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Served by the regular galley convoys that sailed un-
der official state protection from Venice to Beirut,
Damascus was a major center for Venetian trading
activity in the Levant (fig. 1).1 That the city was nev-
er conquered by the Crusaders seems, ironically, to
have given stability to the Venetian trading presence
there. Always opportunistic, the Venetians were am-
bivalent about the aims of the Crusades, unless some
evident commercial benefit could be assured. They
preferred to protect and reinforce their mercantile
contacts with the great markets of the Muslim East.

Trading privileges in both Syria and Egypt were
regularly renegotiated with the Mamluk Sultans, to
protect the rights of the Venetian overseas “colonies.”
In 1421 the Venetian Senate asked to have these priv-
ileges inscribed on a stone tablet at the main cross-
roads in the heart of Damascus.2 Although the re-
lative importance of Aleppo increased during the
fifteenth century, Damascus was still the hub of Ve-
netian trade in Syria, thanks to its important links to
Central Asia and Arabia via the caravan routes and
to India via the Red Sea.

Damascus offered particularly congenial conditions
to Venetian residents.3 This was one of the few East-
ern emporia where they were allowed to rent a house
or apartment in, the city or elsewhere, outside the
Venetian fondaco (trading post).4 In the 1480s there
were around forty Venetian residents in Damascus,
as well as numerous visiting merchants from Venice,
who did not necessarily choose to live in the Chris-
tian quarter.5 Sources suggest that their contacts with
local Syrian Christians were minimal, whereas they
had frequent interaction with Muslim trading part-
ners.6 Venetian merchant letters from the later fif-
teenth century often refer to their Syrian merchant
contacts in friendly and even affectionate terms.7

This article offers an introduction to the invento-
ries of the property of four Venetians who died in
Damascus between 1455 and 1457. These inventories
are a chance survival in the Venetian State Archives.8

Obviously such a limited sample cannot be analyzed
as a corpus, as were the 628 Damascus inventories
from around 1700 studied in a series of publications
by Jean-Paul Pascual.9 More inventories from the ol-
tremare (places overseas) may be lurking on the ar-
chive shelves in Venice, but even as a small sample,
these four provide an illuminating window into the
expatriate life of individuals in Syria in the mid-fif-
teenth century. In addition, they offer valuable evi-
dence of a flourishing local manufacturing and craft
tradition in Damascus.10 In the discussion that fol-
lows, the function and character of the documents
will be assessed, in order to establish the usefulness
of the evidence. The material culture revealed in the
inventories will then be analyzed, first to elucidate
the Islamic items listed, and afterwards to set them
against the Christian background of the four deceased
Venetians.

THE INVENTORIES

The belongings of the four were inventoried by the
chaplain to the Venetian community, Cristoforo del
Fiore, who also served as their notary.11 After a Latin
introduction, each inventory is compiled in Venetian
dialect. Interpreting the language is no easy task,
however, for the documents are infused with Arabic.
A phrase such as tachia de ixaro cannot be unraveled
using any Italian or dialect dictionary, but only from
sources on Arab clothing and textiles. It refers to a
t¸qiyya (skullcap) made from iz¸r, the cotton cloth
used for wrapping turbans 12

Cristoforo del Fiore was already experienced in such
duties. Having served as priest-notary on the Alexan-
dria galley in 1454, he officiated in the Venetian col-
onies in both Beirut and Aleppo, as well as in Dam-
ascus.13 According to Mamluk trading protocol, the
Venetian notary had to be present at every trading
transaction between Venetians and Arabs and keep a
written record. Thus Cristoforo del Fiore would al-
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ready have become familiar with East-West mercan-
tile activity;14 indeed there is evidence that while in
Damascus in the 1480s the Venetian chaplain was
himself actively involved in trade.15

It is important to remember the purpose of the
inventories: they were not probate valuations, but sim-
ply descriptions of the decedents’ possessions, made
before these articles were packed up and dispatched
back to Venice. In the case of merchandise and coin-
age, quantities are given; otherwise, the sizes of ob-
jects are indicated by loose terms such as “large” or
“small.” The condition of objects that are already old
or damaged is clearly specified by expressions such
as “torn,” “shabby,” or even “sad.”

Cristoforo del Fiore was evidently familiar with
Islamic material culture, for numerous items are de-
scribed as “Moorish” (moresco), “Arab-style” (arabesco),
or “in the style of Damascus” (alla damaschina). Occa-
sional items are described as “Western” (alla franca),
or “German.” One of the deceased owned a German
roasting spit operated by counterweights. An inkwell
is “Florentine-styled” (alla fiorentina), while a box con-
taining twelve knives is described as “Milanese” (mi-
lanexe). Little is specified as “Venetian,” apart from
some of the coinage and a consignment of glass beads
from Venice. Otherwise, one can only guess at the
origin of the objects.

The items are sorted only according to where they
were found. Among the contents of any one room
or chest, objects are listed in random order, with
household objects mixed up with commercial commo-
dities; indeed, it is not always easy to distinguish
merchandise from personal effects. The documents
convey a vivid impression of the lifestyle and surround-
ings of the owners, even if none of the objects de-
scribed can be precisely identified today. The profu-
sion of miscellaneous articles, ranging from the exotic
—“medium-sized piece of dragon’s blood” (a resin
used as a red pigment)—to the prosaic—“old dirty
shirt” and “torn handkerchief with blue embroidery”—
adds to the intimacy of the documents.16

Before analyzing the evidence of the inventories,
it is necessary to introduce the four owners of the
objects.

Stefano Ravagnino

Stefano Ravagnino died in 1455 at his Damascus res-
idence, located in the house of the Venetian noble-
man Luca Loredano, son of Jacomo, a merchant then

based in the city. Ravagnino’s will, made on August
15, 1455, tells us that he was the son of Apollonio
and lived in the parish of San Giovanni Nuovo in
Venice.17 His property was inventoried on August 17,
1455.18 Most of the items were found in his home,
but some goods were stored in a warehouse in the
qayª¸riyya.19

Ravagnino seems to have been a jeweler by profes-
sion. (Fig. 2, although presumably depicting a Flem-
ish sitter as St. Eligius, provides useful evidence of
the tools and possessions of a mid-fifteenth-century
jeweler.) Not only did Ravagnino leave copious quan-
tities of precious stones and jewelry; he also owned
jeweler’s equipment, such as touchstones, scales for
weighing jewels, files, a goldsmith’s polishing stone,
and a jeweler’s pear-wood block.20

In addition, he seems to have served as an agent
for stay-at-home merchants in Venice. The goods in
the qayª¸riyya, stored in a warehouse belonging to a
certain Ebene Lara (presumably an Arab name such
as Ibn al-Ara), consisted of consignments of textiles
and ceramics belonging to two Venetians, Marco San-
ton and Mathio Zusto.21 Found among Ravagnino’s
papers were several debit notes in Arabic from Arab
traders owing another Venetian, Tommaso Zorzi. In
his house were Northern items—namely, gold leaf
from Cologne and a bundle of white wool belonging
to the Venetian noble Tommaso Zane.

Stefano di Bossina

The second Venetian who met his end in Damascus
was Stefano di Bossina, son of Andrea, who was liv-
ing in the house of two Venetian noblemen, Zuanne
Lando and Polo Erizzo.22 Both of these landlords
witnessed the inventory, drawn up just over a week
after Ravagnino’s, on August 29, 1455.23 One of them,
Polo Erizzo, clearly had special interest in the majol-
ica objects in the inventory, since an annotation states
that he intended to buy them for himself.

Di Bossina’s possessions were numerous, varied, and
often lavish. He too owned jewelry and implements
such as a punching tool and a chisel, but his posses-
sions also included substantial quantities of spices,
cloth, leather, thread, rope, candles, porcelain, and
ceramics. It is not obvious from the inventory wheth-
er he was himself dealing actively in commodities, or
whether he simply used his own profits to accumu-
late a wide range of valuable goods to take home to
Venice. Unlike Ravagnino, he does not seem to have
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Fig. 2. Petrus Christus, St. Eligius (Bridal Pair in the Goldsmith’s Shop), 1449 (detail of right side). New York, Metropolitan
Museum of Art. (Photo: © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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acted as an agent on behalf of stay-at-home merchants
in Venice.

Marino da Molin

The third inventory, drawn up on May 4, 1457, listed
the possessions of Marino da Molin, son of Filippo,
the consul to the Venetian colony in Damascus.24 Two
years earlier, he had issued a codicil to his will, re-
questing that in the event of his death his slave Joanne
be freed and his possessions sent back to Venice.25

We know from another document of 1456 that the
consul’s home was in seraia, that is, located within
the Venetian fondaco.26

A striking aspect of da Molin’s inventory is the huge
quantity of clothing, particularly formal robes, many
of them fur-lined, with various kinds of sleeves.27

Furnishings such as rugs, carpets, cushions, tapestry
bed-hangings, and chests suggest that a gracious dip-
lomatic lifestyle was expected of the consul; also no-
table is the large quantity of kitchen equipment and
tableware, implying that the provision of lavish enter-
tainment was part of his role. Since consuls were not
allowed to engage in trade, we assume that all the
goods were for his own use, whether official or private.
According to the Venetian-Mamluk treaties, the con-
sul’s stipend was to be paid by the host country, that
is, by the local admiral (diwan).28

Nicolò de Ruzino

The fourth inventory belongs to Nicolò de Ruzino,
who, having died aboard the Beirut galley, never even
reached Damascus. His goods were itemized on No-
vember 12, 1457;29 because his untimely death de-
prived him of the opportunity to buy local artifacts
and merchandise, this inventory is much shorter.30

It is no less interesting than the others, however, since
it tells us what he put in his hand luggage and what
was stowed in the hold. On deck, he had money, warm
clothes, and two books: St. Jerome’s The Lives of the
Saints and Boccaccio’s Elegy of the Madonna Fiammet-
ta. De Ruzino’s chest in the hold was mainly filled
with clothing, but it also contained a sugar loaf, gar-
lic, candles, books, documents, and rosaries.

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

Having introduced the four Venetians, we may now
consider what the inventories reveal about items of

local manufacture found among their possessions. The
mid-fifteenth century is normally regarded as a fairly
low point in Mamluk craft activity. In present-day
museum collections of Islamic art, Egyptian art is much
better represented than Syrian, and objects made
during the period of the Bahri Mamluks—that is,
before 1382—far outnumber those of the fifteenth
century.31 Under the Circassian Burji sultans who
succeeded the Bahris, elite patronage declined, and,
presumably because the clientele was less exalted,
fewer items have been preserved. Artistic production
in Damascus itself, badly affected by Tamerlane’s
incursion in 1400–1, is assumed to have declined
sharply in the first half of the fifteenth century and
to have enjoyed a brief revival only in the reign of
Sultan Qaytbay (1468–96).

These inventories seem to confirm that Ravagni-
no and di Bossina had both adopted many aspects of
the local lifestyle. Moorish-style items found in a pri-
vate bedroom, for instance, are unlikely to have been
intended for sale. Di Bossina had a pair of Moorish
underdrawers, while Ravagnino had ten new pairs,
presumably bought locally (fig. 3). Most of the hand-
kerchiefs, belts, buckles, and skullcaps were of local
Syrian workmanship, although a few kerchiefs are
specified as “from Friuli.” Listed in their wardrobes
were a large number of zuponi, a term that in Venice
designated a short, tight-waisted jacket, but may in
these cases have referred to Moorish-style, knee-length
coats equivalent to the Arabic jubba.32

The offices of Ravagnino and di Bossina were equip-
ped with numerous local artifacts: inkwells, scales, pen
boxes, writing tablets, document wallets, candlesticks,
a tinder box, purses, and money boxes.33 Even Ravag-
nino’s prayer book containing the shorter office of
our Lady (offizieto), had a damascene cover (con cho-
verta damaschina), and he owned some small books
from the bazaar, presumably bought in the book
market that still survives today near the Umayyad Great
Mosque. Items such as account books, books of tariffs,
scales, and rulers were obviously essential to a mer-
cantile career, but the range of objects strongly sug-
gests a degree of conscious self-fashioning. Pomanders,
rose-water sprinklers, bells, gilded scissors, musk, seals,
and rosaries were articles that could be found in the
most sophisticated Venetian studiolo.34 (Fig. 4, although
a somewhat later image, may help give substance to
Cristoforo del Fiore, the priest-notary who made the
inventories.)

The fact that two pillows were the only furnish-
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Fig. 3. Mamluk underdrawers. Brussels, Musée du Cinquantenaire. (Photo: courtesy Musées royaux d’Art et d’Histoire)

ings in de Ruzino’s luggage on board the Beirut gal-
ley would suggest that travelers acquired their house-
hold objects locally. Since most furniture in Eastern
homes was built-in, the only large pieces mentioned
in these inventories are chests, cushions, and beds
with straw or feather mattresses. Carpets and rugs of
various sizes are specifically described by terms such
as “for mastabas,” or “woven with patterns alla mores-

ca,” “made of jute,” or “thick” (fig. 5). Since fifteenth-
century Mamluk carpets of Syrian workmanship are
almost unknown today, the inventories offer fascinating
evidence of a local carpet-weaving industry.35 One,
described as a “tapedo chaierim woven with a Moorish
pattern,” may have been a carpet procured from the
Karimi guild of merchants who monopolized the In-
dia trade in the Mamluk period.36 Consul da Molin’s
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house was particularly well equipped, with two “large
carpets for mastabas, used but quite good”; two “mid-
dle-sized, thick-piled carpets, used”; and three “small,
thick-piled carpets, old.”37 Di Bossina had nineteen
gondola mats of double thickness and one of single
thickness. His two “new small carpets” were presum-
ably bought locally. Ravagnino owned a red jute car-
pet described as “good”, and a small jute mat dis-
missed as ”sad” (tristo).38

An abundance of textiles appears in these inven-
tories—not only clothing, but also raw fiber, thread,
and manufactured cloth: linen, cotton, canvas, waxed

canvas, sailcloth, fustian (a type of cotton twill), muslin,
sackcloth, silk, and velvet.39 Woolen fabrics, coarse
canvas, and linen were brought from Venice to be
traded on the Syrian market, whereas silk, muslin,
and cotton were purchased locally for export to the
Rialto.40 Damascus was well located for the purchase
of furs from Central Asia and Russia;41 Consul da Molin
had the largest quantities of furs, even though his
office—in theory at least—did not allow him to en-
gage in trade.42

All three Damascus households owned tableware
acquired locally. Di Bossina’s inventory mentions sev-

Fig. 4. Lorenzo Lotto, An Ecclesiastic in His Study, ca. 1530. London, British Museum, 81–07877. (Photo: courtesy British
Museum)
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Fig. 5. Mamluk rug, Cairo (?), ca. 1500. Berlin, Museum für Islamische Kunst, 82,704. (Photo: courtesy Bildarchiv Preussischer
Kulturbesitz)
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eral pieces of porcelain (porzelana): one blue-and-white
bowl described as “cracked”; four small green bowls;
and a large bowl containing ground ginger. Consul
da Molin owned no fewer than five large porcelain
bowls. If we can assume that the chaplain-notary was
experienced enough to distinguish between porce-
lain and other ceramics, these bowls were presum-
ably of Chinese origin, imported via the Silk Route.
(The period of the Xuan-de emperor (1426–35) had
yielded especially fine blue-and-white porcelain, man-
ufactured at Jingdezhen; the best specimens, howev-
er were not exported.)43 Although local Mamluk
workshops produced both blue-and-white and cela-
don-green Chinese-style ceramics that might have been
confused with genuine porcelain (fig. 6),44 di Bossi-
na’s inventory specifically describes his underglaze-
painted bowls of Syrian manufacture as “majolica” and
lists them separately. Di Bossina also owned an al-
barello containing sugar syrup.45 Among the ceram-
ic entries, the most remarkable notes a stack of 280
large spice jars, described as “black with some red
and white, glazed (luster),” stored by Ravagnino in
the qayª¸riyya on behalf of another Venetian, Marco
Santin. Interestingly, except for an inkwell and a rel-
iquary phial referred to below, glass vessels are not
mentioned.

In such a renowned center of metalwork produc-
tion as Damascus, it is not surprising to find a wide
range of evidently ornate metal objects.46 Both di
Bossina and Ravagnino had several Moorish knives
in sheaths, and Ravagnino owned a scimitar in a scab-
bard as well as a sharpening stone in a moresca sheath.
The frequent identification of watered steel with
Damascus suggests that the city was an important
source of its manufacture, although this is a controver-
sial issue among scholars.47 In the inventories, can-
dlesticks of copper and silver were often described
as “gilded” (fig. 7). Smaller articles included Arab-
style jewelry (rings and earrings), jewel boxes of gilded
silver, and the already mentioned desk articles, such
as pomanders, writing sets, and bells. Although most
of Consul da Molin’s tableware was pewter—likely to
have been of English origin—he also owned a Moor-
ish cooking pot and an Arab-style copper tazza (deep
bowl) described as “inlaid and tin-plated.”

THE CHRISTIAN CONTEXT

We have seen the extent to which these Venetians
liked to live alla moresca in their Damascus homes.

Nevertheless, it is striking that all four owned devo-
tional objects that clearly identified their Christian
religious faith. The jeweler Ravagnino had two coral
rosaries in his stock; his will reveals that these were
to be sent back to his “beloved sister” in Venice.48 In
his study was a rosary of twenty-five beads of coral
and chalcedony. He also owned a cross from Jerusa-
lem with relics inside. Among his books were the al-
ready mentioned offizieto, or shorter office of our Lady,
and a small book with the seven psalms “on good
paper.”49

Di Bossina owned eleven sheets of paper painted
with scenes of the Passion, presumably the stations
of the cross (with some missing). He appears to have
made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, a short journey that
offered solace to Venetian merchants in Damascus,
and he may even have acquired pilgrim souvenirs for
sale.50 Among his possessions were eight wooden ro-
saries from the Holy Land, four “[images] of Jesus,
inlaid with gold, from Jerusalem,” and even six “ropes
. . . for measuring the Holy Sepulcher.” In a separate
wooden chest he had several pieces of pilgrim’s lug-
gage with two “crosses from Jerusalem with relics in-
side”; one “German purse of black leather, tooled”;
one “Agnus Dei with a glass with some relics from Jerus-
alem inside”; one “crimson belt inlaid with silver and
worked in niello”; three “gilded candlesticks and big
benedeti (candles) of three ounces each”; and five “small
one-ounce candles.”

Consul da Molin owned an old pilgrim’s habit and
a small altarpiece depicting Christ on the cross, our
Lady, and St. John. Among the contents of his third
chest was a ”small pouch with relics from Jerusalem
inside, with one cross and one ‘Peace.’”51 In the small
room occupied by his son Piero hung a small altar-
piece depicting the dead Christ.

As we have seen, a copy of St. Jerome’s The Lives of
the Saints was found in Nicolò de Ruzino’s deck lug-
gage, together with Boccaccio’s Elegy of the Madonna
Fiammetta. The Lives of the Saints was a standard text-
book prescribed in Venetian vernacular schools for
the teaching of reading; the version used was the Ital-
ian translation by the fourteenth-century Dominican
friar Domenico Cavalca, who had transformed the
stories into exciting chivalric romances.52 With their
racy accounts of Eastern travel and adventure enliv-
ened by mishaps and temptations, both books offered
ideal reading on board ship. In his hold baggage, de
Ruzino had packed away some pilgrim girdles and
rosaries from Jerusalem, perhaps suggesting that this
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Fig. 6. Blue-and-white underglaze vase with Italian provenance, Damascus, fifteenth century. London, Victoria and Albert
Museum, C19–1920. (Photo: courtesy Victoria and Albert Museum)
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Fig. 7. Brass candlestick inlaid with silver and gold, Damascus, fifteenth century. The European coat of arms may be that
of the Boldù family of Venice. London, British Museum, OA1878.12–30.721. (Photo: © Trustees of the British Museum)
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was not his first voyage to the East. Two more books
in his sea chest, namely, “one book of stories of Grisel-
da and Walter” (from Boccaccio’s Decameron) and “one
offizieto of our Lady and other things” (i.e., prayers),
offered the same combination of fourteenth-century
secular reading and devotional literature.

CONCLUSION

These inventories provide four intimate vignettes of
Venetian life in fifteenth-century Syria, where Mam-
luk objects were everyday articles as well as treasured
possessions. The purpose of the inventories was to
ensure that the estates of the deceased were correct-
ly repatriated; thus they document a highly effective
means of channeling Mamluk material culture back
to Venice. The absence of women’s articles in the
inventories is worth noting: a pair of lady’s scissors is
the only specifically female implement mentioned.53

Every Venetian consul, for instance, was obliged to
leave his wife at home in Venice. The fact that this
expatriate existence was emphatically male meant that
the rest of the family would not only hear travelers’
anecdotes but would also inherit a wide range of ev-
eryday objects from the East. As we have seen, these
articles could be precious, exotic, costly, rare, and
exquisitely crafted; or they could be banal and worn
out. The important point is that such a profusion of
miscellaneous Eastern commodities was inventoried
for return to the heirs in Venice. Whether utilitarian
or intended for display, this array of oriental visual
culture found its way directly into the heart of Vene-
tian family life.

Not only do the inventories illuminate the materi-
al acquisitiveness of Venetians in the oltremare, they
also offer valuable evidence of a lively craft produc-
tion in fifteenth-century Damascus, in a wide range
of media including ceramics, textiles, carpets, and
metalwork. Despite the relative scarcity of fifteenth-
century Syrian art, comparable surviving items in
museum collections help to give material substance
to the colorful range of items left by the four unfor-
tunate Venetians who never returned from their Syr-
ian exploits.

Faculty of Architecture and History of Art
University of Cambridge

NOTES

Author’s note: This article introduces a body of evidence to be
published in more extensive form in the 2003 issue of Studi
veneziani. In the fuller version, entitled “Life and Death in Dam-
ascus: The Material Culture of Venetians in the Syrian Capital
in the Fifteenth Century” and prepared in collaboration with Dott.
Francesco Bianchi of the University of Parma, the documentary
sources will be examined in more detail. The inventories and
wills will be published in full as an appendix, together with a
glossary and a data base of all the Venetians recorded in Dam-
ascus in the years 1455–57.

Since this research covers such wide-ranging areas of exper-
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Raby, Jeffrey Spurr, Dora Thornton, and Heghnar Watenpaugh.
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Program for their generous support.
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