
Dear Club Members,  

It ’s 380 years since the birth of Elena Cornaro Piscopia, she was born on June 5, 1646, in the city 
of Venice. She was the daughter of a noble Venetian family and grew up in an environment that 
encouraged learning. She was the third child of Gianbattista Cornaro-Piscopia, a member of the 
Cornaro family; and his mistress Zanetta Boni. Her mother was a commoner and her parents were 
not married at the time of her birth. In 1664, Elena’s father was chosen to become Over-Procurator 
of Saint Mark, the treasurer of St Mark's Basilica, a coveted position among Venetian nobility. That 
made Gianbattista second only to the Doge of Venice in terms of precedence.. Her father tried to 
arrange betrothals for her several times, but she rebuffed each man's advances. 

From an early age, Elena demonstrated extraordinary intellectual abilities. She mastered several 
languages, including Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Spanish, French, and Arabic. 
Her education extended beyond languages. She studied mathematics, philosophy, astronomy, 
theology, and music. At a time when women were rarely allowed formal academic opportunities, 
her scholarly accomplishments attracted admiration throughout Europe. As a child she became 
famous for her translation of the Spanish book Colloquy of Christ.  

Elena chose a life devoted to study rather than marriage. Deeply religious, she became 
associated with the Benedictine order while continuing her academic pursuits. Her reputation as a 
philosopher and linguist grew steadily, and she often participated in intellectual discussions with 
leading scholars of her era. 
Her father, recognising her exceptional talents, sought to have her awarded a doctorate in 
theology from the prestigious University of Padua. However, church authorities objected because 
she was a woman. Instead, the university agreed to examine her in philosophy. Her doctoral 
examination attracted such large scale public interest that it had to be moved to the larger 
venue of the Padua Cathedral. After talking for an hour about Aristotle in Latin she was 
immediately granted the degree, without the usual vote.  

This achievement, on 25th June 1678 made her the first woman known to have earned a doctoral 
degree from a university. The event attracted widespread attention and demonstrated that 
intellectual excellence was not limited by gender. Despite this her achievement didn’t open doors 
for women, when a second female student applied to take the doctoral examination the university 
changed its rules to ban women. It wasn’t until 1732 that a second woman received her degree.  

After receiving her doctorate, Elena continued her scholarly work, focusing on philosophy, 
mathematics, and religious studies. She remained dedicated to learning and teaching, although 
she never held a formal university position. 
Her life was relatively short. She died on July 26, 1684, at the age of thirty-eight of tuberculosis. 
Despite her brief career, her influence endured long after her death. 
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Your fibre is inspired by Venice and Piscopia’s surname, that strong connection to the sea, water 
and of course, fish! I’ve also snuck in a little Italian luxury, Italian textiles are world famous, especially 
their cashmere, so you’ve got a touch of Cashgora. Cashgora goats are produced by crossing 
angora goats (mohair) and cashmere-producing goats. This fibre has the best of both breeds: 
staple length (40-60mm) and shine from angora with the softness of cashmere, 19-21 microns.  

Happy Spinning 

Katie 

Fibre Content- In case your parcel is missing the label 
63% Merino 
13% Cashgora 
24% Tussah Silk 

Further Reading/Watching- 

Piscopia’s life and legacy 
https://herhalfofhistory.com/2026/03/26/elena-cornaro-piscopia-first-woman-with-a-university-
degree-ep-16-7/ 

https://scientificwomen.net/women/piscopia-elena-79 

https://herhalfofhistory.com/2026/03/26/elena-cornaro-piscopia-first-woman-with-a-university-degree-ep-16-7/
https://herhalfofhistory.com/2026/03/26/elena-cornaro-piscopia-first-woman-with-a-university-degree-ep-16-7/
https://scientificwomen.net/women/piscopia-elena-79

