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Because of the lack of available sources, modern scholars often struggle to understand the 

spatial qualities of the homes of the laboring popolani of Venice in the early modern 

period. The frequency with which people changed residences and the variable lengths of 

their residency only exacerbates the difficulty. Given that the vast majority of people did 

not own their homes, laborers living in early modern Venice could change neighborhoods 

or move residences with relative ease. Trial dossiers of those accused of witchcraft before 

the Holy Office in the sixteenth century suggests that the home in early modern Venice 

was more than simply a private space where the laboring popolani sought safety from the 

elements. Using witness testimony and an evaluation of the use of domestic space, new 

dimensions in the understanding and uses of the home in early modern Venice reveal that 

the definition of domestic space includes practices that often involve sacred and heretical 

ritual. Witnesses, when describing a magical performance to the tribunal, often reveal a 

wealth of information about what went on within the confines of domestic space and some 

of the uses, and abuses, of domestic space. By repurposing common household items and 

spaces through the use of supernatural entities and heterodox practices, the defendants 

brought before the tribunal often challenged the Venetian secular and ecclesiastical 

authorities. The defendants’ utilization and the designation of domestic space created 

suspicion not only among neighbors but also the Inquisition. In order to understand this 

use and transformation of domestic space those suspected of witchcraft created, it is 

important to realize the general nature of domestic space in the sixteenth century.  
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Theorizing Domestic Space 

For the last several decades, scholars have sought to distinguish between a house and a 

home. Chiara Briganti and Kathy Mezai offer a functional summary of domestic space 

writing that the ‘history of the house is the history of the dialectic that emerges between 

the two imperatives of shelter and identity’.2 Traditionally defined, the house is the 

physical, built structure categorized as ‘shelter’. As the more complex of the two concepts, 

the home, although defined in part by its material contents, is made distinguishable from 

a house because of the complexity of the emotional, or psychic, connections occurring 

between the space and its inhabitants. Themes that emerge from recent scholarship tends 

to focus on the material contents of the home, the physical structure of the house, the 

composition of the household, the personal attachment to the home that people often 

develop, and issues of social class and gender. Christiane Klapisch-Zuber contends that 

the home, or casa, in the early modern period was both a physical dwelling for people, and 

a representation of the ancestry of the generations that lived within the home.3 Since most 

early modern homes contained multi-generational families, homes could also serve as a 

genealogical map.4 Therefore, domestic space may be considered a mélange of house and 

home and the negotiation that occurs between the space and the inhabitants.5  

 A common point of discussion in recent studies, the stratification of the social 

classes, frames much of the social and economic structure of the early modern household.6 

Regardless of class, the primary purposes of the home for all social classes was, and still 

is, to provide protection from the elements and to serve as a place of refuge and safety 

from the outside world. More in-depth study of the home, however, reveals the importance 

of its function as a place, whether for entertaining guests, engaging in private religious 

devotion, or conducting business. 7  Yet, scholarship remains focused predominately on 

                                                   
2 C. Briganti and K. Mezai (eds.), ‘Introduction’, in C. Briganti and K. Mezai (eds.),  The Domestic Space 
Reader (Toronto, 2012), p. 5. 
3 C. Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual in Renaissance Italy (Chicago, 1985), p. 117.  
4 M. Chojnacka, Working Women of Early Modern Venice (Baltimore, 2001), pp. 1-49.  
5 Briganti and Mezai, ‘Introduction’, p. 5. For a brief discussion on the difficulty of defining the 
‘household’ see, S. R. Jones, ‘Preface’, in C. Beattie, A. Maslakovic, and S.R. Jones (eds.), The Medieval 
Household in Christian Europe, c. 850-c. 1550 (Belgium, 2003), p. 11. 
6 B. Verschaffel, ‘The Meanings of Domesticity’, Journal of Architecture, 7 (2002), pp. 287-96. For a 
brief discussion of immunity and the house from the early medieval to the early modern period see, 
B. H. Rosenwein, Negotiating Space: Power, Restraint, and Privileges of Immunity in Early Medieval 
Europe (Ithaca, 1999), pp. 184-212. P. F. Brown, Art and Life in Renaissance Venice (New York, 1997), 
pp. 117-141. Brown offers a vivid pictorial account of the domestic space and the private lives of 
wealthy Venetians in the Renaissance.  
7 For studies centered on domestic space and devotion see, D. Webb, ‘Domestic Space and Devotion 
in the Middle Ages,’ in A. Spicer and S. Hamilton (eds.),  Defining the Holy: Sacred Space in Medieval 
and Early Modern Europe (Burlington, 2005); A. Ricketts, C. Gapper, and C. Knight, ‘Designing for 
Protestant Worship: the Private Chapels of the Cecil Family’, in A. Spicer and S. Hamilton (eds.), 
Defining the Holy: Sacred Space in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Burlington, 2005), p. 115. 
Ricketts and her colleagues write about the prevalence of private chapels in England before and 
after the Protestant Reformation writing that, ‘Before the Reformation private chapels were 
common and might be consecrated, thus permitting the celebration of the sacraments, though it was 
also possible for Mass to be celebrated in such unconsecrated places by episcopal license. After the 
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the upper class of early modern Venetian society,8 primarily due to the availability of 

primary sources for this patrician class.9 For instance, the lavish artwork that adorned 

many of the homes of the upper classes provides useful evidentiary material.10 Wills and 

other notary documents, which survive in abundance, contain information about the 

contents and the bequests from the homes of the Venetian noble class.11 Using these 

materials, scholars often examine the significance of artwork, architectural design, and the 

symbolic meaning of material possessions within the early modern home.12 Margaret 

Morse, in her article on the visual and material culture of the homes of the patrician and 

artisan classes, writes that ‘the kinds of objects and images that Venetians commonly kept 

in their everyday spaces, and their functions, were often particular to the geographic, 

economic, and religious climate’ during the Renaissance.13 Religious objects also have a 

profound influence on the domestic space of the Venetian home, which is often portrayed 

as a virtuous and moral place where individuals and families could worship in the Christian 

tradition within their own private space. Using ‘pious objects, many of them blessed and 

sanctioned by the Church’, to decorate their homes, served as one means through which 

early modern Venetian inhabitants could prove devotion.14 In opposition to these themes 

of the use of early modern domestic space, homes of the laboring popolani reveal 

additional dimensions to the use of domestic space in Venice. 

Defining domestic space remains a difficult task for scholars because there are 

many dimensions and unusual circumstances that often interfere with standardizing the 

term. The Inquisition operating in Venice in the early modern period also faced this 

problem, especially when a precise definition was needed in cases of witchcraft and 

superstition. The variety of defendants and circumstances among the trials made 

                                                   
Reformation, consecration appears to have ceased, for there are no records of private chapels being 
consecrated during the Elizabethan period’.   
8 P. Molmenti, Storia di Venezia nella vita private dalle origini alla caduta della repubblica (Torino, 
1880); Chojnacka, Working Women of Early Modern Venice; J. Grubb, Provincial Families of the 
Renaissance: Private and Public Life in the Veneto (Baltimore, 1996); D. Romano, Housecraft and 
Statecraft: Domestic Service in Renaissance Venice, 1400-1600 (Baltimore, 1996).  
9 In many instances, scholars have available: formal portraits, legal documents, such as wills, 
inventories, diaries. For an overview of poor and poverty in early modern Europe in general see, R. 
Jütte, Poverty and Deviance in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 62-71. Jütte devotes 
considerable time to discussing the domestic conditions of those that lived in extreme poverty.    
10 A. Smith, ‘Revisiting the Renaissance Household, in Theory and in Practice: Locating Wealthy 
Women in Sixteenth-Century Verona’, in K. McIver (ed.), Wives, Widows, Mistresses, and Nuns in Early 
Modern Italy: Making the Invisible Visible through Art and Patronage (Burlington, 2012). 
11 For sources that use wills to understand the domestic space see, A. Smith, ‘Gender, Ownership and 
Domestic Space: Inventories and Family Archives in Renaissance Verona’, Renaissance Studies, 12 
(1998), pp. 375-391. 
12 P. Thornton, The Italian Renaissance Interior: 1400-1600 (London, 1991); R. Goldthwaite, Wealth 
and the Demand for Art in Italy 1300-1600 (Baltimore, 1993); R. Kasl, ‘Holy Households: Art and 
Devotion in Renaissance Venice’, in R. Kasl and K. Christiansen (eds.), Giovanni Bellini and the Art of 
Devotion (Indianapolis, 2004); J. Schiesari, Beasts and Beauties: Animals, Gender, and Domestication 
in the Italian Renaissance (Toronto, 2010), pp. 54-72. 
13 M. Morse, ‘Creating Sacred Space: The Religious Visual Culture of the Renaissance Venetian Casa’, 
Renaissance Studies, 21 (2007), p. 152. 
14 Ibid., p. 158. 
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developing a narrow definition difficult. However, without witness testimony, ascertaining 

unorthodox practices in ordinary spaces, such as the home, would be near impossible for 

the Inquisition because during a walk-through of the home of the accused many objects 

and spaces used for heterodox beliefs and practices would appear to be so ordinary as to 

warrant little, if any, suspicion. The same type of difficulty with determining domestic 

space was also an issue in establishing misuse of sacred space.  

 Contrary to the distinctive aspects that visibly mark a church as a sacred space, 

domestic space as a sacred space was more difficult to discern.15 Considering the home as 

a type of sacred space is not a novel concept. Mircea Eliade views the home as imago 

mundi as ‘it is symbolically situated at the center of the world’ in the eyes of an 

individual.16 The sacred nature of the home is a personal universe that the inhabitant 

creates for themselves.17 Yet, while churches and other institutions possess distinctive 

aspects that visibly marked them as sacred space, homes lack such visual features, which, 

in turn, can impede individuals’ abilities to identify those spaces as sacred. Being able to 

identify the sacred nature of Venetian spaces was not the issue for the Inquisition and 

neighbors per se, but rather, it was the unorthodox nature of the heresy and therefore the 

unconventional spatial markers that people were not able to read. The fear derived from 

the possibility of unidentifiable markers, which could exist anywhere, indicates a 

frightening alternative meaning to these Venetian spaces.     

 When considering sacred space, altars and private chapels tend to come to mind; 

however, dimensions other than physical structures also give space sacred meaning. 

Individuals often designate a space as sacred through ritual or specific behavior within the 

space. Previous scholarship tends to focus on religious, devotional space in relation to the 

homes of the upper classes.18 In the case of early modern Venice, the homes of the laboring 

popolani were also imbued with sacred meaning, and had places reserved for such 

practices. Jeanne Nuechterlein believes that most late medieval and Renaissance homes 

and castles contain some type of space reserved specifically for religious devotion. Though 

                                                   
15 S. Hamilton and A. Spicer, ‘Defining the Holy: the Delineation of Sacred Space’, in A. Spicer and S. 
Hamilton (eds.), Defining the Holy, Sacred Space in the Medieval and Early Modern Europe 
(Burlington, 2005), p. 6. Hamilton and Spicer write that churches and cathedrals are typically the 
most obvious places to characterize as sacred space because ‘a church’s external appearance, and its 
place in the landscape, often helped distinguish it from the surrounding buildings and pointed to its 
status as a sacred site’. 
16 M. Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion: The Significance of Religious Myth, 
Symbolism, and Ritual within Life and Culture, trans. W. R. Trask (New York, 1987), p. 57. 
17 Ibid., p. 56. 
18 The traditional home of the working class is difficult to standardize, primarily due to occupation 
and marital status. Chojnacka, Working Women of Early Modern Venice, pp. 1-25, in her chapter on 
residence, offers brief scenarios regarding the domestic space of the working class. For example, the 
bride, in a newly married couple, would be given several items from her parents. Many of the items 
were ‘light’ and ‘portable’, as Chojnacka describes them, and additionally, bedding and clothing 
(ibid., p. 5). Women that worked as servants often lived within the home where they worked. These 
women, the majority of whom were nubile, typically ‘shared a bed’ with other servants and often had 
very little possessions (ibid., p. 22). This indicates that, although women could have larger items, and 
even accumulate larger items within their homes, many of these possessions were not too large, due 
to the frequency of movement. Therefore, religious devotional items would typically be small and 
easy to transport.  
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common additions in wealthier homes, these ‘non-consecrated religious spaces’ are ‘not 

reserved to the nobility or the extremely wealthy alone’.19 One of the essential differences 

between the religious devotional space of a wealthy and a working class person’s home is 

the physical size of the space. According to Nuechterlein, the areas reserved for religious 

devotion in the homes of working people amount to little more than a corner or a small 

area in a room, rather than an entire room devoted to worship. As witness testimony reveals 

in trials before the Inquisition, ordinary space, like a fireplace, could serve as a makeshift 

altar. Repurposing ordinary domestic space was a common element in witchcraft practices 

in early modern Venice, and the use of ordinary spaces, such as the fireplace, the 

washroom, referred to throughout as the bathroom, or even the walls of a room, was just 

one of the aspects that makes witness testimony essential for the Inquisition when 

determining culpability.  

Transforming Domestic Space into Heretical Space 

Three trials in particular focus on the transformation of ordinary, domestic space into non-

traditional sacred space through ritual: the trials of Maddalena Bradamonte (1584), 

Lorenza Furlana (1584), and Elizabetta (1587).20 Maddalena Bradamonte, bought before 

the tribunal in 1584 after Valerio Fasennino denounced her, used the fireplace within her 

home as an essential element in her witchcraft practices. In order to transform the fireplace 

for her practice, Maddalena enacted a ritual involving candles, another seemingly 

innocuous element of the home. While explaining Maddalena’s wrongdoings to the 

tribunal, Valerio stated that she often bought candles, meant for the person that she 

intended to bewitch and also for the ‘Grande Diavolo’ who was supposed to control the 

bewitched person. Valerio also testified that the fireplace, or the hearth, acted as a 

makeshift altar for Maddalena during the bewitching process. After using the fireplace to 

light the candles, Maddalena placed religious images upon the mantle of the fireplace as 

part of her ritual.21 Maddalena’s activities were deemed so diabolical that Valerio referred 

to her in his testimony as ‘the most evil and wicked woman who is alive today’.22 

Transforming the ordinary space of a fireplace, meant to provide warmth and fire for 

cooking, into a space for the practice of witchcraft, demonstrates not only the repurposing 

of space for ritual, but also the difficulty for authorities when determining misuse of 

space.23  

                                                   
19 J. Nuechterlein, ‘The Domesticity of Sacred Space in the Fifteenth-Century Netherlands’, in A. 
Hamilton and S. Hamilton (eds.), Defining the Holy: Sacred Space in Medieval and Early Modern 
Europe (Burlington, 2005), p. 49. 
20 In order to keep the names of the accused clear, I include the date of the trial in parentheses when 
necessary. 
21 ‘Et prima, come compra o fa comprar una certa quantità di candelle in nome di colui che ella 
intenda stregare et fatturare, et in nome similmente del Grande Diavolo, c'habbi dominio e potestà 
sopra tal persona…quai candele havendo accese sotto il suo camino... (p. 88)...detta imagine al 
camino’ (p. 89), M. Milani, ed., Streghe e diavoli nei processi del S. Uffizio: Venezia 1554-1587 (Bassano 
del Grappa, 1994), ‘Maddalena Braddamonte’, pp. 88-89.   
22 ‘io Valerio Fasennino bolognese, mosso da zelo di charità, acciò che tanta iniquità non resti senza 
colpa, comparer riverentemente avanti il suo Santissimo Officio et denonciar una certa Maddalena 
Braddamonte, sta a S. Paternian per la più iniqua et scelerata donna c’hoggi di viva’. Ibid., p. 88. 
23 Jütte, Poverty and Deviance in Early Modern Europe, pp. 70-71; R. Sarti, ‘The Material Conditions of 
Family Life’, in D. I. Kertzer and M. Barbagli (eds.), Family Life in Early Modern Times, 1500-1789 
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 In addition to proving that the fireplace was a location for making an altar for ritual, 

the trial of Lorenza Furlana (1584) demonstrates that the bathroom could serve as a type 

of sacred space within the home for the practice of witchcraft. Moreover, Lorenza’s trial 

reveals that using domestic space for the purpose of sacred ritual was not always confined 

to the home of the practitioner; a person could transform the homes of others for such 

sacred practice. In 1584, Lorenzo Domenego claimed in a letter of denunciation presented 

to the Holy Office that Lorenza practiced witchcraft by throwing, or casting beans, and 

her delinquent behavior posed a great threat to their community of San Moisè, in the 

sestiere of San Marco.24 Cecilia, a fellow resident of the neighborhood of San Moisè, and 

witness in the trial against Lorenza, indicated that she was well acquainted with the 

accused, and, when asked about the nature of their relationship, she responded that she had 

known the defendant for about ten or twelve years.25 Although Cecilia was unaware of 

Lorenza’s bean casting, she offered the tribunal a much more detailed account of 

Lorenza’s practice of witchcraft than the original denunciation by Lorenzo.26 Cecilia, in 

her testimony, recalled a time that Lorenza had visited the home of Paula, whose husband 

was a cobbler.27 Admitting to the tribunal that she was an actual witness to Lorenza’s 

practices, Cecilia testified that she saw the accused perform one of her practices within 

Paula’s bathroom. Using the ordinary space of the bathroom and common items, Lorenza 

managed to repurpose an ordinary domestic space for the purpose of conducting her 

ceremony. According to Cecilia, Lorenza’s ritual began with her measuring the bathroom 

‘with reverence’ with a needle stuck in the center of some type of cover.28 After Lorenza 

finished her ritual in the bathroom, she went into the kitchen where, under the hood of the 

fireplace, she began to conjure demons. After invoking the demons, Lorenza then took a 

broom and swept the floor in the pattern of a cross. After she finished making the image 

                                                   
(New Haven, 2001), pp. 3-4. For more on witchcraft and fireplaces see, O. Davies and W. De Blécourt 
(eds.), Beyond the Witch Trials: Witchcraft and Magic in Enlightenment Europe (Manchester, 2004); C. 
Zika, The Appearance of Witchcraft: Print and Visual Culture in Sixteenth-Century Europe (New York, 
2007); D.M. Abbott, Home, Hearth, and the Devil: Gender and the Early Modern Witch (Lexington, 
2010); J. Seitz, Witchcraft and Inquisition in Early Modern Venice (Cambridge, 2011). 
24 ‘Comparo davanti a questo Santissimo Tribunal io Lorenzo q. Domenego de Lisandro et per non 
voler consenter alle cosse che sono contra la divina maiestà et in dispregio delle sue santissime leggi 
denuncio contra de una Lorenza furlana, la quale non havendo rispetto alla maiestà de Iddio né alle 
sue santé leggi continuaments butta fave et altre strigarie diaboliche, per le quale li homini cascano 
nelli errori’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Lorenza Furlana’, pp. 133-34. 
25 ‘Interrogata se lei conosce una Lorenza furlana che sta in contrà de San Moysé et da quanto tempo 
in qua; respondit: Signor sì che la cognosco da 10 o 12 anni in qua’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Lorenza 
Furlana’, p. 134. 
26 ‘Interrogata se lei sa cosa alcna dela ditta Lorenza che concerna la nostra santa fede catholica circa 
el butar fave o altro; respondit: Mi non so né ho inteso a dir che la ditta Lorenza habia butado fave’. 
Ibid., pp. 134-35. 
27 ‘so ben questo che ‘l puol esser de 3 anni in circa che me inbatî andar a casa de una vesina che sta 
là in contrà de San Moysé, la qual ha nome Paula mogier de Gasparo zavater come la dise essa’. Ibid., 
p. 135. 
28 ‘et visti questi Lorenza che giera là da essa et spanava con reverentia el destro indrio e inanzi con 
un aguo ficado in mezzo del coverchio’. Ibid. 
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of the cross on the floor, she took the broom and returned it to the corner of the kitchen.29 

Given that Lorenza used innocuous items in her ritual, such as a broom and the floor, the 

Inquisition would have a difficult time determining the use of these items for heterodox 

practices if it merely saw them in the home. By themselves, the bathroom, the fireplace, 

the broom, and the floor were non-threatening and ordinary, but by repurposing their uses 

for heretical practices, the defendants were causing alarm for the Inquisition, which means 

witness testimony was paramount for determining misuse. Like many of the accused, 

Lorenza repurposed the bathroom and kitchen into sacred spaces within the home for the 

purpose of heretical ritual. Using the kitchen as a sacred space was not as farfetched as it 

seems, because the fireplace and the hearth were typically located there in an early modern 

Venetian home.30 Thus, the fireplace served as an important element in the practice of 

conjuration, perhaps due to the chimney, which offered access to the outside. 

 In addition to the fireplace and the chimney, the walls of the home could also be 

transformed by those accused of witchcraft for heretical use, as demonstrated in the trial 

of Elisabetta, which began in the summer of 1587.31 Her denouncer, Isabella, appeared 

before the tribunal on 26 June 1587 to confess that she learned some witchcraft from lady 

Betta for the purpose of winning the heart and the affections of a young man.32 The first 

time, Isabella went to the home of the said Betta with her mother, Agnola, to learn a love 

spell; the next time, Betta came to Isabella’s home and taught her how to cast beans.33 

Betta also teaches Isabella a spell requiring that the fingers be placed upon a wall while an 

incantation is recited.34 While discussing this particular conjuration, called spannar il 

muro, Ruth Martin explains that each of the fingers laid upon the wall are intended to 

                                                   
29 ‘Et come la hebbe compido de far questo, la tolse una schova et scomenzò a scovar tuti i quatro 
cantoni in crose, et poi se la strassinò drio et la lasso in un canton de quella cusina’. Milani, Streghe e 
diavoli, ‘Lorenza Furlana’, p. 135. 
30 For information about witchcraft and kitchens see, J. Barry, M. Hester and G. Roberts (eds.), 
Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe: Studies in Culture and Belief (Cambridge, 1996); L. Hults, The 
Witch as Muse: Art, Gender, and Power in Early Modern Europe (Philadelphia, 2005); V. Theile and A. 
D. McCarthy (eds.), Staging the Superstitions of Early Modern Europe (Burlington, 2013).  
31 Elisabetta is referred to as Betta by witnesses throughout her trial; therefore, I refer to her as 
Betta and Elisabetta as the witnesses dictate. 
32 ‘Isabella filia quondam Domenici Seghetti de Monteforti, et ad presens habitans Venetiis de 
contrata Sancti Domenici de Castello in calle del Saracino, spontaneamente venit et comparuit misa a 
suo confesario pro exoneration sue conscientie’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Elisabetta’, p. 217. 
33 ‘Questo inverno prosimo passato io ho imparato di fare alcune strigarie, quali m’ha insegnato una 
donna Betta moglie di messer Libero calafao, sta qui in Castello, sta apresso il pistore, dove è una 
Madonnetta. Essendo io inamorata d’un giovene, una mia vicina chiamata Chiara vedoa mi disse: 
“Vòi tu ch’io t’insegni una donna che sa fare molte cose da fare volere bene?” Et io dissi di sì, et lei mi 
misse per le mani la detta Betta. Et la prima volta io insieme con mia madre chiamata Agnola 
andassimo a casa della detta Betta. Et andai con quella giovene Chiara a casa di Betta et con mia 
madre, et mi feci conzare dalla detta Betta un paro di fave, et così io li diedi la prima volta una da 
venti, et li era presente la Chiara. Le altre volte la detta veniva a casa nostra, et m’insegnò di buttare 
le fave a me’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Elisabetta’, p. 218. 
34 ‘Di più, m’ha insegnato di tore un puoco di sale et spannare il muro. Et diceva: Sì come io spano 
questo muro così io spanno il cuore et la mente di quel tale perché venga da me. Et questo a nome 
del Diavolo. Et poi buttava questo sale per la strada o sul camino, et diceva: Tio’, che ti pago. 
Ménamelo qua’. Ibid., p. 219. 
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represent a particular devil.35 Another element to this particular conjuration required salt 

and demonstrated the use of the saltcellar in the performance of certain sacred, albeit 

heretical, rituals. The same ritual requiring the placing of hands upon the wall could also 

be performed by placing hands upon a chimney. Using ordinary salt to complete her 

practice, Elisabetta is able to transform ordinary domestic space, and ordinary household 

items for purposes that suited the needs of the performance.36 According to Martin, the 

practitioner threw the salt into the fireplace in order that the devils could fly away through 

the chimney to reach the person for whom the conjuration was intended.37  

Repurposing Household Items for Heretical Purposes 

While the Inquisition expressed concern over the use of ordinary spaces and objects for 

heterodox practices, it appears that inhabitants’ repurposing of religious space and items 

were even more problematic than initially determined. Frequently, people decorate spaces 

reserved for sacred ritual with items deemed religious. Philip Mattox, in his article on 

sacral space within palaces in Renaissance Florence, writes, ‘Sacral space within the 

domestic interior could well manifest itself simply as a dedicated devotional area, with 

candles, holy images, a crucifix, and holy water vessels’.38 The witness testimonies from 

the trials of the Holy Office demonstrate that the homes of the laboring popolani in early 

modern Venice often contain items of religious devotion similar to those Mattox describes; 

these spaces and items, however, are not always used for orthodox purposes.  

 The possession of sacred items by ordinary people was no cause for alarm in early 

modern Venice. David Gentilcore concludes that the majority of early modern homes 

‘would have contained religious articles’, which were ‘meant to protect the house and 

household from harm, deriving their power from interaction with the sacred’.39 Since these 

items were imbued with ‘sacred power’, Gentilcore notes the Inquisition did not always 

approve of the uses to which ordinary people put them.40 The denunciation of Donna Fior 

in August of 1554 demonstrates the inverted use of such sacred items for heretical 

purposes.41 According to the denunciation, Donna Fior made ‘the profession of 

conjuration’ with ‘an image of our lady and with a lit candle’.42 Images or statues of saints 

were believed to give ‘a direct link to the saints themselves’ but, as Gent ilcore states, 

women thought to have been practicing ‘satanic witchcraft were known to despise them’.43 

Donna Fior made use of sacred images for more sinister witchcraft than irreverence for 

the saint. In testimony given on 7 May 1556, the witness claimed that Donna Fior used a 

sacred image and lit candles to perform the spell of ‘far marttello’, or to give the 

                                                   
35 R. Martin, Witchcraft and the Inquisition in Venice, 1550-1650 (Oxford, 1989), p. 103. 
36 ‘Et poi buttava questo sale per la strada o sul camino’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Elisabetta’, p. 219. 
37 Martin, Witchcraft and the Inquisition in Venice, 1550-1650, p. 105. 
38 P. Mattox, ‘Domestic Sacral Space in the Florentine Renaissance Palace’, in M. Ajmar-Wollheim, F. 
Dennis, and A. Matchette (eds.), Approaching the Italian Renaissance Interior: Sources, Methodologies, 
Debates (Oxford, 2007), p. 41. 
39 D. Gentilcore, From Bishop to Witch: The System of the Sacred in Early Modern Terra D’Otranto 
(Manchester, 1992), p. 100. 
40 Ibid., p. 101.  
41 ‘lei dita Fior fu quarelata dinanzi al tribunal di le vostre signorie di l’ano 1554 del mese di agosto’. 
‘Donna Fior da S. Barnaba’, Archivio di Stato, Venezia, Sant’Uffizio, (ASV, SU), busta 12, fasc. 24 folio 2. 
42 ‘lei fa profesion di scongiurar una imagine de una nostra dona co(n) una candela inpizada’. Ibid. 
43 Gentilcore, From Bishop to Witch, p. 100. 
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hammer.44 The use of sacred images, such as the one of Our Lady that Donna Fior used, 

demonstrates another challenge to the issue of repurposing items, not only to the 

ecclesiastical authority of the church, but also to the sacred power that the saint in the 

image holds. Defying the ecclesiastical authorities by repurposing images of saints, 

however, was not the only misuse of sacred items.   

 The trial of Donna Fior introduces the notion that a person accused of witchcraft 

found in possession of sacred items could pose a potential threat to orthodoxy. This was 

especially true if the accused had procured the items in secret, as demonstrated in the trial 

of nineteen-year-old Giulia. Giulia appeared before the tribunal 24 August 1584. After 

accusing Giulia of conjuration, neighbors also called into question the young woman’s 

character.45 According to the trial dossier, Giulia resided in the parish of San Maurizio on 

the street of San Vio in the sestiere of San Marco,46 but when Giulia gave her testimony 

to the tribunal, she revealed that she had not been to San Maurizio, where she lived in the 

home of Antonio Bono the Greek, for two or three months.47 Giulia’s defense testimony 

begins with her telling of an altar boy who came to her house one day; she does not know 

his name, but she guessed that he was between twelve and fifteen years of age. The son of 

a boatman, the young boy lived in the parish of San Moisè.48 Given that Giulia did not 

offer the tribunal the reason for the visit from the altar boy, he may have come to visit 

Antonio or another person residing within the home. Regardless of the impetus for his 

arrival, Giulia planned to benefit from his visit. She asked him for some of the oil from his 

Confirmation, which was an essential element in a magical practice she was attempting.49 

Lady Lucia told Giulia that, taking the blessed oil and anointing herself on the lips and 

under the eyes would prevent two lovers from leaving one another.50 Giulia’s plan was to 

conduct the love spell with the oil in order to maintain her love affair with Antonio Bono. 

  Giulia’s use of blessed oil certainly constituted an inverted use of sacred items, an 

action of which the ecclesiastical authorities most certainly would not approve.51 Based 

                                                   
44 ‘una in magine pintta in chartta et ivi chon una chandelle appiciatta dice moltte parole 
pianamentte che non se fano et cio fa ad effetto de far marttello’. ‘Donna Fior da S. Barnaba’, ASV, SU 
b. 12, fasc. 24 folio 5. 
45 ‘Contra Iuliam habitantem in domo Succursus de contrata Sancti Petri de Castello prope Sanctam 
Annam et Ioannem Mariam clericum in ecclesia Sancte Marie Iubanico filium Bernardi barcharoli ad 
traghettum Sancte Marie Iubanico occasione abusus olei sancti’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Giulia’, p. 
117.  
46 ‘domina Iulia filia domini Ludovici caratoris de Verona, habitans Venetiis in calle de San Vio in 
contrata Sancti Mauritii’. Ibid., p. 118. 
47 ‘Padre, son da doi o 3 mesi incirca che essendo io a Santo Mauritio, dove che io habitava in casa del 
signor Antonio Bono grecco’. Ibid. 
48 ‘qui in questa città vene un giorno in casa mia un zaghetto, di cui non so il nome ma sta per stanza 
a San Moisé dalla speciaria della Borsa et officio a Santa Maria Zobenigo, è filio d’un barcharolo, 
quale è scarmo e barba negra, di iusta statura, et ello può havere da 12 o 15 anni incirca’. Ibid. 
49 ‘al quale dimandai un puocco d’olio della Cresma benedetto’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Giulia’, p. 
118. 
50 ‘perché m’era stato insegnato che è bono da farsi voler bene, che non si può mai lassare li morose, 
cioè ungendosi con detto olio le labra della bocca, et le parti di sotto dalli tutti doi li occhi; et questo 
me lo disse una Madonna Lucia, qual sta a San Mauricio al tragetto et è maritata’. Milani, Streghe e 
diavoli, ‘Giulia’, p. 118. 
51 Gentilcore, From Bishop to Witch, pp. 100-101.  
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on Giulia’s testimony, however, it appears she truly did not understand the gravity of her 

acts involving the blessed oil, although tone was not expressly conveyed in the recorded 

account. A later section of the trial transcript reveals that Giulia believed she held 

supernatural abilities and was capable of finding lost items with the help of a carafe of 

holy water. In her own testimony, Giulia stated that below the carafe, ‘there was a blessed 

gold wedding ring’.52 During the ritual, while kneeling and holding a candle, Giulia recited 

the following statement: ‘White Angel, Holy Angel, for your holiness and my virginity let 

me see truly and the truth, who owned these things that were found’.53 The trial of Giulia 

reveals the abuse of the holy objects within the confines of the home, but also brings into 

question the awareness of the practitioner and their understanding of their role in 

performing such heterodox acts.   

Transforming Domestic Devotional Space 

In addition to repurposing religious items, individuals brought before the Inquisition also 

converted sacred space to suit the needs of their heterodox practices. The trial of Diana 

Passarina, brought before the Holy Office of Venice in the summer of 1586, reveals that 

private devotional space within the home was not always used for traditional Christian 

piety. These types of sacred space could also be repurposed for heretical practices. 

Although Diana used her private devotional space for practices she considered sacred, the 

Holy Office considered those same practices unorthodox. Accused of ‘predicting the 

future’54 with the assistance of her personal demon, Arcan, Diana challenged the 

traditional use of private religious devotional space by exploiting a tabernacle for the 

conjuring of a supernatural entity.55 Margarita, the wife of a carder, who lived in the parish 

of San Tomà, in the sestiere of San Polo, denounced Diana to the Holy Office.56 At the 

time of her trial, Diana lived in the parish of San Pantalon, in the sestiere of Dorsoduro, 

which is not far on foot. 

 In her testimony, Margarita admitted to the tribunal that she was not a personal 

acquaintance or a neighbor of Diana. Yet, Margarita’s denunciation of Diana, which was 

based on hearsay, was sufficiently compelling to warrant the tribunal’s pursuit of further 

witness testimony. Margarita’s information regarding Diana originated from Orsa, a close 

                                                   
52 ‘respondit: Io mi raccordo essendo putta pizzenina mi ingenochiai, come mi fu insegnato, per 
rittrovare una cosa rubata, et vi era una ingestara piena d’acqua santa, et sotto al fondo 
del’insegestara vi era una vera benedetta d’oro, che fosse d’una donna maridata’. Milani, Streghe e 
diavoli, ‘Giulia’, p. 120. 
53 ‘et io teneva una candela benedetta ardente in mano, et io stave in zenochion et diceva: Angelo 
biancho, Angelo santo, per la tua santità et la mia virginità fammi vedere il vero e la verità, chi ha 
hauto quelle robbe trovate...’ Ibid. 
54 Milani, in a note, wrote that ‘Diana Passarina è una “spiritata” che guarisce dai malefic e predice il 
future con l’aiuto del diavoletto Arcan’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Diana Passarina’, p. 191. 
55 The name of the demon that Diana kept in her cup is spelled several different ways throughout the 
trial. I use the spelling ‘Arcan’ for clarity and consistency.  
56 ‘Comparuit Margarita uxor Antonii verghesini, habitans in calle del Fabro Venetis in parochia 
Sancti Thomae, coram reverendo patre Inquisitore veneto et deposuit ut infra’. Milani, Streghe e 
diavoli, ‘Diana Passarina’, p. 191.  
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neighbor of the accused,57 and widow of a neighborhood pharmacist.58 As Margarita told 

her story to the tribunal she revealed that Orsa had told her that Diana was the ‘greatest 

witch in Venice’ and that she kept a chalice made of crystal, inside of which there was a 

ring where Diana kept the demon, Arcan, confined.59 Margarita’s testimony also told that 

Diana had a sort of tabernacle inside her home that she used for her conjurations. The 

tabernacle served as a designated sacred space within which Diana would keep the sacred 

items she used for conjuration. As divulged later in the testimony of the witness Ursula, 

Diana kept the tabernacle lit, indicating that she maintained reverence for its contents.60 

Unlike most early modern representations of such sacred spaces, which exalted a saint or 

a Christian-based sacred entity, such as the Virgin Mary or Jesus, Diana’s astrologically 

themed61 tabernacle housed the chalice containing the demon on which Diana called for 

her heretical performances.62  

 Often, as was the case with the misuse and repurposing of sacred items, those 

accused of witchcraft conjured devils for the purpose of completing the heretical ritual. As 

discussed, a common belief held in the early modern period was that those accused of 

witchcraft were in league with the Devil. However, proving the presence of the Devil, or 

some type of supernatural entity, was difficult since it was nearly impossible to witness 

the entity in the flesh. Although simply conferring with the Devil was unorthodox, using 

a demonic presence in tandem with sacred items and within spaces repurposed for sacred 

use compounded the offense the accused were charged with committing. Another 

commonly held belief in early modern Europe was that witches who intended to do harm 

                                                   
57 ‘Io intesi sto genaro prossimo passato da donna Orsa…la qual sta alla crusera di San Pantalone, et 
ch’è la maggior striga che sia in Venetia’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, Ibid., p. 192. 
58 Orsa’s, or Ursula as she is named when she testified herself, testimony began on 19 July 1586. 
‘Domina Ursula filia quondam Laurentii caristiari de Muriano et relicta Ioannis Antonii aromatharii 
ad insigne Trium Vexilorum’. Ibid., p. 197. 
59 ‘che l’ha un gotto di christallo di montagna et dentro li è un anello con un spirit, che ha nome 
Arcamh’. Ibid., p. 192.  
60 ‘Et posso haver detto in fiaba che la ditta Passarina habia in casa come un tabernaculo, et che 
dentro vi sono dipinti delle stelle et di pianeti, et che dentro li tiene quel gotto con quel spirito, et 
sempre li tien una lampada davanti, ma io non ho visto queste cose, né anco la Passarina me l’ha 
ditto’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Diana Passarina’, p. 199.  
61 The issue of astrology in the Christian belief system demonstrates a progressive move from one of 
toleration to one of suspicion. For more on this topic see, M. Bailey, Magic and Superstition in Europe: 
A Concise History from Antiquity to the Present (Lanham, 2007), p. 98. Bailey believes that the use of 
astrology for the practice of ‘astral magic’ demonstrates this shift towards condemnation instead of 
tolerance. Astrology was a popular element in early modern witchcraft and was also often associated 
with the practice of magic. R. Decker, Witchcraft and the Papacy: An Account Drawing on the 
Formerly Secret Records of the Roman Inquisition, trans. H.C.E. Midelfort (Charlottesville, 2008), p. 
14. Decker writes that astrology ‘escaped the censure of the popes until well into the sixteenth 
century’. For further investigation see: B. Ankarloo and S. Clark (eds.), Witchcraft and Magic in 
Europe (London, 2002), pp. 150-151; J. K. Deane, A History of Medieval Heresy and Inquisition 
(Lanham, 2011), p. 192. 
62 ‘Et dice che la detta Passarina ha in casa come un tabernaculo, et dentro li sonno dipinti delle stelle 
con i pianeti, et dentro gli tene quel gotto con quel spirito, et sempre li tiene una lampada avanti’. 
Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Diana Passarina’, p. 192. 
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received their power from the Devil, whether by choice or by force from Satan himself.63 

Robert Rowland claims that the trial of the benandanti in front of the Venetian Inquisition 

led to the western European belief that ‘the witch’s power to do harm’ meant ‘that by 

placing herself, even implicitly, in the service of the devil she had renounced allegiance to 

God and to the Church and had placed herself outside and against Christian society’.64  

 As mentioned, Diana kept her personal demon, Arcan, confined within a chalice 

she kept in her private, devotional tabernacle. Margarita, a witness in the trial, described 

how Diana used her demon for the purpose of communicating with her deceased brother. 

In one instance, when Diana was performing her conjuration ritual, a knock at the door 

signaled the arrival of a young man in foreign dress. When Diana opened the door to the 

young man, he gave her a letter that was apparently from her brother. Margarita testified 

that ‘the young man that brought the letter was a devil’.65 Margarita’s testimony indicated 

that Diana created sacred space within her own home for personal use and not for 

performing diabolical acts against others, but intention was difficult to discern. It is 

apparent, however, that Diana performed rituals that used demonic forces and that she had 

transformed a traditionally sacred space within her home into a place for the practice of 

her conjurations. The presence of devils and demons appear to be common in the trials of 

those accused of witchcraft. As demonstrated in the trial of Lucia Furlana (1582), drawing 

on and keeping supernatural entities within the confines of domestic sacred space proves 

that these women were bold in their challenges to orthodoxy. Lucia was anonymously 

denounced to the Holy Office in a letter presented to the tribunal in June of 1582. Aside 

from claiming that Lucia lived an inappropriate life free from the fear of Holy Laws, the 

denunciation also claimed that she could see the future with the help of the devil, 

                                                   
63 R. Briggs, Witches and Neighbors: The Social and Cultural Context of European Witchcraft, 2nd ed. 
(Oxford, 2002), p. 87. 
64 R. Rowland, ‘Fantasticall and Devilishe Persons’: European Witch-beliefs in Comparative 
Perspective’, in B. Ankarloo and G. Henningsen (eds.), Early Modern European Witchcraft: Centres 
and Peripheries (New York, 1993), pp. 188-189. For a complete explanation of the benandanti see: C. 
Ginzburg, The Night Battles: Witchcraft and Agrarian Cults in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, 
trans. J. Tedeschi and A. Tedeschi (Baltimore, 1992).  
65 ‘Et disse anchora che una volta voleva fare vedere un suo fratello, che era partito da là, et così 
l’andò avanti il tabernacolo et quel gotto, et che poi si voltò, et parlava con quel suo diavolo che era 
nel gotto, et così sentì battera alla porta, et disse all’Orsa che andasse aprire. Lei non voles andare, 
perché diceva che haveva paura et che l’andasse insieme con lei; così andorno insieme alla porta et 
l’aperse, et gli era un giovene vestito di velluto, vestito all curta, alla forestiera, et li diede una lettera 
senza dire altro. Lesse la lettera, et venne suo fratello. Et quel giovene era un diavolo, che portò la 
lettera. Et la Passarina disse: “Che diavolo è questo?” Così il giovene basò la lettera senza dire altro, 
et si parti’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Diana Passarina’, pp. 192-93. Orsa, or Ursula’s testimony gave 
the story of the foreign visitor as follows: ‘Et disse anchora che una volta voleva fare vedere un suo 
fratello, che era partito da là, et così l’andò Avanti il tabernacolo et quel gotto, et che poi si voltò, et 
parlava con quel suo diavolo che era nel gotto, et così sentìbattera alla porta, et disse all’Orsa che 
andasse aprire. Lei non voles andare, perché diceva che haveva paura et che l’andasse insieme con 
lei; così andorno insieme alla porta et l’aperse, et gli era un giovene vestito di velluto, vestito all 
curta, alla forestiera, et li diede una lettera senza dire altro. Lesse la lettera, et venne suo fratello. Et 
quel giovene era un diavolo, che portò la lettera. Et la Passarina disse: “Che diavolo è questo?” Così il 
giovene basò la lettera senza dire altro, et si parti’ (ibid).  
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Buranello.66 Angelica, another witness in the trial, testified that Lucia communicated with 

her spirit Buranello in a deep voice in order to fulfill her visions.67  

 The explicit details given by witnesses in the trials of Diana and Lucia were 

certainly alarming for the Inquisition. Not only did witnesses testify that these two women 

were in league with demons, but they kept these demons in their homes, and they referred 

to them by specific names, posing an additional dimension to their threat to the community 

and further problems for authorities. Once again, if authorities were to visit the homes of 

these women, the tabernacle would appear innocuous and their demons would remain 

unseen, harnessed in their containers, which would also appear ordinary.     

Entertaining the Devil 

Several of the trials examined demonstrate the presence of a supernatural entity within 

domestic space. Accusing Maddalena Braddamonte (1584) of being in league with the 

Devil, in his denunciation to the tribunal, Valerio stated that Maddalena used her home for 

the purpose of sacred ritual and summoning the presence of the Devil, and that through 

her ‘diabolical commerce’ she was a most heretical woman.68 Lorenza Furlana (1584), 

according to the witness Cecilia, also conjured devils as part of her heretical practices. 

Although Cecilia testified that she could not hear specifically what Lorenza said in front 

of the fireplace because she was speaking in such a low voice, she was sure that Lorenza 

had called upon devils and demons as part of her ritual.69 Finally, the trial of Elisabetta 

(1587) contained elements of the presence of a supernatural entity, specifically devils. As 

previously mentioned, Elisabetta taught Isabella a spell, called spannar il muro, that 

required that the fingers be placed upon a wall while reciting an incantation.70 

 The only male accused of witchcraft used for this research also exploited 

supernatural forces. Ruggero (1582) the illuminator was in love with the young Anzola 

Azzalina, who had managed to earn quite a reputation within the neighborhood of San 

Moisè in the sestiere of San Marco, for her morally lax lifestyle. Ruggero was denounced 

to the Holy Office in 1582 under suspicion of bewitching Anzola, a young widow, and 

causing her to fall ill. According to the testimony, Ruggero bewitched Anzola using a book 

                                                   
66 ‘di scongiurar diavoli fingendo con sue chimere et pensamenti chiamarne uno per nome 
Buranello’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Lucia Furlana’, p. 46. 
67 ‘et so che ghe va dela zente a casa sua, di zentilhomeni forestieri, preti et d’ogni sorte, et se dice 
che homeni vano a dimandar la ventura de litti, de inamoramenti et de simil cose, et chi li dà 4 soldi, 
chi seu. Et essa Lucia chiama Buranello, suo spirit, et gli dice: “In virtù de Dio dimi sopra la tal cosa,” 
et così gli viene la golla grossa et parla come Buranello et respinde a quelli che li dimandano. Et io 
l’ho visto et sentito de lei quando responde alle persone// alle volte’. Ibid., pp. 51-52.  
68 ‘Ove per non sapper distintamente il procedure suo in tal diabolico negotio, ne dirò in parte tal 
cose, che anno stupire’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Maddalena Braddamonte’, p. 88. 
69 ‘Et come lei hebbe compido questo spanar l’andé sotto la nappa del camin della cusina et sentî che 
la sconzurava i squartai, ma la parlava piana che non possî ben sentir, et diseva diavoli, la 
sconzurava di demonii’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Lorenza Furlana’, p. 135. 
70 ‘Di più, m’ha insegnato di tore un puoco di sale et spannare il muro. Et diceva: Sì come io spano 
questo muro così io spanno il cuore et la mente di quel tale perché venga da me. Et questo a nome 
del Diavolo. Et poi buttava questo sale per la strada o sul camino, et diceva: Tio’, che ti pago. 
Ménamelo qua’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Elisabetta’, p. 219. See also, Martin, Witchcraft and the 
Inquisition in Venice 1550-1650, p. 103. 
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of demonology.71 Paula, a witness in the trial against Ruggero, claimed that Anzola had 

lived with Ruggero in his house and that they were lovers. After a short period, Anzola 

left Ruggero’s home and went to stay in the home of Pasqualina, where she became ill.72 

In what appears to be an attempt to draw his lost love closer to him, Ruggero performed 

rituals within the confines of his home in order to scare Anzola into submission. The 

tribunal then questioned the witness Adriana, who was asked whether or not she knew if 

Ruggero had a book or any other items in his hands at the time that he conducted this 

ritual; she responded yes, he had a wooden baton and a book of demonology in his home.73 

Paula also added that Ruggero had threatened Anzola with his powers of conjuration by 

asking her if she wanted him to prove his ability by showing her the devils that were in 

Hell.74 Although Ruggero did not actually produce a supernatural entity, his threat was 

believed to have been powerful enough to scare Anzola into fleeing the home. Ruggero’s 

taunts and possession of a book of demonology and the wand of a necromancer, were 

menacing both to the person of Anzola and to the orthodoxy of the church. As expressed 

by witness testimony, members of the neighborhood were aware of the reputation of 

Anzola and the treatment she received at the hands of Ruggero.    

 As a focal point within the community, the home was under continual scrutiny 

from both the neighbors and the Inquisition. Witnesses brought before the tribunal often 

detailed the place of the home within the neighborhood and the reputation of the inhabitant 

of that space. In the trials discussed, defendants used domestic space for purposes and 

actions that the Inquisition deemed suspect and often heretical, but that the inhabitant, or 

in this case the defendant, considered sacred. Through heretical ritual, those accused of 

practicing witchcraft were able to transform ordinary domestic space into heretical space 

through the practice of witchcraft, superstitious deeds, and other heterodox beliefs.75 The 

gravity of these rituals varied greatly from simple love magic rituals to malicious attempts 

to harm a person or to cause them to fall ill. In opposition to religious rituals designed to 

connect a person with God, heterodox rituals and demonic connection allowed those 

accused of witchcraft to inflict harm and bring about retribution upon a person. Yet, just 

as a priest would perform rituals on behalf of another person, those accused of witchcraft 

often conducted their rituals at the request of other people.  

                                                   
71 ‘Contra Ruggier miniador, sta a San Moisé in salizà passà quel dale Madonne qual ha fatto 
inspiritar con un suo libro Anzola Azzalina, qual sta in la ditta corte del Basegò ai Carmini, mogier de 
Paolo Colona tagiapiera’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Ruggero Miniatore’, p. 54.  
72 ‘Ei dictum se sa o habia inteso dire che detta Anzola sia stata guasta o herbata o maleficiata, et da 
chi; respondit: Questa donna stave in casa con questo Ruggier et venne in casa de sua madre donna 
Pasqualina, che sta in corte dal Basegò, et stete sana 4 o 5 mesi et poi se butò in malatia’. Ibid., p. 55. 
73 ‘Ei dictum se ‘l ditto Ruggier haveva in man libro o altro; Respondit: La me disse che ‘l haveva un 

legno in man alhora, ma che ‘l haveva ben un libaro del Demonio in casa’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, 

‘Ruggero Miniatore’, p. 57. Milani states, in a footnote, that this wooden baton was thought to be the wand 

or the baton of necromancers.  
74 ‘Varda, Anzola, non haver paura, che te faria veder quanti diavoli è in l'Inferno’. Milani, Streghe e 
diavoli, ‘Ruggero Miniatore’, p. 55. 
75 C. Mackay, The Hammer of Witches: A Complete Translation of the Malleus Maleficarum (Cambridge, 
2009). The Malleus Maleficarum states that there were ‘fourteen varieties of superstitious’ practices 
that contain an assortment of offences and deeds (ibid., 242). To name a few: ‘invocation of demons’, 
‘nigromancy’, and ‘divination of dreams’ (ibid., pp. 242-247).   
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 The trial of Lucia Furlana (1582) demonstrates one type of future-telling ritual 

performed on behalf of another person. The ritual that Lucia performed in order to see the 

future for these people required the invocation of Buranello, her demon. During the ritual, 

Lucia closed her eyes and, with a swollen throat and in a deep voice, spoke with the 

demon.76 The witness Angelica described the words that Lucia said as she performed her 

ritual. Although Lucia’s voice would change during the ritual, she would call to Buranello 

‘By virtue of God’, and would implore him to tell her all of the things that she wanted to 

know.77 Lucia also engaged in other acts that caused her neighbor, Valeria, concern. 

Several times, on the Sabbath, Valeria saw Lucia out on her balcony eating pork that she 

claimed Buranello had given to her.78 It appears that Lucia had frequent contact with 

Buranello and that he instructed her in her own life as well. Using a demonic entity in any 

way was against orthodoxy, and therefore a punishable offence; however, Lucia’s use of 

God and the demon compounded the offence.  

 The popularity of the generally benign fortune telling and love magic rituals 

allowed some people to amass quite a following. In many instances, news of a person’s 

abilities spread throughout the neighborhood, as demonstrated throughout the trial of 

Giovanna the Astrologer (1554). Giovanna’s reputation in early modern Venice meant that 

she was a proven healer and fortuneteller. Given the length of her trial, Giovanna’s case 

proved to be a difficult case for the Inquisition. Pasqualinus, a 30-year-old textile worker 

and neighbor of the accused, testified in front of the tribunal on 8 May 1564, claiming that 

he was well aware of Giovanna’s reputation as an ‘indivina’. In his testimony, Pasqualinus 

also mentioned seeing in her home items, such as a mug of water and a candle, with which 

she practiced her fortune telling.79 Another witness, Paul, who was also a textile worker 

living on Balote Street, closely adhered to the testimony of Pasqualinus, adding minute 

details such as the use of a rosary in Giovanna’s divination ritual.80 According to the 

testimony, in order to conduct her ritual for telling the future, Giovanna used a mug of 

                                                   
76 ‘respondit: Io ho sentido et visto che in casa di questa dona ve vano di huomeni, dele donne, di 
frati, et ho inteso dire già alcune donne, dele qual non ghe so el nome perché ce ne vano molte, che li 
dimandavano se li lor homeni gli volevano ben, et essa Lucia rispondeva: “Sì, sì, el core piato.” Item 
etiam io era lì vicina alla casa dela dita, et sentiva el tuto. Et doppo’ alcune volte detta Lucia si faceva 
al balcon et diceva// che li huomeni et donne li devano di soldi, et così ho sentido che de li homeni 
sono andati a veder se le lor donne gli vogliono bene. Subdens: Quando li homeni et donne li 
vengono a domandar de queste cose, essa Lucia chiude gl’occhii et fa vista che li spiriti ghe vengono 
suso et fa l’inspiritata et parla un puocho barbossa ma non so se veramente sia inspiritata’. Milani, 
Streghe e diavoli, ‘Lucia Furlana’, pp. 48-49. 
77 ‘In virtù de Dio dimi sopra la tal cosa’. Ibid., p. 52. 
78 ‘Subdens ad interrogationem: Sono 6 o 8 mesi in circa, che non mi ricordo el tempo, che un zorno, 
che era giorno di venere o di sabbado, che non mi ricordo ben qual giorno el fusse, ma el fu un// de 
questi giorni, che, facendomi io al suo belcone, che é basso, visti che la manzava. Gli domandai che 
cosa manzasse et lei mi disse: “Io manzo un pieno fatto con la carne de porcho”. Et io li dissi: “Oh, 
donna Lucia, che féu che ‘l é venere o sabado”? Et lei me disse: “Se ‘l lasso fino a domenega, el 
spuzerà o i sorzi el magnerà e Buranello me darà”’. Ibid., p. 49. 
79 ‘Interrogatus: Èstu mai stà là, ti? Respondit: Monsignor sì. Interrogatus: Che cosa fala? Respondit: 
La indivina. Interrogatus: A che modo? Respondit: La varda in un gotto de aqua con una 
candela…Interrogatus: Vala fuora de casa? Vala in gesia? Respondit: Non el ve so dir’. Milani, Streghe 
e diavoli,’Giovanna the Astrologer’, pp. 25-26. 
80 ‘In un goto de aqua con una candela. et anche la conta una corona’. Ibid., p. 27. 
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water, a lit candle, and counted the beads on the rosary. Paul, when asked if he had ever 

been to her house, answered yes and that he had been there to have his fortune told.81 Little 

was revealed throughout the lengthy trial, however, regarding the actual rituals that 

Giovanna performed.  

 Women practicing magic for their neighbors was a common occurrence in early 

modern Europe, according to Jacqueline Van Gent, ‘Magic was an important part of daily 

social interactions between women in early modern Europe’ and was particularly useful 

for issues of health and fertility.82 Similar to the mug and candle present in Giovanna’s 

trial, ordinary items featured heavily in other accused individuals’ trials as elements 

necessary for fortune telling or love magic. In the trial of Lorenza (1584), her neighbor 

Cecilia testified that at times she witnessed Lorenza use a string-like item, perhaps a 

shoelace, in order to cast love spells for the lady Paula, whose apparent lover, Piero, served 

as the shoemaker in the campo at San Moisè. Cecilia claimed that Paula would often pay 

Lorenza four soldi for her ritual practices that involved Piero.83 During the ritual, after 

measuring a certain amount of the string, Lorenza took it into her hands and then said, 

‘This is him and this is you, go on your way, he will come’, as she cast it onto the ground.84 

Writing on witchcraft and the Venetian Inquisition, Martin claims that a woman who 

wanted her lover to come to her generally performed this type of conjuration but, in the 

trail of Lorenza, it appears that another person could perform the spell on behalf of 

someone else.85  

 While many of the accused used their practices for the benefit of themselves or 

their neighbors, others engaged in heretical practices with intent to cause emotional or 

physical harm. In the trial of Ruggero (1582), Paula, a witness, explained the bewitching 

ritual that Ruggero performed to make Anzola ill. Though not present during the ritual, 

Paula learned the particulars from Anzola. According to Paula, Ruggero had Anzola draw 

a circle in the middle of the room. Ruggero then coaxed Anzola into entering the circle, 

telling her not to be afraid. At that point, Ruggero spoke to Anzola and told her that he 

would show her the number of devils in Hell. Anzola told Paula that she rushed into the 

arms of Ruggero because she was very afraid.86 Another witness, Adriana, gave testimony 

                                                   
81 ‘Interrogatus: Èstu mai stà lì da essa, ti? Respondit: Signor sì, qualche volta. Interrogatus: A che 
far? Respondit: A farme vardar la ventura’. Ibid., p. 28. 
82 J. Van Gent, ‘Female Magic and Women’s Social Relations in Eighteenth-Century Sweden’, in S. 
Tarbin and S. Broomhall (eds.), Women, Identities, and Communities in Early Modern Europe 
(Burlington, 2008), p. 96. 
83 ‘Et questa dona Paula ogni volte che la ditta Lorenza ghe feva ste cose la ghe deva 4 soldi, un da 
dodese al zorno et fina 3 volte al dì, cioè la matina, a hora de nona et all’avemaria de sera’. Milani, 
Streghe e diavoli, ‘Lorenza Furlana’, p. 136. 
84 ‘un’ altra volta l’ho vista a spanar una posta, et la ha sarò tuta in man, et poi la trete in terra et 
disse: “Questo ‘l è esso, questo ti è ti. El fa la strada, el vegnerà”, parlando de un homo de quella dona 
Paula, el qual ha nome Piero et ‘l è el calegher che sta sul campo de San Moysé’. Ibid., pp. 135-36. 
85 Martin, Witchcraft and the Inquisition in Venice 1550-1650, p. 103. 
86 ‘Mi ghe dissi: "Perché, cara comare"? Essa me respose et disse: "Questo Ruggier el me ha fatto un 
cerchio in mezo la camera et me disse: Varda, Anzola, non haver paura, che te faria veder quanti 
diavoli è in l'Inferno," che essa Anzola ando in mezo del cerchio et che l'hebbe paura et se ghe slanzò 
in brazo al ditto Ruggier, perché la me disse che la hebbe paura granda’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, 
‘Ruggero Miniatore’, p. 55. 
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that she had great fear of the acts Ruggero committed within his home. Speaking about the 

practice that Ruggero conducted in the presence of the frightened Anzola, Adriana 

described the performance. After making a circle upon the floor, Ruggero, in a taunting 

manner, asked Anzola if she thought that he did not have the courage to conjure the devils 

in Hell. Following this menacing display, as Adriana described, Anzola was seized with 

great fear, screamed, and was once again forced into his arms.87  

 Other trials demonstrate acts within the home that were considered disrespectful 

to the Christian faith, or hateful to God and the saints. According to the witness Valerio, 

Maddalena (1584) took candles, lit them from the fire within the fireplace, and then said 

‘despicable’ words that were offensive to both God and Jesus Christ. In the final and most 

offensive portion of the ritual, she took an image of Jesus Christ and placed it upside down 

on the mantle. Then Maddalena, ‘in dispreggio di Dio’, recited a portion of the Sunday 

prayer to the inverted image of Jesus while she made obscene gestures behind her back.88 

It was not uncommon for those performing witchcraft to ‘invert Catholic practices’ for the 

purpose of their perverse rituals, Maddalena also used her home to join in league with the 

Devil.89 Although Valerio’s claim against Maddalena was that she was diabolical and 

heretical, the Inquisition formally charged her for love magic and bean casting.90 In the 

trials discussed here, it is apparent that the ambiguity of many of the magical practices of 

those accused of witchcraft performed made it difficult for the tribunal to uphold charges.  

Conclusions 

During the early modern period in Venice, several of those accused of witchcraft often 

repurposed ordinary household objects and domestic spaces for the purpose of conducting 

their magical practices and rituals. According to Joseph Hermanowicz and Harriet 

Morgan, ‘by ritualizing the routine’, and drawing ‘upon the ordinary’, the practitioner 

meant to reaffirm the purpose of the ritual.91 The rituals and actions performed within 

ordinary domestic space, like the conjuration of demons and rituals for the common good 

could prove difficult for the Inquisition to ascertain. The same, however, could also be 

said about rituals performed in ordinary domestic space for the purpose, or intent, to cause 

                                                   
87 ‘Respondit: Questa puovera dona Anzola steva con questo Ruggier e una sera la hebbe paura, per 

quanto essa me disse quando era sana,// che una sera questo Ruggier el ghe fese un cerchio in terra et ghe 

disse: “Credistu che, se vogio, me basta l’animo de far vegner quanti diavoli è in l’inferno qua?” Essa 

disse: “Non fé, per l’amor de Dio, che non me fé vegnir qualche spasemo!” El ghe fé paura, essa trete un 

cigo et essa se ghe butò in brazo’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Ruggero Miniatore’, p. 57. 
88 ‘quai candele havendo accese sotto il suo camino, dove ha habitato et habita, con parole 
essercrabili offende il Santissimo Nome di Dio et del Salvator nostro Giesù Christo. Oltre di ciò (quel 
che più aggrava), la scelerata donna bestemmiando piglia una imagine del N.S. Giesù Christo 
benedetto et con li piedi all’insù et col capo all’ingiù attacca detta imagine al camino, dicendo in 
dispreggio di Dio una parte dell’oratione dominicale, né contentandosi haver sì fattamente offeso 
sua divina Maestà, gli fa anco gli fighi dietro la schena, mettendo così ogni giorno di nuovo il N. 
Redentor in croce’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Maddalena Braddamonte’, pp. 88-89. 
89 J.C. Baroja, ‘Witchcraft and Catholic Tradition’, in B. Ankarloo and G. Henningsen (eds.), Early 
Modern European Witchcraft: Centres and Peripheries (Oxford, 1990), p. 34. 
90 ‘PER HERBARIE STRIGARIE E BUTAR FAVE’. Milani, Streghe e diavoli, ‘Maddalena Braddamonte’, 
p. 115. 
91 J. Hermanowicz and H. Morgan, ‘Ritualizing the Routine: Collective Identity Affirmation’, 
Sociological Forum, 14 (1999), p. 200. 
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harm. Visually, these ordinary objects and spaces would appear benign to the Inquisition, 

but witness testimony revealed that witches sometimes repurposed these items and these 

spaces for unorthodox practices.   

The home was an important component in the overall well-being of early modern 

society, and, as Sarah Rees Jones states, this makes the household ‘the foundation stone 

of a civilized society’.92 This importance placed upon the home and its place within society 

is evident in Venice during the sixteenth century. Living in a city as dense as Venice, with 

its diversity of religions and cultures, often created an atmosphere of suspicion. Given that 

the Protestant Reformation was widespread by the latter half of the sixteenth century, the 

infiltration of Protestantism was of grave concern to the Papal Curia and Catholics in 

Venice. Inhabitants of the city also experienced this suspicion and the anxiety stemming 

from unknown activities taking place within their neighbors’ homes as evidenced by 

witness testimony and denunciation. The fright and suspicion of the neighbors of those 

accused of witchcraft should come as no surprise, especially when demons or the Devil 

were invoked, given that awareness of the presence of the Devil increased in the latter half 

of the sixteenth century, an increase sometimes attributed to the Protestant Reformation.93 

Because of this awareness and the association of witchcraft with the Devil, general 

suspicion existed among the people of early modern cities such as Venice. Adding to this 

sense of unease was the possibility that practitioners could turn domestic space, other than 

their own, into sacred space. For the early modern Venetian, the ability or perceived ability 

to turn the homes of others into sacred space for the practice of heterodox ritual, as was 

the case in the trial of Lorenza Furlana (1584), meant that any home could pose a threat to 

morality. Another general fear presumed that these heretical beliefs spread from neighbor 

to neighbor.94 Thus, due to considerable suspicion regarding heretical practices and 

practitioners residing within the neighborhood, the home often served as a place of 

suspicion for both neighbors and the Inquisition. In order to ensure the stability of Venice, 

the authorities, both secular and ecclesiastical, were forced to confront these popular 

notions and suspicions relying wholly on witness testimony.  
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