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Although historians typically describe the state as emerging through a wide
variety of processes and structures such as armies, bureaucracies, and admin-
istrative organizations, this book demonstrates that a crucial but unrecog-
nized component of statebuilding was the management of public speech:
controlling foul language. Ideas about language were deeply embedded
in Venetian political culture. Instead of studying the history of language
through literary, printed texts, Horodowich examines the speech of every-
day people on the streets of Renaissance Venice by looking at their actual
words as recorded in archival documents. By weaving together a variety of
historical sources, including literature, statutes, laws, chronicles, trial testi-
mony, and punitive sentences, Horodowich shows that the Venetian state
constructed a normative language — a language based not only on grammat-
ical correctness, but on standards of politeness, civility, and piety — to protect
and reinforce its civic identity.
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