanni Pona, whose shop had the sign of the “Pomo d’Oro” and 
who lived from 1565-1630, enjoying “a European-wide network of famous contacts, includ
ing Carolius Clusius in Antwerp and Ulysee Aldrovandi in Bologna.”113 Also questioned was 
another apothecary, called Rodomonte, whose shop had the sign of the Mori. There is little 
information about the other two witnesses: a man named Baldassare di Gentili and another 
called Jacobo, whose occupations and status are not listed. One might imagine that these 
men were drawn into the carpenter’s bottega out of a sense of curiosity. Indeed, the 
witnesses’ prior relationships with Francesco are ambiguous. Although the apothecary 
Francesco Pona knew the carpenter by name, the other witnesses did not refer to him by 
name but instead referred only to his trade, pointing to a lack of familiarity.114 This was fur
ther confirmed, as the final witness, a man named Jacobo, stated that he entered the shop of 
a carpenter, whom he did not know. The men gathering in Francesco’s shop were likely 
strangers or rather, men who had a passing knowledge that this was the carpenter’s shop in 
the neighborhood. The connections forged in this scenario were thus perhaps ephemeral 
and on the level of “thin trust.” However, events like lotteries could have drawn the unfami
liar into the space of the bottega, potentially creating new clients, establishing new—if fleet
ing—social ties, and facilitating social connectivity. Lotteries were not only a way to acquire 
goods or cash; they also, like the other cases previously discussed, provided entertainment. 
People from across the community were enticed by such events, despite their prohibition.

Notably, even though lotteries were illegal, the carpenter displayed the potential winnings 
openly. In the testimony of Francesco Pona, we learn that when he “passed by there” (the 
bottega), he “saw the carpets outspread [with] the garments.” He continues, “I saw here 
many stopping by and I asked what they were doing with those things, and they said a lot
tery, thus I put in a ticket too.”115 By displaying goods openly, Francesco drew a crowd of 
curious onlookers to his shop. People from the community, running their daily errands or 
doing their daily shopping, who may not usually have stopped at the carpenter’s bottega, 
were nonetheless intrigued by the display of goods. Baldassare di Gentili, for example, noted 
that he went out to the area of “the Jews,” when he “saw from a carpenter many veste of dif
ferent sorts, as well as carpets,” which caused him to ask the crowd of onlookers “what the 
significance of the display of goods” was.116 The witness Jacobo also noted that he passed 
from his house to the street when he witnessed the shop of a carpenter, who he did not 
know, with carpets and veste of different sorts displayed outside the shop.117 Jacobo was 
questioned if he had asked Francesco if he had a license from the Signori Rettori to hold the 
lottery. Jacobo replied that “seeing that he displayed it so publicly, we presumed that he had 
license, and that the lottery was conducted with all the ordinances that are required.”118

Given the illicit nature of lotteries, displaying the available goods publicly was a perilous 
strategy. However, drawing crowds from the street was likely a priority for the carpenter. 
This was not an event held with a pre-arranged guest list but rather one where the organizer 
was attempting to bring in people from across the community and potential new customers. 
However, when it came to the lottery draw, this did not take place on the street. The apothe
cary, Rodomonte, was questioned about where the lottery took place, in the piazza or in the 
bottega, to which he replied that it took place in the carpenter’s workshop. The tickets were 
on sale for 9 soldi for an individual ticket, or 12 soldi for two. The prize was seen as appealing 
enough that a man named Giovanni, according to Jacobo’s testimony, purchased four tickets 
at once.119 Although the goods on display had little to do with his trade, Francesco was able 
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to transform the space of his bottega to gather individuals from across the community to 
earn money and acquire potential new customers.

Workshops like Francesco’s could therefore be used as spaces to undertake illicit activity, 
to socialize, and to interact with people from across the social scale. Francesco used carpets 
and silks to encourage those passing, some of whom were strangers, into his workspace and 
to take part in what was an illegal activity. Here again, we see an entrepreneurial artisan 
using the space available to him to earn money through unofficial means. While he was per
haps a guild member, which restricted his activities and trade, he was involved in at least one 
other activity to bolster his income. Moreover, this case is a reminder that buying and selling 
took place in a variety of settings. 120 People acquired goods in various ways, both licit and 
illicit, and the possession of objects did not always necessitate large amounts of money. 
Lotteries provided an opportunity for those holding them to earn quick cash, particularly for 
those in financial need. Similarly, they allowed those with less financial means to potentially 
acquire goods which might otherwise have been out of their reach. The “exhibition” of 
goods outside the bottega, as in this case, was enough to draw in crowds. From this, places 
that might otherwise be shops or workshops could become spaces that facilitated the interac
tion between artisans of different trades and non-artisans.

C O N C L U S I O N
The neighborhoods of Verona contained a heterogeneous mix of individuals, each of whom 
lived, worked, shopped, and socialized across the city. While society was in many ways 
strictly segregated by social status and wealth, there were many opportunities for those with 
different trades and positions on the social hierarchy to connect. Artisans played a key role 
in this dynamic. Rather than restricting their connections to their guilded occupation, entre
preneurial artisans could involve themselves in different activities, both licit and illicit, to 
earn extra income for their often-struggling families. There was an appetite for social events 
held in unofficial settings, on which certain individuals capitalized. With this demand, 
domestic and work spaces were transformed into social arenas, and in the process, public 
and private spaces converged to form liminal spaces of sociability. Within this context, chief 
among the desired qualities to be outwardly displayed was honor, which remained important 
for people across the social hierarchy. People of different means would come together to 
play games, dance, and drink. They would also gamble, looking for ways to increase their 
material wealth. As these cases demonstrate, lives often intersected at these events. The con
nections made may have been fleeting, and based on “thin trust,” but they may also have 
laid the foundations for future acquaintances or business contacts. Individual and commun
ity identities could be formed among these connections, as artisans of different trades, pro
fessionals, and the elite met at social gatherings. These documents also attest to the 
perception among those in power that such connections were a threat to the social order.

As these case studies demonstrate, connections made in early modern Verona were multi- 
layered. On certain occasions, events which offered entertainment, provided a chance to 
earn money, or even simply incited curiosity, could draw individuals from across the com
munity together, blurring traditional boundaries within malleable private spaces. By studying 
cases like these, we can come to an understanding of the different networks that individuals 
in the provincial early modern city inhabited and the lesser-known forms of sociability in 
which those lower down the social scale engaged, moving beyond the traditional familial and 
professional frameworks.
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