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Born in Portugal 1590 also known by

her Christianised name of Beatriz De
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INTRODUCTION

Beatrice Nasi, who would come to be known as Dofia Gracia, one of the wealthiest women of Renaissance Eurol:)e.

Dona Gracia Nasi was a Jewish woman who lived cluring the 16th century and was known for her business acumen,

Philantlﬂropg, and her support for the Jewish community. Her life is a testament to the resilience of the Jewish People during a

time of great Persecution, and her story continues to insl:)ire People around the world.

She was born 1510 in Portugal, her mother was of the noble Familg of Benveniste from Castile & Aragon, who had fled from
Spain in 1492 escaping the SPanis]ﬂ lnquisition. However, theg were Forcib!g—-baptisecl in 1497 and she was named Beatriz de

| una Miques. Her name Gracia is SPanish for the Hebrew Hannah which means Grace.

During her hugelg successful business career, she worked tireless|9 to find a sate Place for Jews, setting up an undergrouncl
network to help Jews leave Portugal, Possiblg helping some of my own ancestors, as my father’s great grandmcather was called

David Roclriguez and we can trace the 1Cami|9 heritage all the way back to Braganca Portugal and |ea\/ing in 16th Century to
Amsterdam, before moving to Englancl in 19th Century.

Dona Gracia would later move her Familg to Antwerl:), Venive elrarn and ﬁna”g Constantinoplej where she assumed a role of

leac‘ership in the Sel:)harcli world of the Ottoman Empire.

R AR A LB NI » e At A o Yo S NI SIS DN e oSkl il e I e - Tem— A 22 .
R N AR




* | ISBON

® 1528 she married her uncle Francisco Mendes in the great cathedral of Lisbon and then had a Private Jewish weclcling with the signing
of the Ketubah.

* Francisco Mendes also a Converso/Morano from the Benveniste Familg had built up a very successful business with his younger
brother Diogo Mendes, trading in Pepper and Precious stones. Diogo moved to Antwerl:) and started an iml:)ortant banking
Establishment with their relatives the Benveniste’s which would become one of the |eacling banking and Finance clgnasty’s of Europe.

* |n 1538 her husband Francisco Mendes died and split his wealth between Gracia and his brother Diogo. At the same time Pol:)e Paul 11]

had ordered the Portuguese lnquisi’tion and ?earing for her sagety Dona Gracia left Portugal with her claughter Ana and sister Brianda
tojoin Diogo N Antwerp.

» Gracia invested her wealth into the ?amily business and also helped arrange for her sister to marry Diogo. However in 1542 Diogo died

and left his share of the business emPire to Gracia and her daughter Ana, much to the clismag of her sister Brianda.

» Now in total control of this enormous Weal‘m, it enabled her to influence Kings and Po[:)es to help Protect her fellow conversos as-well

as ﬁnancing her escape network. This escape network involved hidiﬂg conversos on her 5Pice tracling ships from Lisbon via
SOuthamPton and on to Antwerp. From Antwerp the Familg WOUICl give them money and transport across the AIPS to Venice and then
on to the Ottoman Empire (Greece/ Turkeg). At that time the Ottoman Empire under the Muslim Turks welcomed Jews to their lands.

» Under Dona Gracia the business dealt with many clignitaries, inclucling Henry VIII, Henry Il of France, Holg Roman Emperor Charles Vv
and Pol:)es Paul Il & IV
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“Before there was the House of Rothschild there was the House of

Mendes and at its head was .... A women”

Andree Aelion
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ANTWERP 1538-1544

During her time in Antwerp, she had to fend oft many aggressive attempts by various
&

monarchs to marry her claughter which would have meant a large Por’cion of the Familg

wealth WOUlCl have been lost due to it Deing under control of the new husband. She

resisted all attempts which often Put her in Personal clanger.

AﬂtWCrP was Stl” Ul"lCle' Spanish FU|€ ancl S|’1€ hacl to make a large bf’ib@ PIUS an

enormous loan to Charles V olg Roman ‘Eml:)ire to quasl’n a charge of cryptojuclaizing

against her deceased husband.

|

‘F‘earing further attempts to confiscate her wealt’lj she was able to organise the Familg’s

‘qight to Venice in 1544 Angerecl ]:)3 the Familg’s Fight Charles v Placec‘ an embargo on

both the Propertg and debts owed to them. It requirecl skilful negotiation bg her nephew
JosePH Nasi (1524--1579) to arrive at a settlement.




o VENICE 1544-49

+ |nVenice tlﬁeg took up residence on the Grand Canal, maintaining a Catholic facade for strategjc reasons

and self interest as the Jews of Venice were confined to the crowded Ghetto.

* UnFortunatelg, a clispute broke out with her sister Brianda over who should control her inheritance, and
she exPosecl Gracia as a Jew. She was arrested, put in Prison and her assets frozen. The Venetian
Tribunal ruled that half the Mendez fortune was to be handed over to the Public treasurer until her niece
(Brianda’s Glaughter) was 18.

s However, her nephew Joseph Nasri, again came to the rescue. He was now living in Turkey and had
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become a minister to Suleiman the Magniﬁcent, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. Using his influence the

Sultan was onlg to glacl for an excuse to start trouble with the compe‘cing Venetian Traders. His Govt sent

a special envoy to Venice to rec]uest the release of Gracia. After two years of negotiation and threats of

war, theg agreecﬂ to release her-..

» To avoid the Venetian ruling Dona Gracia left Venice to the nearbg state of Ferrara, where the Duke of

Este agreecl the terms of Diogo’s will, so the wealth could move to his city.




Ferrara 1549-155%

In Ferrara, Beatriz, for the first time in her lhce) was able to o]:)enlg Practice Judaism

in a distineuished Sephardi Community and in a city that recognised her rights.
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She chose the Hebrew name Nasi instead of her own | atin/ Jewish name

Benveniste and she became known as Dona Gracia Nasi.

She also he Pecl finance the Ferrara Bible and Consolations Tribulations of Israel.

Both Pub!is‘wed il s

However the move dlcl not end the quarrel between her and her sister over the
inheritance. She brieﬂg went with her sister back to Venice. There a visiting Turkish

ambassador mediated and agreement was settled in the Venetian Senate.
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* CONSTANTINOPLE 15551569

o After the settlement she moved with her ciaugnter and a |arge entourage to Constantinople (now lstanbul) . where she

later arrangeci ]COT' i‘ICT’ ciaugiwter Ana to marrg i‘]Cl’ i‘]US]Z)aﬂCl)S ﬂ@PhCW JOSCPh Nasi WhO haCl i‘lClPCCl ner SO mUCh..

+ This move was timelg as the Poiitical atmospnere in Counter-Reformation talg became hostile. The Port of Ancona was

a Place where ex-conversos had lived oPen|9 as Practicing Jews, as it was protected from lnquisition i:)g Papal consent,

to encourage trade with the Ottoman Empire.

* 101555 a new Pol:)e Paul IV, suolcienlg initiated inquisition and the entire communitg Was Piaced under arrest. Dona Gracia
Persuacleci the Sultan to try and intervene but to no avail and 24 conversos were sent for Execution by burning at the
stake. In response Dona Grazia organisecl a trade embargo) one of the rare acts of organisecl Jewish resistance to

Persecution. Untortunateiﬂ the bogcott i:)itterlg divided the Ottoman Jewish Rabbis and it fizzled out.

» The Conversos often divided the local Jewish community, as some were not nappg tiieg stayeci and converted. To

combat this Prejuciice Dona Gracia oPenecJ her own Synagogues in Istanbul (still stancling) and Salonica (Greece).

* [N 1558 she was grantecl a |ong term lease in Tiberius in Galilee bg the Sultan. Her aim was to make Tiberius into a major

new centre of Jewish Settlement, trade and learning. One of the earliest attempts at a modern Zionist movement.

» Dona Gracia Mendes Nasi. Died in 1569
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*» SUMMARY

+ Dona Gracia Mendes Nasi, was a remarkable woman whose life and

ac:c:oml:)hshments continue to inspire People toclag. Despite Facing

Persecution and acl\/ersitg, she was able to build a successtul business,

suPPor’c the Jewish communitg and help those in need. Her legacy serves

as a reminder of the resilience and strength of the Jewish People and her

storg IS af importa

t Part of Jewish Historg. 159 studging her life and

accomplishments |
P

nave gainecl a greater aPPreciation for the contribution

of women and the role of business in Jewish Historg and how another

PCT’SOI"I WhO has mg HCbFCW Nnamc may have l’WClPCCl mg ancestors CSCBPC

Persecution which has cursed Jewish People for thousands of years.
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