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Civic Religion after Trent: Confraternities and Medici 
State Building in Early Modern Livorno

Nicholas Terpstra 

Summary: When building the new city of Livorno, the Medici were con-
cerned as much with social and religious life as with buildings, walls, 
and warehouses. They drew on traditional civic religious forms, and 
above all confraternities, in order to advance Catholic worship while 
also seeking to limit Roman intervention and maintain sufficient local 
agency so as to allow some degree of Jewish, Muslim, and Orthodox 
worship in the city. We can distinguish three groups of brotherhoods 
by origin and function in the first century of Livorno’s expansion from 
the late sixteenth to the late seventeenth centuries: i) Older and exist-
ing confraternities that had gathered the local fishermen and the earliest 
settlers until about 1590; ii) Confraternities founded between the 1590s 
and the 1630s, often with direct Medici or more general Florentine in-
fluence, and focused on meeting cultic and charitable needs; and iii) 
Confraternities established from the 1630s to the 1670s to fulfill these 
needs while also organizing activities that responded to challenges and 
opportunities of Livorno’s particular location. Florentine civic religious 
models allowed the Medici to build a vibrant Catholic social framework 
in Livorno while keeping Tridentine ecclesiastical forces at bay, at least 
until the coming of the more traditionally pious Grand Duke Cosimo 
III in 1670.

How do you build a city? Through the latter half of the sixteenth century the 
Medici Grand Dukes devoted considerable human and financial resources to 
expanding the small fishing village of Livorno on the Tyrrhenian coast into 
the Tuscan duchy’s main commercial and military port. At the beginning of 
this endeavour, the village was close to being a tabula rasa, and it grew very 
slowly until the 1590s, when immigrants, transients, and traders began to 
come, drawn by tax concessions, legal protections, and promises of freedom 
for public religious worship and freedom from forced conversion efforts. The 
Medici were involved not only in building a physical city but also its social 
structures, which in that period coalesced around religious structures. Their 
broader goals for a free port required that they maximize those institutions 
which were more clearly subject to their patronage and influence, and so a se-
ries of Grand Dukes turned to the familiar forms of confraternal civic religion, 
control over which they had mastered through the previous six generations.1

1 This article incorporates and expands on material in Terpstra, “Ambivalent Neighbours,” 
153–73. 
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We are accustomed to thinking of confraternal civic religion as very 
much a medieval and Renaissance reality that was superceded and then sup-
pressed by Tridentine reforms. The Council of Trent’s session XXII in 1562 
put confraternities firmly under episcopal control. They had to sacrifice their 
libraries of religious works, including vernacular bibles. They had to open 
their doors and ledgers to Apostolic Visitors looking for a degree of stand-
ardization in furnishings and activities. They had to submit their statutes for 
episcopal approval and submit to a bishop or priest determining who would 
be their chaplain. In 1604, Clement VIII set the papal seal on the slow process 
of subordination with the Bull Quaecumque that limited lay initiative in creat-
ing new confraternities.2

But there were cracks in every early modern wall that aimed to corral, en-
close, discipline, and suppress, particularly when it came to longstanding cus-
toms, traditions, and expectations. Older and wealthier confraternities could 
dissimulate, and ‘ancient’ practices had the durability of tradition – even if 
largely invented tradition – and the protection of a commitment to the “pres-
ervation of the particular.”3 For all its disciplinary apparatus, the Tridentine 
Church looked more effective in theory than in practice, as the frustrated cor-
respondence of Carlo Borromeo, Gabriele Paleotti, and Gregorio Barbarigo 
amply demonstrates. Not all Catholics were willing to follow the prescriptions 
written by these clerical medics of the cura animarum. This was less because 
of any pronounced antipathy to Tridentine aspirations, than because in the 
eyes of many the system of spiritual exercises, mutual discipline, and liturgi-
cal practice that they had in place were already achieving those goals. Many 
confraternities had been early adopters of Catholic Reform, and it is this dy-
namic among various types of reformers well into the seventeenth century 
that makes a term like “Counter Reformation” inexact, narrow, and dated. As 
the scholarly work of the past three or four decades has shown, countering 
“Luterani,” a catch-all term for Protestants of various descriptions, was often 
far down the list of these reformers’ preoccupations, coming well behind the 
spiritual disciplining of Catholic laity and clergy, and the conversion of Jews 
and Muslims.4

If confraternities’ self-perception as agents of reform is one reason why 
many retained older practices, political considerations are another. And in-
deed, without the latter, few of those in the former camp would have stood 
a chance. If councils and rulers were willing to support older confraternities 

2 Black, Italian Confraternities in the Sixteenth Century, 63–64. See the essays in Terpstra, et al, 
Faith’s Boundaries. 
3 Ditchfield, Liturgy, Sanctity, and History, 1–13, 334–46.
4 On could argue that John Bossy took this approach in Christianity in the West. See also: 
Comerford, Reforming Priests and Parishes; Gentilcore, From Bishop to Witch; McNamara, The 
Bishop’s Burden, and the essays in De Silva (ed), Episcopal Reform and Politics and Delph, et al, 
Heresy, Culture, and Religion.
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in their practices, it was difficult for reforming bishops to overrule them, as 
again the correspondence of Borromeo and Paleotti demonstrates.5 And in 
at least one case, we find a ruler who had been a colleague and confidante of 
these reforming cardinal bishops, someone with strong ideas of his own about 
religion in both the private soul and the public square. 

This ruler was Grand Duke Ferdinando I of Tuscany, the second surviv-
ing son of Cosimo I, who had already been a Cardinal in Rome for two dec-
ades when his elder brother Francesco I died in 1587, leaving Ferdinando the 
family’s only legitimate male heir. He immediately assumed the Grand Ducal 
title but did not surrender his cardinalate for another two years, resigning 
only on the eve of his marriage to Christine of Lorraine in 1589. Marriage was 
an option for him as he had never taken priestly orders. While a cardinal in 
Rome he had been Protector of the Franciscans, an Order he would continue 
to rely on. He was exceptional for his willingness to reach beyond traditional 
Catholic boundaries, serving as Cardinal Protector of the Maronite church 
(Arab Catholics using Syriac liturgy in Arabic language) and arranging for the 
first publication of a Maronite missal in 1584. Both as cardinal and as Grand 
Duke, he oversaw a Florentine press, the Typographia Medicea, which pub-
lished religious and humanistic texts in Arabic for three decades from 1584 
to 1614, including a translation of the Gospels in 1591. As cardinal he was 
respected, serious, experienced, and strategic. His close ally in the College was 
a relative, Alessandro De Medici, who as Archbishop of Florence from 1569 to 
1584 and Cardinal from 1583 was well positioned to advance Medici affairs, 
particularly after Ferdinando resigned from the College. Alessandro had been 
Florentine ambassador to the Curia under both Cosimo I and Francesco I 
and was a critical collaborator as papal legate to France when Ferdinando I 
reached out to Henri de Navarre to encourage his conversion to Catholicism; 
he later brokered the marriage of Ferdinando’s niece Marie de Medici to the 
King. Ferdinando, Henri and Alessandro were reformers who moved beyond 
Tridentine orthodoxy though not necessarily in opposition to it – in this their 
approach was similar to the more flexible, improvised, and independent ap-
proach that Celeste McNamara has described Gregorio Barbarigo taking in 
Padua. In April 1605 Alessandro was elected pope, and we can only speculate 
on how his pontificate, and indeed the Catholic Church, might have turned 
out had he lived longer than seventeen days as Leo XI in 1605.6

When inheriting the Grand Ducal title, Ferdinando I also inherited the 
grand but sputtering project that his father and brother had promoted for 
decades: building a new port at Livorno on the Tyrrhenian Coast, just under 
100km west of Florence. Ferdinando I made Livorno a free port and launched 
an intense campaign to attract the skills and capital of foreign sailors and 
merchants. This included the two Livornine Decrees of 1591 and 1593 that 

5 See the essays in Headley & Tomaro, San Carlo Borromeo and Zardin, Carlo Borromeo. 
6 Terpstra, “Ambivalent Neighbours,” 153–73.
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promised a range of tax privileges, legal protections, and the right to the pub-
lic exercise of religion.7 Greeks, Jews, Armenians, Dutch, English, and French 
all came in increasing numbers, though so too did criminals and the enslaved: 
construction and the duke’s galleys relied on bringing in large numbers of 
both. Livorno had fewer than 1,000 free residents when Ferdinando I took the 
ducal throne, and a population of 5,800 free and perhaps 3,000 imprisoned 
and enslaved when he died in 1609. By the end of the century, Livorno had 
eclipsed Pisa as the second largest city in Tuscany. 

This is not the place to examine Ferdinando I’s broader religious policy, 
which alarmed Rome by its accommodation of Greek Orthodox, Jewish, and 
even Muslim worship.8 Yet it is important to remember that this policy could 
not succeed without maintaining a firm grip on the local religious establish-
ment, and this is where confraternities came in. Ferdinando I drew on con-
fraternities to shape the virtual tabula rasa that was Livorno’s religious land-
scape, and his immediate successors followed him in this. A few brotherhoods 
already existed in the small port town, but there were over twenty by the end of 
the seventeenth century, and tracing their origins and activities over the new 
city’s first century allows us to discern the extent to which Ferdinando I and 
his immediate successors modelled the religious framework for his new city 
on confraternal civic religious practices that had defined Florentine religious 
life for over two centuries. What happened was taking place in the Tridentine 
context, but what we see here shows that Trent had its own contexts in earlier 
practices, and that a determined ruler could guide the process of adaptation 
to create a distinctive hybrid form of Catholicism of the kind that we have 
come to recognize in the Americas and in Asia and Africa. In this case, the 
hybrid was not with distinct religious traditions, but with Catholicism’s ear-
lier lay organization and forms, and particularly confraternal civic religion.

We can distinguish three groups of confraternities by origin and func-
tion in this first century of Livorno’s expansion from the late sixteenth to the 
late seventeenth centuries: first, a group of older and existing brotherhoods 
that had gathered the local fishermen and the earliest settlers until about 1590; 
second, a group of brotherhoods founded between the 1590s and the 1630s, 
often with direct Medici or more general Florentine influence, and focused 
on meeting cultic and charitable needs; and, third, a group of brotherhoods 
established from the 1630s to the 1670s to fulfill these needs while also organ-
izing activities that responded to some of the challenges and opportunities of 
7 Frattarelli Fischer, Le leggi Livornine. Frattarelli Fischer, L’Arcano del mare, 51–81. Villani, 
“Livorno – Diversibus gentibus una,” 37–54.
8 Ferdinando I also supported the Druze Emir Fakhr al-din Ma’an II, an opponent of the 
Ottomans who would find political refuge in Livorno and Florence in 1613. Called il Faccardino, 
the Emir was in Tuscany and Naples for 5 years from 3 November 1613 till September 1618. 
Returning then to Lebanon, he was captured in 1635 by the Ottomans and beheaded. See also: 
Frattarelli Fischer & Villani, “ ‘People of Every Mixture,’ ” 93–107. Addobbati & Aglietti (eds), La 
città delle nazioni.
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Livorno’s particular location. These foundations mark three general stages of 
development in Livorno’s religious culture from the later sixteenth to the end 
of the seventeenth centuries, the period when the Medici were most actively 
seeking to use traditional civic religious forms in order to advance Catholic 
worship while also seeking to limit Roman intervention and maintain suf-
ficient agency so as to allow some degree of Jewish, Muslim, and Orthodox 
worship in the city.

First Stage: to the 1590s

There were two pre-requisites as the Medici reshaped Livorno’s Catholic reli-
gious establishment on Florence’s confraternal civic religious model. The first 
was the decision to keep Livorno as a single parish rather than allowing it to 
become a bishopric. This left the Medici with rights of nomination and tighter 
control over local secular clergy. Livorno would not gain a bishop until 1806, 
long after the Medici had died out, highlighting how closely the Lorraine dy-
nasty followed their imperative of raison d’état in matters of religion. Without 
a bishop’s throne, the monumental church anchoring the south end of the 
city’s main square was long known as the Collegiata rather than the Duomo, 
a term reserved for episcopal seats. The second pre-requisite was reliance on 
religious orders to provide the pastoral care and sacramental services that 
would normally be organized by diocesan clergy overseeing parish priests. 
These two pre-requisites together created an environment that maximized 
Medici agency and constrained to a considerable extent the levers for Roman 
intervention. 

Much of the fabric of Livorno’s religious life was handled outside the 
parochial system by the network of confraternities that oversaw ritual life, 
institutional charity, and the public cult. Some of these confraternities had 
direct links to Florence in the form of either members or statutes. Many 
were housed in mendicant churches, particularly S. Giovanni Battista of the 
Augustinians and S. Caterina da Siena of the Dominicans. Since Livorno had 
no formal guild structure, some confraternities organized the ritual life and 
mutual assistance of artisans, with distinct groups for tailors, shoemakers, 
metalworkers, and market gardeners among others. Relations with Rome at 
the level of ordinary lay members were less politically fraught, and there was 
no shortage of confratelli who were wary of Livorno’s religiously mixed envi-
ronment and saw their role as promoting the Holy Mother Church and the 
Catholic faith generally. Roman influence did come into the network of con-
fraternities in the form of archconfraternal aggregations – over the course of 
the seventeenth century, at least four Livornese confraternities affiliated with 
Roman archconfraternities, following their charitable and devotional models, 
taking their statutes, and gaining access to their indulgences.9 The accession of 

9 These were: SS. Cosimo e Damiano (1590), S. Omobono (1628), S. Barbera (1630), and S. Giulia 
(nd). ASLi, Inventory 31 – Confraternite 1599–1785, 3, 10, 20, 40. 
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the strongly Catholic Cosimo III in 1670 (r. 1670–1723) did much to improve 
relations with the curia. In 1681, Pope Innocent XI acknowledged Cosimo’s 
greater loyalty to Rome by approving a concordat that formally placed all of 
Livorno’s lay confraternities under the Grand Duke’s control. How had the 
system evolved up to that point?

The first group of about nine brotherhoods was led by the companies 
of S. Giulia and of SS. Cosimo and Damiano.10 The Company of S. Giulia was 
and is thought to be the oldest confraternity in Livorno, with documentary 
evidence going back to at least 1410 when the future port was still a village of 
fishermen whose patron saint was Giulia of Corsica (d. 439). Giulia’s story is 
not in the Golden Legend, and the two main traditions have this early Christian 
virgin martyr either born in Nonza in Corsica or in Carthage, where she had 
been captured and enslaved and from where she had then travelled the seas 
with a Syrian merchant who had purchased her. Both traditions brought her 
to Corsica where, after resisting the ruler’s command to honour a pagan god, 
she was crucified. Both traditions also speak to connections among coastal 
towns, sailors, and fishermen. This brotherhood’s first seats, in the small pieve 
church by the old fortress and then in a warehouse, point to its poverty and 
improvisation.11 Fully aware of the resonance of her cult, image, and relics, 
and the antiquity of the group, Ferdinando I had a new church constructed for 
the brotherhood in the centre of the new city, just off the east transept of the 
Collegiata. From here the brothers of S. Giulia led civic processions, most no-
tably the major annual procession with magistrates, military, and other broth-
erhoods from the centre of Livorno up to the hilltop shrine of the Madonna 
di Montenero just south-east of the city.12 As the confraternity most rooted in 
local sacred history, its emblem included the arms of Livorno with an image 
of S. Giulia above. But the brothers of S. Giulia also led some of the new de-
votions of Catholic reform, particularly around the Eucharist. They oversaw 
taking the host to the sick – a practice that combined spirituality with sur-
veillance in identifying those in this mixed city rife with non-Catholics who 
might be avoiding the Mass – and they were the first to start the Forty-Hours 
devotion in their centrally-located oratory. 

If the Company of S. Giulia was the oldest confraternity rooted in 
Livorno’s locality and its history, the Company of SS. Cosimo & Damiano 
was the first one to be closely connected to Medici efforts to recreate the town 

10 The group of older brotherhoods also included the companies of S Anna, S. Antonio, S. 
Barbara, S. Francesco d’Assisi, S. Martino in Salviano, S. Omobono, and S.Ma Vergine. ASLi, 
Inventory 31 – Confraternite 1599–1785, 1–14, 16, 20, 42.
11 In medieval Italy a pieve was a small rural church with a baptistry.
12 “Capitoli” (1685), Archconfraternita del SS Sacramento e di Santa Giulia, ASLi, Confraternite, 
344, 4. No documentation on administration or membership remains from S. Giulia’s early years; 
this 1685 set of statutes is the only manuscript source remaining in the Confraternity fonds in 
the Archivio di Stato.
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as a major port and fortress. The early Arabic Christian doctors and martyr 
saints Cosmas and Damian had long been the patron saints of the Medici 
family, and this confraternity emerged in 1572 to renovate a suburban church 
that Cosimo I had established in 1559–60, at the very beginning of the effort 
to expand Livorno. As we might expect of a confraternity so closely associ-
ated with the ruling family, this group attracted many members. A 1595–1604 
matriculation list recorded 172 members from sixteen different Italian cities, 
and the company recruited a further 1,196 by the end of 1657.13 Most of those 
registered were identified by family names rather than either toponyms or 
occupations, and there were no women. This was clearly an aspirational group 
that gathered those seeking to ally themselves with the ruling family, and the 
confraternity seems to have seen that as its role: in 1649, the brothers admit-
ted sixty-two members of a Tuscan military company in a single go, with their 
Captain Vincente Giovanni Bocchotti promising to pay the annual four lire 
dues for each of them.14 This was exceptional even for an ambitious confrater-
nity like SS. Cosimo & Damiano, and while it never lacked for numbers, it is 
clear that few of those who joined took much part in the group’s collective life. 
Meetings usually gathered only three or four dozen, and only twenty showed 
up at the one that approved Bocchotti’s band. The rest may have been mer-
chants or military men frequently out of town, though it is likely that most 
saw their membership in SS. Cosimo & Damiano as one of the formalities that 
might gain them acceptance with the ruling family and in Livorno generally.

That notwithstanding, a confraternity with aspirations to play a cen-
tral role in the public cult needed more than members. A miracle-working 
Marian image that had been entrusted to the Franciscans during renovations 
to the oratory was never returned, but in 1631 a sea captain and confratello 
gave the brotherhood an even more precious relic that he claimed to have 
recovered from pirates: the body of the second century martyr S. Vigilia.15 In 
1647, Grand Duke Ferdinando II declared her to be a co-patron of Livorno 
after she was credited with saving the city during the earthquakes of 1643 and 
1646. The Company of SS. Cosimo & Damiano was given responsibility for 
her cult, including a procession of her relics through the city after Easter from 
their new quarters within the Dominican church of S. Catherine of Siena.16 

13 “Deliberazioni, partiti e ricordi” (1604–91), Confraternita dei SS. Cosimo e Damiano e 
Arciconfraternita della Morte e Orazione di S. Vigilia, ASLi, Confraternite, 76, ff 1r-4r, 53r.
14 ASLi, Confraternite 76, ff 53r. The group numbered 9 officers and 53 soldiers; while the entry 
claims 68 joined, only 62 names are recorded.
15 The story gives an interesting variation on the idea of the furta sacra, since the theft in question 
was from Muslim pirates: Geary, Furta Sacra. 
16 The confraternity would later gain control of the Dominican church of S. Caterina in the 
Leopoldine reforms of 1785. This church had only a few years before, in 1776, raised a major 
banner depicting the people of Livorno appealing to S. Vigilia for protection from earthquakes. 
Frattarelli Fischer & Lazzarini, Chiese e luoghi di culto a Livorno, 99–102.
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SS. Cosimo & Damiano was also the confraternity with major responsibility 
for overseeing the public hilltop shrine at the Madonna del Montenero south 
of the city, much like the Company of S. Maria della Morte with the hilltop 
Shrine of the Madonna of San Luca outside Bologna.

The parallels between the confraternities of S. Giulia and SS. Cosimo & 
Damiano are entirely consonant with Renaissance civic religion: both over-
saw cults of relics devoted to early Christian female martyr saints; both would 
see these saints’ narratives painted in monumental frescoes on the ceiling of 
the Collegiata in 1617–23; both had privileged central locations; both had 
significant responsibility for the Shrine of the Madonna di Montenero; and, 
both were deeply rooted in local history and political structures. Both were 
among the four confraternities given a central role in elaborate ceremonies in 
1614 marking Grand Duchess Maria Magdalena of Austria’s gift of relics to 
the Collegiata.17 

This first group of older confraternities also included one whose civic 
role was more modest, but still quite public, and one likely inspired by a vi-
tal element of Florentine civic religious life: the youth confraternity. Konrad 
Eisenbichler has emphasized the important role that youth confraternities 
played in Florence as both agents of sociability and vehicles for public instruc-
tion through theatrical performances of religious plays, catechetical activities, 
devotion at shrines, games, and recreational activities. Common in Florence, 
youth confraternities were nowhere near as important in other Italian cities.18 
Livorno’s youth confraternity, the Compagnia della SS. Madonna della Piazza 
or Compagnia della Vergine, emerged in 1573 out of efforts to maintain the 
cult around a copy of the image of the Blessed Virgin of Montenero posted 
on the wall under the loggia of the Piazza Vecchia of the old city. Some adult 
members of SS. Cosmas and Damian wanted to boost this cult and so in 1599 
reorganized the group as a youth confraternity to conduct public devotion 
and catechetical instruction at the shrine. The pre-adolescent boys, all under 
twelve years old, were charged with keeping the shrine’s lamps lit day and 
night and assembling a rotation by which each evening two or three would 
come to the shrine with lit torches in hand to pray before the Virgin. Every 
Saturday evening the whole group of boys was to come to the shrine for 
devotions.19 It could be quite a crowd: a 1599 matriculation records ninety-six 

17 These were the relics of St. Fortunata, taken from the catacombs of Santa Priscilla. The cer-
emony included both the Grand Duke and Duchess, leading magistrates, regular and secular 
clergy, but only four confraternities: St. Giulia, Sts. Cosmas and Damiano, St. Barbara, and the 
Misericordia. The fresco of St. Giulia is by Jacopo Ligozzi, and that of Sts. Cosmas and Damiano 
by Giovanni Battista Bracelli: Frattarelli Fischer & Lazzarini, Chiese e luoghi di culto, 30–31.
18 Eisenbichler, Boys of the Archangel Raphael. Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in 
Renaissance Bologna, 21–23.
19 “Ricordi vari” (1599), Congregazione della SS. Vergine o dei Fanciulli, ASLi, Confraternite 
350, ff. 1r-6r. The two merchants who began the confraternity were a Florentine, Giovanni di 
Piero Giannozzi, and a Friulano Gian Andrea di Francesco. Giannozzi was also a member of 
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young members. It was also a mixed group: the matriculation list has most of 
the members identified by reference to their fathers as an implicit confirma-
tion of their legitimacy. About half the fathers had artisanal occupations and 
a fifth had a family name; slightly over one in ten had no father’s name. The 
cult for which they were responsible consumed quantities of expensive oil and 
wax, and so apart from modest dues, teams of two boys together would go out 
regularly in their company’s uniform to collect funds on the street. 

Many youth confraternities depended on adult supervision, and the 
Compagnia della Vergine had emerged as the project of two Livornese mer-
chants, who recruited both the local governor and the head priest of the 
Collegiata to join them. At least one of these adults was expected to attend 
all the youths’ devotional and processional activities, with the aim of keeping 
order and no doubt ensuring some basic level of reverence. With this level 
of connection to the regime, it is not surprising that almost 15% of the boys 
had fathers who were employed by the government, either with the Dogana 
(the customs office, which was also responsible for the physical construction 
of the city) or with the military.20 This also underscores two linked objectives 
of youth groups, sociability and socialization. The pre-adolescent members 
were warned to be aware of the “bad boy” (“ragazzo cattivo”), the one who 
gambled with cards or dice, was disobedient to his parents, stayed out at night 
without their permission, blasphemed, stole, or just generally did bad things 
(“cose brute”). In cases like this, Livorno’s governor and head priest could be 
called in to investigate allegations and give whatever discipline was necessary, 
including expulsion.21

Second Stage: 1590s–1630s

The work of a youth group like the Compagnia della Vergine underscores the 
social role that many confraternities took in civic religion, instructing and 
socializing local populations, organizing regular public worship, promoting 
local cults, catechizing children and adults, and keeping an eye on each other 
in mutual discipline. Of the three major chronological groupings I have iden-
tified here, the second group dating from the 1590s to the 1630s included 

Sts. Cosmas and Damian, and this youth company would later join with the Congregazione di 
S. Anna and a Holy Sacrament confraternity to form the Compagnia della Natività di Maria 
Vergine. ASLi, Inventory 31 – Confraternite 1599–1785, 1, 42.
20 Of the 96, 46 boys (47.8%) had fathers with artisanal occupations, 18 (18.75%) have a family 
name but no occupation, 14 (14.6%) had fathers employed in government service (including a 
Capt. Gio Andrea Richeluis and 9 soldiers), and 13 (13.54%) had no father’s name. The statutes 
required that two adult supervisors over forty years of age always be overseeing the group’s ac-
tivities, though they also aimed to help the boys develop some independence and responsibility. 
ASLi, Confraternite 350, ff. 6v-9v.
21 ASLi, Confraternite 350,4r.



Civic Religion after Trent 81

charitable brotherhoods that foregrounded these public charitable and cultic 
needs. This was the period when Livorno’s population first took off, and many 
of these groups began either at the initiative of immigrants new to the town, 
or as the work of offshoots of major Florentine confraternities, or both.22 The 
most important was the Misericordia, established in 1595 by five merchants 
from Florence, Pistoia, and Milan who rented a bottega on the city’s main 
street from the Grand Duke’s court jester Antonio di Austria and set it up 
as a ‘casa di Carità’ or storefront charitable help centre. They reached out to 
the official in charge of constructing the Collegiata for additional help, and 
the matter soon came to the attention of the Grand Duke himself, who of-
fered a new site where they could build their own church and offer a broader 
range of charitable services. The group participated in the mass and dedi-
cation that launched the construction of the Collegiata in April 1595, ap-
pointed a set of officers in May, and by the end of June reached out to the 
Misericordia in Florence asking for both a formal connection and permission 
to adopt its statutes. They took a friar of Florence’s Franciscan convent of S. 
Croce as their chaplain (correttore), and recruited more members, including 
many who worked in the Tuscan government and military. They promised 
Ferdinando I that they would undertake the catechization of the enslaved, 
though the Grand Duke had committed to not opening a formal house of 
conversion in Livorno, and so this was done discretely. When Ferdinando I 
declared Livorno to be a city on 19 March 1606, the man he appointed to be 
the head of the local government (Gonfaloniere) was a leading figure in the 
Misericordia. This was clearly a group that knew how to work the system.23 

Florence’s Misericordia had been caring for the sick, injured, and dying 
since 1244, a function that it continues to fulfill today together with its off-
shoots across Tuscany.24 In Livorno the Compagnia della Misericordia quickly 

22 This group included the companies of the Assunta in S. Maria di Montenero, SS Crispino e 
Crespiniano dei Calzolai, S. Maria del Suffragio, Natività di Maria Vergine, SS. Nome di Gesù, 
ASLi, Inventory 31, Confraternite 1599–1785, 2, 14–15, 18–37, 39. For the Misericordia, see: 
ASLi, Inventory 76/I, Spedali Riuniti, 15–36.
23 The group’s first home was on Via Ferdinando and, in the manner used locally of numbering 
houses by their sequence of construction regardless of location, was house #118 (built by the 
Episcopal Mensa of Pistoia and subsequently bought by Jester Antonio as an investment). The five 
approached Vincenzio di Simone Pagannuci, Proveditore of the Fabbrica of Livorno, for further 
help, and he brokered the connection to Ferdinando I, who was eager to see charitable and cultic 
services expanding in the new city and so provided a site on Via La Fontanella. The elaborate ded-
ication of the Collegiata was on 19 April 1595, the new officers were appointed 1 May 1595, and 
aggregation to Florence’s Compagnia della Misericordia came on 29 June 1595. The Franciscan 
correttore was Guerrino Spavanelli. “Ragguaglio del principio e origine della Misericordia di 
Livorno e suo spedale delle donne inferme” (1763), ASLi, Spedali Riunite, 99, Item A, np [4–9].
24 The 5 founders included 3 Florentines, a Milanese, and a Pistoiese, and they aggregated with 
Florence’s Misericordia immediately. ASLi, Spedali Riuniti 99, np, [4, 5]. Henderson, Piety and 
Charity, 36, 175–80, 370, 442.
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took on these functions and many more, functioning effectively as the welfare 
service for a frontier city whose transient and diasporic populations had very 
specific needs: it brought the sick and injured to hospitals and buried the dead, 
it clothed the poor, it gathered foundlings, and it ran a shelter for unhappily 
married women and reformed prostitutes. It comforted those condemned to 
death and cared for prisoners, which in Livorno was a large community given 
the extensive use of prisoners and the enslaved in construction and on gal-
leys. It also opened hospitals serving pilgrims, priests, and poor women. The 
first was Spirito Santo (1611) for regular and secular clergy passing through 
the busy port. A dozen years later the brothers opened S. Barbara (1623) for 
sick women, beginning with rented quarters and then getting a larger space 
of their own when Florentine Maddalena Baldivonetti, widow of one of their 
early supporters, the Livorno Proveditore Vincenco Pagannucci, left them her 
house and a legacy in 1628. Yet the Misericordia kept renting additional space 
for S. Barbara until it was able to open its own new hospital building in 1639. 
The last hospital incorporated into the complex was a hospice for lay pilgrims 
dedicated to S. Tobit, which opened in 1683.25 

The Misericordia brothers constructed their new and elaborate build-
ing on a large piazza just inside the Porta Pisana, which was the only gate 
in Livorno’s extensive system of walls. The structure housed its church and 
oratory, which let directly on to the square, consolidated its various hospitals 
and shelters under one roof, and featured a campanile with two large bells to 
mark the hours and call members. This prominent building anchoring the pi-
azza was the first civic institution that came into sight when entering through 
the gate, and it became the node of Livorno’s civic religious life. Other con-
fraternities met there, and even city magistracies did until they gained their 
own buildings. When the Inquisitor came from Pisa, this was where he con-
ducted investigations. Members flocked to the new group: the five confratelli 
of early 1595 grew to two dozen when first reaching out to Ferdinando for his 
support a few months later; by 1606, when Livorno became a self-governing 
city, the number of members had doubled; it grew to 125 by 1611, reaching 
150 by 1623.26 Livorno’s Misericordia was the confraternity most clearly pat-
terned on a Florentine model, with a more extensive concentration of cultic 
and charitable functions and a greater architectural and political prominence 
than any other confraternity in Livorno, becoming what I have elsewhere de-
scribed as a confraternita maggiore.27

25 ASLi, Spedali Riunite, 99, Item A, np [9–10]. Falleni, “Pauperismo e beneficenza a Livorno, 
23-36.
26 “Tratte di Uffiziali” (1606–68), ASLi, Spedali Riuniti, Compagnia della Misericordia, 130, 
(23-IV-1606 [np]), “Ricordi del Proveditore” (1616–23), ASLi, Spedali Riuniti, Compagnia della 
Misericordia, 105, (7 April 1611) 57v-58r; (11 April 1621) 118v-119r.
27 Terpstra, “Kinship Translated: ‘Confraternite maggiori’ and Political Apprenticeship,” 103–115.
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Like many of these confraternities, the Misericordia brothers staged 
elaborate public rituals. Following the terrible plague of 1630, it led the entire 
community in an impressive procession to bring an ex voto to the shrine of 
the Madonna di Montenero. Thirty-two of the confraternity’s children wear-
ing crowns of thorns and Misericordia signs on their backs marched barefoot 
up the hill carrying large wax candles. Stretching out behind them were 120 
adult members in their capes, also carrying crowns of thorns, and singing 
laude; many of them would have been busy through the course of the plague 
bringing the sick and dying to the hospital and the grave. They had mobilized 
as a health authority during the plague, appointing a member for each quarter 
to visit the quarantined poor and provide for their needs, and to keep track of 
the dead and dying and bury them expeditiously.28 Now with the plague over, 
the confraternity members marched up the hill carrying the large silver im-
age of the Madonna of Misericordia that was their ex voto. One of the female 
youths was dressed as the Madonna, and four other girls represented the city’s 
male patron saints (Sts. Francis, John the Baptist, Tobit, and Sebastian).29 

The Misericordia was the most active by far of all the confraterni-
ties that were founded by migrants or Florentines in this second wave and 
that dedicated themselves to meeting the social needs of the new city. It 
was the first to gather Livorno’s foundlings, and for years passed these on 
to the Trovatelli foundling home in Pisa, which in turn was controlled by 
Florence’s Ospedale degli Innocenti. This practice was efficient when Livorno 
was still quite small, but it continued for two centuries after the Misericordia 
added the wheel (ruota), a discreet turntable built into the wall allowing for 
anonymous abandonment, at its building on the Piazza di Pisa in 1677. By 
that point, Livorno was larger than Pisa and far more foundlings were being 
abandoned there. We do not have the earliest figures, but in little over four 
years from 1722 to 1726, 220 foundlings were registered and then forwarded 
to Pisa. Only nineteen had identifiable parents, though ninety-three were left 
with the broken buttons, coins, medals, or pieces of cloth that signaled a par-
ent’s hope to return and reclaim the child. Few would even have the chance. 
Moving these foundlings out of Livorno may have been done out of conveni-
ence, but it also ensured that the city did not develop a large local population 
made up of those of mixed race and religious background.30 The other group 
of those stripped of social connections that the Misericordia assumed care for 
was prisoners and those condemned to death. This was charged to a separate 
sub-group of eleven members who in 1608 first gathered to form a confor-
teria dedicated to comforting the condemned through their last hours. At 

28 This followed the example of Florence: Henderson & Rose, “Plague and the city,”125–146. 
29 ASLi, Spedali Riuniti, 99, np [9–12]. It’s not clear why they would have girls representing the 
four male patron saints, but the company history is quite clear on the gender.
30 The numbers here are from 27-III-1722 to 6-XII-1726: ASLi Spedali Riuniti, 192, ff. 1–45. 
Terpstra, “Found and Lost,” 315–38.
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least three of the eleven members were Florentines, and the Misericordia soon 
gained aggregation to the Archconfraternity of S. Giovanni Decollato, the 
brotherhood of Florentines that carried out this same work in Rome and that 
had once included Michelangelo as a member. By 1759, the Misericordia’s 
own “Compagnia dei Morti” sub-group numbered thirty-six members who 
were expected to join processions for every execution in the city, marching 
two by two with the condemned while singing penitential litanies and bear-
ing lit torches. They repeated this at Livorno’s annual procession honouring 
Florence’s patron saint St. John the Baptist.31 

Other confraternities emerging in this second period created the net-
work of charitable institutions that formed the web of welfare supports in the 
rapidly-growing new city. A number of these confraternities drew from a sin-
gle occupational group and functioned informally as a guild. S. Barbera was a 
gathering of artillery gunners (bombardieri) who were stationed in Livorno’s 
two fortresses and on the naval galleys based in its harbour. They first occu-
pied a space in the Augustinian monastery of S. Giovanni Battista just off the 
harbour, but as they expanded they moved further into the city and took on a 
larger role in ceremonial life.32 SS Crispino e Crespiniano was a brotherhood of 
shoemakers that also began meeting in the Augustinian house of S. Giovanni 
Battista and took those friars as its spiritual guides. Their matriculation list 
underscores Livorno’s shifting diasporic demographics: of the first group of 
twenty-six members meeting in 1616, over two-thirds identified themselves 
as coming from outside Livorno. By 1662 this had fallen to 18% of thirty-nine 
members, and by 1701 none of the forty-eight members identified with a to-
ponym outside Livorno.33 This was the usual pattern, particularly with groups 
of artisans who were focused on practical mutual assistance in the absence of 

31 The first Compagnia dei Condennati alla Morte numbered eleven members, including three 
from Florence, with a further twelve in reserve; this was the same size as the conforteria operating 
in contemporary Bologna, a city five or six times larger at that point. ASLi, Spedali Riuniti 105 (13 
January 1608), 31v.; ASLi, Spedali Riuniti 103, 30–34. For more on the Misericordia conforteria 
see Frattarelli Fischer, “ ‘Confortatori’ e condannati a morte a Livorno,” 303–16.
32 The group built its own church in the centre of the city in 1603 and then began expanding 
that with a new oratory to mark its aggregation to Rome’s Archconfraternity of San Rocco after 
the plague of 1630. It had 61 members in 1619, rising to 86 by 1635 when the expansion of the 
oratory was underway. ASLi, Inventory 31 – Confraternite 1599–1785, 3–8. For the construction 
of the latter church: “Ricordi e Partiti” (1619–57), Compagnia di S. Barbera dei Bombardieri, 
ASLi Confraternite 17, 1r, 11r. Within the same fonds, “Fabbrica Capella” (ASLi Confraternite 
39) is limited to information on fundraising for the new oratory and holds no information on its 
construction.
33 The first matriculation in 1617 noted members from France (4), Genoa (3), Florence (2), 
Flanders, and 7 other Italian towns. The 1662 group again had French as the largest self-iden-
tifying diasporic cohort at 4, with a Greek and a Flemish member as well. “Ordini, entrata e us-
cita, minutari, deliberazioni,” (1614–1777) Compagnia di S Crispino e Crespiniano dei Calzolari, 
ASLi 117, ff. 2r-v, 37r, 42v. 
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any guilds locally. SS. Crispino and Crespiniano was very much a guild in all 
but name, and its first statutes in 1616 focused on building collective identity 
among Livorno’s shoemakers through sociable and spiritual activities, ob-
ligatory meetings, and regular monthly payments collected from all members 
both foreign and local (“tanto forestieri quanto terrazana”). The dues built an 
insurance fund that elected officers dispensed according to need. Without the 
legal structure and jurisdiction of a guild, this charity provided the group with 
its only leverage over Livorno’s shoemakers.34 

While the gunners of S. Barbara and the shoemakers of Crispino and 
Crespiano were almost entirely inward looking, a group of tailors arriving 
around the same time from Florence looked outwards to meet the broader 
social need for a cemetery and soon leveraged this into staging dramatic par-
ticipation in civic and religious processions. Finding the burial ground close 
to the main Collegiata church poorly managed, the Company of S. Omobono 
approached Ferdinando II in October 1627 for permission to build a small 
chapel in the centre of the ground and assume management of it; within four 
months, he approved. The chapel itself was essentially a burial space for mem-
bers, and the confraternity quickly recruited large numbers of Livornese who 
paid regular fees to ensure a place of burial when they died.35 The first ledger 
records thirty-one men and ninety-six women joining in February 1630, pay-
ing standard single or family rates. The gender gap is striking, and all the more 
so given the fact that men significantly outnumbered women in Livorno at 
the time. A 1632 census of the free population recorded 3,973 men and 2,968 
women, and the disparity would be even greater if the largely male un-free 
population in the Bagno was included. For comparison, Pisa in the same year 
registered 3,336 women and 3,514 men. While the confraternal records are 
silent on the point, we can speculate that the women paying single rates may 
have been widowed or abandoned, their husbands either dying, disappearing, 
or enslaved. So the S. Omobono confraternity focused its signature charitable 
action on a group whose vulnerability was made all the more pressing by the 
particular situation of Livorno as a mercantile and military town with a dis-
proportionately diasporic and transient population that had few local familial 
connections.36 By this point, the ambitious brothers had already exploited an-

34 The head of this confraternity bore the title of Consul, like the head of a guild. “Capitoli” (1616), 
SS Compagina di S Crispino e Crespiniano dei Calzolari, ASLi Confraternite 116, np [2r, 5v].
35“Fondazione della Confraternita, privilege, obblighi … Capitoli” (1722), Confraternita di S 
Maria del Suffragio, delle Anime in Purgatorio, e di S Omobono, ASLi Confraternite 153, ff. 5v-
15r. The accounts for the construction of the chapel, totalling lire 10,190, are in: “Amministrazione 
della fabrica” (1634–35) Confraternita di S Maria del Suffragio, delle Anime in Purgatorio, e di S 
Omobono, ASLi Confraternite 199, 60r-v. 
36 The single rate was 13s.4d and the family rate was twice that at lire 1.6.8. The men all paid the 
family rate and the women all paid the single rate: seventy-nine of the women were identified by a 
male relative and fourteen by their own name or toponym. “Giornale” (1630–1637), Confraternita 
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other opportunity, aggregating with the Roman archconfraternity of S. Maria 
del Suffragio delle Anime in Purgatorio to gain access to its name, reputa-
tion, and healthy store of indulgences, without having to take on its statutes. 
They parlayed this elevated status into further recruitment and fundraising, 
gaining from the Archbishop of Pisa in 1632 the privilege of coming first in 
any processions of local confraternities and then defending this against the 
lawsuit raised almost immediately by a rival company. The brothers quickly 
used their considerable income from burials to buy paintings, silverware, 
vestments, and other liturgical goods in a quantity that Angelo Torre termed 
“devotional consumption.” Not all of this stayed inside their chapel: this group 
of tailors made good on their claim to priority in processions by outfitting 
their members with stylish robes (white linen with black belt, black silk cape, 
black cap), pastoral staffs not far from what a bishop would bear, and blazing 
torches that evoked the flames of purgatory.37 

Third Stage: 1630s–1670s

The third grouping of Livornese confraternities that we can identify consisted 
of new brotherhoods established between the 1630s and the 1670s to perform 
a range of devotional activities for education and conversion and organize 
mutual assistance for particular social groups like artisans (in place of guilds) 
or “nations” (like the Greeks). Some of these sought and benefited more di-
rectly from Medici patronage, which was in turn focused more directly on 
building up new areas of the city. Such confraternities included the Natività 
di Maria Vergine (1631–32) and SS Trinità (1653), located in the new neigh-
bourhood of Venezia Nuova.38 The Natività was perhaps the most convention-
al of the groups considered here, and countless confraternities like it emerged 
across Catholic Europe, while the Trinità organized its activities very specifi-
cally around its location in this vibrant and well-connected Mediterranean 
port. The brothers of Natività began gathering informally in the old port area 
of Livorno in 1629 and must have soon turned up on Ferdinando II’s radar, 
since he reached out to them with the offer of a site for an oratory in the 
newest district of the new city, the commercial and warehouse zone known 

di S Maria del Suffragio, delle Anime in Purgatorio, e di S Omobono, ASLi Confraternite 199, ff. 
2v-4r. Frattarelli Fischer, “Amore e matrimonio,”26–27, 29, 29, n.9.
37 The account of their steady rise in status can be traced in the volume of inventories com-
piled regularly from 1636. The inventory for 1639, just a dozen years after its origin, already runs 
three pages in a tall ledger: “Inventari di beni mobile (1636–1726), Confraternita di S Maria del 
Suffragio, delle Anime in Purgatorio, e di S Omobono, ASLi Confraternite 153, ff. 61r. Torre, Il 
consumo di devozioni.
38 Others in this group included the Assunta di Maria in Montenero (1637), S. Liborio (1667), 
S. Madonna di Loreto (1638) Congregazione della Mantenimento della Messa (1635): ASLi, 
Inventory 31 – Confraternite 1599–1785, 2–3, 17–19, 20, 31–36, 41–42. 
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as Venezia Nuova due to its many canals. Some empty space in a warehouse 
could be theirs for free provided they would move there “per portare le Croce 
et farle dire le Messe” (“to carry the crosses and have masses said”). 

Within two years the church was consecrated, and the brothers were 
navigating the tricky world of lay-clerical relations. They voted down an of-
fer from the Dominicans to provide two friars who would organize prayers, 
masses, and Rosary devotions, with some confratelli arguing they did not 
want these friars, and others saying they did not want any friars. Not that 
they had much choice: the accounts show them hiring a series of friars for 
six-month terms over the next few years, either by choice or necessity.39 The 
accounts also show a steadily growing confraternity that was well into de-
votional consumption: buying more liturgical furnishings, organizing and 
funding local worship from masses to Forty Hour devotions, and expanding 
its public role, including small processional visits to other confraternal ora-
tories and the large civic processions during Holy Week where all the broth-
ers would march two by two through Livorno carrying lit torches. They also 
helped travelers: through August 1657, the Natività supported a young couple 
with a baby who were stranded in Livorno’s quarantine hospital (lazzaretto), 
offering food, clothing, and funds to enable the family to leave.40 

One of the first and largest diasporic groups drawn to Livorno by the 
Medici was the Greeks, who were courted for their mercantile and maritime 
expertise. Some were Catholics moving from Venetian islands that had come 
under Ottoman control, but the range of confessions and internal disputes 
expanded as the community grew. Cosimo I had assigned them the Church 
of S. Jacopo south of the city, but Ferdinando I offered land and loans to al-
low construction of a church inside the walls in 1606 on a street that would 
over time come to feature other churches serving French, Dutch, Portuguese, 
Armenian, and other diasporic communities. The Greek church of the 
Annunciation had an eponymous confraternity established at the encourage-
ment of the Archbishop of Pisa in 1654 to provide a degree of communal 
surveillance after some intense internal disputes around Greek and Latin 
rites; it organized public rituals and mutual assistance and served to main-
tain linguistic and cultural solidarity. Splits in the community would widen 
over the next century as more Greeks arrived from Ottoman lands, and a 
new Greek Orthodox church was finally erected in 1775 dedicated to the SS. 

39 “Ricordi e partiti” (1632–57), Compagnia della Natività di Maria Vergine, ASLi, Confraternite 
266, 1r, 2v, 6v, 10r-v. When hiring friars, confraternities typically alternated between Orders so 
as to avoid falling under the control of any single one: Terpstra, “Confraternities and Mendicant 
Orders,” 1–22.
40 The cost of caring for the family of Giovanni della Croce and providing a sum for travelling 
mounted to 118 lire, and the Natività covered part of this by bringing the family together with 
them in an alms-gathering procession through the city that raised lire 74.7.4. ASLi, Confraternite 
266, 46r.
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Trinità and including within it a separate eponymous confraternità dei Greci 
(confraternity of Greeks).41

Help to travelers and diasporic groups underscores Livorno’s location 
as a port, and another brotherhood that had settled adjacent to the Natività 
made even more of this. A second confraternity dedicated to SSma. Trinità 
but entirely separate from the Greek brotherhood was brought together by 
a Trinitarian friar, Francesco di San Lorenzo, when the Order opened a con-
vent in the Venezia Nuova district. The lay and clerical brothers worked to-
gether to raise funds to ransom Christian slaves in North Africa and then 
bring them to Livorno. On arriving, they might be required to pledge to repay 
the ransom, so that it could be turned around and used to liberate another 
Christian enslaved in North Africa.42 This activity carried on during the time 
when Livorno itself had the largest dormitory for slaves in Italy, or indeed 
Europe. Known as the Bagno, the term also used in Algiers and Tripoli, it 
was built to house both prisoners (forzati) and the enslaved (schiavi) who had 
been purchased or, from the 1590s, captured either in the seizures of ships on 
the Mediterranean, or through coastal raids in North Africa. The population 
within the Bagno was constantly in flux, but through the seventeenth century 
was usually between 2,500–3,000: in 1618 it held 2,172 male schiavi and 994 
forzati.43 The Medici had come to depend on forced labour as they constructed 
nine fortresses along the coast and through the territory, and by century’s end 
the enslaved were also rowing the galleys of the new Medici fleet.44 Livorno’s 
Bagno held Christian slaves, and the Medici regime certainly engaged in 
brokering the redemption and ransoming of slaves from a very early date, 
either by their own labour or through a price extorted from rulers, families, 
or their diasporic communities. Tamar Herzig has carefully pieced together 
a 1610 case where the chief medical officer overseeing the Bagno threatened 
to lodge a group of enslaved Jewish women in the male dormitory – where 
sexual assault would be guaranteed – in order to pressure Livorno’s fledgling 
Jewish community to offer more money and pay it more quickly in order to 

41 Frattarelli Fischer, “Alle radici di una identità composta,” 55–59.
42 So, for example, Giovanni Battista Mandrie of Portoferraia was liberated in 1699 and brought 
on arrival in Livorno to the quarters of the Trinità, where he signed an undertaking to repay 
the 40 pieces of eight that had been raised from the Grand Duke and the Company of the BVM 
Nativita for his redemption. His promise was signed by two guarantors and witnessed by repre-
sentatives of the BVM Natività company, but we have no record of whether the money was ever 
recovered. “Mandati e ricevute” (1654–1778), Compagnia della SS Trinità per il Riscatto degli 
Schiavi, ASLi Confraternite 349, fol E, f. 88 (26 October 1699). 
43 Stefanie Nadalo, “Negotiating Slavery in a tolerant Frontier,” 278, 291–97, 314, n. 37.
44 Walden, “Slave Labor in Grand Ducal Tuscany,” 194–204. Frattarelli Fischer, “Il bagno 
delle galere in ‘terra cristiana,” 79–82. The forts were in Livorno (1534; 1590); Arezzo (1538), 
Portoferraia and Elba (1549–52), Piombino (1552–57), Cortona (1556), Siena (1563), S. Piero a 
Sieve (1569), Belvedere/Firenze (1590–95). 
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ransom them. Bernardetto Buonromei’s extortionist threats triggered angry 
denunciations from Jewish leaders and when he went ahead with his plan 
even Christian colleagues found it repugnant. Despite this outcry Buonromei, 
who may have had a role as well in the Misericordia, was rewarded by Cosimo 
II with even higher public office.45 The local Jewish community was active 
in ransoming enslaved Jews from the Bagno, visiting Protestant merchants 
would do the same for their co-religionists, and Tunisian officials paid to 
liberate Muslim slaves. Yet the funds raised by SS. Trinità were not used to 
liberate the Catholic enslaved who walked the streets of the city and slept in 
desperate conditions a few hundred metres from their oratory.46

If charitable funds were not being used to liberate slaves in Livorno, 
how were they being spent? By the end of the seventeenth century, all the 
city’s larger confraternities had established public dowry funds. Some were 
aimed at the general public and some at the daughters of members. The com-
plex rules for distributing funds make them look as much like a lottery as an 
insurance fund or mutual assistance plan. The S. Giulia confraternity started 
its dowry fund for Livornese girls in 1685, taking applications at four locations 
across the city – at its own Church, at the Collegiata, at the door of a hospital 
in the old city, and at the Trinitarian’s church in Venezia Nuova. After win-
nowing out those not eligible, the company held a public draw. To be eligible, 
girls had to be at least sixteen years old and be able to provide a proof of bap-
tism (fede di battesimo), which was taken as establishing that they were both 
Catholic and legitimate. Girls with special needs were favoured – orphaned, 
abandoned and the poor generally – and the lucky few whose names were 
drawn had two years in which to find a spouse or the dowry would be for-
feited back to S. Giulia’s fund.47 SS. Cosimo & Damiano began its dowry fund 
a few years later in 1687 and adopted an extraordinarily elaborate process that 
emphasized patronage: male and female members signed on to a commit-
ment to donate weekly into the fund, and once a year the names of all who had 
maintained their pledges were put into a bag. Once the company determined 

45 Herzig, “Slavery and Interethnic Sexual Violence,” 194–22. Herzig, “Enslavement, Religion, 
and Cultural Commemoration in Livorno,” 607. Buonromei was ambitious and connected, 
and Ferdinando I had appointed him gonfaloniere of Livorno when declaring it a city in 1606. 
Herzig’s careful account of his career cites Franco Paliaga’s claim that Buonromei was an official 
in the Misericordia, but I have not found his name appearing in lists of the company’s offic-
ers between 1606–1617. Paliaga, “Per ubidire alla sua Serenissima volunta,” 19–36. Ricordi del 
Proveditore (1616–23), Compagnia della Misericordia, ASLi, Spedali Riuniti 105.
46 Enslaved English sailor William Davies gained release from Livorno’s Bagno when a visit-
ing English sea captain paid his ransom. Davies, A True Relation. Giunti, “William Davies 
barber-surgeon.”
47 “Capitoli” (1685), Arciconfraternita del SS. Sacramento e di Santa Giulia, ASLi, Confraternite, 
344, ff. 63–78. This is perhaps the longest and most detailed description of any of Livorno’s dowry 
funds; unfortunately, the deteriorating pages of the ms were reinforced with a transparent archi-
val membrane that renders sections of the text virtually illegible.
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how many dowries the fund could sustain (these were set at twenty-five pieces 
of eight), it called a public draw where a young child drew out that number 
of names. Each of the members drawn could then appoint a girl from a list of 
those eligible – honourable, God-fearing, legitimate, and at least fifteen years 
old – and she would have ten years in which to find a spouse. The company’s 
generosity was made public in processions where the girls marched together 
with their sponsors while wearing a red habit and white veil. 

Was it sustainable? As early as 1691 the company’s minutes describe a 
far simpler and more controlled process by which the outgoing officials nomi-
nated a total of five girls, two of whom were drawn in a lottery that gave them 
a dowry of fifteen ducats cash; they now had two months to find a spouse 
before the funds would be forfeit.48 Many other brotherhoods had smaller 
dowry funds that were not used to recruit new members quite as much as help 
the ones already there. There was a wry turn in how the artillery gunners of 
S. Barbara funded theirs – while many confraternal statutes warned members 
to stay away from taverns and gambling, the brothers of S Barbara took the 
legacy of a Venetian member and bought a tavern in the city centre in 1616, 
which funded annual ten-ducat dowries for the daughters of members.49 

The Medici depended heavily on these confraternities, and supported 
many of them financially, above all with gifts of land, buildings, or funds 
for construction. Duke Cosimo I had granted a chapel to SS. Cosimo and 
Damiano in 1572, and Francesco I had ceded a church to the Capuchins 
where they hosted a brotherhood dedicated to St. Francis. The most generous 
was likely Ferdinando I. The Misericordia had no compunction approach-
ing him for land and funds from the very beginning and gained the gift of 
the large space at the city’s main gate on the road to Pisa. He also gave S. 
Giulia the church next to the Collegiata. Cosimo II gave a house to S. Barbara 
in 1617 as an investment that could fund its activities, while Ferdinando II 
gave the Natività the space it needed to build a church of its own and gave 
S. Omobono the land it needed for a sepulchre in which to bury fee-paying 
sorelle and fratelli.50 Medici generosity should not be divorced from pious in-
tent, but it is worth remembering that Livorno was in the first instance an 
enormous real estate investment in which they personally were among the 

48 The formal process is set out at length and was aimed at helping “figliuole di persone honorate, 
e da bene.” “Capitoli” (1687–1744), Doti di S. Vigilia nella Compagnia di SS. Cosimo e Damiano, 
ASLi, Confraternite, 110, 2r-9v. 90v. The draw was held on 25 March 1691 – New Year’s Day in 
the Florentine calendar, which was not otherwise followed in Livorno – with funds from a legacy 
of Giovanni Martino Salamoni. Two girls were chosen: Margherita di Pietro di Giovanni Visir 
and Alessandra di Domencio Fontanelli.
49 “Ricordi – Estratti di Contratti, Testamenti, Obblighi, Scritture, Censi e Ricordi dela Ven.
da Confraternita di S. Barbara” (1614–1759), ASLi Confraternite 22 Testamento 11 [np] from 
Antonio Castello. 
50 ASLi Confraternite 22, Testamento 7 (1617) [np]. ASLi Confraternite 266, 2v.
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largest, if not the largest, shareholders. Every new or expanded charitable in-
stitution and shrine improved the value of that investment by making the city 
more attractive to the merchants, artisans, and investors who bought building 
plots and built properties for rent or sale. In fact, apart from the Medici, the 
investors who were pouring the most capital into building houses in Livorno 
were other Tuscan religious and charitable institutions, above all the new 
military order of Santo Stefano (which had itself gained the enormous real 
estate portfolio of the former military order of S Iacopo di Altopascio thanks 
to Ferdinando I’s machinations when he was still cardinal) and the Hospital of 
the Ceppo in Prato.51 Confraternity members likely knew this quite well, and 
those of higher social standing like the brothers of both the Misericordia and 
SS. Cosimo & Damiano were skilled at drawing up appeals which promised 
a quid pro quo delivery of social or spiritual services in return for a Grand 
Ducal gifts of property or funds. Offering masses, prayers, meals, and buri-
als was the most common return on ducal investment. The elaborate public 
dowry draws were one way of underlining their contribution to the general 
buon comune (common good), as were the dramatic processions with many 
dozens of uniformed members carrying lit torches, singing and, in the case of 
SS. Cosimo and Damiano, bringing the whole body of their patron S. Vigilia 
around the city. 

Who was it all for? Some Livornese participated in these civic religious 
rituals as Catholics, but not all the city’s residents were of that faith. The city’s 
Jewish population had grown rapidly from 134 in 1601 to 1,723 in 1644–45, 
and then reached 2,397 by 1693.52 The Jewish community had confraterni-
ties, but these served to organize education and charity and had no public 
devotional role. At the beginning of the seventeenth century there were ten 
to twenty times more Muslims than Jews in the city, but by the middle of 
the seventeenth century these two communities were roughly the same size. 
Enslaved Muslims lived in the Bagno; however, from around 1630 they were 
free to travel the streets and earn a living within Livorno during the months 
from November to May when ships were in port. The Bagno had three or four 
prayer rooms for Islamic worship, and officials known as coggias functioned to 
some extent there as imams, but we do not know whether any Islamic broth-
erhoods functioned within it; Catholic authorities seemed more concerned 

51 S. Iacopo di Altopascio was a military order dating to the eleventh century which had been 
formally suppressed by Pius II in 1459, though it in fact continued on and by 1587 had as its 
Protector and Grand Master none other than Cardinal Ferdinando de’Medici. In that year he 
succeeded to the Grand Ducal throne, and persuaded Pope Sixtus V to transfer S. Iacopo’s con-
siderable investments (including extensive real estate holdings in Florence) over to the Order of 
Santo Stefano. Walden and Terpstra, “Who Owned Florence,” 251–253.
52 The Jewish population continued growing to 3,476 in 1738 and peaked at 3,687 in 1758: 
Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 54–56, 71.
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about enslaved Muslims practicing magic.53 The city’s diasporic populations 
practicing varieties of Orthodoxy would come to include Greeks, Armenians, 
Melchites, Maronites, and Druze; while the Greeks did have confraternities, 
we do not know of the others. 

Ringed by walls and surrounded by marshes, Livorno was in Tuscany 
but not of it – a colonial-style frontier town in the heart of Europe.54 The 
Medici had gone out on a limb when offering free public worship to non-
Catholics – papal authorities were apoplectic, arguing that no secular govern-
ment had the right to set the rules for Christian worship. But the Medici, 
and indeed any Italians familiar with the long tradition of confraternal civic 
religion, knew that this argument had been playing out for centuries. The 
Catholic Church was sufficiently divided institutionally that pliant regular 
clergy could almost always be counted on to establish a community. Indeed, 
Livorno had long hosted Augustinians, Dominicans, Franciscans, Capuchins, 
and Carmelites whose convents and monasteries established, sponsored, 
hosted, and collaborated with confraternities. Together these lay and cleri-
cal brothers operated much of the public fabric and practice of Catholicism 
through chapels, charities, and processions in seventeenth-century Livorno, 
much as their forbears had in fifteenth-century Florence, and their collabora-
tions were directed both internally and externally. Some of the most dramatic 
processions, like those in Holy Week, took place over the winter and spring 
months while the galley slaves were still in port. Was the increasing senso-
ry extravagance of their litanies, robes, and torches, and the public charity 
demonstrated by the newly-dowered girls, meant to showcase and celebrate 
the Catholic faith before Muslim slaves, Jewish merchants, and English and 
Dutch Protestant sailors and traders? We know that members of all these 
groups converted in Livorno, with the baptisms of Muslims in particular be-
ing celebrated in enormous festivals in the Collegiata with the Grand Duke 
and Duchess often in attendance. The Misericordia’s S. Barbara infirmary 
for poor women seems to have held aside a few rooms for Jewish or Muslim 
women seeking to convert.55 Publicizing this was a way of countering Curial 
opposition and demonstrating the return on Medici investment in civic reli-
gion, even if the more stage-managed elements may summon up images of 
a Potemkin village, while the image of young girls dressed in red robes and 
white veils that marked their destiny as fertile mothers might seem uncannily 
and uncomfortably current.

53 There were at least four coggias in the Bagno in the 1680s, with the privilege of wearing turbans 
and moving around without chains. The original Bagno plan had no prayer room, but a 1680 let-
ter from the coggias to authorities in Tunis assures them that there are now four. Santus, Il turco 
a Livorno, 50–51, 56–68.
54 Terpstra, “Found and Lost,” 332–33.
55 Marconcini, “La Casa dei Catecumeni di Livorno,” 440, n. 40, citing nineteenth-century anti-
quarian F Pera (1888).
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It was under Cosimo III that conversion efforts stepped up, often led 
by religious orders with a stronger commitment to missionary work. The 
Capuchins moved into quarters within the Bagno in December 1677 to over-
see, preach, nurse, and push for conversions, and in their own account over 
the thirty-eight years from 1678 to 1716 they recorded the conversion or 
return to Catholicism of 115 individuals: forty-six Turkish “moors,” thirty-
four renegades, twenty-four Protestants, seven Jews, two Roma (“zingari”) 
and two unidentified. The Capuchins drew confraternities into their work, 
including having members of the Company of S. Barbara bring the bodies 
of Catholics who had died in the Bagno to a sepulchre in their confrater-
nal church. Converts in the Bagno did not automatically win release from 
enslavement when they took baptism or were restored to the Church.56 The 
Jesuits arrived in 1708 and opened a school together with the confraternity 
of S. Matteo. Dominican friar Angelo Comparini established a confrater-
nity dedicated to the Purificazione di Maria Vergine, l’anime del Purgatorio, 
e la Dottrina di Cristo (1712) and with this programmatic name – and with 
Cosimo III as their Protettore – the lay brothers began the catechetical work 
with non-Christians that the Misericordia had promised a century before to 
Ferdinando I. Soon after, these brothers began carrying out mission work in 
the small church that the confraternity of S. Maria del Suffragio had built in 
the middle of the cemetery a century before. It was a discreet way of circum-
venting Ferdinando I’s promise not to have a House of Conversion in the city, 
a promise finally openly broken by the Lorraine regime in 1750.57 

The openly conversionist work of these religious orders and confrater-
nities together might be taken as demonstrating a fourth stage in confraternal 
development in Livorno that developed under and after Cosimo III’s acces-
sion in 1670. By the end of the regime, with the death of the last Medici Grand 
Duke Gian Gastone in 1737, the family seemed less intent on using civic reli-
gious institutions and forms to preserve the arms-length distance from Rome 
that would allow them to foster a distinctly multi-religious community. The 
changes allow us to evaluate Livorno’s reputation as a place of religious tol-
eration. Francesca Trivellato described the regime put in place by the first 
generations of Medici Grand Dukes as “communitarian cosmopolitanism.” 
Distinct “nations” (particularly Jews, Greeks, and Armenians) were invited to 
settle in Livorno and were given the right to organize themselves, practice lim-
ited public worship, and have a degree of representation in local government 

56 “Relazione quando i Cappuccini furono deputati alla cura spirituale del Bagno e delle galere di 
Livorno. Raccolta dal P. Filippo da Firenze, Pred.e Cap.no (MDCCVI).” For conversions 17-IV-
1678 to 16-IV-1716, 89–113. My thanks to Justine Walden for providing scans of this document.
57 The fraught history is described in Marconcini, “La Casa dei Catecumeni di Livorno,” 439–41. 
The brotherhood had begun as a Rosary confraternity in 1708. ASLi, Inventory 31 – Confraternite 
1599–1785, 37–39. See also Frattarelli Fischer, Vivere fuori dal ghetto, p 248; Frattarelli Fischer, 
“Percorsi di conversion di ebrei nel Livorno,” 147.
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bodies. This was radical in the sixteenth century, but two centuries later it 
had become a straightjacket that kept members of these communities within 
fixed boundaries, and reinforced communal authority structures. Trivellato 
and Francesca Bregoli have both shown that this limited the roles that Jews 
could play in Livorno and that over time it led to the steady decline of the 
Jewish community through the eighteenth century.58 The same might be said 
for the Greek confraternities of the SS Annunziata and the SS Trinità, which 
at a certain level existed to maintain boundaries rather than surmount them.

So we have a paradox. On the one hand, more distinct diasporic groups 
were coming into this international port, with Greek Orthodox, Armenian, 
Maronite, and Melchite churches opening.59 On the other hand, the Jewish 
community was becoming smaller and less vibrant. The Muslim population 
in the Bagno steadily declined after the Medici sold half their fleet in 1647. 
The last of the enslaved were repatriated to Istanbul under a treaty signed in 
1747, with the Bagno effectively closing three years later. Livorno remained 
an international port but was becoming more conventionally Catholic in 
character. There was no shortage of confraternities emerging in this period: 
altar confraternities, Rosary and Holy Sacrament groups, and auxiliary con-
fraternities that religious orders established with dedications to their own 
particular saints such as the Dominican Vincent Ferrer (canonized 1455), 
the Oratorian Filippo Neri (canonized 1622), and the Capuchin Giuseppe da 
Leonessa (canonized 1746). These changes pointed to the new dynamics in 
Livorno’s local religion, shaped less by the religious raison d’état as practiced 
by the Medici dynasty and more by the needs and professional clergy of the 
Church Universal. We might say that it was in the eighteenth century that 
Tridentine Catholicism decisively overtook civic religion in Livorno.

Conclusion: Confraternities, Civic Religion, and Early Modern State 
Building

How do you build a city? Building it physically and economically was one 
thing, but building it socially was another, and in early modern terms this 
inevitably meant building it religiously. The full panoply of confraternal civic 
religion was in operation in Livorno for over a century after Trent. It began 
with Cosimo I, but the most skilled and creative sponsor was Ferdinando I, 
who became secular ruler after two decades as a cardinal, where he had made 
his mark as a Catholic Reformer and demonstrated that the likes of Carlo 
Borromeo and Gabriele Paleotti did not own that brand. Tuscany is unique in 
early modern Europe for having an experienced Prince of the Church become 

58 Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers, 73–74. Bregoli, Mediterranean Enlightenment, 2–14. See 
also Frattarelli Fischer and Villani, “People of Every Mixture,” 93–107; Tazzara, The Free Port of 
Livorno.
59 Ceccoli, Tra Toscana e Medioriente. 
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the ambitious Prince of a State. Cosimo II and Ferdinando II continued pro-
moting confraternal civic religion, and we may mark the coming of Cosimo 
III in 1670 as the point when things begin to shift somewhat, though he too 
was a reformer of sorts. When Pope Innocent XI gave him control over con-
fraternities in 1681, the first thing he did was appoint two superintendents to 
get their books in order, review their accounts annually, and ensure that they 
were keeping accurate financial records stored in on-site archives. His name-
sake Cosimo I would have been proud.60

Livorno was rare, but not without parallels. Early modern rulers built 
numerous new towns, including colonial ports, fortress towns, and planned 
cities, and these offer test cases for comparing how they thought about build-
ing social structures when constructing physical ones. The Medici, and 
Tuscans generally, employed their long experience with civic religious forms 
and institutions, above all confraternities. What made Livorno more compli-
cated than other new towns was that here confraternities were not providing 
spiritual and charitable care in concert with episcopal structures, but in the 
absence of them. The Medici effort to keep Rome at arm’s length expanded 
confraternities’ role and made the regime more willing to patronize and fi-
nancially support the structures and initiatives they were building. 

There was a further complication. What we see in Livorno is not just 
civic religion after Trent, but after republicanism. Studies of medieval and 
Renaissance civic religion emphasize how important the republican context 
was to lay efforts to build and manage the cults, shrines, processions, and 
charitable institutions that built solidarity and identity by summoning broad 
participation, foregrounding locality, and engaging the competitive dynam-
ics between families, professions, and artisanal groups. Republican govern-
ments and lay confraternities had collaborated to provide religious services in 
Florence at times when tensions with Rome ran high, as during the Interdicts 
imposed during the War of Eight Saints (1376–78), after the Pazzi Conspiracy 
(1478–80), and in the more specifically anti-Medicean upheavals of 1511–12 
and 1527–30.61 

In its first century, Livorno had little history, few republican structures, 
and largely transient and diasporic populations. Its competitive dynam-
ics were not only with other lay Catholics, but with varieties of Orthodox 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims. This may be where the Medici experience 
from the mid-fifteenth century in co-opting Florence’s confraternal forms 
and bending civic religion to dynastic purposes was most critical. They had 

60 Each confraternity had to maintain a detailed set of inventories and accounts, gather all of 
these in an on-site archive, and submit accounts for annual review. Pawning of goods was forbid-
den, and financial officers were forbidden from sharing duties or books. “Ricordi/Partiti” (1636–
57), ASLiv Confrat S. Ma Suffragio 156, ff 156r-157r. Terpstra, “Competing Visions of the State 
and Social Welfare,” 1319–1355. 
61 Trexler, The Spiritual Power, 163–86..
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already transformed civic religion into something where clientage was more 
focused, and the lines of patronage were more direct and immediately trans-
actional. Brotherhoods like SS. Cosimo and Damiano and the Misericordia 
recognized and exploited this, as did individuals like Benedetto Buonromei. 
They seem to have recognized that in the particular transactional context of 
seventeenth-century Livorno, it was the Grand Dukes who had the greater 
needs. This gave confraternities more of the kind of leverage that their four-
teenth-, fifteenth-, and sixteenth-century forbears enjoyed. The collaboration 
together was more practical than ideological – Livorno’s intercommunal co-
existence was too frankly exploitative to be interpreted as a form of toleration 
in any but the most limited way. Drawing on Florentine civic religious models 
allowed them to build a Catholic social framework while keeping Tridentine 
ecclesiastical forces at bay. 
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