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Canaletto (Giovanni Antonio  
Canal)
Entrance to the Grand Canal  
from the Molo, Venice  
1742/1744
Oil on canvas | 114.5 x 153.5 cm  
National Gallery of Art, Washington  
D.C.
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Italy and COVID-19



Piazza San Marco (Venice) in March 2020

Photo: Reuters



June 2019

September 2020
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Information from Google, September 7 2020
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Venice and the Bubonic Plague (Black Death)  
in the Seventeenth Century



Venice and the Bubonic Plague:
What is the plague? And how bad was it in the seventeenth century?



Yersinia pestis (bacterium) lives in  
infected rodents. Fleas
(Zenopsylla cheopis) living on those  
rodents can then pass that  
bacterium on to humans.

That bacterium in the human body  
then causes the plague.  
(disease; bubonic; bubo; lymph  
node)

Credit:
Science Artwork/Science Source

NPR/ Robert Hooke, Micrographia(London  
1665)



Jacopo Tintoretto
St. Roch Healing Plague Victims
1549
oil on canvas | 48.9 x 117.5 cm(?)
Choir, Church of San Rocco (St. Roch), Venice



Jacopo Tintoretto
Detail of St. Roch Healing Plague Victims
1549
oil on canvas | 48.9 x 117.5 cm(?)
Choir, Church of San Rocco (St. Roch), Venice





Josse Lieferinxe

St. Sebastian Interceding for the Plague  
Stricken
1497 – 99
Oil on wood | 81.8 x 55.4 cm

The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore



Venice and the Bubonic Plague:  
The Venetians in Particular





1348

Fifteenth century

Sixteenth and  
seventeenth  
centuries

First outbreak of the bubonic plague in  
western Europe

Outbreaks of the plague roughly once per  
decade

Outbreaks continue and are less frequent  
but larger in scale

Bubonic Plague in Venice



Adriatic Sea

mainland (terra ferma)

Venice (and surrounding islands)



1630 – 31 outbreak
of the bubonic  
plague in Venice

• 46,490 deaths out of a
population of c. 141,625*
(about 33% of the  
population in one year)

• An equivalent death rate in
New York City today would
involve the deaths of close  
to 3 million people

Source:
Jane Stevens Crawshaw,, Plague Hospitals: Public  
Health for the City in Early odern Venice (Burlington,  
VT: Ashgate, 2012), 10.

Photo: Libro di Morti recording 260 deaths in Venice  
on 3 August 1564 (Archivio di Stato, Venice)



(an aside on the Venetians, power, and record keeping)



• Strong emphasis on stability in government and on ensuring the  
persistence of the Venetian Republic (1297 – 1797)

• Balance in Venice between control and permissiveness
• As in the rest of early modern Italy, structure and record-keeping was  

one of the central mechanisms



Venice and the Bubonic Plague:
1. containment/quarantine



Venetian Senate document creating the Lazzaretto Nuovo, July 18, 1468

Photo: Archivio di Stato, Venice



Lazzaretto Nuovo (New Plague Hospital)

Lazzaretto Vecchio (Old Plague Hospital)



Lazzaretto Vecchio

Photos: lazzarettiveneziani.it

Lazzaretto Nuovo



John Howard
Venice. Ground Plan of the Old Lazaretto
Late eighteenth century
n.a. | n.a.
Wellcome Collection, London

Photo: Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)

Giuseppe Filosi(?)
Isola del Lazaretto Vecchio
Eighteenth century
ink on paper | width 126 mm  
Museo Correr, Venice

Francesco Guardi
The Island of Lazzaretto Vecchio
Late eighteenth/early nineteenth century
Oil on panel | 17.3 x 24.4 cm.
Private Collection (sold at auction, Christie’s (New York) 31 October 2017)





Credit: Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)

Adam Elsheimer
St. Elizabeth of Hungary bringing food to
a patient in a hospital in Marburg,
Germany  
c. 1598
Oil on copper | 27.8 x W 20 cm  
Wellcome Collection, London





Francesco Guardi
The Island of Lazzaretto  
Vecchio
Late eighteenth/early
nineteenth century
Oil on panel | 17.3 x 24.4 cm.  
Private Collection (sold at auction,
Christie’s (New York) 31 October 2017)



Giacomo Guardi  
Lazzaretto Nuovo  
Late eighteenth/early  
nineteenth century
Oil on panel | 16.5 x 23 cm  
Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest

• Photo

Photo: Museum of Fine Arts,  
Budapest



Venice and the Bubonic Plague:
2. gratitude and thanksgiving



Baldassare Longhena  
Santa Maria della Salute  
Consecrated 1681
Venice

Photo: Murray Foubister / CC BY-SA
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Redentore (Church of the Redeemer)

Santa Maria della Salute  
(St. Mary of Health)

Piazza San Marco and Doge’s Palace  
(seat of government and religion)



Rialto (market and trade)



Photo by @canmandawe on Unsplash



Photo (L): Basilica Santa Maria della Salute Photos (C and R): RuudTeggelaar

Giusto Le Cort
Queen of Heaven (Mary) Expelling the Plague
1679
Marble | height not available  
Santa Maria della Salute, Venice
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Canaletto (Giovanni  
Antonio Canal)  
Entrance to the Grand  
Canal from the Molo,  
Venice
1742/1744
Oil on canvas | 114.5 x 153.5 cm  
National Gallery of Art,  
Washington D.C.

Photo: National Gallery of Art



Books

Crawshaw, Jane Stevens. Plague Hospitals: public health for the city in early modern Venice. London: 
Ashgate, 2012.

Henderson, John. Florence Under Siege: Surviving Plague in an Early Modern City. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2019.

Boeckl, Christine M. Images of Plague and Pestilence: Iconography and Iconology. Sixteenth Century Essays 
and Studies. Kirksville MO: Truman State University Press, 2001.

Website

• Venetian Lazzaretti (once you enter, you can select “English” in the upper right)

Videos and Audio

• Jane Stevens Crawshaw, “Fight Against the Plague in Early Modern Europe” (audio)

• John Henderson, “Religion, Medicine and Art in the Time of Plague: Florence 1630 – 33” (video)

• Alessandra Schiavon and Giovanni Caniato, Peste e Lazzaretti (Plague and Plague Hospitals) (in Italian but you 
can see pictures of the documents) (video)

http://lazzarettiveneziani.it/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-iXHnhKMZKw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ARKtlmrXEU
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