
 

 
Religion and Charity in Renaissance Venice 
 

 
 

 
 

The Feast of San Rocco by Canaletto (1735) 
 
 
What were the scuole? 
 
The Scuole of Venice were lay brotherhoods, devoted to ‘reconciliation of sins’ (Black). They were 
originally founded in the 13th century as societies dedicated to the ‘public penance of self-
flagellation’. These groups, originally known as Scuole dei Battuti, performed flagellation rituals in 
order to ‘atone for the sins of the entire community’ (Patricia Fortini Brown).  Historian James 
McGregor explains that “the scuole were founded on spiritual principles that gave power, order, and 
definition to what were essentially social organizations”. However, by the 15th century, the scuole 
had expanded into more modern groups, with 5 major brotherhoods, also known as scuole grandi- 
Santa Maria Della Carita (founded 1260), San Giovanni Evangelista (founded 1261), Santa Maria 
Velverde Della Misericordia (founded 1261), San Marco (founded 1260) and San Rocco (founded 
1478)- as well as various other minor brotherhoods or scuole piccole already established. 
 
 Gary Wills describes the Venetian Scuole as ‘a kind of mini Venice’ in that each Scuola was 
headed by one man, the Guardian Grande, whose luxurious garments and ‘un-questioned power’ 
mirrored that of the Doge. He also explains that their form of government “mimicked the offices and 
bureaucracy  of the republic itself” ; all short-term offices were decided via an election, there were 
executive councils who maintained order within the scuole ,additionally, there were annual chapter 
meetings for all members, an concept which D.S. Chambers states ‘provided a rough equivalent to 
the Venetian Great Council’. 
 
Historians such as Christopher Hibbert, notice that the scuole were ultimately religious organisations 
‘formed by groups of laymen’ who were ‘drawn together by either common nationality or common   



 

occupation in order to participate in devotional practices and charitable activities’. McGregor 
explains that the scuole were voluntary associations which had distinctive patron saints and the 
members often participated in religious processions and ceremonies. Chambers and Pullan, 
however note the more selfish side of the scuole, in that not only were they a means of professing 
religious devotion, but they were also used by many as an outlet to ‘pursue salvation collectively by 
doing good and avoiding evil’. Chambers and Pullan note that throughout the Renaissance, it was 
common for merchants to commit deceitful acts as a way to higher themselves on the social 
hierarchy or make more money and that the scuole and patronage of the arts were what their 
means of atoning for their sins, so as to ensure that they would go to heaven and not hell when they 
died.  
 
As well as this, the scuole also formed a community dedicated to helping their fellow Venetians. 
Hibbert states that the “members were pledged to assist each other at all times” and this is evident 
in a petition to the government by the Scuole di San Antonio April 1596 stating that the role of the 
scuole was: 
 

“To visit poor families of noblemen, citizens and merchants who have fallen into destitution on 
account of worldly misfortunes and accidents, and have retreated into their houses out of poverty 
and shame, not daring to ask for alms. It provides in all charity and secrecy for such persons in 
their want and misfortune; it helps widows and women in childbirth, assists wards and aids 
orphans, consoles the afflicted and troubled, and takes care of sick persons of every status.” 

 
What was their role in Venetian Society? 
 
One of the main aspects of the scuole in the Renaissance was the fact that they gave many 
Venetians a sense of belonging, which they would not have otherwise found. Patricia Fortini Brown 
describes the scuole as having a ‘convivial atmosphere’.  Chambers complements this, stating that 
that the scuole ‘added significantly to the social stability of civil peace in Venice’. Dennis Romano 
explains that the social forums of the scuole allowed the Venetians to create a system of social 
networks which would aid them in a variety of ways , such as forming marriages, business alliances 
and political support, as well as ‘to gain prominence and influence’ (Gary Wills). He states: 
 

“For individuals from a variety of social backgrounds, the scuole provided a sense of identity 
with a group of people with whom they might otherwise have had little in common. The 
confraternities brought together people from different backgrounds and from different parts 
of the city and allowed them-in moments of ritual behaviour- to dispel; differences of wealth, 
kinship, and power that in their everyday lives kept them apart. For the popolani the scuole 
provided opportunities to exercise power and enjoy prestige.” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
  Healing of the Madman, from the Miracles of the True Cross Series, Carpaccio, 1465 



 

As well as creating networks for the Venetian people, the scuole acted as great patrons of the art. 
Patricia Fortini Brown explains that “they were-aside from the government itself-probably the most 
important patrons of art and architecture in the city”, with each Scuola grande commissioning great 
pieces of artwork for both their own establishments as well as for the people of Venice. The Scuola 
grande di San Giovanni Evangelista was a great patron of the arts. In the 1490’s the scuola 
commissioned various artists to paint a cycle of narrative paintings depicting miracles of the True 
Cross. One of the more famous paintings, created by Vittore Carpaccio depicts the healing of a 
possessed man in the palace of the Patriarch of Grado near the Rialto Bridge. The painting 
documents the miracle so subtly that Brown goes as far as to say that the painter ‘exceeded even 
Gentile Bellini in his sensitive mastery of the eyewitness’s style’. Contemporary History Francesco 
Sansovino notices the importance of art within a scuola in encouraging donations from the people, 
stating that the Scuola Grande di San Rocco was “helped greatly by an image of Christ painted 
many years ago by Titian… Then having grown by means of alms, bequests and other profits and 
benefits San Rocco, finally became the richest confraternity of all”. 
 
In addition, ‘the scuole were also mutual aid societies, caring for their members during illness, 
providing food, firewood, and housing for the indigent and aged, supplying dowries for young 
women, and burying the dead’ (McGregor). The Scuole put a large sum of their profits towards 
committing acts of charity for fellow members as well as for Venetians in need. The Milanese 
ambassador noted the ways in which the scuole divided up their proceeds in 1497:  
 

“Their revenues are spent in part on decorating the scuole, all of which have elaborate and 
gilded ceilings, and are now becoming more imposing than ever: their buildings are being 
embellished with facades of marble and stone of great value. Some of the revenues are 
spend on the many religious services that they perform continuously, where they dispense 
innumerable candles, and the balance is spent on helping members of each scuole… There 
are always many infirm among them who are cared for, fed and clothed, along with their 
families, until they get well or die” 
 

Finally, the scuole were also seen as promoters of ‘virtuous living’ (Chambers). By displaying acts of 
kindness and charity they hoped to encourage others to do the same, or to encourage others to join 
the scuole, because as Patricia Fortini Brown states “the piety of the group is more powerful than 
the piety of a single individual”.  
 
Which groups met together in the Scuole? 
 
Historians have often debated the make-up of the scuole in Renaissance Venice. Some, like 
Patricia Fortini Brown state that the scuole had a ‘broadly based membership’ in relation to 
occupation, and social and economic class, whilst Nichols claims, instead, that: “the confraternities 
were dominated by non-noble Cittadini: that is, by relatively wealthy Venetians excluded from 
government and from the franchise by the ‘cut’ (serrata) of 1297”. Garry Wills states oppositely that 
"the clubs were pre-eminently the sphere of notables" Denis Romano explains this difficulty in 
determining the exact memberships of the scuole due to the fact that the membership lists of the 
scuole were usually cumulative.  
 
However, despite the discrepancy regarding the position of the nobility within the scuole, it is quite 
clear which groups were exempt. These groups included both the patricians and priests, whom 
although could participate in processions and various other activities with the scuole, were unable to 
hold office in the scuole grandi. In addition, Chambers states that “rich or poor might join, at different 
rates of subscription, but those denounced for sinful behaviour were fined or expelled” 
 
Furthermore, there were scuole made up of a united group of artisans according to their 
professions, as well as specific scuole for foreign workers such as the Scuola di Schiavoni and the 
Scuola di Bergamaschi, which were aimed at providing cultural identity to the foreigners as well as 
with helping them find work and providing them with financial and spiritual support. Some Scuole 
were created to cater for people with a disability such as the Scuola Degli Orbi which consisted of 
solely blind and lame members  



 

What were the differences between the Scuole Grande and the Scuole Piccole? 
 
One of the key differences between the scuole grandi and the scuole piccole was that of their 
membership. The scuole grandi had a specifically all male membership, whilst the scuole piccole let 
women into their group, something which Gary Wills describes as ‘astonishing, given this period in 
Italian history’.  Conversely to the scuole grandi, the scuole piccole drew a lot of their membership 
from amongst the sestieri (neighbourhoods) of Venice, a factor which leads historian Dennis 
Romano to claim that “more so than the scuole grandi, the scuole piccole were the organs of the 
local community”, as they contained members from a vast range of areas and social statuses.  This 
is becomes evident when one looks at the wills of many venetians, as they often contain bequests 
to the scuole in which they belonged to. For example, quite a few members of the Passamonte 
family left a large sum of money to the Scuola piccola Santa Maria delle Celestria in their wills.   
 
Another difference between the scuole grandi and the scuole piccole was their wealth. The scuole 
grandi were very rich, often renovating their own buildings and commissioning new artworks, such 
as The Relic of the Holy Cross by Lazzaro Bastiani which was commissioned by the Scuola Grande 
di San Giovanni Evangelista in 1494, or  the renovating of the façade of the Scuola Grande di San 
Marco in the 1490’s.  These great pieces of artwork are, according to Renaissance sculptor, 
Sansovino, what make the scuole grandi ‘the best things Venice has’. On the other hand, the scuole 
piccole had limited funds, and often spent these on more charitable things, often not even having 
their own buildings to decorate. As Gary Wills explains “during the Renaissance most of the scuole 
Piccole- there were roughly a hundred of them-met at votive chapels or altars in churches or 
monasteries or hospitals”, whilst the scuole grandi each had their own headquarters where they 
would meet.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
However, there was one main thing which the scuole had in common and that was that, according 
to Gary Wills, they both “showed the same combination of piety and patriotism” in their work. 
 
What were the criticisms of the Scuole? 
 
The main criticism of the scuole was that they spent more time on patronage of the arts than on 
caring for the poor; that they showed more interest in improving how they looked and how they were 
presented to the rest of Venice than they did about the people they were meant to be helping. 
Patricia Fortini Brown states that “architectural splendour, costly decorations, and elaborate 
ceremony were considered just as essential for the proper expression of religious devotion as 
charity and care of the poor”, however for some, that concept was just not acceptable. D.S. 
Chambers takes note of the complaints made, stating that “Corporate funds were enormous [within 
the Scuole], and were spent lavishly on the architecture and interior decoration of the meeting- 
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houses. This earned them a place among the sight of Venice, thought there was criticism of such 
spending in the sixteenth century” 
 
In 1545, a writer named Alessandro Caravia published a satirical poem entitled “Caravia’s Dream”, 
which attacked the Scuole Grandi for wasting money on showy columns and staircases that should 
have gone to the poor. He claimed that “Everyone attends to his own good, not caring a bit for his 
neighbour” 
 

‘An account of grave errors to you I shall render 
concerning some people who dress up in splendour;  
And, though I may not list their names, they would tender 
The saint of the plague as their common defender.’ 
- ‘The Saint of the Plague (1541), Antonio Caravia 

 
Chambers and Pullan exclaim that many Puritans at the time were also concerned; stating that  the 
‘puritans began to suspect that their officers were building memorials for themselves rather than 
glorifying God or honouring their patron saints’, something which according to Chambers and Pullan 
themselves, was not far from the truth.  
 
Did the Government regulate the Scuole? 
 
The Scuole of Renaissance Venice were state-sanctioned institutions. Their supervision was the 
responsibility of magistrates and government councils rather than that of the patriarch (Chambers 
and Pullan). J McGregor explains the importance of the scuole for the government, stating that the 
government noticed the “great civic value of these organisations” in that the social services offered 
by the scuole supplemented those offered by the state. 
 
It is clear that charity was very important in Renaissance Venice, hence why the scuole were so 
essential. A 1529 Poor Law highlights the Venetian Government’s attitude towards charity and 
kindness: 
 

“Charity is without any doubt, to be considered the most important form of good work, and it 
must always be practised towards our neighbours.  As it is everyone’s duty, we must look to 
the interests of the poor and the health of the sick and offer food to the hungry; and never 
should we fail to extend our aid and favour to those who can earn their bread by the sweat of 
their brow” 
 
-1529 Venetian Comprehensive Poor Law. 
 

The scuole were regulated by the Council of Ten who maintained the distinction between the scuole 
grandi and scuole piccole, fixed membership limits, set accounting procedures and closely watched 
their public activities. McGregor describes the Council of Ten as being somewhat ‘fussy and 
intrusive’ in their regulating of the scuole, however extremely ‘useful’, stating that “nothing escaped 
the attention of the government and clerical power was viewed with suspicion”. An example of one 
of these ‘intrusive’ acts includes the council’s regulation of staircase design for all scuole in the mid-
15th Century. 
 
In the early 15th century, the Ten decreed that office holding within the scuole would not be allowed 
for nobility although they could still be members. J McGregor describes this as ‘a more useful 
intervention’. He states that this prohibition “had the important effect of depoliticizing these 
organisations” 
 
The Venetian government expected the scuole to work alongside them, in order to strengthen 
Venice’s power and affluence. The Council of Ten gave the scuole the job of organizing official 
processions, which Gary Wills claims ‘articulated Venice’s constitution in choreographic form’. 
According to Wills, the government believed that the processions and festivals organised by the   



 

scuole were ‘safe vents for ambition that might otherwise aspire to the Patriciate itself’. Chambers 
notes that the scuole grandi had even greater expectations, stating that “the scuole grandi were 
independent foundations, but the state expected them to play a part in the processions on public 
occasions, and to contribute money to public causes, including war” 
 
In addition the state had the role of approving the mariegole or ‘mother rules’. Each scuola had a 
mariegola which included a list of rules which each member had to abide by. These often included 
the importance of purgatory, the expectation to attend mass every Sunday, the prohibition of 
blasphemy and the requirement to perform acts of charity.  
 
Was there a connection between the Scuole and the Guilds? 
 
As Christopher Black notes, the scuole and the guilds both ‘developed strongly’ during the 13th 
century and so ‘probably mutually influenced each other in organisation’. 
 
Patricia Fortini Brown notes that the scuole and the guilds were associated both socially and 
economically stating that there were scuole linked to the trade guilds, 'each accommodating a 
specific occupation'. Christopher Black supports this explain that during the 14th century, it was 
compulsory for many guilds members to join their guilds’ related confraternity, unless they were a 
member of an already existing confraternity.  Historian R. Mackenney states that this obligation to 
join a Scuola led to the breakdown of the solidarity within the guilds. 
 
Additionally, the guilds supported the scuole economically, as most members were required to make 
yearly donations to the Scuola attached to their guild. This created a significant form of income for 
many scuole thus aiding in their charitable acts and patronage of the arts. Guild members were also 
encouraged to leave bequests for the scuole in their wills, further aiding them financially. 
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