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Terminology: 

Bailo:  The resident ambassador in Constantinople responsible for the expat Venetian merchant 
community and facilitating diplomacy, and sometimes, espionage with the Sublime Porte. 

Council of Ten*:  The special executive council for secret affairs and state security; elected by 
the Great Council, it was composed of seventeen men including the doge.   

Doge*:   The head of state and supreme magistrate, elected for life by a committee of forty-one 
men drawn from the Great Council; as the central figure of the Signoria, he presided over the 
Great Council, and, along with the Signoria, he sat with the Collegio in the Senate. 

Ducat:  Venetian currency 

Galley:  Medieval and Early Modern warship, which employed one deck of rowers for speed 
during battle.  It sat low in the water and usually did not sail continuously in the open sea without 
stopping into ports.   

Gerontocracy:   Government based on the rule of the elderly. 

Great Council*:  The sovereign assembly of the Republic of Venice, made up of all male 
patricians over the age of 25; it elected most officials, voted on legislation dealing offices and 
administration and occasionally acted as a court. 

Patrician:  One of the politically enfranchised citizens of the Venetian aristocracy who was a 
member of one of the family clans recorded in the Golden Book dating back to 1297. 

Plutocracy:   Government based on the rule of the wealthy within a civic body. 

Podestà:  City governors and arbiters of justice.  In the Venetian context they were appointed by 
the Great Council to the cities of the Terraferma. 

Popolo:  Italian for “people.”  Referring in the Venetian context to the masses of disenfranchised 
commoners 

Senate*:  The central council of debate and decision in the Venetian Republic.  It was composed 
of about 140 magistrates who were elected for one year at a time, though it was common for 
senators to sit for many consecutive years. 

Serenissima:  Literally means “Most Serene,” and was used as a name for the sovereign republic 
of Venice. 

Signoria*:  The ducal council, which ceremonially represented the Republic. 

Stato da Mar:  Venetian maritime territories throughout the Mediterranean.  

Sublime Porte:  Name referring to the central government of the Ottoman Empire. 

Terraferma:  Mainland Venetian territories in Northern Italy. 

*		From	Robert	Finlay’s	glossary	in	Politics	of	Renaissance	Venice.	
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Place Names: 

Anatolia: Westernmost protrusion of the Asian continent, today making up the majority of the 
Republic of Turkey. 

Candia: The modern Greek island of Crete 

Dalmatia: The Balkan seacoast on the Adriatic across from Italy, today making up littoral 
Croatia. 

Morea: Medieval and Early modern name of the Peloponnese. 

Negroponte:  Most often called Euboea, the second largest of the islands in the modern Greek 
state, north of Athens. 

Trau: The modern Croatian city of Trogir  

Zara: The modern Croatian city of Zadar 

Isthmus of Corinth: a four-mile-wide strip of land flanked on both sides by the sea, which 
connects the Morea to Attica and the rest of mainland Greece. 

Gulf of Corinth:  Body of water east of the Isthmus of Corinth separating the Morea from the 
rest of mainland Greece. 

Apulia: The region of Southeastern Italy described most simply as the heel of the boot. 

 

 

DOGES OF VENICE FROM ENRICO DANDOLO TO ANDREA GRITTI 

 

12th century 
Enrico Dandolo (1192–1205)  
 
13th century  
Pietro Ziani (1205–1229)  
Jacopo Tiepolo (1229–1249)  
Marino Morosini (1249–1252)  
Reniero Zeno (1252–1268)  
Lorenzo Tiepolo (1268–1275)  
Jacopo Contarini (1275–1280)  
Giovanni Dandolo (1280–1289)  
Pietro Gradenigo (1289–1311)  
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14th century 
Marino Zorzi (1311–1312)  
Giovanni Soranzo (1312–1328) 
Francesco Dandolo (1328–1339) 
Bartolomeo Gradenigo (1339–1342) 
Andrea Dandolo (1342–1354) 
Marino Faliero (1354–1355) – convicted of treason and executed  
Giovanni Gradenigo (1355–1356) 
Giovanni Dolfin (1356–1361) 
Lorenzo Celsi (1361–1365) 
Marco Cornaro (1365–1367) 
Andrea Contarini (1367–1382) 
Michele Morosini (1382–1382)  
Antonio Venier (1382–1400)  
Michele Steno (1400–1413) 
 
15th century  
Tommaso Mocenigo (1413–1423) 
Francesco Foscari (1423–1457) – forced to abdicate by the Council of Ten  
Pasquale Malipiero (1457–1462)  
Cristoforo Moro (1462–1471)  
Nicolò Tron (1471–1473)  
Nicolò Marcello (1473–1474) 
Pietro Mocenigo (1474–1476) 
Andrea Vendramin (1476–1478) 
Giovanni Mocenigo (1478–1485) 
Marco Barbarigo (1485–1486) 
Agostino Barbarigo (1486–1501)  
 
16th century  
 Leonardo Loredan (1501–1521) 
Antonio Grimani (1521–1523) 
Andrea Gritti (1523–1538) 
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Introduction 

 It was in the second half of the fifteenth century, after generations of expansion across 

Northern Italy and the Mediterranean Sea, that the Republic of Venice reached the apex of its 

power.  From Lombardy on the fringe of the Terraferma to the distant island of Cyprus, the Lion 

of St. Mark stood proud over an archipelago empire, dominating the Eastern Mediterranean.  The 

city of Venice itself was a thriving Mediterranean entrepôt connecting Europe to the wealth of 

the Middle East and the Indian Ocean.  By 1400, the city of Venice alone boasted a population of 

200,000, with 38,000 seamen to man her vast fleets of some 3,000 merchant and military 

vessels.1  Pero Tafur, a Spanish diplomat, who travelled the Eastern Mediterranean between 

1436-1439 described Venice as a city full of “many remarkable and delightful things.  Where 

every hour there came news from all countries of the world, with the immensity of seaborn 

traffic.”2  And though Florence was at the center of the Renaissance that was sweeping the 

peninsula, Venice was very much still a part of the artistic, philosophical, and architectural 

rebirth thanks in part to their vast wealth and extensive connections with the Greek world.  

Through the fifteenth and into the sixteenth century, the island capital of the most serene republic 

was undoubtably “the richest, most powerful, and most populous Italian city.”3  

 

	
1 E. B. Potter, Roger Fredland, and Henry Hitch Adams, Sea Power : a Naval History, (Annapolis, Md, Naval 
Institute Press, 1981). 
2 Pero Tafur, Pero Tafur Travels and Adventures 1435-1439, translated by Malcolm Letts, (New York, Harper & 
Brothers, 1926), 47. 
3 Sidney Freedberg, Painting in Italy, 1500-1600, (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1993), 123. 
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Figure 0.1.  The Venetian Terraferma. [Wikipedia commons] 

 

 Yet, this Venetian golden age has also been characterized by historians as the beginning 

of the end for the republic as a major power in the Mediterranean arena.  From 1453 onward the 

Venetians would see their ancient colonies of the Stato da Mar slowly chipped away by the 

Ottoman Empire.  The shifting patterns of world commerce across the Atlantic Ocean and the 

rise of large centralized empires are most often pointed out as reasons for Venetian decline, but 

this picture is incomplete.4 

	
4 For broader surveys on the trajectory of Venetian decline in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries see: 
David S. Chambers, The Imperial Age of Venice, 1380-1580 (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1971); 
Roger Crowley, City of Fortune: How Venice Won and Lost a Naval Empire, (London, UK: Faber and Faber, 2011), 
p. 154-380;  James D. Tracy, Balkan Wars: Habsburg Croatia, Ottoman Bosnia, and Venetian Dalmatia, 1499 – 
1617 (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2016).   
On Venetian decline relative to the sixteenth century Habsburg conglomerates of Charles V and Philip II see: Phillip 
Williams, Empire and Holy War in the Mediterranean: the Galley and Maritime Conflict Between the Habsburgs 
and Ottomans, (London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2014). 
On changing patterns of finance and trade in the Mediterranean during the Age of Exploration see: Brian Pullman, 
ed., Crisis and Change in the Venetian Economy in the sixteenth and 17th Centuries, (London, UK: Methuen & Co., 
Ltd., 1968). 
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The fifteenth and early sixteenth century Venetians’ capacity to muster resources and 

manpower particularly at sea was on par with that of the Ottomans and, if utilized correctly, 

more than enough defend their scattered empire from foreign aggression.  While it quickly 

became clear that the Ottoman army did outclass the lightweight Venetian land forces, the 

republic’s naval, economic, administrative, and industrial capabilities were more than a match 

for the transcontinental Turkish Sultanate throughout the fifteenth century.  This study will 

endeavor to show that it was an institutional deficit in military and political leadership that lead 

to Venice’s defeats at the hands of her larger neighbor between 1453-1503.  This critical deficit 

was brought about by abuses and malignant traditions endemic to the plutocratic and 

gerontocratic republican system that governed Venice with otherwise remarkable stability for 

over a millennium.  Even as the Ottomans battered down the shields of Christendom in the 

Balkans: Serbia, Wallachia, Hungary, and Albania, the Turks rightly feared the far-reaching 

power of the Venetian Navy.  This grudging respect for Venetian power was reflected in the 

Sublime Porte’s policy of cooperation, unique among Ottoman dealings with immediate 

neighbors.   

This paper will examine three different sets of conflicts in Venetian history starting with 

the establishment of the Venetian specula principum, or mirror of princes providing a model for 

civic virtue, during Venice’s period of empire building in the Late Middle Ages.  This will 

establish a foundational knowledge of the Venetian patriciate’s relationship with the empire their 

forefathers built before we examine the state of the republic at the final Siege of Constantinople 

in 1453.   The ensuing diplomatic accords struck between the Sultan and the republic after the 

Turkish conquest would be a model for Venetian-Ottoman relations for the next four centuries.  

The second chapter will assess the balance of power between Venice and the Ottomans in their 
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first major war from 1463-1479 and delve deeper into problems of gerontocracy and corruption 

in the Venetian republican system.   The Third Chapter will study the Venetian defeat in the 

Second Ottoman-Venetian War (1499-1503), the corruption that allowed such a humiliation, and 

its consequences for the Serenissima going forward.   

In each of these chapters we will be honing the scope of the study to Ottoman foreign 

posturing and balance of power relative to Venice; the performance and background of Venetian 

forces in the field; and the internal workings of the Venetian state in dealing with military and 

civil appointments, surrounding external crises.  How did Venice fall behind its rivals and lose 

its once dominant position as the foremost naval power in the Mediterranean?   

To answer this question several key primary resources covering this fifty-year period will 

need to be consulted.  Most of the sources for this study come from Venetian archives, diarists, 

and chroniclers presented in either modern Italian or English.  There are accounts from 

Spaniards, Germans, Dalmatian Italians, Greeks, Florentines, and Genoese as well, but the reality 

is that this thesis does not examine much of the history from the perspective of Turkish primary 

sources.  An expanded look at subjects discussed in the following chapters would certainly 

benefit in the future from more French, German, and Ottoman-Turkish documents. 

The Golden Age of Venice has also been covered extensively by modern historians of the 

past several decades, with numerous scholarly and popular works tracing the dramatic rise and 

fall of the seaborne city-state.  This thesis paper is an attempt to connect various elements of 

Mediterranean historiography and reorient the discussion of Venetian decline towards a more 

human level than the monolithic geographic and socioeconomic macro-themes popular since 

Fernand Braudel’s 1949 classic, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 

Philip II.  The Mediterranean Basin is one of the most, if not the most, complex regions on the 
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face of the Earth.  For historians to tell a complete story of any of the peoples clinging to that 

ancient sea’s rocky shores it is terribly difficult to restrain the scope of the study.  Thus, the 

conception of the Mediterranean as a living expanse connecting various different cultures and 

peoples has proved an enduring viewpoint for historians of the Mare Nostrum.  

The history of Venice as an independent actor in the corpus of Mediterranean History 

rarely goes beyond the fifteenth century as the island republic is swept up in the tempests of her 

larger neighbors.  The historiography of the Mediterranean is transformed from the domain of 

the merchant republics and crusaders to the chessboard of global empires.  Even historians 

focusing predominantly on the economic and political layers of the period stress the great, titanic 

wars between the Catholic and Muslim Empires; colossuses which had long ago outgrown their 

ancestors’ aged tub, trashing about in the tepid bathwater of the dying Mediterranean.5  Far too 

often the Venetians are simply bundled into the Hapsburg or Papal-led coalitions against the 

Turks as an afterthought.6  The limits of their power assumed, their slow demise taken for 

granted as the unavoidable consequence of growing empires and changing patterns of trade.  

It would not be fair to argue that there is a scarcity of more concentrated work on 

Renaissance Venice.  There is a preponderance of literature, popular and scholarly, on Venetian 

art, mercantile affairs, family culture, politics, and all so many other areas of interest within the 

	
5 For a recent work on the Early Modern wars between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs see: Philip Williams, 
Empire and Holy War in the Mediterranean: The Galley and Maritime Conflict between the Habsburgs and the 
Ottomans, (London, UK: I.B. Tarius & Co. Ltd, 2014).  
See the Works of Frederic C. Lane for extensive studies on the largescale economic history of Venice. 
6 On the Papacy see: Kenneth Setton, The Papacy and the Levant, 1204 – 1571 (Philadelphia, PA: American 
Philosophical Society, 1976).   Setton’s work is an incredibly detailed guide of the period of Venetian domination of 
the seas.  The Papacy and the Levant naturally focuses on the way that the Pope and the Catholic Church interacted 
with the Orthodox and Muslim East, but it remains a stellar account of period in question full of primary sources and 
footnotes on Venice and the Catholic powers of the age.  Setton remained chiefly concerned with the international 
affairs between states and while he does mention almost every military action to some degree, he is not as concerned 
with the minutiae of battles than he is with overarching diplomatic efforts and the religious fault lines across 
Southeast Europe and the Roman Lake. 
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vibrant city-state.  Yet, these more domestic features of Venetian culture are usually 

characterized as dependent elements, changing and shifting at the whims and fortunes of the 

outside world, whether they be wars, colonization, or technological advances.   To truly grasp the 

decline of Venice, it is necessary to reverse this train of thought.  What internal factors of 

Venetian society allowed for such damning vulnerabilities to develop even as the city-state 

reached the height of its power?  Still as with much of the literature on Renaissance Venice, the 

focus in almost all of these books and articles remains the mid sixteenth century onward.7   

Another strain of literature that needs to be brought into discussion for this thesis is that 

of military history, particularly that surrounding galley warfare.  The period covered in this thesis 

is at the tail end of a 2,000-year period in which the galley ruled the waves.  The advent of the 

blue water navies of Atlantic powers such as Spain, Holland, Britain, and eventually the United 

States forever changed the means of war on the high seas.  This major shift in warfighting has 

made the sixteenth century Mediterranean a key area of study for military historians and kept up 

popular interest as well.  Understanding the more intricate, and sometimes neglected, details of 

galley warfare are of the utmost importance to understanding the broader decline of Venetian 

maritime power in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries described in aforementioned works.  

Mahanian doctrine as laid out in The Influence of Sea Power on History, 1660-1783 is almost 

wholly incompatible with the nature of galley warfare as it existed in the Renaissance, and the 

	
7 On Venetian mercantile affairs see: Pullman, ed., Crisis and Change in the Venetian Economy; as well as Eric 
Dursteler, Venetians in Constantinople: Nation, Identiy, and Coexistence in the Early Modern Mediterranean, 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), for a more detailed study of the Venetian merchant 
community abroad in Ottoman territory.   
On Venetian politics see: Finlay, Politics of Renaissance Venice.  Finlay gives an incredibly dedicated look into the 
inner workings of Venetian politics surrounding the crises of the turn of the sixteenth century and the Italian Wars.  
A number of his chapters are dedicated to issues relevant to the atrophy of military leadership relative to rival 
powers.   
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work of Mediterranean military historians such as John F. Guilmartin can help elucidate the 

stakes of the Ottoman-Venetian wars of the late fifteenth century.   

Popular histories of Venice also tend to spend more time on the bloodletting and battles 

in their long surveys of the city-state’s history.  Roger Crowley’s How Venice Won and Lost a 

Naval Empire, for example goes into remarkable detail on the various battles between the 

Venetians and Ottomans in their first two wars, which are often neglected by academics who 

place little importance on these relatively minor naval actions.8  Such books often cover an 

impossibly long periods of time, yet these chapters dedicated to the military actions of the 

fifteenth century are rare gems of literature oft marginalized by the more famous wars against 

Hayreddin Barbarossa or major decisive battles such as Lepanto.9   

While reading these primary sources and modern military histories about the series of 

Venetian defeats at the hands of the Turks from 1453 – 1503, a recurring, fatal flaw in Venice’s 

wars becomes startlingly clear: the lack of confident, healthy, or experienced leadership in the 

field.  Discussing the battles or the politics of Renaissance Venice is not what sets this study 

apart.   It is the attempt to answer the question: How did inexperienced or unqualified Venetian 

patricians so often find themselves at the helm of Venice’s highly advanced war machine?  What 

institutional flaws or systems of Venetian government permitted this to go on again and again at 

the cost of the Stato da Màr?   

To answer these questions, I intend follow a hybrid approach wherein we will examine 

Venetian decline by looking at consequential moments in which her political for military 

leadership failed to act decisively to stop the Turkish advance across the Eastern Mediterranean. 

	
8 Setton, The Papacy and the Levant, III.518.  For instance, Setton writing about the Turkish wars from the Roman 
perspective, delegates the Battle of Zonchio 1499 to a mere footnote writing “While we need not be concentered 
with minor episodes in the Veneto-Turkish struggle.”   
9 Crowley, How Venice Won and Lost, p. 328-376. 
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This examination of individual events and individual actors within the context of a larger 

systematic malaise brought about by the tradition of gerontocracy in the Venetian Republic, the 

plutocratic social and political system, as well as corruption and the distribution of military 

offices based on lot and election not merit.  Such a hybrid course of analysis with a focus on the 

human level is necessary due to the unforgiving nature of Mediterranean galley warfare, which 

we will examine in more depth in later chapters. 

Before beginning the case studies, however, it is of paramount importance that the reader 

have an understanding of the Venetian Republic’s political system.  Arguably the longest-lived 

and most static polity in human history, the basic systems of debate, election, and participation in 

Venetian government will be elaborated upon below and serve as a blueprint for the conflicts 

central to the body of this thesis. 

The Venetian state, despite its shortcomings militarily in the late fifteenth century, was 

one of the most resilient institutions in human history.  The Most Serene Republic existed as an 

unconquered, independent polity for over a millennium with its modern governmental structure 

coming into recognizable form in 129710 where it would remain fundamentally unchanged for 

until the fall of the Republic to Napoleon in 1797.  A brief overview of the Venetian political 

system is relevant here so that the reader can understand the system in which Venetian citizens 

competed for power, won important offices, and deliberated matters of foreign relations, all of 

which are relevant to the eventual decline of the republic’s relative military prowess. 

  From 1297 onward Venice was an aristocratic republic where, at most, 3,000 patrician 

adult men made up the sovereign body of the state, the Great Council.  These men could all trace 

their ancestry back to powerful family clans that had been members of the Great Council in 1297 

	
10 Frederick Lane, “The Englargement of the Great Council of Venice,” in Florilegium Historiale, ed.  J. J. Rowe, 
(Toronto, Canada: 1970), 241-242;  cf. Archivo di Stato, Mosto, , 1:31. 
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and had their family names recorded in the Golden Book of Venetian Nobility.11  These men 

ruled over the disenfranchised masses who were sometimes wealthier than their political betters.  

Aside from their suffrage and eligibility to hold higher office, Patricians also had special rights to 

use state owned ships for their mercantile enterprises.12  There was no way for a new family to 

enter the ranks of the patriciate except the extremely rare case where a free resident of the city 

performed some great act of service to the state in times of emergency.13  

In 1527 Marino Sanuto (b. 1466-1536) wrote that there were some 2,708 patricians 

spread out among 134 registered clans.14  These ties of kinship were key to maintaining power in 

the republic.  Though the Great Council was the sovereign and final decision-making body of the 

state, most everyday affairs were handled by smaller bodies.  The Senate, made up of 140 men 

who were mostly elected from the Great Council, was the body of policy debate and decision in 

the republic.  The Council of Ten, made up of ten men elected from the Great Council, six 

appointed councilors, and the doge set the agenda for the Great Council and handled highly 

important matters of state.15  The Doge was elected as head of state for life and could preside 

over all three of these bodies while also representing the Republic in official and ceremonial 

capacities.  While the prestige of the office may have increased as one rose through this tapering 

pyramid of government, the Senate held the reigns of policy the tightest in this tiered power 

sharing system.  Marino Sanuto  wrote that by his time the Senate was “the council that governs 

our state.”16 

	
11 Achivo di Stato di Venezia, Avogaria di comun, Balla d’oro, Registro 164 – III (1464-1496). 
12 Robert Finlay, Politics in Renaissance Venice, (New Brunswick, NJ; Rutgers University Press, 1980), pp. 46. 
13 Francesco Vettori, Sommario della storia d'Italia dal 1511 al 1527, Alfredo Reumont and Pietro Franceschini ed., 
(Florence, Italy: 1848), p. 11. 
14 Sanuto, I Diarii, 45: 569-572. 
15 Robert Finlay, Politics in Renaissance Venice, (New Brunswick, NJ; Rutgers University Press, 1980), pp. xv-xvii, 
39-40. 
16 Sanuto, Chronachetta, p 104. 
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Elections for most positions took place in two phases, sortition for nomination, and then a 

standard election.  Members of the Great Council needed as many allies as possible and some 

luck to even get nominated in the sortition section, where names were drawn blindly and put up 

for certain positions.   If a candidate’s name was drawn, he would only then be eligible to be 

voted into office.  This system was designed to prevent corruption and campaigning as much as 

possible, while also establishing greater cohesion amongst the patrician caste, but it also 

reinforced the ties of kinship within the clans.  Brothers, cousins, and uncles would consolidate 

votes to get their relative into power.17   Marriages between houses also helped solidify political 

alliances so that Venetian politics was a family affair where almost all of the electorate knew one 

another to some degree or another.18 

Aside from numbers, familial prestige was incredibly important in securing political 

support for higher positions in government.  Family wealth and prior positions in government 

were important but above all else was of military glory.  A man or a family that had won glory in 

the defense or expansion of the Republic’s domain was worthy of the state’s highest offices.  

Similarly, a clan whose member had once threatened or betrayed the Republic could bear the 

political mark of Cain for centuries after the unlucky individual’s own demise.   

To understand the socio-political mantle that the Venetian patrician of the Renaissance 

inherited, we must first return to the Middle Ages.  It was in the desolation of the ruined city of 

Constantinople that Venice first plucked the purple from the bloodied form of her mother, 

Byzantium, and donned herself in such imperial garb.  There in 1204 and the succeeding 

centuries did Venice rise as a major transcontinental power, build up her own fabulous wealth, 

and cement her name in the annals of history forever. 

	
17 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, On the Social Contract, (New York: St Martin's Press, 1978), p. 112. 
18 Finlay, Politics in Renaissance Venice, p. 91-92.  
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Chapter 1 
Constantinople, The Crossroads of Empire 

 

To understand the failure of Venetian military leadership in the Renaissance it is 

necessary to first grasp its triumph in the Fourth Crusade that would redefine Venice and her 

citizenry forever.  The narrative will begin with a brief reexamination of the Fourth Crusade of 

1204 and the establishment of the Venetian Empire.  The Crusader Chronicle of Geoffrey 

Villehardouin and tomb inscriptions will be our guide in these dimmer periods of Venetian 

history.  Tinged with bias and propaganda both of these types of sources need be treated 

cautiously as historical evidence in what they describe on the surface.  Yet, this study is more 

concerned with how the Venetians and their crusading allies were perceived by posterity and 

how these future generations of Venetians idolized that legacy of Christian conquerors and lords 

of the sea.  The motive and language wrought into the immortal marble monuments of the 

Venetian doges elucidate the civic ideals that would influence the republic more than the reality 

of their fratricidal conquests. 

When the Ottoman Turks besieged Constantinople in 1453, these high ideals would come 

into conflict with geopolitical realities and the Venetians’ mercantile sense.  This first pseudo-

war between the Ottomans and the Venetians would hint at the institutional malaise beneath the 

republic’s golden veneer.  The Venetians at home in Venice and on the ground in Constantinople 

would struggle to reconcile with their old identities as defenders of the faith and masters of the 

sea with their new reality.  The Ottoman Empire was on the rise. 
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Crusaders, Merchants, and Lords of the Sea 

No other cities in human history have shared such a lengthy, complex, and troubled 

relationship as Venice and Constantinople.  The island city rose from the ashes of the Western 

Roman Empire and found protection and prosperity beneath the aegis of Justinian I’s (r. AD 527 

– 565) resurgent Byzantine Empire.  Connected by trade, the cities flourished, and with that 

came a shift in the balance of commercial power between the two.  What was once a muddy 

refugee camp amidst the fall of the civilized world became a powerful maritime city-state in its 

own right.   The Byzantine Empire on the other hand was contracting as it fought for survival 

against the Islamized Middle East.19 

Amidst the Great Schism and the upheaval brought about by the Crusades, East-West 

tensions were running high and in 1182 A.D. Greek rioters incensed at growing Catholic 

presence in Constantinople’s commercial sector massacred some 60,000 “Latins” living in the 

city, mostly Italian merchants.20  This treacherous fratricide, as it was viewed in the West, would 

not be quickly forgotten.  The blood of Catholics, of Italians, of Venetians that stained the streets 

of Constantinople would not need wait long for vengeance. 

Enter Enrico Dandolo.  Born to one of the city’s most prominent clans, he worked his 

way up through Venice’s ruling elite as a private businessman, naval commander, and diplomat 

until he was elected Doge in 1192 at the age of 85.21  The life and deeds of this blind and aged 

doge would not only establish the archetypical model for ambitious patrician men to follow for 

the rest of Venice’s history, but also lay the foundation for Venice’s maritime empire.   

	
19 Peter Ackroyd, Venice Pure City (New York: Nan A. Talese/Doubleday, 2009), p. 3 – 37.  
20 Timothy E. Gregory, History of Byzantium: 306-1453, (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2005), p. 280. 
21 Thomas F. Madden, Enrico Dandolo and the Rise of Venice (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2003), p. 92. 
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When Pope Innocent III, called for another crusade in 1198, Doge Enrico Dandolo agreed 

that Venetian ships would ferry and escort the force of some 15,000 French knights and squires 

across the Mediterranean to fight the infidel. 22  But when the crusaders arrived in Venice, they 

found that they did not even have half the money agreed upon for the Venetians’ services.  

Dandolo saw an opportunity in the situation, however, and proposed that in lieu of payment the 

crusaders could help Venice reconquer lost territories in Dalmatia on their way to the Holy 

Land.23  He then surprised the crusaders and his own countrymen even more by offering to lead 

the crusade himself: 

I am a man old and feeble, who should have need of rest, and I am sick in 
body; but I see that no one could command and lead, you like myself, who 
am your lord.  If you will consent that I take the sign of the cross to guard 
and direct you, and that my son remain in my place to guard the land, then 
shall I go to victory or death with you and with the pilgrims.24   
 

The old man’s stirring appeal left a great impression on his own countrymen with many 

following him in taking up the cross.  This Venetian-led Fourth Crusade eventually did retake 

Zara on the Dalmatian coast and finally sack Constantinople in 1204, avenging the Catholic dead 

and finalizing the reversal of roles between the once Greek metropole and Venetian trade 

outpost.  Indeed the legend of Enrico Dandolo was cemented in the history of the world and the 

minds of the Venetians as the Doge achieved both glorious victory and death in the service to his 

country.  The old Doge passed away peacefully in 1205 shortly after the conquest of 

Constantinople and he was buried in the Church of Hagia Sofia, far from his native lagoon.25  In 

the ensuing dismantling of the Byzantine Empire, Venice established her hegemony over the 

	
22 Geoffrey Villehardouin, Memoirs or Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade and the Conquest of Constantinople, trans. 
Frank T. Marzials, (London: J.M. Dent, 1908) p. 4. 
23 Villehardouin, Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade, p. 12. 
24 Villehardouin, Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade, p. 13. 
25 Villehardouin, Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade ,60. 
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Eastern Mediterranean by taking colonies across the Aegean that the Republic would hold for 

centuries. 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Territories held by the Venetian Republic with dates of acquisition and cession. 
[Wikipedia commons] 
 

Yet, the human cost of the sack of Constantinople was dreadful.  A population of 400,000 

was so severely reduced by massacre, flight, and homelessness and was never able to recover.  

By the siege of 1453 the Greek population of the city was so small that less than 5,000 Greeks 

men could be called on to bear arms in defense of their home city. 26   Despite Constantinople’s 

	
26 On the population figure of 400,000 in 1204 see,  Villhardouin, Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade, 65.    
The estimate Villhardouin gives for the population size of Constantinople may be in the higher range, and while 
some modern historians dispute this figure it is still well within the realm of 12th century Constantinople’s 
demographic possibilities.   Under Justinian I, Constantinople grew to 500,000 and may have even peaked at 
800,000 some time in the 9th -10th centuries.  See Tertius Chandler’s 1987 Four Thousand Years of Urban Growth.  
On the restoration and repopulation of Greek Constantinople starting in 1261 see, Alice-Mary Talbot, "The 
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decline it would remain an incredibly important center of trade for the merchants of Europe, with 

Genoese, Pisans, Catalonians, and Venetians all establishing some presence in the weakened city 

by the Late Middle Ages.   It was the end of what we now know as the Silk Road in Asia.  All 

the wealth of the East flowed across Persia, the Steppe, and the Indian Ocean to trade nodes in 

Alexandria, Damascus, and Constantinople.27  

 Whatever the realities of the brutal sack of Constantinople and its aftermath the specula 

principum that Dandolo imprinted on the patrician mind echoed through Venetian history.  A 

Venetian lord put the interests of the republic before his own personal desires.  Age brought with 

it, wisdom and experience.  A patrician was a selfless, enterprising, ambitious, and expansionist 

leader of St. Mark’s Republic who could project the power and justice of the republic abroad.  

The legacy of the Fourth Crusade would be built upon by later generations of Venetian statesmen 

as they expanded the republic’s holdings at the expense of the gutted Byzantine Empire. 

 In the years following the Fourth Crusade the tombs of Venetian heads of state became 

ever more public manifestations of the national purpose and identity of the city-state.  Doge 

Francesco Dandolo (r. 1329-1339) for example designed his tomb to be more of a public 

monument than the private family tombs of his predecessors.  The inscription of his tomb 

highlights the military successes under his reign and expansion of Venetian territory: 

 
…having attacked the cities near the famous salt-ponds, subjugated them. 
While he reigned, and with brilliant successes, increased the glory by land 
and by sea…28 

	
Restoration of Constantinople under Michael VIII." Dumbarton Oaks Papers 47 (Washington, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, 1993), 243-61. 
On the number of Greek defenders in 1453 see, Barbaro, Diary of the Seige of Constantinople, p.  
27 Tafur, Travels and Adventures 1435-1439, 83-84. 
28 Debra Pincus, The Tombs of the Doges of Venice, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 116.   Latin 
text:  VICINAQVE CASTRA SALINIS ATTENTATA RVIT.  CLARIS DUM REXIT HAVENAS / QVAQVE DECVS 
TERRAQVE MARI.   This inscription refers to the wars Venice and her allies fought against the expansionist 
Mastino II della Scala, Lord of Verona, during the 1330’s. 
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Service to the state was key to advancement in Venetian politics and military achievements were 

the ultimate way for an individual to win glory for himself and his family.  Another Dandolo 

doge, Andrea Dandolo (r.	1342–1354), would have a draft of his epitaph written by the famous 

Tuscan humanist, Petrarch.  The poet was late to hand over his inscription and it was not used, 

but Petrarch continued in the tradition of praising the late doge’s naval achievements against 

foreign invaders and domestic rebellions in the Stato da Mar: 

 
…The first glory of the doges from the line of Dandolo 
 Him reckless Greece perceived as alert of mind  
And fickle Crete returned to its ancient yoke.  
Of him, Count Albert of Tyrol, threatening our territories  
Earned forgiveness after his own had been laid waste.  
Seething Capodistria and rebellious Zara  
Greatly feared him when grim, reverenced him when kind.  
He smashed Genoa, famed in war and haughty at sea, near Alghero, and 
gave it to subjection.  
Just lover of his country…29 
 

 Though the Dandolo clan had more reason than most to press their warrior pedigree, they 

were not unique in their putting military glory on a pedestal.  An extreme example of such 

exhibitionism was done by another Venetian clan, the Tiepolo.  The Tiepolo clan were able to 

see two of their kinsmen, Jacopo (r.	1229-1249) and his son, Lorenzo (r.1268-1275), elected to 

the dogeship in the 13th century.  Before and after their ascensions to the ducal throne these men 

were instrumental in Venice expanding her power deeper into Greece, Anatolia, and the Aegean.  

In the early fifteenth century their shared tomb was refurbished, attached to a raised pedestal on 

the enormous Basilica of San Giovanni e Paolo’s exterior [Figure 1.2], and a new inscription 

	
29 Pincus, Tombs of the Doges, 145.   Latin Text: Stripis Danduleae Gloria prima Ducum. / Hunc animi vigilem 
temeraria Graecia sensit, / Et levis antique redita Creta jugo. /  Hunc comes Albertus Tyrolis nostra perurgnes / 
Vastatis propriis qui meruit vaniam. / Hunc Justinopolis fervens et Jarda rebellis / Pertimuere trucem, percoluere 
pium. / Hic Januam bello claram, perlagoque superbam / Fregit ad Algerium, servitioque dedit. 
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carved describing in detail the father and son’s combined subjugations of the Dalmatians, 

Greeks, Istrians, and fellow Italians.30  This revision/revival of the crusading past in the early 

1400’s highlights the continued importance of military glory and service to the Venetian Stato da 

Mar by the time of the Renaissance. 

 

 
Figure 1.2.  Tomb of the Tiepolo Doges, attached to the exterior wall of the Church of SS 
Giovanni e Paolo in Venice. 
 

  Still, it was not only the doges that sought to emulate the spirit of an adventurous 

patrician gentleman going East to take up the cross, or just as importantly secure commercial 

interests for the republic.  This model permeated all aspects of Venetian society in the late 

Middle Ages.  The Venetians, ever absorbed with seaborne commerce, had the basic economic 

theory of “higher risk, higher reward” imbued in their DNA.   In 1295 when Marco Polo 

	
30 Pincus, Tombs of the Doges, 171-175. 
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(b.1254-1324) returned his twenty-four year journey through Asia with great personal fortunes 

he immediately put down money to finance warships for the Venetian fleet engaged in a war 

with the Genoese.31  Still more precious than his oriental fortunes, Marco Polo brought home 

with him his travelogue of the East, which afforded incredible prestige for Venice.  The Venetian 

explorer’s report would give Venice a significant edge on her European rivals while trading in 

the Levant and would eventually become one of the most well-known and influential texts of the 

entire Middle Ages.32  It is important to remember that despite their placing war laurels on the 

highest of pedestals, the Venetians were a mercantile people, and were generally averse to war if 

it meant disrupting commerce.  The chance to win such martial honors came perhaps once in a 

generation at most.  Polo’s achievements show a wider range of service and contribution to the 

nation in his private and later public life. 

 One harrowing tale of the more militaristic hero was the mercenary, womanizer, and 

adventurer Carlo Zeno who became the most esteemed man in Venice for his successful defense 

of the home lagoon against a Genoese invasion in 1380.  Were it not for his raucous lifestyle and 

subsequent accusations of treason he very well could have been elected doge.  Notwithstanding, 

his role as savior of the city won him honors and admiration from the people of Venice not seen 

since the time of the Fourth Crusade.33   It was this time-tested visage of the enterprising, 

	
31 On the fortuitous return of Marco Polo see: Rustichello da Pisa and Marco Polo, The Travels of Marco Polo the 
Venetian, edt. Ernest Rhys & John Masefield, (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1918), p. ix. 
On the Venetian-Genoese War of Curzola see: Thomas Madden, Venice: A New History, (New York, Penguin 
Group, 2013), p. 180-182.   
32 On the popularity of Marco Polo’s Travels:  Clements R. Markham, trans., The Journal of Christopher Columbus 
(during his First Voyage 1492 - 93) and Documents Relating to the Voyages of John Cabot and Gaspar Corte Real 
(London, UK: Hakluyt Society, 1843), p. 6-9, 28, 55, 65-66.  The travels of Marco Polo were extremely influential 
among sea captains, merchants and explorers through the Age of Exploration and were of particular inspiration to 
fellow Italian, Christopher Columbus, in his first voyage across the Atlantic searching for the lands described by 
Polo a century and a half earlier. 
33 Crowley, How Venice Won and Lost, 225-230 
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worldly, and hardened citizen that the fifteenth century patricians of Venice inherited from 

generations past, even if that image was in many situations exaggerated or sterilized.   

 

Made weak by time and fate… 

Events in Constantinople would once again shape Venetian history centuries later when 

the Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II laid siege to the holy city in 1453.  This fateful episode in the 

history of the Republic redefined the relationship between Venice and the Muslim East as the 

Catholic Venetians struggled with their status as the defender of the faith in the Near East.  In the 

aftermath of the siege, the Sultan’s seemingly contradictory treatment of the Venetians who 

defended the city, and the Genoese who remained neutral, demonstrated the nature of the 

military threat that fifteenth century Venice posed to the rising Ottoman Empire.  The 

establishment of friendly relations between Republic of Venice and the Ottoman Empire after 

such bloodletting is key to our understanding of Venetian policy and military capabilities.  From 

1204 – 1453 there was no major threat to the Venetian and Genoese trading empires but that 

which they posed to each other.  Both states were on relatively good terms with the Mamluk 

Sultanate of Egypt and no other Muslim power had the resources or naval expertise to challenge 

the Italians’ centuries long grip on the sea.  A brief analysis of the Genoese and Venetian 

decisions at Constantinople will make more sense in the context of fifteenth century galley 

warfare and Mediterranean navigation.  This chapter’s discussion on the triad between Genoa 

Venice, and the Ottomans will help us understand Venetian decline going forward as the 

Ottomans expanded across the Balkans shifting the balance of power began against the Italian 

states. 
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 Venice may have conquered Constantinople in 1204, but she could not hold it.  In 1261, 

the Byzantines retook the city with the promise of Genoese support, the Venetians’ archrivals.  

In exchange for their offer of support and with a mind to defend against any Venetian 

counterattack, the Byzantine granted the Genoese special trading privileges and the right to form 

a colony in the city.34  This second city, across the harbor would be Pera, the jewel of the 

Genoese trading empire and their springboard for colonizing the Black Sea. 

The Genoese made a fortune with their trading monopoly in the Black Sea and their 

preeminent position in Pera.  The Venetians, for their part, came to terms with the Byzantines 

and settled back into Constantinople proper, across the water from the booming Genoese colony.  

They made smaller ventures into the Black Sea, but the majority of the Venetian trading posts 

were located in the Mediterranean proper, south of the Straits. 

Constantinople was therefore incredibly important point for both city-states, but there is a 

key difference in the makeup of their maritime empire that drove them to approach the rising 

Ottomans threat differently.  For the Venetians, the city of world’s desire, was another major 

trading center with the East just as Alexandria and the ports of the Levant, where the Venetians 

maintained extensive commercial relationships with the Mamluks.35  While they maintained 

some presence in the Black Sea, the city of Constantinople served as the Venetians’ 

northernmost port of call in the Aegean branch of their empire.   

 

	
34 Nicol, Byzantium and Venice, 178-179. 
35 Eliyahu Ashtor, "The Ascendancy of Venice (1403-1421)." In Levant Trade in the Middle Ages, 200-69, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 201. 
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Figure 1.3 The maritime empires of Venice and Genoa, 1453.  [Suomi at youtube.com] 

 

The sources of Genoese wealth by the fifteenth century, however, were to be found 

almost entirely in the Black Sea.  Aside from a handful of Aegean islands off the coast of 

Anatolia, the Ligurian Republic had no major territories from which to draw wealth or direct 

commerce south of the Dardanelles.  The nature of galley warfare and Mediterranean navigation 

in the Middle Ages and Renaissance meant that it was necessary to stay within sight of the 

coastline as often as possible.  Aside from several major islands such as Crete and Cyprus, the 

various tiny island colonies and littoral forts of Venice and Genoa were primarily used as safe 

harbors for their naval and merchant vessels, forming a chain from northern Italy to the great 

port cities of the Muslim and Orthodox East [Figure 1.3].  Keeping the Straits open to them was 

therefore of the highest priority for the Genoese as Pera was by 1450 the most crucial rung in 

their ladder to the Black Sea.  This task was growing ever more difficult as the Ottoman Turks 
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continued to establish their mastery over much of the Balkans and Anatolia, with what has been 

argued to be the first professional gunpowder army of the modern world.36   

The rise of the Turks was somewhat rapid, but it did not go unnoticed by the lords of 

Christendom.  The Greeks were no longer a threat to Rome’s spiritual preeminence or Western 

temporal power, and as the Ottomans became more of a menace to the Kingdom of Hungary and 

the Italian republics, the Catholic West began to see the collapsing Byzantine Empire through a 

more patronizing lens.  The Venetians’ more supportive stance towards Constantinople did not 

elude the Ottomans.  When Pero Tafur, a Spanish diplomat, met with the Ottoman Sultan Murad 

II in the years before the siege, the Sultan was most interested in discussing the Council of 

Florence37 between the Eastern and Western Churches, as well as the Venetian and Genoese 

positions towards the Byzantine.38 

For the Byzantine elite, the Council of Florence, was a last-ditch attempt to muster 

Western support against the Ottomans who were tightening the noose around Constantinople.  

The proposed union was not popular with the Greek people, but the Byzantine Emperor and 

members of the high clergy believed it was the only hope for the deliverance of Constantinople 

from the coming Turkish assault.39  For the Ottomans, a unified Christendom, bent on reclaiming 

the Balkans was an unthinkable scenario.  The Ottomans had just recently turned back the Varna 

	
36 Gabor Agoston, “Firearms and Military Adaptation: The Ottomans and the European Military Revolution, 1450–
1800*,” in Journal of World History, Vol. 25, No. 1, (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2014), p. 88-90. 
37 The Council of Basel/Ferrara/Florence is known by many different names because the 18-year Ecumenical 
Council, moved between the three cities.  For the sake of clarity, I will be using the name the Council of Florence 
from this point on but will specify the location when necessary. 
38 Tafur, Travels and Adventures, 126-130. 
39 Leonard of Chios, “Letter to Pope Nicholas V” in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary 
Accounts, curated and translated by J.R. Melville Jones, (Amsterdam, Netherlands: A.M. Hakkert, 1972), p.12. 
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Crusade in 1444, which had consisted of forces from Poland, Hungary and other parts of Central 

Europe.40  They knew well the offensive capabilities that such a united front could possess.    

The Venetians saw the Council as an excellent opportunity to firstly mend the Schism, 

but also reclaim their own political and economic preeminence in the Orthodox East.  Pope 

Eugene IV, the Pontiff who spearheaded the Council and successfully invited the Byzantine 

Emperor and clergy to Italy, was himself Venetian-born and worked very closely with the 

Serenissima throughout the Council’s proceedings.41  In 1439 a decree of Union was signed 

between the two Churches at the behest of the Emperor, but it would soon become clear that the 

reconciliation was little more than a piece of paper.42 

Pope Eugene gave the Venetians moral authority and a friend in Rome who understood, 

even if he did not appreciate, the moneygrubbing mindset of the Most Serene Republic.  While 

Pope Eugene was alive, Venice’s religious and political goals were well aligned.  A Christian 

world united under a Venetian Pope would serve the interests of the republic well and finally 

realize the warped dream of the Fourth Crusade.  Venetian forces in the Aegean were zealous in 

their defense of the Pope’s demands and very eager to secure the Greek envoys to Italy.43  

Eugene was also critical of Genoese captains who had entered the service of the Ottoman navy 

and even went so far as to excommunicate those who had transported the Turkish army to fight 

against the 1444 Crusade, strengthening the Venetian authority in Greece.44  Yet, as the strategic 

	
40 Doukas, Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman Turks, translated by Harry J. Magoulias, (Detroit: Wayne 
State University Press, 1975), 182-185. 
41 Joseph Gill, Council of Florence, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1959), p. 126-7.  When plague 
struck Ferrara and the Council was debating on moving, Pope Eugene even asked the Signoria of Venice if they 
could relocate to Venetian territory p. 98-99, 175, 264. The Venetian government also lent their hometown Pope of 
money throughout his reign and provided the ships to ferry the hundreds of Greeks back and forth between Italy and 
Greece. 
42 “Laetentur Caeli” (6 July 1439),  in Gill, Council of Florence, Appendices. 
43 Tafur, Travels and Adventures, 112. 
44 Nicol, Venice and Byzantium, 384.   Gill, Council of Florence, 37. 



	 Lee	30	

conditions worsened around Constantinople and the Greek populace continued to reject the 

Union, the Venetian-Papal relationship cooled and by the time Eugene died in 1447, the 

Venetians were not looking at the reunified Church as a way to rally support against the 

Ottomans.  The next Pope, Nicholas V, would focus his papacy on rebuilding Rome into a cradle 

of the Renaissance, as opposed to the grand geopolitical maneuvering of his predecessor.  And as 

a Ligurian himself, the Venetians could certainly not count on him in their commercial squabbles 

with the Genoese, nor papal aid in forming a new coalition against the Turks.  The Age of 

Crusades was coming to a close and it was becoming increasingly clear that the Lion of St. Mark 

would have to defend its eastern spoils alone.  

 

The End of the Old World 

 The story of the final siege and conquest of Constantinople has been covered by 

historians again and again through the centuries and I will not endeavor to add to that long 

literature.  In the following pages I will only be examining a number of events and circumstances 

that are key in grasping Venetian and Genoese policy in Byzantium’s final days and the reversal 

of those nations’ fortunes in the aftermath.   

 When it became clear that the Turks were preparing for an attack on the city debate broke 

out in Italy as to what should be done in defense of Constantinople and Genoese Pera.  Both the 

Genoese and the Venetians had enormous investments at stake in the Golden Horn as well as 

thousands of citizens, mostly priests, merchants, and their families.  For both city-states it was a 

momentous decision to make.  Attempt to save the sinking ship and risk angering the Turk, or 

simply step aside and let the infidel ravage Constantine’s city and secure the final bridge head 
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into Europe?  In the end the Genoese Consiglio refused to send aid, while the Venetian decision 

reached a much more complicated conclusion 

It became clear in late 1452 that the Ottoman army, under its young new Sultan Mehmed 

II, would soon invest the city of Constantinople.  The Turks drew first blood on the 26th of 

November 1452, when they sunk a Venetian merchant ship, impaled its captain on a stake, and 

cut a number of the crewmen in half.  Several Genoese managed to slip past the Ottoman 

blockade at first, but the Turkish artillery made it clear that passage to the Black Sea was 

unsafe.45  The double walls and the waters of the Sea of Marmara protected had Constantinople 

from besiegers for centuries and the capture of the city remained a remarkably intimidating 

challenge even with the population reduced to a fraction of what it had been in days of old.   If 

Venice with her substantial naval capabilities sent enough troops and galleys to man the city’s 

defenses it would enormously increase the defenders’ chances.46   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	
45 Nicolò Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople 1453, translated by J.R. Melville Jones, (Jericho, N.Y: 
Exposition Press, 1969), p. 10-11. 
46 David Nicolle, Constantinople 1453: The End of Byzantium (Oxford, UK: Osprey Publishing, 2000), p. 78. 

Figure 1.4.  The Siege of 

Constantinople 1453.  

[Wikipedia Commons] 
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Yet internal political squabbles and indecision among Venetian leadership at home would 

cripple any chance of a successful Venetian relief of the doomed city.  The sitting doge, 

Francesco Foscari (r.1423-1457), was seventy-nine years old by the time events started to spiral 

out of control in the Straits.  Since being elected to the ducal office in 1423 he had pursued an 

policy of aggression against Milan in Northern Italy, which would finally come to a conclusion 

in 1454.47   With Venice still bogged down in the aged doge’s protracted war, no in its thirtieth 

year, and facing domestic opposition with corruption charges against his family, the republic was 

not prepared to take on the monumental question facing them in the form of Mehmed II.  One 

particularly scandalous affair in the dogeship of Francesco Foscari was the death of his most 

serious political rival, Pietro Loredan (b. 1372 - 1438).  Pietro Loredan was perhaps the greatest 

military mind of his age and won important victories for the republic as she expanded into the 

Terraferma and skirmished with the Turks in the first half of the fifteenth century.  The 

animosity between the two men was so great that when Loredan died at age sixty-six after taking 

suddenly ill, he was convinced the doge had poisoned him and had as much written on his tomb.   

By the end of his dogeship, Foscari had made numerous enemies, deprived the republic 

of one of its greatest soldiers, and was hardly able to meet the demands of the office.  The 

internal frustration building up against the decrepit doge and his “absence and personal inability 

[which had caused] the affairs of the state and government to go from bad to worse,” would 

eventually explode in 1457 when his own Council of Ten forced him to abdicate; the last doge to 

be so ingloriously removed from office in Venetian history.  It was Foscari’s incredibly long 

dogeship that reinforced the tradition of electing an elder patrician to the ducal throne.48   

	
47 The Treaty of Lodi would be signed in 1454, ending the wars between Venice and Milan and establishing relative 
peace in Italy until the Italian Wars began in 1494. 
48 On the life and policies of Doge Francesco Foscari see: Bernardo Giustiniani “Oratio funebris habita in obitu 
Francisci Fuscari Ducis,” in elogi e vite scritte da letterati veneti patrizj in lode di dogi, ed altri illustri soggeti 
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Even with more stable political conditions at home and more competent leadership the 

decision facing the republic was perhaps one of the most controversial in generations.  The 

Byzantine Empire was crumbling.  The once proud survivor of the classical world now slumped, 

decrepit and lifeless, against the supports of Venice and Genoa.  Despite her passions for the 

Catholic faith, naval honor, and international prestige, the chief business of Venice was business.  

If the Genoese had already thrown their lot in with the Turks and the Papacy could not muster 

any substantial pan-Christian support what could be achieved by opposing the Sultan?  Venice’s 

abandonment of Constantinople would be all but the death knell to the Greek defense of the city, 

but it would also give the Venetians a better position to negotiate in the likely event of an 

Ottoman victory, never mind help preserve public and private property stowed in the city.  But 

how could such cowardice be reconciled with the legacy of the Fourth Crusade and the proud 

history of the sea lords defending the watery edges of Christendom?  The Senate had actually 

ordered a strong naval squadron of seventeen warships armed and ready to sail to Constantinople 

as early as February of 1452, but they wavered on whether or not to send it forth against the 

Ottoman host.49  This contentious debate would rage in Venice even as Mehmed II proceeded to 

fully encircle Constantinople on the 6th of April, 1453.     

	
(Venice: 1798), I.21-59.  On the suspected poisoning of Pietro Loredan:  Giuseppe Gulino, "Loredan, Pietro," 
Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Volume 65: Levis–Lorenzetti, (Rome: Istituto dell'Enciclopedia Italiana, 2005). 
Latin text on Pietro Loredan’s tomb: “per insidias hostium veneno sublatus,” English: “by poison, he was taken 
away by the lying in wait of the enemy.”   On Doge Foscari’s deposition: “The Deposition of Francesco,” Archivo 
di Stato di Venezia Consiglio dei Dieci, Parti miste, filza 15 (1457), fol. f. 140r-v. 

Doge Francesco Foscari was the longest serving doge in Venetian history and this, his funeral oration, was 
given at his services at the end of a long and controversial political career.  For more on the life of Francesco Foscari 
see:  Dennis Romano, The Likeness of Venice : a Life of Doge Francesco Foscari, 1373-1457  (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2007). 
49 Marco Barbaro, “Addititonal Notes by Marco Barbaro July 18, 1453,” in Diary of the Siege of Constantinople 
1453, translated by J.R. Melville Jones, (Jericho, N.Y: Exposition Press, 1969), p. 78. 
 



	 Lee	34	

Chief among the eyewitness sources of the siege is that of the Venetian physician, Nicoló 

Barbaro.   Barbaro was caught in Constantinople at the time of the conflict and gives the most 

thorough, surviving account of the siege, though he has obvious, if understandable, biases 

towards the Turks, the Greeks, and his fellow Catholic Genoese.  This primary source diary is 

critical to understanding the Venetians’ difficult position from within the imperiled city, though 

it should not stand alone.  Other contemporary sources, such as that of Leonard of Chios, a 

Genoese archbishop who also witnessed the city’s fall, do well to balance our modern 

understanding of the siege, which has hardly lost any of its controversy and poignancy in the last 

550 years.   

The expat Venetians caught in Constantinople during the siege would have the exact 

same debate as their countrymen back in the lagoon, only on a smaller scale and with higher 

stakes.  Aside from grand geopolitical strategy and the abstract honor of Venice, these men were 

gambling with their lives and their fortunes.  Still the Byzantine and Orthodox clergy made every 

effort to appeal to the Catholics’ sense of honor and religion. 

The short-lived reunion of the Orthodox and Catholic Church achieved at the Council of 

Florence was finally celebrated with a tense joint-mass in the Hagia Sofia on the 13th of 

December 1452 only a few weeks after the Ottomans closed the northern Bosphorous Straits 

with their artillery.50  After years of delay, the peril of the city demanded such expediency, and 

while the real reason for the ceremony was not lost on the Catholics, the Greeks did nevertheless 

follow through with their agreement.  They were no longer heretical schismatics, but prodigal 

brothers returning to the Roman fold.  The Venetians along with the other Catholics who fought 

recognized that their support, particularly at sea was the only thing preventing the Turks from 

	
50 Leonard of Chios, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 13; Michael Ducas, in 
The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 74. 
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immediately overrunning the city.  During the reunion mass the Greek and Latin clergy even 

made direct appeals to the Venetians present saying, “If these galleys of the Venetians leave this 

country… we shall be taken by the Turks straight away.” 51  Throughout most of his account 

Barbaro uses the phrase, “We Christians,” when referring to the defenders without differentiation 

between the different factions. 

Yet even with these entreaties, Barbaro wrote that much of the Venetian merchant 

community in Constantinople still wanted to abandon the city and give up the Christians therein 

to destruction of the Turks.  As shipmasters prepared to depart the city, the Venetian Bailo, the 

chief mercantile and political official amongst the city’s Venetian community, called a council of 

patrician representatives.  They debated their whether to load up their wealth and depart or stand 

with the Greeks and defend the city.  This deliberation is a fascinating look into the Venetian 

mentality at Constantinople.  Ships were needed for the defense of the city and if the Venetians 

would not provide them then who would?  It is here that appeals to the Venetian patricians’ sense 

of their national heritage are most apparent.  To leave that imperial city, which their direct 

forefathers had won for the Republic in the Fourth Crusade without a fight weighed heavily upon 

those noble Veneti.  It was decided by the Bailo’s council that to leave would be an affront to 

“the honor of God, the illustrious Signoria of Venice, and the whole Christian faith,” if they were 

to abandon the city now.52  Barbaro took great pains to record the names of every single Patrician 

who fought at Constantinople along with their fate; whether captured, killed, or escaped.  That 

way there would be “a perpetual memorial, so that all the nobles present at the fighting may be 

known.”  Barbaro also wrote that the council, considering their countrymen’s long history as 

	
51 Barabaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 12-13. 
52 Barabaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 15. 
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masters of the Eastern Mediterranean and guarantors of Constantinople, had “no doubt” that the 

leadership back in Venice would in a short time come to the same conclusion.53   

Barbaro describes a dinner between one wavering ship’s captain, the Venetian Bailo, and 

Orthodox-Catholic Cardinal Isidore of Kiev.  Both the Cardinal and the Bailo appealed to “the 

love of God [and] the honor of the Christian faith” to keep him from leaving Constantinople.  

Eventually the Venetians would vote to force their merchant vessels to remain in the defense of 

the city.54  Though it is worth noting that most of the Venetian merchants would not, as the 

Byzantine Emperor and Venetian Bailo commanded, remove their merchandise from their ships.  

They even threatened mutiny to protect their wares.  Some ships did even sneak out of the harbor 

under cover of darkness.55  Even as they stood defiant against the Ottomans, the Venetians were 

preparing for a quick departure if things took a turn for the worse; a posture similar to that of the 

Venetian state at large. 

From their fortified city of Pera across the water, the Genoese saw the situation in a very 

different light than the Venetians whose mercantile affairs were based in the city of 

Constantinople itself.  This very basic geographic separation and Genoa’s less involved 

crusading history with Constantinople had made it much more palatable for the Galatan Genoese 

to abandon the imperial city to its fate so long as their own walls held.  The early episodes of the 

siege where the Ottoman artillery took down Italian ships sailing from the Black Sea clearly 

demonstrated the growing capability of the Ottomans to dominate the Straits, even without 

holding Constantinople.  Their advanced use of gunpowder artillery clearly haunted the Italians, 

	
53 On the list of patrician names: Barabaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 25-27, 70-77; On the conviction 
that the Signoria would send relief: Barbaro, p. 16. 
54 Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 13-20. 
55 On the threat of mutiny and merchandise stored in ships: Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 47,   
On the escape of ships to Candia and Venice: p. 22-23. 
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particularly those at Pera as they grappled with the siege.  If the Greeks could not even hold the 

Straits open to Genoese trade, then what good were they as allies?  The Genoese trading empire 

would not survive without its stopover point at Pera. 

While a strong Ottoman presence in Constantinople would not be preferable to the weak 

and easily manipulated Byzantines, the Genoese property and citizenry was, they hoped, safely 

detached from the Greek city.   The Genoese community in Pera was also made up of more 

families as opposed to the Venetians in Constantinople who were primarily merchant men and 

their mariners.56  A 1455 Tuscan account of the fall of Constantinople describes how the 

Genoese of Pera loaded their women and children into their ships ready to abandon the city if the 

Turks turned to attack them.57  They had to be more cautious with the fate of their city as the 

lives of their innocent loved ones hung in the balance.  As previously mentioned in regard to 

Eugene IV’s papacy, the Genoese had also worked with the Ottoman military before and as 

ferrymen for their armies against the Hungarian-led crusade of 1444.58  They had already been 

hedging their bets against the flagging Byzantines for years so as to maintain safe passage 

through the straits to their Black Sea Empire.  They would pass the buck. 

 Throughout the battle, the Genoese of Pera worked with the Ottomans in an attempt to 

win their favor in the likely case of a conquered Constantinople.  Those at Pera allowed the 

Ottomans to establish artillery positions and bases next to the city.  They also permitted the 

Ottomans to complete the stunning feat of dragging ships around the city of Pera and dropping 

	
56 Angelo Giovani Lomellino, “Letter to his brother,” in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary 
Accounts p 131-135, translated and curated by J.R. Melville Jones, (Amsterdam, Netherlands: A.M. Hakkert, 1972), 
132. 
57 Nicolò Tignosi, “Expugnatio Constantinoplitana,” in Testi inediti e poco noti sulla caduta di Constnatinopli p 
102-121, translated into Italian and curated by Agostino Pertusi, (Bologna: Pàtron editore, 1983), 115. 
58 John Jefferson, The Holy Wars of King Wladislas and Sultan Murad: The Ottoman-Christian conflict from 1438-
1444, (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 339-340. 
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them back into the waters of the Golden Horn.59  Barbaro, a Venetian with an inborn bias 

towards the Genoese, even claimed that the Genoese Podesta kept the Turks informed on 

Christian plans of attack and even tried to trap the fleeing Venetians in the harbor of Pera at the 

end of the siege to offer them and their ships up as spoils to the victorious Sultan.60 

 While we must be cautious of Barbaro’s inborn bias towards the Ligurians, this does not 

mean that he was lying in his account.  Leonard of Chios, the Roman Catholic Bishop of 

Mytilene, a Genoese colony, corroborates the Venetian doctor’s frustration with the Genoese.  

Leonard of Chios’ letter to Pope Nicholas V is an important source to put in conversation with 

Barbaro’s diary because the bishop and the Pope were both Ligurians.  In regard to the Genoese 

at Pera, Leonard tries to defend them as much as possible, saying that they were secretly helping 

the defense of the city and mentions the Genoese ships that were used in blocking the harbor.61  

Though even with the apologetics he laments their cowardice and avarice: 

Where are those noble Genoese of days gone by, who founded Galata62 
girded with the sword, like those who rebuilt Jerusalem? They poured out 
their blood and their money, but you in your greed were so unwilling to 
lose money or blood that you insanely handed over that precious jewel to 
the Turks…63 
 

The Galatan Genoese may not have participated in this holy war with the same zeal as 

their Venetian rivals, but the Genoese people did not wholly throw in their lot with the Ottomans.  

They did initially cooperate with blocking off the Golden Horn’s harbor to the Turkish navy.64  

A number of mercenaries and private citizens also fought in the defense of Constantinople, 

	
59 Doukas, Decline and Fall of Byzantium, XXXVIII.20; Laonicus Chalcocondylas, “Turkish History,” in Seven 
Contemporary Accounts, p. 46. 
60 On the Genoese Podesta keeping the Sultan informed on the defenders’ plans: Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of 
Constantinople, 39; On trapping Venetian ships in the harbor: Barbaro, 68. 
61 Leonard of Chios, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, 18 & 21. 
62 Galata and Pera were synonymous until the nineteenth century.  In the context of the fifteenth century, both names 
refer to the Genoese colony/quarter across the Golden Horn from Constantinople. 
63 Leonard of Chios, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 19. 
64 Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of Constaintinople, p. 25. 
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namely the Genoese condottiere, Giovani Giustiani who had arrived in two Venetian ships before 

the siege with a private force of several hundred Chian Greeks and Italians.  Giustiani was 

named the commander of the city’s defense by the Emperor and the city stood so long as he 

defended the walls.65  It was only when an arrow fatally wounded him on the 29th of May that 

Christian morale collapsed, and the Ottomans surged into the city.  He is almost never mentioned 

by Barbaro and ridiculed at the end by his own countryman, Leonard of Chios, for his inglorious 

death from his wound, after he had fled the city.66  

The performance of the Venetian defenders at Constantinople, though futile in the end, 

was much more heroic than their fellow Italians across the water in Pera, and several episodes 

are well worth mentioning to exemplify their conviction to hold the city their fathers’ had taken 

centuries before, but also the Venetian skill in defensive warfare.  Firstly, the Venetian patricians 

in the city petitioned that the Byzantine consign the defense of the city gates to them.  The 

emperor acquiesced and four of the main landward gates were given to the command Venetian 

patricians.67  The Venetian Bailo remained with the Emperor and Giustiani through the course of 

the siege helping to organize the 6,000 – 9,000 defenders, many of them amateur conscripts, hold 

out against 50,000 – 160,000 Ottomans, including a corps of 10,000 elite Janissaries.68  

Contingents of Venetians were scattered about the walls including the seawalls along the Golden 

Horn, which bore the brunt of the Ottoman artillery barrage late in the siege.  The Venetians also 

	
65  “Benvenuto, console degli Anconetani, Relazione sulla caduta di Constantinpoli,” in Testi inediti e poco noti 
sulla caduta di Constnatinopli p 102-121, translated into Italian and curated by Agostino Pertusi, (Bologna: Pàtron 
editore, 1983), p. 1-5;  Doukas, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 82. 
66 Leonard of Chios, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, 37. 
67 Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 25. 
68 Barbaro, Diary of the Siege of Constantinople, p. 27; Leonard of Chios, in Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 27. 
The numbers of that the historical accounts give for the defenders are much more reasonable than those of the 
Ottoman besiegers.  Some accounts give numbers as high as 300,000.    
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commanded the defenders’ mixed fleet holding the harbor and had to deal with the uncertain 

motives of the Genoese across the harbor.69 

Perhaps the most moving and bittersweet incident in the course of the entire siege is that 

of a small ship manned by twelve Venetians that was sent out of the harbor on May 3rd by order 

of the Bailo and the Emperor to try and make contact with the main Venetian fleet.  The 

Christian position was deteriorating, and it was believed that the city might fall in a matter of 

days.  The ship was to search for the fleet of Venetian Captain-General Jacomo Loredan (b. 1396 

- 1471) rumored to be sailing the Aegean with a relief force.   They made the perilous journey 

out of the Straits disguised as a Turkish fuste and travelled the Aegean for weeks without any 

sign of the main fleet.  The crew then, after debate, decided not to abandon their fellow defenders 

and so made the uncertain journey back to Constantinople to report their findings instead of 

sailing off to the safety of the nearest Venetian port in the Stato da Màr.70  Such resolve endears 

the reader to the courageous Venetian defenders, but the true hopelessness of the situation was 

only revealed to them in the aftermath of the city’s fall.  By the time the scouting expedition 

returned to Constantinople on May 27th Captain-General Loredan had not even reached the 

Aegean.  The indecisive Venetian Senate had finally commissioned Loredan to lead the fleet to 

relieve Constantinople on May 7, 1453, but by that time the window of opportunity had closed.71  

The fleet would only arrive at Negroponte on June 3rd five days after the city’s demise.72   

Constantinople fell and the last Roman Emperor was killed on the 29th of May 1453.  As 

many Venetians as possible fled the city as the Turks began to sack and massacre the remaining 

	
69 On the distribution of the defenders’ troops see: Leonard of Chios, in Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 26 -29. 
70 Barbaro, Dairy of the Siege of Constantinople, 71-72. 
71 Archivo di Stato di Venezia, Sen. Secreta Reg 19, fols. 193v - 194v. 
72 Jacopo de’Languschi, “Excidio e presa di Costantinopoli,” (from Cronica of Zorzi Dolfin), in La Caduta, p. 46-
47. 
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Christian inhabitants.  Hundreds of Venetians did not make it to the boats and were killed, 

enslaved, or ransomed. 73  The rich Venetians were worth more to the Ottomans alive, and aside 

from the Bailo and perhaps a few dozen others who lost their heads, the majority of aristocratic 

captives were held for several months to a year and sold back to their families.74  Modern 

estimates place the Venetian public and private losses at around 200,000 ducats.75   Some 

Genoese also fled to Chios, but the majority cowered behind the walls of Pera waiting to see the 

Ottomans’ next move. 

 

Third Rome 

News of the fall was slow to reach Italy, and while the Venetians, Spaniards, and Greeks 

in the city were being rounded up, the Genoese of Pera sent an embassy to Mehmed II asking to 

continue in their relationship of mutual friendship.  The Sultan was not convinced of the 

Podesta’s sincerity and accused the Galatans of doing all they could short of open hostilities to 

help the defenders of Constantinople.76  This Podesta, Angelo Giovanni Lomellino, was the very 

same man who Barbaro accused of betraying Christian plans to the enemy and threatening to 

hold himself and other Venetians captive as they tried to flee the city on the 29th of May.  Still 

despite his city’s alleged betrayal of the Christian faith, the Sultan was not appeased.  

A Greek copy of a treaty between the Ottomans and the Genoese exists, which can be 

dated to the 1st of June 1453, two days after the Ottoman victory.  This document agreed that the 

Genoese people would be free to move about the Ottoman domain and exempt from extra tariffs.  

	
73 Doukas, Decline and Fall of Byzantium, XXXIX.30-32. 
74 Barbaro, Dairy of the Siege of Constantinople, 71-72. 
75 Nicol, Byzantium and Greece, 406. 
76 Lomellino, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, 133. 
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Pera was to remain untouched and the Galatan Genoese were to retain their city’s autonomy.77  It 

seemed to the merchants of Pera that their double-dealing, no matter how devious had paid off.  

Their city and their trading empire would survive the change of the ownership across the water in 

Constantinople.   

Yet, this diplomatic success turned out to be very short lived.  Within 48 hours the Sultan 

changed his mind and reneged on the deal.  Genoa lost all special trade privileges in Ottoman 

territory, the city of Pera was sacked, its autonomy reigned in, crosses removed from buildings, 

and all but the seaward fortifications destroyed.78  The Genoese of Pera did retain their lives and 

their faith unlike those unfortunate souls who were captured in Constantinople, but they 

surrendered the city of Pera, dishonorably without a fight.   It is only after the fall of Pera, that 

Genoese letters to contacts back in Italy begin to demand aid from the Papacy and Catholic 

World at large to retake the cities and push back the Turkish advance.   The scheming ex-podesta 

Lomellino for example, implores his brother to have the doge “to organize the Christian 

nations… for unless some action is taken by the Christians” the expansionist Mehmed will aspire 

to future wars.79 

News of the collapse first reached Venice on July 2nd of the same year, and for days there 

was confusion and doubt of the authenticity of the account.  When news from Captain Jacobo 

Loredan reached Venice confirming the Turkish victory,80 the Senate immediately sent out an 

embassy to Ottoman Constantinople to negotiate a peace.  This diplomatic mission was also 

	
77 “Mehmet’s Treaty with the Genoese,” in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, 136-
137. 
78 Lomellino, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, 133-134. 
The fact that the seaward fortifications remained show that the Ottomans still feared Christian counterattack by sea. 
79 Lomellino, in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts, 134-5. 
80 “Relazione al Senato Veneziano,” in La Caduta, p. 6-9. 
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authorized the refortification of various Venetian colonies as it stopped into ports in the Aegean 

for fear of future Ottoman assaults.81 

In this embassy to the Ottomans, the Venetians saw a slim opportunity to turn this 

nightmare scenario into an economic miracle.  Though their citizens had died defending 

Christian Constantinople, and although the Signoria had eventually detached a fleet to reinforce 

the city, Venice lost no time in seeing what could be salvaged from the situation.  As it turned 

out much more was to be gained from the collapse of Byzantium than originally imagined, and 

the Venetians made a peace with the Ottomans in 1454 on excellent terms.  

Venice first reestablished peaceable relations with the Ottomans recognizing Mehmed II 

as the “Illustrissimo Segnor” of Constantinople.  Tariffs for Venetian goods were ridiculously 

low at rates as low as two percent, and merchants were given extensive rights in Ottoman 

territory.82  The Venetians were also permitted henceforth to use the port at Pera/Galata, which 

was no longer to be a Genoese dominated zone.83 

After hearing of this unholy deal struck between the Venetians and the Ottomans, much 

of Christian Europe would echo the sentiments of the Spanish onlooker Pero Tafur in that: “The 

Venetians and the other Italians set greater store on profit than on honour.”84   How could the last 

Christian defenders of Constantinople so quickly forget the atrocities committed by the Turkish 

horde?  The Papacy of Nicholas V had been belatedly calling for a crusade against the Ottomans 

	
81 “Lettera al bailo e capitano di Negroponte,” in La Caduta, p. 58-59. 
82 Bartholomeo Marcello, Tratto di pace con Mohammed II,” edited by Samuele Romanin, in Storia documentata di 
Venezia v.4. p 528-535, (Venezia: P. Naratovich, 1861). 
83 Louis Mitler, "The Genoese in Galata: 1453-1682," in International Journal of Middle East Studies 10, no. 1 p 71-
91, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 72. 
Eric R. Dursteler, Venetians in Constantinople : Nation, Identity, and Coexistence in the Early Modern 
Mediterranean, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 23. 
84 Pero Tafur, Travels and Adventures, 152. 
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since he had heard of the fall of the city in July of 1453.85  Without the Venetians any kind of 

offensive in the Eastern Mediterranean would be impossible, and the Pope, Venice, and the 

Ottomans all knew it.  Mehmed II had played to the Venetian plutocracy and found a sweet spot 

There are a number of nagging questions surrounding the Catholic response to Mehmed 

“the Conqueror’s” successful siege of Constantinople.  Why after her citizens had fought tooth 

and nail against the Mehmed for months was Venice rewarded with a preeminent trading 

position in the growing Ottoman Sultanate, while the Genoese, who had implicitly aided the 

Turks’ conquest of the city, were stripped of privileges they had maintained under the 

Byzantines?  Why were both the Venetians and the Ottomans so willing to make peace?  The 

Genoese lack of participation against the Ottomans at the siege won them their lives and 

prevented their capture or enslavement, but Mehmed II did not see their double-dealing as 

grounds for further reward once he was negotiating from a position of such greater power.  As 

previously discussed, the Genoese trading empire was effectively cut in half by the conquest of 

Constantinople as well as the earlier Turkish fortifications built at the Bosporus.  This meant that 

their naval empire would be doomed if the masters of the Straits remained hostile.   

In 1475, hardly a generation later, the Genoese would lose their entire Black Sea empire 

and to the Ottomans who understood that the Genoese would have no recourse.86  The Sultan 

already had leverage over the Genoese, standing between their Black Sea colonies and 

effectively holding the substantial Galatan Genoese civilian population hostage.  Mehmed 

realized that there was little reason to try and curry favor with the distant Genoese through 

capitulations, when he had other ways of controlling them.  In the sixteenth century after the 

	
85 “Risposta al legato papale venuto per eccitare contro il Turco,” edited by Samuele Romanin, in Storia 
documentata di Venezia v.4. p 526- 528, (Venezia: P. Naratovich, 1861). 
86 Andrea, Gamberini and Isabella Lazzarini, eds. The Italian Renaissance State, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012), p. 222-223. 
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Ottomans had taken all of the Genoese possessions in the Eastern Mediterranean as well, this 

lack of leverage and the Genoese shift away from a trading-based economy, would allow the 

Ligurians to more easily join anti-Turk coalitions without fear of disastrous reprisal.87 The 

Ligurians had grown too comfortable working with the decrepit Byzantine Empire and didn’t 

realize how assertive the Ottoman Sultans could be with their centralized bureaucratic and 

military apparatuses.   

The Aegean-Adriatic focused Venetian colonies gave the Republic of St. Mark a much 

more defensible position against the Ottomans in the Mediterranean as well as a continuous 

chain of naval bases from which to launch attacks on Turkish littoral territory.  The Ottomans 

rightly identified Venice as a more immediate threat.  The Serenissima had extensive naval 

capabilities in the Eastern Mediterranean that the fledgling Ottoman navy would not match for 

generations.  The Turks gave the Venetians trading privileges so that the merchant republic, so 

reliant on trade would not act up in the aftermath of 1453.  No expense was spared in the 

generosity of the peace so that the Venetian patriciate might feel comfortable passing the buck.  

In fact, Venice lost no territory to the Ottomans in this conflict.  The Republic had not even 

officially intervened against the Turks.  This failure of resolve amongst the ruling circle of 

Venice before, during, and after Constantinople allowed for the Ottomans to solidify their hold 

over that once Christian city, that piece of Venetian patrimony, that she had, in the words of the 

last Byzantine Emperor, “adorned this city as if it were your own with fine and noble men.”88   

This pattern of indecision at critical moments, would continue to rear its ugly head 

through the rest of the fifteenth century and the Turks would capitalize on such vacillation.  The 

	
87 See Philip Williams’ Empire and Holy War in the Mediterranean for more information on the Genoese-Habsburg 
alliance against the Turk in the reigns of Charles I and Philip II of Spain.    
88 Leonard of Chios, in Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 35. 
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twenty-one year old Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II was on the battlefield comparing himself to 

Alexander the Great and throwing his generals’ and vizier’s caution to the wind when planning 

the final assault on May 29th, while the old men of the Venetian Senate cautiously evaluated all 

consequences of intervention 900 miles from the battlefield in the Doge’s Palace.89  Unlike most 

other conflicts Venice would find herself in through the rest of the sixteenth century, Captain-

General Jacomo Loredan was an actually experienced commander whose fleet would have been 

able to at least contest the Sea of Marmara.90   

The fall of Constantinople in 1453 decided more than just the fate of the Byzantine 

Empire, but also the fortunes of Genoa and Venice.  These two perennial rivals had struggled to 

dominate the Mediterranean’s commerce for centuries, and in the end it was the Turks who chose 

the victor.  When the Ligurians gave up the keys of Pera without a fight they also unknowingly 

bowed out of this ancient contest with Venice.  Their rapid decline showed just how quickly the 

fortunes of empire could change in the Mediterranean theater.  Economic capitulations offered 

by the Sultan did not completely tame the lion of St. Mark, but for the rest of their history 

Ottoman-Venetian relations would follow a rote pattern:  The Venetians would never initiate a 

conflict against the Ottomans, while the Turks would chip away, ever so slowly, at the Venetian 

Stato da Mar, appeasing the Venetians with the same generous trade concessions in their peace 

deals.  Still, in 1454 the island republic stood tall.  Her pride had been insulted but the points of 

her trident were still sharp as she watched with vigilance and trepidation at Ottoman advance 

across the Mediterranean Basin. 

	
89 Leonard of Chios, in Seven Contemporary Accounts, p. 32. 
90 Giuseppe Gulino, "Loredan, Giacomo," Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Volume 65: Levis–Lorenzetti, 
(Rome: Istituto dell'Enciclopedia Italiana, 2005).  Jacomo Loredan was the son of the famous Venetian Admiral and 
General Pietro Loredan.  Jacomo began his own military career owing much to his father’s influence in the republic, 
but proved himself a good leader at sea and in the wars against Milan. In the first half of the fifteenth century.  
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Chapter 2 
In Times of Peace, Prepare for War: 1453-1579 

 
After the fall of Constantinople in 1453, the Turks and the Venetians became intimately 

linked in a relationship of mutual trade, and mutual fear.  Each needed the other’s good will to 

prosper economically and to secure their territorial integrity.  With their colonial possessions, the 

Stato da Màr, constantly threatened by the Ottomans, the Republic of St. Mark developed a 

policy of defensive neutrality over the next decade, attempting to cooperate with their Muslim 

neighbor as much as possible and avoid outright hostilities.   While this often exasperated the 

other Christian powers fighting the Turks it was the most sensible option for the Venetians, a 

mercantile people situated immediately next to the expanding Ottoman behemoth. 

The Venetians did however fight two wars against the Ottomans in the second half of the 

fifteenth century.  The First Ottoman-Venetian War (1463-1479) saw a mixed result wherein the 

Venetians lost territory to the Turks but recouped their losses with acquisitions in other parts of 

the Mediterranean.   The Second Ottoman-Venetian War (1499-1503) was a decisive defeat for 

Venetian naval power wherein Venice lost her two eyes of the Stato da Mar, the coastal, Morean 

fortresses of Modon and Coron and with them her naval edge over the Turks. 

These wars saw the Venetian military reach incredible highs in efficient use of resources, 

power projection, and combined arms tactics, but also impossible lows in leadership.  Human 

error brought about by corruption and gerontocracy in the Venetian republican system gave the 

fledgling Ottoman Navy opportunity to tip the scales against the veteran Venetians who had 

dominated the seas for centuries.  Ottoman foreign policy towards Venice would take clear shape 

in these two wars and their pattern of generational wars and peace would continue to govern 
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relations for the rest of their histories.  The Turks understood that the Venetians would be an 

integral part of any anti-Ottoman coalition and did their utmost to isolate the Venetians, most 

often with the carrot, but when the opportunity presented itself also with the stick.  The Ottoman 

policy was a gradual declawing of the Venetian Lion, over generations, so as not to stir up a 

massive coalition all at once.  The Lion in turn would occasionally take nips, but never dare to 

bite off the hand that fed it the wealth of the Orient. 

Examining the Venetian political climate and customs of the late fifteenth century, 

particularly the decline of meritocracy and the tradition of gerontocracy, will help to provide a 

more complete explanation of crushing Venetian defeats in 1470 and 1499.   

There are three patrician diarists that provide Venetian scholars with the majority of 

information on the affairs of Renaissance Venice.  All of the following works were transcribed 

into modern Italian in the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries, and these versions remain 

the standard for Venetian historians.  Domenico Malipiero (b. 1428 -1515) was a Venetian 

politician and naval commander who covered the period of 1457-1499 in his Annali, which now 

exist only in a version that was heavily edited after his death.91  Malipiero, as a naval 

commander, is particularly important for his accounts of the Venetian failure at Negroponte 

(1470) and the Venetian defeat at the Battle of Zonchio (1499), which he personally participated 

in.92    

Girolomo Priuli (b. 1467 – 1547), from one of the wealthiest and most powerful patrician 

families in Venice recorded events from the years 1494 – 1512.  Though he will not be used as 

frequently in this study, his connections to the upper echelons of Venetian society and the fact 

	
91 Robert Finlay, Politics in Renaissance Venice, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1980), p. 8. 
92 Malipiero’s account of the decisive Venetian defeat at the Battle of Zonchio: Domenico Malipiero and Francisco 
Longo, Annali, (Florence, Italy: Vieusseux, 1843), p. 175-180. 
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that he was writing his book in secret, make his unrestrained account of Venetian political 

history helpful in understanding the unofficial and official story of the Most Serene Republic at 

this time of great external pressure.93   

The most prized pieces of Venetian history however come from the prolific diarist and 

historian Marino Santuto (b. 1466 – 1536).  His Diarii, covering the period of 1496-1533, are 

fifty-eight volumes in length filled with all elements of political, military, religious, and 

socioeconomic history of St. Mark’s Republic.  He also wrote a smaller discourse on the physical 

city of Venice, his Chronachetta, a history of Charles VIII of France’s invasion of Italy, and his 

Vite dei dogi.  Though he never saw his own political ambitions realized, his name is 

remembered as the greatest font of Renaissance Venetian history. 

These patrician observers placed in concert with state documents and other sources 

illuminate a startling connection between the internal rot of Venice’s political system and her 

defeats on land and sea to foreign powers.   

 

State of Tension (1453-1463) 

Even after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, the Christian world did not yet fully 

appreciate the new peril facing the remnants of the crusader states scattered across the island 

fiefdoms and colonies of the Eastern Mediterranean.  As fearsome as the new Ottoman 

conquerors were on land, they traced their military tradition from the horsemen and warriors of 

the steppe, not the mariners of the ancient seas.  It was not uncommon for Westerners to liken the 

Turks to the Scythians, Sarmatians, or other nomadic peoples of antiquity.94  For many 

	
93 Griolomo Priuli, I Diarii, (Bologna, Italy: Nicola Zanichelli, 1900), II.397.  
94 Pero Tafur, Pero Tafur Travels and Adventures 1435-1439, translated by Malcolm Letts, (New York, Harper & 
Brothers, 1926), 126. 
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generations, the Venetians would cling to the belief that their long maritime tradition gave them 

an incredible advantage at sea compared to the Turks, whose “military profession was principally 

in those things on land.”95  Venice still ruled the waves and the Turks, with their earthbound 

military, were not an immediate concern for the Most Serene Republic. 

Yet the Turks had a strong martial culture.  Their state was in constant war against its 

neighbors: the Byzantines, rival Turkish Beyliks, Trebizond, Serbia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Venice 

and others, juggling peace treaties to keep their enemies off balance as they divided and 

conquered.  The Venetians on the other hand, despite their glorification of military victory in the 

service of the Republic were a mercantile people who preferred the prosperity of peacetime.  

Their sons learned how to keep ledgers, sail merchant vessels, and debate in the Great Council.  

Their leaders in politics, commerce, and war were primarily merchants, not like the landed 

nobles of the European Kingdoms or the Ottoman Empire who had been trained in the arts of 

war since childhood.  The average Venetian patricians of the fifteenth century did not even know 

how to ride a horse. 

Though the Venetians could muster powerful navies and manage an overseas empire 

effectively.  Their men may not have been trained as warriors, but the patrician caste served as a 

large reservoir of human capital dedicated to producing bureaucrats, diplomats and sailors.  

Through the fifteenth century, the Turks themselves were still very much troubled with the threat 

of naval or amphibious attacks on their territory as evidenced by their conduct upon entering 

Galata/Pera in 1453.  When the forces of Mehmed II “the Conqueror” began the destruction of 

the Genoese colony’s fortifications, they tore down all but the seaward defenses, wary of an 

	
95 Eugenio Albèri, Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al Senato; s.III v.3., (Florence: 1840), p 18. 
Original text: La professione della milizia de’Turchi è principalmente state nelle cose terrestri. 
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Italian led counterattack on the new capital, and fulcrum of the transcontinental empire.96  The 

fact that the Ottomans also had no dedicated naval force or naval infrastructure also meant that 

the Venetians could strike with virtual impunity across their soft Mediterranean underbelly.  This 

was even more troubling to the Muslim Ottomans as half of their transcontinental empire was 

inhabited by Christian populations, who might prefer a Catholic Venetian overlord than a 

Muslim Turk.  As part of their crusading patrimony the Venetians held a vast array of forts and 

castles across the Balkan coastline, jutting into Ottoman held territory and making Ottoman de 

jure control over areas such as Albania, Montenegro, and the Peloponnese tenuous at best.  

Ever since the fall of Constantinople, the republic had little doubt as to the likelihood of 

future Ottoman incursions into Venetian territory.  Even as they sent their embassy to make 

peace with the Ottomans in July of 1453, the Senate sent the parallel order demanding the 

resupply and rebuilding of all fortifications in the Stato da Mar.97  As early as 1458 the Venetian 

fortifications on their foremost operating base, the Greek island of Negroponte, were being 

heavily reinforced, with the Senate authorizing a large shipment of gunpowder and modern 

firearms.  By 1461 reports from the Peloponnese and from Constantinople all told that the 

Ottomans intended to resume conflict against Venice’s footholds in Greece in the coming years.  

Sultan Mehmed II managed to assemble a miscellaneous fleet of some 210 vessels of varying 

tonnages for a military expedition.  War in the Mediterranean was all but a certainty; the only 

question remained what the Sultan’s target might be.  The Greek chronicler Doukas, wrote that 

when the Sultan’s own advisers asked him the fleet’s destination he responded by saying, “be 

certain that if I knew that one of the hairs of my beard had learned my secret [target], I would 

	
96 Angelo Giovani Lomellino, “Letter to his brother,” in The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary 
Accounts p 131-135, translated and curated by J.R. Melville Jones, (Amsterdam, Netherlands: A.M. Hakkert, 1972), 
133. 
97 “Lettera al bailo e capitano di Negroponte,” in La Caduta, p. 58-59;  
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pull it out and consign it to the flames.”98   The Venetians, ever trying to preserve their lucrative 

commercial relationship with the Turks continued to prepare for the expected war with just as 

much secrecy, even going so far as to refuse the public preaching of any crusade against the 

Turks in their territories.99  They fell into secret deliberations with the Papacy and the Kingdom 

of Hungary regarding the possibility that Venice might tap into its vast financial resources to 

finance Hungarian war efforts against Ottoman Serbia, hoping that such proxies might distract 

the Ottomans for as long as possible.100  

The Serenissima could so deftly manage this extensive diplomatic, financial, and military 

influence thanks in a large part to the impressive bureaucracy and the flexible human capital of 

the patrician class.  The life of a patrician male was intimately tied to the state.  As a child he 

would contribute to the business of the family, remaining a legal dependent and subordinate to 

his father until the latter’s death.  The young men would first step into politics around the age of 

twenty-five by gaining a seat on the Great Council by lot or by receiving a legal apprenticeship.  

These positions for new inductees to the council were divvied out once a year on the Feast Day 

of St. Barbara, allowing the new generation of Venetian patricians to begin their climb up the 

ladder of the Venetian governing class.101   

Younger men would also be able to enter public life through various positions and 

functions in their local parish churches.  Participation in one of the sixty local parish churches 

and the corresponding fraternal organizations was an important way for patricians as well as 

regular Venetian citizens to make their presence known in their corner of the city and make the 

	
98 On the shipments of weapons to the Negroponte: Crowley, How Venice Won and Lost, p. 318.  On reports of 
imminent Ottoman attack: Crowley, How Venice Won and Lost, p. 318; Setton, The Papacy and the Levant, II.236-
237.  On the Sultan’s fleet and its secret target: Doukas, Decline and Fall of Byzantium, XLV.15. 
99 Setton, The Papacy and the Levant, II.236. 
100 Archivo di Stato di Venezia, Sen. Secreta Reg. 21, fol. 81r. 
101 Sanuto, Chronachetta, p. 218; Sanuto, I diarii, 21:349. 
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interpersonal connections necessary for advancement, political or commercial, in the packed 

island city.  Even the parish was a political organ for the republican-minded Venetians, with the 

community electing their own priests and representatives to the Doge’s Palace.102   

After getting their feet wet in the Great Council, religious community, or business 

activity of the city Venetian patricians would generally spend much of the prime of their lives as 

merchants and lower level political officials and from there, perhaps taking up diplomatic or 

military posts.  In the words of Petrarch, the optimal Venetian lords should see themselves as 

“honored servants of the state” expanding their own prosperity alongside, and if need be, in 

deference to, that of the republic.103  It would usually take decades of service to the state in these 

lower and often demanding positions before a Venetian patrician was considered of age for 

major political office in the Senate or Council of Ten.  With fabled heroes like the aged and 

couragous Enrico Dandolo as their specula principum, these young men were expected to travel 

beyond the comforts of the lagoon, sail the raging seas, and make a name for themselves as 

honorable scions of the homeland before earning the right to stand at the helm of the republic 

and direct its course.  Such wide ranges of experience, provided Venice with thousands of 

invested, worldly, and educated citizens who could be used by the state with incredible 

flexibility.104 

The lust for offices in the Venetian government was evident.  There were 831 offices 

elected by the Great Council, 550 within the city itself and 281 in the territories, and another 150 

delegated by the Senate.  So with 981 positions of varying importance distributed among a 

	
102 Achivo di Stato di Venezia, Collegio, Notaroio, Reg. 14, fol. 174v. 
103 Francesco Petrarch, “Letter of May 1355,” in Venice: A Maritime Republic, Frederic C. Lane (Baltimore, MD: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), p. 180. 
104 While this may have been the optimal course for a courageous and ambitious Venetian Patrician it was not the 
norm.  On page 137 of his Politics of Renaissance Venice, Finlay provides a series of jobs that younger and middle 
aged men might take up within the city of Venice itself:  “lesser magistries of the city, collecting taxes and duties, 
patrolling the canals, issuing licenses, sitting on minor courts.” 
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patrician population of around 2,700, any self-respecting and ambitious Venetian patrician would 

take the best position he could get his hands on.105  A clan’s power and status in the city was 

dependent on maintaining a presence in the governing circles of the city.  Even if an individual 

was not concerned about his own political career, his position in the republic would affect his 

family’s business dealings, marriage prospects, and religious life.  Therefore, it became 

customary for Venetians to add as many feathers to their cap as possible and jump on the 

prospect of a prestigious posting even if their exact skillset or advanced age did not merit the 

position.  To have any chance at the dogeship or Council of Ten later in life it was key to build 

an impressive resume, and an equally impressive fortune, throughout one’s life.   

At the ripe age of fifty Marino Sanuto, wrote complaining that he was still too young to 

be seriously considered for the position of state attorney.  Exceptions might be possible with the 

right political connections, but they remained noteworthy exceptions.  When in 1511, a Girolamo 

Pesaro, was elected as podestà of Padua thanks to his father’s influence as Captain-General, 

Sanuto wrote with indignation that the man was “not yet forty-four years old.”106  The more 

prestigious positions in Venetian government were reserved for the venerable old men whose 

experience in the world would be deferred to in political leadership.  

This spirit of gerontocracy had developed long before the turn of the fifteenth century and 

was well established by the lifetime of Sanuto.  Through the 13th and 14th centuries older men 

had led the republic in cautious expansion as doges, senators, and military commanders.  In the 

words of Machiavelli, the Venetian empire “had taken eight hundred years' exertion to conquer,” 

	
105 On the 831 offices in the charge of the Assembly see: Finlay, Politics of Renaissance Venice, p. 59; Sanuto, 
Diarii, 8:469.  On the 150 offices in the power of the Senate see: Archivo di Stato di Venezia, Senato Reg. 2, no. 16.   
Sanuto actually tells of how more offices were created through his lifetimes so that there would be more positions of 
honor for young men building up their status in the political arena.   
106 On Sanuto’s concerns about the position of state attorney: Sanuto, Diarii, 21:485; On Girolamo Pesaro’s young 
election to podestà: Sanuto, Diarii, 18:452. 
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unlike the more ephemeral empires of younger, more bellicose men.107  Yet, the world was 

changing.  From 1204 onward, Venice had become a colonial power absorbing much of the 

fragmented Byzantine Empire, and aside from the perennial rivalry with Genoa, she had been 

unopposed at sea and free to establish her control over the islands and coastal fortresses of the 

Balkans.  The Crusades (1095-1291) and the Mongol invasions of the Near East (1220-1300) 

screened the merchant republics’ expansion across the Eastern Mediterranean and kept the 

Muslim and Orthodox powers in the region on the defensive.  Back in Europe, Castile was still 

struggling complete the Reconquista (711-1492) and oust the Moors from the Iberian Peninsula, 

while the English and French fought back and forth across the continent in their Hundred Years 

War (1347-1453). 

By the late fifteenth century, however, the elder leaders of Venice were looking at a very 

different world order.  The Mediterranean was hardly the Italian puddle it had been in the High 

Middle Ages.  Real threats to Venetian and Genoese sea power were emerging from Europe and 

the Islamic World for the first time in centuries.  The Crusades to the Levant had been repulsed 

the centralized Ottoman Empire now dominated Anatolia and the Balkans, and the French state 

was more unified than ever after successfully sweeping the English back to their sceptered isle. 

In 1492 the Spanish Monarchs, Isabella and Ferdinand crushed the last Muslim stronghold in 

Grenada securing the peninsula for the Cross before launching expeditions into North Africa and 

beginning their explorations of the Americas.  These new empires would be built by younger 

men like Selim I, conqueror of Mamluk Egypt; Charles VIII of France, who led his armies to 

briefly subdue all Italy; and the Conquistador of the Aztec Empire Hernan Cortes.108   

	
107 Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, transl. Rufus Goodwin, (Dante University Press, 2003), p. 77. 
108 On Selim I’s 1517 conquest of Mamluk Egypt see: Ibn Iyās, (1921). An account of the Ottoman conquest of 
Egypt in the year A.H. 922 (A.D. 1516), trans. Salmon, W. H., (London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1921);  On Cortes’ 
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The average age of Venetian doges at their election through the fifteenth century was 

sixty-nine and for the sixteenth century it was seventy-five.  Meanwhile, the average age of 

ascension to the Ottoman throne through the same period was twenty-seven, and the Ottoman 

Empire was hardly an anomaly.  Much like the Papacy, the dogeship was a life-long position, so 

to prevent one man from ruling for too long it made sense to elect a man in the twilight of life.  

But, while it may have been standard for Venetian doges, senators, and councilors of the ten to 

all be in their seventies and eighties, the rest of Europe saw a wave of young monarchs full of 

energy and looking to expand their domains at the turn of the sixteenth century. Sanuto noted 

this contrasting phenomenon in 1518 when he wrote: 

And the young reign: the pope is young; the king of France, the king of 
Spain, the king of England, and the king of Hungary are very young;  
Selim the emperor of the Turks is about 42 years of age.  There are two 
old ones, Emperor Maximillian and our doge of Venice.109 

 

It is worth noting that the fifty-nine-year-old Holy Roman Emperor, Maximillian, was put in the 

same “elderly” bracket as the eighty-two-year-old Doge Leonardo Loredan.  Either way, the 

Emperor would be dead within a year and the nineteen-year-old Charles V would then rule half 

of Western Europe. 

Even more of a concern than the political leadership was that many of their Captains-

General through the Renaissance were just as old.  Many of the Venetian commanders were in 

their late sixties and seventies throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  Our patrician 

diarist, Domenico Malipiero, for instance was eighty-five and still leading Venetian forces when 

he died.110   

	
conquests of Aztec Mesoamerica see:  Bernal Díaz del Castillo, The Conquest of New Spain, trans., J. M. Cohen 
(Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1963). 
109 Sanuto, Diarii, 25.210.  
110 Malipiero, Annali, p. xix-xx;  Sanuto, Diarii, 17:268. 
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Ever aware that age alone is not a fair metric to measure administrative fitness the (doges 

such as Enrico Dandolo and Andrea Gritti, who we will arrive at later this paper, showed 

incredible cunning and judgement as elder statesmen), a pattern remains clear in Venetian 

politics and military leadership.  The cautious old men, monopolizing the positions of real power 

in the Venetian government, were almost always holding back their younger, more hawkish 

countrymen.  With age came wealth and with wealth came power.  The old men of Venice were 

often led on by a set of perverse incentives, to preserve their wealth by avoiding confrontation, 

even at the cost of their state’s territorial integrity.  At large the elders preferred a policy of 

preservation over risk taking.  Surrender a few islands or forts if that’s what it took to keep the 

gold, the silk, the spice flowing to Venice.  It was safer to delegate command of their precious 

fleets to less rash men, who might not take so many risks with the wealth and safety of the 

Republic’s core territories.   

The younger men, looking to the idealized models of their nation’s history wanted a 

chance to prove their mettle and make a name for themselves.  It was the outgunned giovanni 

factions in the Great Council that argued against Doge Pasquale Malipiero’s policy of 

appeasement towards the Ottomans in 1460-1462.  The younger men of Venice also supported 

the Pisans’ revolt against their Florentine oppressors in 1498 and continuing the war against the 

overwhelming League of Cambrai in 1509.111   

 While advanced age most certainly plagued the Venetian governing circle and military 

leadership, this blight would not so often condemn the forces of the republic to defeat or disgrace 

as corruption and inexperience.  When the Turks took the Venetian citadel at Argos in the 

	
111 On Doge Pasquale Malipiero’s conciliatory attitude towards the Turks in the mid-fifteenth century see: 
Malipiero, Annali, p. 18; On the Pisan Revolt see: Marcantonio Barbaro, Genealogie delle famiglie patrizie venete, 
Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Venice, It. Cl. VII, 925-928 (9594-8597), fol. 143v;  On the War of the League of 
Cambrai see: Barbaro, Genealogie, 8595, fols. 99v-100r. 
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Peloponnese in 1463 a real war would begin between the Serenissima and the Sublime Porte.112  

Venice would be fighting for her own turf from now on, not the husk of the Byzantine Empire, 

and she would be in for a rude awakening as the might of the Turks was brought to bear.   

 

The First Ottoman Venetian War (1463-1479) 

 After years of suspicion and waiting local Ottoman lords finally struck at the fortress in 

the city of Argos, one of the inland Venetian possessions in the Peloponnese.  The Venetians, 

fearing this was a prelude to future attacks on their territory, debated in the Senate whether or not 

to seek war or rapprochement with the Ottomans.  Even as the Turks prepared a great war fleet 

and began to invade the Morea, large portions of the elderly patricians making up the Senate 

wanted to avoid war and the commercial drought it would bring to the Republic.  Still, these 

recent affronts to the Serenissima were too great to overlook, and with the young King Matthias 

Corvinus of Hungary looking for allies against the Ottomans it seemed time for the Lion of St. 

Mark to awaken and check this Muslim advance.  The Senate passed a declaration of war against 

the Turks by a slim margin.113 

 Preparations began to be made to finance and conduct the war.  Malipiero records the 

deliberations to raise hundreds of thousands of ducats, primarily from duties on trade and war 

taxes on the Italian cities of the Terraferma, to fund an expedition to retake the Morea from the 

Turks.114  Unlike the bungled affair at Constantinople in 1453, this time the full might of Venice 

would be unleashed upon the Turks, starting with her fleets waiting in the Venetian Arsenal. 

	
112 Laonikos Chalcocondylas, Turkish History, edited by E. Darko, (Bonn: 1922), bk. X  p. 545. 
113 Archivo di Stato di Venezia, Sen. Secreta, Reg. 21, fols. 168r-171v. 
114 Malipiero, Annali, p. 13-14. 
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 Upon the walls of the Venetian Arsenal was inscribed the phrase "Happy is that city 

which in time of peace thinks of war."115  The arsenal was truly one of the wonders of the world 

as it was perhaps the first example of a mass production assembly line centuries before Henry 

Ford opened his first plants in Detroit.  Sanuto called it, “one of the finest things in the world… 

included here is every skill necessary for this purpose [of building ships].”116  And so as not to 

only take the word of a Venetian, the famous Pisan astronomer, Galileo Galilei, also praised the 

arsenal: 

…every sort of instrument and machine is continually put in operation 
there. And among its great number of artisans there must be some who, 
through observations handed down by their predecessors as well as those 
which they attentively and continually make for themselves, are truly 
expert and whose reasoning is of the finest.117 
 

It was the self-contained nature of the Venetian arsenal and the machine-like efficiency of the 

artisans therein that made this proto-industrial quarter of the floating city such a naval 

powerhouse.  The division of labor was jealously guarded by the arsenal workers and their 

families who functioned as a city-apart behind their walls.  Women wove sails and twisted cord, 

while men sawed planks and fitted masts.  When the King of France visited Venice in the 

sixteenth century the arsenal was able to construct a fully functioning, floating galley in a few 

hours.118 

 In 1463, the Ottomans had nothing that could even come close to matching this incredible 

production power.  They were traditionally horsemen and though they had adapted well to the 

	
115 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, Pt. 2, sect. 2, member 6, 1621 
116 Sanuto, Chronachetta, p. 60-61. 
117 Quotation from: Favaro Galilei, ed., Le Opere di Galileo Galilei, Vol. VIII, p. 49,  in Stillman Drake, Galileo 
Galilei Two New Sciences: including Centers of Gravity and Force of Percussion, (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1974), p. 11. 
118 Ruggiero Romano, “The Construction of Warships in Venice in the Sixteenth Century,” in Crisis and Change in 
the Venetian Economy, Brian Pullman, ed., 62 – 65. 
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integration of gunpowder and artillery into their armed forces, they would never truly be able to 

match their Christian or North African neighbors’ naval expertise.  Aside from the highly 

specialized arsenal-workers, the Venetians had another advantage over the Ottomans Navy.  

Venice continued the long republican tradition of only using free rowers in their galleys, and 

though the debate as to using slaves on the benches would arise in later centuries, these early 

contests for domination of the waves would see citizens rowing the fleets of St. Mark.  This gave 

the Venetians an edge when the galleys made contact and the fighting across decks would start.  

By relying for a large part on Christian slaves, the Muslim warships of the age were bringing a 

mutinous element into battle with them.  If galley slaves could be unchained by the enemy they 

would often fight against their old captors.119 

 In 1464, the first full year of warfare with the Turks, 6.55% of the Venetian state’s total 

income went to the arsenal alone, never mind the other costs of war.120  So, it was that when the 

veteran Captain-General Alvise Loredan led the forces of Venice down to reconquer the Morea 

from the Turks in late 1463, the entire economic, industrial, and martial might of the republic 

was with his expedition.   

The initial phase of the war did prove Venetian superiority at sea as St. Mark’s navy 

dominated the Aegean for the first years of the conflict.  The much larger, but poorer-quality 

Turkish fleet was successfully bottled up in the Dardanelles by the Venetian flotilla but there was 

chaos within the Venetian fleet’s revolving door of a command structure.  The seventy-year-old 

Alvise Loredan would fall ill twice while in command of the fleet, once in 1464, which 

demanded his recall, and again in 1466, which proved to be fatal.  Loredan’s replacement, Orsato 

	
119 Cristofo Canale, “The Case for Convict Oarsmen, c.1553-4”, in Venice: A Documentary History, Chambers & 
Pullan, ed., 99-101. 
120 Romano, “The Construction of Warships in Venice,” in Crisis and Change in the Veneitan Economy, p.79. 
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Giustinian, also died leading the fleet in 1464 and was succeeded by Vettore Cappello, another 

grizzled veteran and Warhawk.  After seeing the fortunes of war turn against the conflict he had 

argued for, Cappello would follow his fellow Captains-General to the grave in Greek waters 

thanks to a heart attack at the age of sixty-seven in 1467.  Even Jacomo Loredan, the same man 

who led the late relief force sent to Constatinople in 1453, and in his late sixties by this war, 

would also ask to be recalled from duty, totaling four different Captains-General of the Sea in the 

years of 1463-1467.  It is a testament to the professionalism of the Venetian Navy that amidst 

this madness the fleet was able to land a mercenary army in the Peloponnese, raid Aegean 

islands, and blockade the Straits.121   

 At first it seemed the land campaign would make up for the relative stalemate at sea.  The 

objective of the land campaign was to occupy the Morea [Figure 2.1] and, if the opportunity 

presented itself, push north towards Athens.  Otherwise the Venetians would fortify the Isthmus 

of Corinth and continue to disrupt the Ottoman sea lanes as the Hungarians and Albanians fought 

against the Turks to the north.  As was tradition in Venetian military history the mercenary army 

was also led by a mercenary general, in this case the Wolf of Rimini, Sigismondo Malatesta (b. 

1417 - 1468).   A professional condottiere, or mercenary captain, Malatesta was hired by the 

Venetians, whose patricians had little to no experience leading ground campaigns.  Aside from 

their Catholic faith, he and his men had no ties to Venice but gold.122   

	
121 On the policy of blockading the Straits see:  Andrea Duodo, “Pro bello Peloponnonsi” in Documents inédits 
relatifs à l'histoire de la Grèce (Paris, France: Maisonneuve et cie., 1890), VI.104-5.  On the fates of Alvise Loredan 
and Giustinian see: Setton, Papacy and the Levant, II.251.  On the landing of troops in the Peloponnese: Malipiero, 
Annali, p. 24, 32. 
122 Pope Pius II considered the Wolf of Rimini a “Prince of Wickedness,” though he admitted he was a good soldier. 
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Figure 2.1   The Morea in the early modern period with relevant Venetian sites underlined.  
[Wikipedia Commons, (my own underlining)] 
 

 Following his employers’ commands, he led a cautious campaign securing the Morea and 

rebuilding the Hexamilion wall, which had first stood as a last-ditch defense against Xerxes 

Persian Invasion in 480 BC.123  Beyond that the Venetian land forces only skirmished with the 

Ottoman forces in Attica and didn’t manage to make any headway into the rest of Greece.  In 

retrospect this is hardly surprising considering the Venetians only paid for 4,000 mercenaries to 

hold the line in the Morea, while funneling most of their resources into their navy. The seafaring 

	
123 Malipiero, Annali, p. 15.   
Herodotus, The Histories, trans. Aubrey De Selincourt, (New York: Penguin, 2003), VII.139;  
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Venetians’ overemphasis on the naval, Malatesta’s logistical disagreements between the 

Venetian governors, and the outbreak of dysentery amongst the troops.  Even the best made 

plans fall victim to the friction of war, and by the time the main Ottoman force did bear down on 

the Isthmus of Corinth they found the Venetian defenses abandoned.  The old men of the Senate 

had not strayed from the traditions of the fathers.  Venice would fight a naval war despite the 

pleas from Malatesta for more money, supplies, and men.124  Attrition took its toll and instead of 

seeing his forces crushed in the field, Malatesta had his men pull back to the Venetians’ coastal 

strongholds, which could be reinforced from the sea.125  

 The Venetians had contested the seas, disrupting Turkish logistics and communications, 

but their land forces, without more troops from a crusading coalition, had been unable to stand 

up against the massive professional armies of the Sultan.126  In 1466 the Turks marched virtually 

unopposed to reoccupy Argos and the other inland strongpoints throughout the Morea, while the 

discouraged Venetian troops watched from the safety of their constellation of forts dotting the 

Greek coast.  With Venetian financial support, the Hungarians under Corvinus saw successes in 

Bosnia and Serbia, and Skanderbeg of Albania continued to defy the Turkish incursions into his 

own country.  For the next four years, little of note took place in the Venetian theatre of the war 

until in 1469 when intelligence reached Venice that Sultan Mehmed II himself was soon to leave 

Constantinople at the head a massive army of 70,000 soldiers supported by his long expected 

fleet of nearly 300 ships gathered from across the empire, 108 of which were war galleys. 127  

The new Captain General Niccolò da Canale was given the mission of defending the chief 

	
124 Sathas, Documents inédits, VI, no 22, p. 22. 
125 Malipiero, Annali, p. 24. 
126 Archivo di Stato di Venezia, Deliberazioni, Secreti. Reg. 24 Fols. 246-249. 
127 “Lettera di Geronimo Longo a Lonardo e Francesco Longo, sul fatti di Negroponte,” in Malipiero, Annali, p. 50. 
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Venetian command post in the Aegean and the likely target of this onslaught, Negroponte 

[Figure 2.1].128 

 Da Canale led the fleet with some success as he led raids against small towns in Greece 

and Western Anatolia, but aside from wounding the Sultan’s pride, very little damage to the 

Ottoman war effort was accomplished.  If the advanced age of Venice’s Captains-Generals and 

strategists had caused her problems in the Morean campaign and its accompanying sea war, 

Niccolò da Canale would be the harbinger of incompetence and corruption.  He was and had 

been for the majority of his life a lawyer and a diplomat.  Many of his captains were just as 

unqualified; patrician bureaucrats playing the seafaring crusaders as was their birthright as sons 

of Venice.129 

 These remarkably unqualified, but well connected and wealthy Venetian lawyers were 

going to do battle with Sultan Mehmed II; a man who had crushed crusades, destroyed the last 

vestiges of the Roman Empire, and legalized royal fratricide amongst his own children.  And 

aside from Mehmed, his second in command was the veteran general and vizier, Mahmud Pasha 

Angelović.  Mahmud Pasha was captured as a boy, forced to convert to Islam and rose to power 

in the Porte by taking part in almost every major military campaign since Constantinople.  He 

was no naval genius, but after nineteen years of constant warfare he understood the finer details 

of siege warfare.130   

  

 

	
128 Archivo di Stato di Venezia Sen. Secreta, Re. 24, fols. 1v-3r. 
129 Setton, The Papacy and the Levant, p. 303; Crowley, How Venice Won and Lost, p. 330.   
130 Setton, The Papacy and the Levant, p. 293, footnote 88. 
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Figure 2.2  Negroponte (Euboea) in relation to Athens [left] and modern Chalcis with its 300 ft. 
span of water separating it from Attica [right].   [Google Maps] 

 

The Turkish forces arrived on June fifteenth 1470, unopposed by de Canale’s fleet, and 

built a makeshift pontoon bridge with which to cross the short distance of water separating 

Negroponte from the mainland.  Then with their artillery pounding the walls of the city they 

began launching brutal waves of attacks at the defenders.  Thanks to years of preparation the 

garrison of Chalcis131 was ready to meet the overwhelming enemy force.  The Turkish attacks 

and cannon fire were answered from the Venetian walls with artillery of their own and Venetian 

small arms.  One Italian account of the siege counts the Turkish dead after just one assault on the 

walls to have been 27,000 men.  Over the month-long siege, this account offers a figure of 

77,000 Turkish soldiers dead before the Christian walls.  While this is clearly an exaggeration, 

the Ottoman casualties were appalling, so much so that when the siege ended the Sultan ordered 

	
131 Though the Venetians called both the city and the island “Negroponte,” I will be using the Greek name, 
“Chalcis” to differentiate the city from the island.   
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the entire town be put to the sword despite assuring them they would be allowed to go free in the 

event of a surrender.132  

Yet, on the morning of July 11th as the defenders’ position worsened, and defeat seemed 

only a few days away, deliverance seemed to appear in the form of the Venetian war fleet 

coming down the Euboean Gulf from the north.  At full sail and with a good tailwind, da 

Canale’s fleet was flying straight for the undefended Ottoman pontoon bridge.  The battle-

hardened Sultan seeing this broke down in a lapse of composure and began to cry, believing his 

entire army and even his own life to be in mortal peril.  But then, as unexpectedly as they had 

rounded the cape and come into view, the Venetian fleet simply stopped, turned around, and 

anchored.  The besieged and besiegers alike looked on in disbelief at da Canale’s loss of nerve.  

Sultan Mehmed was the first to collect himself, ordering the repositioning of artillery to guard 

the harbor.  After twenty-four hours of indecision and frantic signaling from the defenders of the 

city, da Canale, convinced the fleet would be destroyed by cannon fire sailed away and left the 

city to its doom.133   

When the grim news of the disaster reached Venice in early August, the political fallout 

was immense.  There was no guarantee that the Venetian fleet would have secured a victory 

against the Turk, but to not even engage the enemy under such fortuitous conditions reeked of 

gross incompetence at best and cowardice at worst.  Corruption in the navy came under close 

scrutiny as the Great Council demanded answers as to how such inexperienced, unqualified 

leaders could be appointed in times of crisis.The first order of business was to recall da Canale 

who, though mortified and contrite, remained in command of Venice’s navy for the moment.  

The Senate acted swiftly and appointed the sixty-four-year-old Pietro Mocenigo (b. 1406 - 1476) 

	
132 Fra Giacomo Pugiese, “lettera della assedio,” in Annali, Malipiero, p. 56-58. 
133 Crowley, How Venice Won and Lost, p. 330; Malipiero, Annali, p. 50-62.. 
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to take command and reorganize the fleet with the explicit order that should Mocenigo find any 

other inexperienced captains who had clearly bought their position he should “punish him 

swiftly, and suppress it as you see fit.”134 

The Mocenigo family was one of the most prestigious in the city and Pietro had already 

lived up to the expectations of his name.  In many ways he was a model patrician, a Venetian 

renaissance man, echoing back to the great warrior statesmen that had built the Stato da Mar in 

ages past.  As a young man he worked as a merchant and was elected to a minor judiciary office.  

He married and then received a commission in the navy hunting pirates.  He was shipwrecked, 

thrown in a Sicilian jail, but refused to shun the waves returning to service to convoy trading 

vessels safely to Beirut.  Once back in Venice he entered politics as a senator and member of one 

of the Ten’s chief war councilors during the Lombard Wars.135 

Mocenigo’s greatest feat was still to come and would be recorded by a Dalmatian 

aristocrat, Coriolano Cippico, in The Deeds of Commander Pietro Mocenigo.  Cippico was a ship 

captain from modern Trogir, Croatia who served under the Venetian commander.136  The account 

describes the Venetian campaigns against the Turks between the years 1470 – 1474 in great 

detail and demonstrates the power projection capabilities of a fully mobilized and well-led 

Venetian armada.  It was Cippico’s Deeds, a relatively lesser known document of Venetian 

military history, that was the main inspiration for the scope and focus of this thesis.  The piece’s 

optimistic spirit as well as the successes of the Captain General described therein are just so 

	
134 Archivo di Stato di Venezia, Sen. Secreta Reg. 24, fols 130v. [30 August 1470], Coriolano Cippico, The Deeds of 
Commander Pietro Mocenigo, ed. Kiril Petkov, (New York: Italica Press Inc., 2014), p. xiii. 
135  Giuseppe Gullino, "Moncenigo, Pietro" Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, Volume 75, (Rome: Istituto 
dell'Enciclopedia Italiana, 2011). 
136 Coriolano Cippico, The Deeds of Commander Pietro Mocenigo, ed. Kiril Petkov, (New York: Italica Press Inc., 
2014), p. xiii. 
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strikingly different than most documents surrounding the miserable state of Venetian affairs at 

the time. 

The new Captain-General Mocenigo left Venice just days after his commission on the 

30th of August 1470, and when he met up with da Canale’s fleet off Negroponte, now in Turkish 

hands, he found a very distressing situation.  The desperate Niccolò da Canale had assembled the 

fleet to prepare for an assault on Chalcis and upon the arrival of his replacement prepared a trap 

for his rival, that might save his own reputation at home.  If the redoubtable Mocenigo failed just 

as he had, da Canale’s own disgrace would be lessened, even if it cost Venetian lives and ships.  

Touting his own abilities to gather the fleet for a renewed assault on the city, da Canale 

graciously offered command of this doomed expedition over to Mocenigo who saw through the 

self-serving plot and tactfully responded: 

Niccolò, better proceed with what you have begun, as it appears to be for 
the common good.  I will be at your disposal, be it as a colleague or as 
subordinate, and I will do whatever you charge me with so that you can 
recover the lost city. 
 

At this however, da Canale lost his nerve and surrendered command of the fleet to his successor 

before departing for Venice where the infuriated popolo would be waiting for him.  He would be 

tried and perpetually banished from the city of Venice proper for his refusal to engage the 

Turkish fleet.137 

Though he was “anxious to undertake some endeavor worthy of his stance and the glory 

of his ancestors,” Mocenigo realized that Negroponte was lost to Christendom and spent the rest 

of 1470 and most of 1471 reorganizing the fleet and planning his next moves.  Diplomats were in 

Constantinople talking of peace with the Sultan who was worried about a Venetian-led pan-

	
137 Malipiero, Annali, p. 61; Cippico, Deeds, p. 6;  V. Ventura, "Canal, Nicolo" Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, 
Volume 17, (Rome: Istituto dell'Enciclopedia Italiana, 1974). 
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Christian counterattack.  Luckily for the Sultan such a coalition would never form, though in the 

coming years he would pay dearly for Negroponte.138 

 By the time the weather broke in the Spring of 1472, there was no realistic prospect of 

peace with the Ottomans on the horizon and Mocenigo began his campaigns across the Ottoman 

coastline.  Not wishing to harm the Orthodox Christian populations of Greece as da Canale had 

done in 1469, Mocenigo struck at the heart of the Turkish state by raiding up and down the 

Muslim-majority Anatolian coastline.   Over the next two years Mocenigo savaged the Turkish 

coastline, with machinelike efficiency through the use of combined arms and amphibious 

landings.  While his naval officers were almost entirely Venetians or Dalmatian nobles of Italian 

decent, like Cippico, the majority of the marines were “Illyrians” (Croatians) and the cavalry 

forces were primarily Greek stratiotoi auxiliaries.  Mocenigo would make landings on the coast 

and punch his forces into the interior on literal headhunting, slave taking, and raiding missions 

that devastated the Turkish countryside.139  

Among his greatest and most gruesome feats was the razing of Smyrna,140  one of the 

wealthiest trading cities in all of Anatolia, to the ground.  After resupplying his fleet on the 

Venetian-held island of Naxos, Mocenigo sailed straight for Smyrna and launched a surprise 

attack on the unsuspecting city.  Cippico’s firsthand account of the sack leaves little to the 

imagination.  The Venetian marines quickly poured into the city, mopping up clusters of 

defenders who tried in vain to buy the civilian population time to flee or hide.141  Hundreds, if 

not thousands, of women and children were taken captive before the city was set to the torch.   

	
138 Cippico, Deeds, p. 8-9. 
139 Cippico, Deeds, p. 13, 20-25. 
140 Today known as Izmir, Turkey’s third most populous city. 
141 Cippico describes one poignant encounter between a Turkish widow clinging to the corpse of her husband crying 
hysterically that “the power of the barbarians would not separate them” as a Venetian marine tried to remove her 
from the spot.  She resisted so violently that the soldier lost his patience and sliced her head off, retorting, “Now you 
can join your husband.” 
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“And so this ancient city, noted for its varied fortunes and many monuments was reduced to 

ashes in a few hours.”  The massacre of the Negroponte was avenged.  Mocenigo had brought 

the justice of the republic to the door of the Turks in a way that no Venetian commander had 

managed to do in generations.  As they sailed from the smoldering ruins of Smyrna the Papal 

legate attached to the fleet proclaimed, “Continue courageous man, that which you have begun: 

your glory will be immortal.”142 

 I will avoid going into too much more detail about the Captain-General’s exploits and 

leave that to the work of Cippico himself, though the next two years of Mocenigo’s campaigns 

were equally as dramatic.  His exploits rallied the morale of the Venetians as well as other 

Christians and even Muslims resisting the Sultan’s power.  In 1473 a Sicilian slave escaped from 

Turkish captivity and was armed by Mocenigo’s forces to successfully burn down parts of the 

budding Turkish naval arsenal in Gallipoli.  Mocenigo successfully aided the Muslim Karamid 

Turks with artillery support, allowing the Karamids to fight back the Ottomans in Southeast 

Anatolia.  He brought crucial relief to the beleaguered Christian defenders of the Albanian 

fortress of Scutari.  And most consequentially, he ensured the Venetian hegemony and eventual 

annexation of the crusader kingdom of Cyprus, which more than compensated for the loss of 

Negroponte.143 

 The Ottomans were sufficiently terrified of the resurgent and aggressive Venetian Navy 

that they heavily reinforced the defenses of Constantinople after the sack of Smyrna.144  The 

Ottomans could hardly breathe a sigh of relief when Mocenigo’s term as Captain-General was 

	
142 On Cippico’s full account of Smyrna’s destruction in 1472 see: Cippico, Deeds, 30-34.   
143 On the Sicilian slave’s covert mission: Cippico, Deeds, p. 35 – 37; On the Venetian support to the Karamids: 
ibid. p. 42-45; On Albania: Ibid. p. 76-89; On Cyprus: Ibid. p. 69-73. 
144 Cippico, Deeds, p. 39.   
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ended and he was then elected the Doge on the 14th of December 1474.145  Mocenigo’s career 

had led him along the exact path laid out by the crusading doges of old.  He concluded a long 

career of service to the state with a successful military career against the enemies of the republic 

and was then elected doge.  Though Pietro only served as doge for a short time before dying on 

the 23rd of Februrary 1476, he continued to direct the war as head of state and pressed the Turks 

at sea.146  Yet, after so many years of inconclusive fighting, both states had little to gain by 

continuing the violence.  Venice needed the trade with the Ottoman Empire to resume, and with 

the addition of Cyprus to the Venetian Stato da Mar in 1475 under the dogeship of Pietro 

Mocenigo the loss of Negroponte made peace a much more palatable option.   

 Doge Pietro Mocenigo died at the relatively young age of seventy, and his immediate 

successor would not boast the same prestigious career as the late avenger of the Negroponte.  If 

Doge Pietro Mocenigo exemplified the ideal Venetian patrician, Doge Andrea Vendramin 

(r.1476-1478), was the other side of the coin; the perfect example of the rot of the Venetian 

plutocratic, gerontocratic system.  Elected at the age of eighty-two, he was of a relatively new 

patrician family, which had earned their titles for helping to fund the Venetian war effort at 

Chioggia back in 1380.  He bought the election with 160,000 ducats and was wholly unqualified 

to lead the state as it entered the final phase of war with the Porte.  One brave, though 

unfortunate Venetian of the middling cittadini class, Antonio Feleto, was imprisoned for two 

years and then exiled for life for commenting that the electors must have been hard pressed to 

find any competent men if they had to elect a cheesemonger, to the ducal office.147  The paranoid 

reaction against Feleto showed firstly the unequal legal protections and powers that the patricians 

	
145 Marino Sanuto, Le vite dei dogi, (Padua, Italy: Editrice Anentore, 1989), vol. I, p. 1. 
146 Marino Sanuto, Le vite dei dogi, (Padua, Italy: Editrice Anentore, 1989), vol. I, p. 7. 
147 On the rigged election of Vendramin see: Sanuto, Le vite dei dogi, vol. I, p. 70-71.  On the Cheesemonger 
comment see: Malipiero, Annali, p. 666-667. 
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enjoyed over the rest of the city, but it also shows just how accepted corruption was in Venetian 

politics by the Renaissance despite alleged efforts to stamp it out. 

In the end Feleto would have the last laugh as Doge Vendramin died after only two years 

in office and the seat was turned over to the more deserving Giovanni Mocenigo, brother of the 

late Captain-General.  It was Doge Giovanni Mocenigo who brought the brutal war to a close.  

By 1477, Ottoman raiders were reaching as far as Istria and Friuli in Northeastern Italy so that 

fires could be seen from the bell towers of Venice, herself.148   

The peace was not too costly with the Sultan only demanding a few possessions in the 

Stato da Mar.  The Venetian navy had hardly lost any ships or sailors in the war and aside from a 

one-time indemnity of 200,000 ducats to be paid to the Porte, Sultan Mehmed II had conferred 

the same, generous pre-war trading rights and protections to Venice and its citizens, allowing the 

Republic to recoup its strength.149  The power and dignity of the Republic was offended but in 

twenty years when the Ottomans attacked once more, the Venetians were still able to project 

power across the Mediterranean world as a great power, determined to blunt the Ottoman 

advance in the Balkans.   

Venice had proven herself the Turks’ better at sea.  Aside from the bungling of 

Negroponte she was able to defend her interests and territories against foreign invasion from 

Cyprus to Albania.  The Sultan had not won the First Ottoman-Venetian War so much as the 

Venetians had lost it by placing physically unwell men in charge of the navy for the first seven 

years and then allowing corruption to paralyze her forces at a key juncture.   

 As with the Genoese at Pera, a rung in the Venetian maritime ladder, a link in the chain 

had been severed with the loss of Negroponte.  Though larger trends, institutional and economic, 

	
148 Marino Sanuto, Le vite dei dogi, (Padua, Italy: Editrice Anentore, 1989), vol. I, p. 122-123. 
149 Wright and MacKay, ‘Peace between the Ottomans and Venice 1478/9,’ in Studi Veneziani, 272-277. 
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were at play, Venetian fortunes in the war were blasted the moment da Canale called off his 

fleet’s attack.  Even the years’ long successful campaigns of Pietro Mocenigo could not make up 

for those hours in which da Canale arrived at the decision to abandon the island to its fate.  The 

Turks were now dug into what had once been Venetian strongholds and they would not be 

dislodged until the establishment of the Kingdom of Greece in 1830.  The Stato da Màr had been 

weakened, but Venice still held a tentative upper hand at sea along and maintained an unbroken 

connection of forts and island possessions from the Lagoon to the Aegean.   Yet, without 

addressing the glaring problems of corruption and nepotism that plagued republic’s elections 

Venice would find herself stumbling over the same hurdles a generation later. 
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Chapter 3 
The Blinding of the Lion: 1479 - 1503 

 

The last war had exposed the dangers of deficiencies such as gerontocracy and corruption 

in the Venetian system, but thanks to the weakness of the Ottoman naval forces at the time and 

the ability of Pietro Mocenigo, Venice had been able to recover and avoid a total defeat at the 

hands of Sultan Mehmed “the Conqueror.”  The First Ottoman-Venetian war was a very lopsided 

affair with the Ottomans dominating the land and the Venetians ruling the waves.  Sixteen years 

under threat of blockade and amphibious landings however had forced the Ottomans to make 

serious advances in their naval capabilities.  The initial supremacy of the Venetian navy had 

actually led the Ottomans to develop their own dockyard infrastructure in the Golden Horn and 

other ports in the Straits.150   

When war again threatened the Venetian Stato da Mar in 1499 the strategic situation and 

balance of power in the Eastern Mediterranean would have substantially changed, while the 

republic’s internal malaise would remain unaddressed.  The continued tradition of gerontocracy 

would paralyze the Signoria at home, while corruption would continue to plague Venice’s naval 

forces at key moments.  The indecision of her military leaders at key moments in the Second 

Ottoman-Venetian War (1499-1503) would leave everlasting scars on Venice, blinding her azure 

eyes and breaking her confidence as an independent seafaring power.  The nature of galley 

warfare made this conflict, a particularly unforgiving struggle; a facet of Venetian history we 

will continue to expose to greater scrutiny. 

 

	
150 Tracy, Balkan Wars, 35. 
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The Sea’s New Master 

Brother Felix Fabri was a German pilgrim sailing to and from the Holy Land and Egypt 

in the years 1480-1483.  At the end of his travels he recorded the story of his journey in his book 

of wanderings.  With the Ottoman advances across the Balkans, the only way to visit Mamluk-

held Jerusalem was by sea.  When he arrived in Venice in 1480, he found the atmosphere in the 

city remarkably tense with many of the Venetian merchants not even wanting to set out to sea at 

all.  The Porte and the Serenissima had made peace the year before, but this development proved 

to be a double-edged sword for Venice as there were now no powers strong enough to check the 

power of the Ottoman fleet.  The years of hiding from and sparring with the Venetians had given 

the Turks some tentative warfighting experience at sea and with their empire’s vast resources, 

the Ottomans were fast becoming a naval power.  Not even a year after making peace with the 

Republic of Venice, the Ottomans launched dual amphibious assaults on the island of Rhodes, 

held by the Knights Hospitaller, and Italy itself at Otranto, a small city in the very heel of the 

Italic boot.  Even within Venetians’ own Mare Nostrum in miniature, the Adriatic, “the Turks 

had spread their fleet over the whole Adriatic and made a prey and a spoil of all that met 

them.”151   

The Venetians once the guardians of the seas now watched from the safety of their 

fortified ports as the Mehmed “the Conqueror” led an armada to pillage and possibly conquer 

Italy as per the Sultan’s Alexandrian and Caesarian dreams of empire.  Only ships and cities 

flying the banner of St. Mark were safe from the Turkish raids, thanks to their peace treaty and a 

	
151 Felix Fabri, The Book of the Wanderings of Brother Felix Fabri, translated by Aubrey Stewart, (London: 
Palestine Pilgrims’ Text Society, 1896), 12-14. 
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return to the capitulations after the war.152  Yet the Venetians were still terrified of being caught 

out in open water by the expansive Ottoman fleet now ferrying Muslim forces across the Straits 

of Otranto. Fabri, wrote at length about various instances where Venetian officials refused to 

help them cross the sea to the Holy Land at risk of attracting the ire of the Sultan.  The Senate of 

Venice refused to give his group of pilgrims an armed escort, and when they asked the captain 

general at Corfu for advice and help he exploded at them saying: 

What folly possess you, that you should wish to expose yourselves to such risks 
both of body and soul, of life and property?  Behold the sea is covered with cruel 
Turks, from whose hands there is no chance of your escaping… I will not permit 
the galley in which you came to sail thither because she belongs to St. Mark.153 
 

Venice was browbeaten by this war, with the mystique of its navy and control of the Aegean in 

tatters.  On top of their failed war against the ever-expanding Turks, they had lost much good 

will from the Knights Hospitaller, who had been abandoned to their fate at Rhodes; credibility in 

Greece, where the Turks were now the undisputed masters of the Morea; and in Italy where the 

Ottomans landed and massacred thousands of civilians.154  Yet, the course of events proved that 

the for the time, the only force that the Ottomans truly feared was the fleet of St. Mark, even if 

that terror was growing increasingly mutual.  The veteran sultan waited until Venice was 

pacified and exhausted before hurling his empire’s might at Apulia.  It was largely thanks to his 

premature death at age forty-nine (1481) that the expedition of the self-proclaimed Roman 

	
152 Diana Gilliland Wright and Pierre A. MacKay, ‘Mehmed II confirms peace between the Ottomans and Venice 
1478/9,’ in “When The Serenissima And The Gran Turco Made Love: The Peace Treaty Of 1478,” in Studi 
Veneziani vol. LIII, (Pisa: Fabrizia Sera, 2007), 273-274.  
153 Felix Fabri, The Wanderings of Brother Fabri, 18. 
154 Felix Fabri, The Wanderings of Brother Fabri, 27 & 31; Marino Sanuto, Le vite dei dogi, p. 220. 
When Fabri’s ship approached Rhodes, they were asked by the surviving Knights, who had just weathered a Turkish 
siege alone, which country they came from.  One sailor announced “We are Venetians” and the captain had him 
swiftly punished before a second man was ordered to call out that they were German pilgrims.  The captain acted in 
such a way so that the Knights would not show hostility to their ship, which if it had been flying the lion of St. 
Mark, may not have been welcome in the port. 
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Caesar Mehmed II was turned back and Southern Italy retaken by a Christian coalition soon after 

his passing.155 

 Venice was certainly not a part of such a coalition and did her best to remain in the good 

graces of the Ottomans while recovering from the last war.  For the first time in many years the 

Venetians had been reminded of the true cost of war.  To have their own lands pillaged and 

raided, instead of savaging the territories of schismatics and heathens, had shown that war might 

not be so profitable an endeavor as it once was.  For the particularly wealthy and established 

vecchi of the patrician caste, it was a sign to retrench themselves in a more conciliatory and 

appeasing posture towards the Ottomans.  Avoid war and preserve what their forefathers had so 

painstakingly gained. 

Festering issues were starting to resurface in Italy as well so much of the republic’s 

military focus was shifting back towards the mainland.  The failed Pazzi Conspiracy (1480) to 

kill off the Medici patriarchs and the ensuing diplomatic crises had rocked Florence and the 

ensuing tremors were felt throughout Italy.  With the Ottomans taken care of, Venice was free to 

harass her neighbor Ferrara over the salt trade in a short and contained war (1482-1484).  The 

severely outmatched Ferrara had to cede one city to the Venetians, who had won the war with the 

aid of another condotteire general and his mercenary forces.  The Venetian ruling class remained 

for the most part out of danger in the lagoon or behind the walls of their cities in the 

Terraferma.156  So long as the peace could be maintained with Mehmed II’s successor, Bayezid 

II, who initially seemed much less aggressive than his hotheaded father, then Venice could focus 

on one theatre of conflict at a time.  For despite their diplomatic annexation of Cyprus, the 

	
155 For more on the Ottoman expedition to Otranto see: Hubert Houben, ed., La conquista turca di Otranto (1480) 
tra storia e mito: (Galatina: Congedo, 2008). 
156 Sanuto, Le vite dei dogi, p. 234-242. 
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Venetians were very much on the defensive at sea.  The Ottomans had proven their willingness 

to use their army’s brute force to chip away at the Stato da Màr in Albania and Greece.  Even 

Pietro Mocenigo had admitted that once a defensible position was lost to the Turks and their 

artillery, there was little to no hope of winning it back.   

 

 

Drums of War 

 The next foreign armies to threaten the Most Serene Republic were not those of the 

Muslim Turks, but those of fellow Catholics.  In 1494 amidst a succession dispute over the 

throne of Naples, the young French King Charles VIII led a massive, modern military expedition 

down the boot of Italy to Naples and back to secure his own claim over the southern kingdom.  

The twenty-three-year-old’s actions initiated the beginning of the Italian Wars (1494-1559), 

which would turn Italy into the butcher’s yard of empires for almost seven decades.  Venice, as 

Italy’s “most glorious member,” was naturally drawn into the contest between the Valois of 

France and the Habsburgs, often forced to pick sides in their costly conflicts.  It was in this spiral 

of chaos and uncertainty that the Ottomans attacked Venice a second time.157  

In 1498 the Venetian Senate was forewarned to a Turkish naval buildup when a coded 

letter written by their acting bailo in Constantinople, Andrea Gritti, alerted them that a fleet of 

200 ships was being outfitted in the Ottoman arsenal. For this espionage and as per the usual 

Turkish treatment of foreign citizens during wartime, Gritti and the other Venetian merchants of 

	
157 On the quote see: Guicciardini, The History of Italy, p. 203.   On the Italian Wars see: Michael Mallet and 
Christine Shaw, The Italian Wars 1494-1559: War, State, and Society in Early Modern Europe, Pearson: New York, 
2012. 
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Constantinople would spend three years in Ottoman prisons.  Still, his efforts relaying 

information bought Venice time to prepare for the coming onslaught.158 

Gritti’s ability to manage the Venetian merchant community in Constantinople, ingratiate 

himself with the Ottoman elite, function as an ambassador, manage his own commercial affairs, 

and run an effective espionage network highlight just how effective Venetian society could be in 

molding model civil servants.  In terms of their diplomatic and administrative abilities the 

Venetian patrician was second to none among the nobles and clerics of Europe.  Yet their 

education in youth and later, out in the world, didn’t train them to be warlords.  Gritti would 

eventually become one of the greatest doges in Venetian history, but he was primarily a diplomat 

and statesman.  He avoided war as much as possible through his dogeship, pulling Venice out of 

the Italian Wars in 1529 to avoid further bloodshed for the Republic.159  

 Even with the advance warning however, the Venetian military found itself bogged down 

in northern Italy in what would be the first phase of the Italian Wars.  When the Ottomans did 

attack in 1499, the bulk of the Venetian forces were concluding operations in Lombardy, and 

Ottomans pounced on Venetian territory.160  On top of this, political leadership was in shambles 

all through the war.  The sitting doge, Agostino Barbarigo (r.	1486-1501), who had proven an 

experienced diplomat in his younger years, cultivating a productive working relationship with 

Sultan Bayezid, was now on death’s door at age eighty.  Since 1495 he had been dealing with 

	
158 Marino Sanuto, I diarii. vol. II, (Bologna: Forni Editore, 1879), 292.                     
Andrea Gritti (b. 1455-1538) was another perfect specimen of the Venetian patriciate.  He spent his early years as a 
merchant and doing smaller jobs for the republic until he found himself as the de facto bailo in Constantinople in the 
years leading up to the Second Ottoman-Venetian War.  His initiative in sending vital intelligence on Ottoman 
machinations back to Venice and the time he spent as a prisoner of war won him incredible repute among his peers.  
He would go on to hold important military and political positions in the Italian Wars and eventually be elected to the 
dogeship himself in 1523.  Despite his skill as a consummate diplomate he was not be able to steer the Republic 
away from war with Sulieman “the Magnificent’s” Ottoman Empire in the Third Ottoman-Venetian War (1537-
1540), where Venice once again lost territories to the Turks. 
159 Guicciardini, The History of Italy, p. 416, 424. 
160 Tracy, Balkan Wars, 58-59. 
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intermittent illness that prevented him from doing his job becoming “a serious hinderance to the 

affairs of the city…both for advising and executing decisions.”  The old man tried his best to be 

present as best he could, but his advanced age caused him to be “absent from the [Senate when] 

the needs of the Republic are so great.”161   

The saddest part about the story of Agostino Barbarigo, is how hard he tried to do what 

was best for his country.  After years of fighting his illnesses to try and fulfill the work of the 

office he realized that he simply could not manage the state in such a time of crisis.  In the last 

year of his life he even asked Senate to remove him from office, but out of respect for him and 

the republic’s traditions they refused, leaving the republic in a state of confusion and incapable 

leadership for another few months before the doge died, his honor intact.162  

While the upper circles of Venetian leadership dealt with the issues surrounding their 

bedridden doge and ongoing battles in the Terraferma, there was the issue of preparing the 

republic’s naval forces for the imminent war with the Ottomans.   Despite the high-minded 

language of the Senate after the fall of Negroponte in 1470, positions remained, like all things in 

Venice, a commodity to be bartered over.  The position of Captain-General remained an elected 

post, and on the 14th of April 1499 the Great Council voted by a wide margin to commission a 

sixty-five-year-old merchant, Antonio Grimani, to lead the fleet.163 

Grimani, though from a relatively minor and impoverished class of the Venetian patrician 

cast had, had risen through the Egyptian spice trade with to become one of the wealthiest men in 

the city.  He was no stranger to underhanded dealings and had earlier bought his son a cardinal’s 

hat to the tune of 30,000 ducats.   He now pledged 16,000 ducats from his private coffers to help 

	
161 Malipiero, Annali, 2:695; Sanuto, La spedizione di Carlo VIII in Italia, (),  p. 408.   
162 Priuli, Diarii, 2:173-176.   
163 Sanuto, Diarii, 2:619-620. 
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finance the Venetian fleet if he were to be given the Captain-Generalship.164  He was admired in 

the city for his story as a self-made man with the diarist, Priuli, himself describing Grimani as 

the man with the “best reputation in all of the city.”  Grimani’s name was on the tongues of all 

the patriciate as a viable candidate for doge when the sickly Barbarigo finally passed away as he 

was expected to every day.  Venice was still certain in her naval supremacy over the Turks and 

whoever could lead the fleet to a victory would be a shoo-in for the highest office in the land.   

And so as Grimani hoisted the admiral’s baton upside down during his inauguration ceremony 

another novice admiral had joined the ranks of Venice’s Captain-Generals on the eve of war.165  

 

Zonchio 

 The majority of the fighting in Second Ottoman-Venetian War took place surrounding the 

islands and forts of Western Greece.  It was a much faster war than the last, with a decisive 

action fought out in the first year of hostilities off the coast of the Morea by the town of 

Navarino, or Pylos as it is known in modern Greece.166   In the summer of 1499 two of the 

largest fleets the Aegean had seen in centuries, if not millennia, were bearing down on each 

other.  The Venetian fleet numbered 110 ships: 46 light galleys, 17 heavy galleys, and 15 

carracks.   The Turkish force numbered some 290 ships, but only 60 of them were light galleys 

	
164 Malipiero, Annali, p. 163. 
165 Priuli, Diarii, 1:220-221. 
166 The name Zonchio, most often associated with this battle is derived from the nearby Cape of Zonchio forming 
part of the land around Navarino Bay.   Rather confusingly the battle is also known by the names Battle of Sapienza 
or the First Battle of Lepanto.  The location was also famous for the Athenians defeat of Sparta in 425 BC and the 
decisive victory of the European Allies over the Ottomans in the Greek War of Independence (1827). 
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along with a handful of carracks.  The 

rest were carrying supplies and artillery 

around the Morea to help land forces 

already starting to besiege the 

Venetians’ major forts along the 

coast.167  Two outposts in particular, 

Modone and Corone, on the tips of the far 

west Messenian Peninsula of the Morea, were 

of great importance to Venice [Figure 3.1].168   They were nicknamed the “Eyes of Venice” due 

to their crucial role as the first ports of call rounding the Greek mainland.   

The nature of galley warfare and Mediterranean navigation in the Renaissance once again 

becomes a major factor in understanding the importance of the Battle of Zonchio and its 

aftermath.  For Venice to be able to project her naval might across the Mediterranean and strike 

at the heart of the Ottoman Empire as she had done from 1471-1474, it was necessary to 

maintain protected harbors where galley fleets could pull into port to refit, let rowers sleep, 

winter, and shelter from storms.  Galley fleets did not sail in the inclement weather of winter and 

they usually avoided sailing at night for extended periods of time.  The ships, low in the water 

and usually consisting of only one deck were constantly bombarded by the elements and were in 

need of repairs and supplies almost constantly.  This being the case, galley warfare is almost 

wholly incompatible with the traditional understanding of Mahanian naval doctrine whereby one 

fleet must decisively defeat the enemy in battle and then, once is superiority assured, blockade 

	
167 Malipiero, Annali, p. 173. 
168 On the importance of Modone see: Sanuto, Diarii, 3:733. 
Modone or Modon, is now known in Greece as Methoni. 

Figure	3.1	Modone,	[left]	and	Corone	[right]	
[Wikipedia	Commons]	
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and raid the enemy nation’s coast.  These sorts of modern tactics are only truly applicable to the 

blue water navies that Atlantic countries began developing in the mid-sixteenth century because 

galley fleets could not maintain themselves for extended periods of time in the open seas.169 

 The protection of this ring of fortified ports around the Balkans was of the highest 

priority for the Serenissma and intrinsically tied to the power projection capabilites of the 

Venetian navy.  These forts, cluttering the otherwise Ottoman territory of the Morea, were also 

the Turkish fleet’s targets.  So long as the Venetians could resupply them from the sea, the 

defenders could hold out almost indefinetly against the Ottoman land forces.  So it would be up 

to Grimani, his own fleet anchored at Modone, to find and destroy the Ottoman fleet before it 

could cut off the Venetian forts’ supplies and communications.170   

The fleets made first made contact off the Southwestern Peloponnese in late July and for 

weeks the rowing fleets manouvered around the different headlands and capes, the Venetians 

looking for a perfect opportunity to attack, the Ottomans stopping into their own ports along the 

way trying to avoid battle with the higher quality Venetian warships.  The Turks were so afraid 

of joining battle with the legendary Venetian fleet that some of their ships even ran aground from 

hugging the shore so close, their crews deserting.  Still, it took Grimani until the 12th of August 

to decide to engage the strung out Ottoman fleet trying to flee north to the Gulf of Corinth where 

land forces had laid seige to the Venetian fortresses.   

Grimani gave the sensible order that no looting was to take place until after the battle, 

and just as his forces were about to engage a new detachment of Venetian ships arrived at the 

scene.  Captain Andrea Loredan, a famous and veteran naval leader in command of twenty-eight 

	
169 On the nature of galley warfare and sailing see: John F. Guilmartin Jr., Gunpowder and Galleys, (London, UK: 
Cambridge University Press,1974), p. 57-84, 95-122, 135-175, 194-220.   On Mahanian naval policy see: Alfred 
Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History: 1660-1783, (New York, Little, Brown & Co., 1890). 
170 Malipiero, Annali, p. 172. 
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vessels meant to be guarding the isle of Corfu, abandonded his post and sailed south to try and 

share in the glory of the expected Venetian victory.  Grimani was caught off guard by this 

distraction and the fleet’s discipline began to waver as Loredan led his first few ships past 

Grimani’s main fleet to cries of “Loredan!  Loredan!”  His and one other ship sailed at full speed 

past Grimani’s line to engage the enemy on his own.  What ensued was a complete disaster.   

Loredan’s ships met with one of the Ottoman flagships and they unleased salvos of 

cannonfire at one another, still a relative novelty in the warfare of the period, before closing the 

gap and engaging in close quarters combat.  The earsplitting barage shook the nerve of each 

navy’s sailors, and for a time the battle only raged between the three heavy ships.   Eventually 

the Turkish fleet came to grips and began to swarm the brave, but idiotic ships that had engaged 

them alone.  Meanwhile Grimani looked on helplessly, as his fleet’s command structrue 

collapsed, watching their countrymen’s ships catch fire.  Finally Grimani called for his fleet to 

join battle, but he refused to lead by example and sail into the fray himself.  The second line of 

ships were locked behind the first calling “Attack!” and then reffering to their cowardly 

countrymen in the front rank “Hang them!”  It was common in the Venetian Republic for 

wealthy patricians to contribute funds towards the outfitting of ships as was the case with Marco 

Polo in the late 13th century.  It was even more common for local aristocrats in Dalmatia, Crete, 

and other parts of the Stato da Màr to actually pay for and sail a ship into battle themselves as 

was the case with Cippico under Mocenigo in 1470-1474.  These wealthy captains who were 

financially invested in the very ships they were meant to send into the fray could face financial 

ruin if their vessels were sent to the bottom of the sea.171  Whatever their reasons or 

combinations of reasons only ten of the total 138 Venetian warships assembled actually engaged 

	
171 Chambers and Pullman, Venice: A Documentary History, p. 254-257. 
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in the Battle of Zonchio on the 12th of August 1499 and when this fraction of the Venetian forces 

was taken care of the Ottomans didn’t waste time in sailing north across open water for 

Lepanto.172  

 Grimani made three more half hearted attempts to stop the Ottoman fleet sinking a few of 

the Ottoman galleys, but nothing of note was achieved.  A fleet of twenty-two Hospitaller ships 

arrived to support their Christian brothers on the 25th of August, but they were so disgusted at the 

the fleet’s lack of discipline and Grimani’s command that they turned around without fighting 

and returned to Rhodes.173  Seeing the Ottoman fleet arrive to support their land troops besieging 

Lepanto, and the unwillingness of their own fleet to engage, the Venetian defenders of Lepanto, 

who had defended the city successfully for months, realized their situtation was hopeless and 

promptly surrendered.  The two most important Venetian fortresses, Modone and Corone, would 

follow suit the next year, plucking out the eyes of the Lion of St. Mark.174 

 

 

 

Stumbling Blind 

  For his cowardice in battle and failure to bring the fleet into battle not once, but multiple 

times over the course of two months, Grimani was brought back to Venice in chains and put on 

trial.  When he first arrived back in the city, he was met by jeering crowds and a furious 

patriciate.  Grimani begged to be tried by the Senate, with its elder statesmen, fearing that the 

	
172 On the first phase of the Battle of Zonchio (12 August 1499) see: Malipier, Annali, p. 175-177; Sanuto, Dairii, 
2:1230-1250; Crowley, City of Fortune, p. 355-359. 
173 Malipiero, Annali, p. 178-179. 
174 On the fall of Lepanto: ‘The Turks and Venetians, 20 January 1500’ "Spain: January 1500," in Calendar of State 
Papers, Spain, Vol. 1, 1485-1509, ed. G A Bergenroth, (London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1862), 213-216. 
British History Online.  On the fall of Modone and Corone: Sanuto, Diarii, 3:574-735. 
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younger men of the Great Council would be less forgiving.  He was right, but the elder patricians 

could not spare him from the entire Council’s judgement, and he was exiled to Dalmatia for his 

failure.175   

The disaster at Zonchio cannot be solely placed at the feet of Antonio Grimani, though 

just as he sought the credit and prestige of leading the fleet to victory, he had to suffer the 

consequences of failure.  It is likely that the only thing that saved the shrewd Grimani from the 

death penalty was his disregard for military discipline after the defeat of Zonchio.  The late 

Captain Loredan’s breach in discipline was forgotten and he was seen as a martyr for his daring.  

On top of his stunt, dozens of ship captains had disobeyed Grimani’s direct orders to attack, even 

if he himself had been guilty of the same cowardice.  It was standard procedure for officers and 

to be hanged by order of the Captain-General for such derelictions of duty, but Grimani refused 

to administer any justice throughout the campaign and the fleet’s discipline dissolved entirely.   

Grimani was no longer worried about fighting the Turks, but his own survival in the aftermath of 

the campaign.  All of his captains were fellow patricians with family members and friends with a 

say in Venetian government.  Administering marital justice upon them would seal his own fate 

once he returned home.176  The Venetian patricians were only indirectly required to answer to the 

popolo, so they kept politics civil within their own caste. 

 Though it may come as a surprise this was not the last the republic saw of Antonio 

Grimani.  Though he lived in exile for a decade in exile he was able to return to the city of 

Venice in 1509 thanks to the intercession of his influential son for whom Antonio had bought the 

cardinal’s red years before.177  In 1521, Antonio Grimani would even be elected Doge, thanks in 

	
175 Francesco Guicciardini, History of Italy, translated by Sidney Alexander, (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1969), p. 151; Priuli, Diarii, 1:233,252. 
176 Priuli, Diarii, 1:181, 192.   
177 Malipiero, Annali, p. 189. 



	 Lee	87	

a large part to his extraordinary wealth and political connections.  The consummate plutocrat 

risen to the ducal throne was eighty-six years old and sickly at his ascension.  He hardly attended 

any of his council meetings until he died just two years later.178  This Venetian emphasis on 

personal enterprise had become truly warped.  Instead of using one’s wealth in equal service to 

one’s self, his family, the faith, and the state, gold had become the accepted currency of political 

honors.  In the words of Priuli, an admirer of Antonio Grimani: “I am rich, according to my rank 

and situation, I would not lack the honors and dignities due to any other Venetian patrician.”179   

For many patricians, the Venetian state and her empire was fast becoming a plaything for the 

wealthy and comfortable.  A disposable vehicle for honor and reputation. 

 That is not to say that defeats were acceptable to St. Mark’s Republic, however.  The war 

was not only diminishing Venice’s military power in the Stato da Mar, but also her commercial.  

Those same fortified ports necessary for naval power projection were also key to mercantile 

navigation to the ports of the Levant.  There were runs on the city’s banks because of the war and 

as the flow of oriental goods from Venice diminished, more and more navigators were following 

Columbus’ lead and exploring across the world’s oceans for routes to the Indies and other new 

continents.180 

Spanish intelligence reports note that by 1500 the fortunes of war were against the 

Venetians who were “no longer able to withstand the Turks in [Greece] .”181  The centuries long 

Venetian military presence in mainland Greece was almost completely eradicated and it was only 

	
178 Finlay, Politics of Renaissance Venice, p. 116. 
179 Priuli, Diarii, 4:38. 
180 On the banks see: Finlay, City of Fortune, p. 350.  On explorations to the Indies see: Anonymous, A Journal of 
the First Voyage of Vasco de Gama 1497-1499, translated by E. G. Ravenstein, (New York: Burt Franklin, 1898), 
27-28, 48-49. 
181 Calendar of State Papers, Spain, ed. G A Bergenroth, p. 213-216.  



	 Lee	88	

with the welcome aid of a Spanish expeditionary forces that the Venetians were able to blunt the 

Ottoman advance and reestablish control over the Ionian islands.182 

 While the main theater of war was in the Ionian Sea, Turkish raids brought death and 

destruction to the doorstep of many citizens and subjects of the Republic of St. Mark living in 

northeastern Italy and particularly Dalmatia, key for resources and ports required by the Venetian 

shipbuilding sector.  In an attempt to get the Venetians to sue for peace, Sultan Bayzid II 

escalated frontier raids against the Venetians causing appalling losses of life and property along 

the Adriatic coast.183  Aside from major fortifications, the Venetians left Dalmatia to its own 

defense for most of its history.  Depopulation of the countryside was a brutal, albeit effective, 

way for the Ottomans to slowly undermine Venetian power in the Balkan borderlands.  The 

overextended Venetians were forced to once again rely on Hungarian support in a partially 

successful attempt to cut down on border fighting.  With the assistance of the Pope, Venice 

subsidized the Kingdom of Hungary to defend the Christian borderlands of the Balkans against 

the Turkish raids. 

The expanded Turkish raids and ongoing conflicts in Italy forced the Venetians to make 

peace with the Ottomans recognizing their dominion over the Peloponnese.  Andrea Gritti, who 

had spent most of the conflict in a Turkish prison, negotiated the peace and thanks to his close 

personal ties to the Sultan and Grand Vizier was able to secure an otherwise favorable deal with 

the Porte, much the same as the last two treaties with the Ottoman Empire.184  

	
182 Sanuto, I diarii, v.III, 1340-1344. 
183 Sanuto, I diarii, v.II, 943.  [“letter from the rectors of Zara”] Ever cautious to accept captive numbers at face 
value, the census carried out by the rectors of Zara (modern-day Zadar in Croatia) after a Turkish raid from 
describes 674 men, 1314 women and children, and 37987 farm animals missing.  The local government went “a villa 
per villa” to collect information of those taken, so while the livestock numbers may be subject to scrutiny, it is likely 
that the more moderate figures for missing people is accurate.  
184 Libby, Lester. “Venetian Views of the Ottoman Empire from the Peace of 1503 to the War of Cyprus.” The 
Sixteenth Century Journal 9, no. 4, (Kirksville, Missouri: Truman State University Press, 1978), 104. 
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The Second Ottoman-Venetian War was a turning point for Venice.  The Serenissima 

was forced to face several hard truths after her last war with the Porte.  Age had crippled the 

dogeship throughout the decisive stages of the war and showed a dangerously divided republic 

when it came time to try Grimani.  Venice had once again thrown the extensive resources of her 

maritime empire behind a man who had earned his position on the wharves and counting houses 

of the Rialto, not on the blood-stained waves of the Aegean.  The lust for military honors had not 

only driven the inexperienced Grimani to seek an office he had no business occupying, but also 

the ambitious, veteran captain Loredan to disregard all military protocol in a fit of vainglory.   

The Turkish armada and had not actually defeated the Venetian Navy in battle, but the 

Sultan never intended it to serve that purpose.  The Ottoman Navy was to be the anvil on which 

the Ottoman army might smash Venice’s vital seaforts to pieces.  The consecutive defeats at sea 

had irrevocably damaged the pride of Venice as a maritime power and forced her to rely more 

and more on the Ottomans in their trading relationship.  Going forward Venetian patricians 

would see a naval career as a much less honorable and safe path up through the Venetian 

bureaucracy, with more of an emphasis on the Terraferma.185  The ideal of the seafaring 

patrician merchant-warrior may not have faded from the Venetian public consciousness and 

myth, but the harsh life of the sea became less and less appealing compared with the more 

sedentary and comfortable life of a landed gentleman in the countryside of Northern Italy, which 

the Republic’s destroyer would later call “the most fertile plains in the world.”186  The position 

of Captain-General, once one of the most sought after among the offices of the Republic would 

lose much of its respect by the 17th century.  In 1618 for instance, a Leonardo Mocenigo was 

	
185 Pullan, ed., Crisis and Change in the Veneitan Economy, p. 65. 
186 Napoleon Bonaparte, “Napoleon's Address to the Army at the Beginning of the Italian Campaign, March, 1796,” 
in Napoleon's Addresses: Selections from the Proclamations, Speeches and Correspondence of Napoleon 
Bonaparte. ed., by Ida M. Tarbell, (Boston: Joseph Knight, 1896). 
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elected to the captaincy against his wishes by his political enemies hoping that the man, with no 

naval experience, would make a mess of the fleet and be publicly disgraced.187  With almost all 

of the major Peloponnesian ports in Turkish hands, Venetian merchants had to rely more and 

more on the good will of the Ottomans for port calls, shipwrecked sailors, and repairs.  In a few 

short years Venice had been deprived of her eyes, Modone and Corone, and now stumbled 

blindly with only the hand of the Turk to guide her.   

The loss of Modone and Corone, the axis upon which the entire Stato da Màr spun, 

would spell disaster moving forward, to say nothing of Lepanto and the other fortresses guarding 

strategic ports and chokepoints along the ragged Greek coast.  Their loss, as the midpoint of 

empire, was for Venice what Pera’s surrender had been for Venice fifty years earlier.  Without a 

strong line of communication and safe ports around the Morea, the Venetian archipelago in the 

Aegean would be swiftly conquered by the Ottomans in the next war (1537-1540) and far flung 

Cyprus would follow in 1570.  Once again corruption and inexperience had meant the difference 

of a short campaign that would mean Venice losing a few small territorial concessions, but the 

disproportionate effect on morale and military effectiveness would echo through the ages 

effecting all later relations with the Ottomans. 
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Conclusion 

 It is remarkable that in the history of a maritime republic at the height of her power there 

could be so many consecutive missteps and disasters at sea, especially when fighting a noted 

land empire.   In each of these three conflicts: The Fall of Constantinople, the First Ottoman-

Venetian War, and the Second Ottoman-Venetian War the Ottomans never actually scored a 

decisive victory against Venice at sea.  In fact, the fleets hardly ever engaged each other.  In fifty 

years of intermittent war there was no great Battle of Mohács188 or Battle of Lepanto.189  The 

Venetian commanders simply did not feel confident engaging the enemy forces at key moments 

when Venice, by all accounts had the upper hand going into battle. 

This paper has endeavored to argue that the plutocratic upbringing and lifestyle of the 

Republic’s patricians, corruption in the electoral process, and the tradition of gerontocracy in the 

upper circles of Venetian governance were responsible for the posting of unqualified and/or 

geriatric commanders to high political or military office, which during times of crisis was a 

major contribution towards the defeats Venice’s military suffered between the years 1453-1503. 

 The first issue of the crusaders’ inheritance of conquest gave the Venetian patrician of 

later years an exaggerated and out of context understanding of their own place in Venetian 

society and what was expected of them.  Excepting perhaps the period of Venetian Involvement 

in the Italian Wars (1494-1529), Venice only fought real wars once a generation at most.  A 

patrician boy was raised to be a merchant, a diplomat, a bureaucrat, and of course a sailor, but he 

was not taught to ride, to fight, to kill.  That work was outsourced to mercenaries from the 

	
188 Decisive battle between the Hungarians and the Ottomans in 1526 that spelled the end of the independent 
Kingdom of Hungary. 
189 Decisive naval battle between the Catholic Holy League, including all of Italy and Spain, over the Ottoman fleet 
in 1571. 
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condottiere generals all the way down to the Dalmatian and Greek marines onboard Venetian 

state galleys.  Yet the history and legends of the 13th and 14th centuries assured this privileged 

class, for a time at least, that any patrician could lead Venice to victory at sea.  By the 15th 

century the world had changed.  The Venetians were no longer the harbingers of death ferrying 

the reaper in the guise of iron-clad crusaders across the seas to lay waste to decaying empires.  

The Venetians of the Renaissance were going up against the might of the Ottoman empire, 

whose commanders may not have been as comfortable with the sea as their Venetian 

counterparts, but after decades of campaigning most of these Sultans, viziers, and generals were 

comfortable with command.   

 Still the men of Venice were not so domesticated as to shrink at the thought of 

bloodletting.  The Venetian defenders of Constantinople proved their valor and courage holding 

the walls until the last Byzantine Emperor was dead.  The defenders of the Negroponte and the 

Morean forts held their own often for months against overwhelming Turkish forces, only 

surrendering when it became clear that their navy, that trident rusted with neglect, had 

abandoned them.  The men under Pietro Mocenigo proved beyond any doubt that the forces of 

Venice could be just as savage and brutal as the Ottomans when under command of a confident 

and experienced leader.  Venice with her arsenal certainly had the industrial might to arm her 

sons for war with cannon, powder, and galleys.  It was only a matter of whether or not her scions 

would be able to utilize those resources effectively.   

The Venetians patriciate was not a mindless bunch of imbeciles, however.  Men like 

Grimani were clearly competent citizens and the 3,000 strong patriciate was arguably a greater 

more adaptable reservoir of human capital than most major kingdoms had amongst their nobility.  

The Venetian system, despite its flaws, also managed to churn out a handful of capable 
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commanders during this period.  Was the Venetian state any less reliable with its distribution of 

political and military appointments than a monarchy then?  Couldn’t an ambitious noble bribe his 

king for a position on a war council or army commission?  A more dedicated comparative study 

between the monarchies and republics of the age would be immensely helpful to put in dialogue 

with the arguments expressed herein, however there are two elements that are unquestionably 

unique to Venice’s situation that we have established through this study: the Venetian penchant 

for gerontocracy and the unforgiving nature of 16th century galley warfare. 

 As earlier stated, age is not a silver bullet, in definitively claiming an administrator or 

commander’s ability, though a state consistently placing men above the age of sixty in high 

stress positions, particularly field positions, would be expected to encounter more problems with 

leadership.  This was clearly exemplified in the chaos surrounding Doge Francesco Foscari’s 

seemingly interminable dogeship when the debate on Constantinople dragged on with no strong 

leadership.  Between the years 1463-1467 there was pandemonium in the Venetian high 

command when four elder Captains-General of the Sea had to be recalled for health reasons or 

died in the service.  Contrasted with the remarkable youth and vigor of the Ottoman sultans and 

their commanders throughout this period, it is undoubtable that age had a bearing on the 

Venetians’ poor strategic and tactical performance against the Ottomans. 

 The mountainous and island-dotted chessboard of Greece, where the Ottomans and 

Venetians played their game for control of the sea magnified the significance of error and failure.  

To try and conquer a coastal bastion or fortified island by sea or land alone was nearly 

impossible.  By yielding their domain, the sea, to the Ottomans without a fight this pathetic 

collection of patricians playing admiral forfeited their country’s colonies to the Turks, and once 

those pieces were taken from the board there was no getting them back and the feared Venetian 
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fleet’s range of motion was immediately lessened.  Venice would only win back territory from 

the Ottomans once in their long history amidst the Great Turkish War (1683-1699), wherein the 

Ottomans fought alone against a massive coalition containing Venice, the Habsburgs, Poland-

Lithuania, and Russia. 

 In the broader picture of Venetian decline, the Ottomans chiseling away at the 

cornerstones of the Venetian Stato da Màr, left the entire edifice weaker and weaker with each 

passing war.  As one stronghold fell after another, the range of Venetian power projection 

diminished more and more until they were hemmed back to the Adriatic.  Even if the cracks 

seemed inconsequential against the great monument that was the Venetian Empire, those fissures 

would grow so that by 1669, Venice would be completely ousted from Greece, save for the 

Ionian islands.  Trade capitulations were a small price to pay for the Ottomans to slowly disarm 

one foreign power within striking distance of their capital and core territories.   

 I do not mean to suggest that the factors this paper has argued for should stand alone in 

the understanding of Venetian military decline relative to the Ottomans, but there is a case to be 

made for the greater appreciation of these institutional trends of the Venetian republic tied in 

with the realities of galley warfare that allowed individual decisions at key junctures to have 

inordinate influence over the course of imperial geopolitics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 Lee	95	

Bibliography 

 

Archival Primary Sources 

Archivio di Stato di Venezia.   

Barbaro, Marcantonio. Genealogie delle famiglie patrizie venete.  Biblioteca Nazionale 

Marciana, Venice, It. Cl. VII, 925-928 (9594-8597). 

The British Archives 

Brown, Horatio F., editor.  Calendar of State Papers Relating To English Affairs in the 

Archives of Venice. London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office, 1897. British 

History Online. 

G. A. Bergenroth, editor.  Calendar of State Papers, Spain. London, Her Majesty's 

Stationery Office, 1862. British History Online. 

Rigg, J. M., editor.  Calendar of State Papers Relating to English Affairs in the Vatican 

Archives. London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 1916.  British History Online. 

 

 

Published Primary Sources 

Albèri, Eugenio.  Relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al Senato. Florence: 1840. 

Alighieri, Dante. The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri : Inferno,  translated by Robert M. 

Durling , edited by Ronald L. Martinez.  New York: Oxford University Press USA, 1996. 

Anonymous.  A Journal of the First Voyage of Vasco de Gama 1497-1499.  Translated by E. G. 

Ravenstein, New York: Burt Franklin, 1898. 



	 Lee	96	

Barbaro, Nicolò. Diary of the Siege of Constantinople 1453, translated by J.R. Melville Jones. 

[1st ed.]. Jericho, N.Y: Exposition Press, 1969. 

Bonaparte, Napoleon. “Napoleon's Address to the Army at the Beginning of the Italian 

Campaign, March, 1796,” in Napoleon's Addresses: Selections from the Proclamations, 

Speeches and Correspondence of Napoleon Bonaparte. Edited by Ida M. Tarbell.  

Boston: Joseph Knight, 1896. 

Burton, Robert. Anatomy of Melancholy. Project Gutenberg, 2004. 

Castillo, Bernal Díaz del.  The Conquest of New Spain. Translated by J. M. Cohen. 

Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1963. 

Chalcocondylas, Laonikos. Turkish History. edited by E. Darko. Bonn: 1922. 

Chambers, David, and Brian Pullan, editors.  Venice: A Documentary History, 1450 -1630.  

Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1992.   

Charrière,	Ernest.	“Correspondance	de	Turquie,”	in	Négociations	de	la	France	dans	le	

Levant.		Paris:	Bibliothèque	Nationale	de	France,	1848. 

Cippico, Coriolano. The Deeds of Commander Pietro Mocenigo. Edited by Kiril Petkov. New 

York: Italica Press Inc., 2014. 

Diana Gilliland Wright and Pierre A. MacKay, ‘Mehmed II confirms peace between the 

Ottomans and Venice 1478/9,’ in “When The Serenissima And The Gran Turco Made 

Love: The Peace Treaty Of 1478,” in Studi Veneziani vol. LIII, Pisa, Fabrizia Sera, 2007. 

272-277. 

Doukas. Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman Turks.  Translated by Harry J. 

Magoulias.  Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1975. 



	 Lee	97	

Duodo,	Andrea.	“Pro	bello	Peloponnonsi,”	in	Documents inédits relatifs à l'histoire de la 

Grèce. Edited by Konstantinos N. Sathas. Paris, France: Maisonneuve et cie., 1890. 

Fabri, Felix.  The Book of the Wanderings of Brother Felix Fabri, translated by Aubrey Stewart.  

London, Palestine Pilgrims’ Text Society, 1896. 

Fulcher of Chartres.  "The Siege and Capture of Nicaea (May–June, 1097)." In The First 

Crusade: "The Chronicle of Fulcher of Chartres" and Other Source Materials, edited by 

Peters Edward, 180-86. University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998. 

Galilei, Favaro. editor. Le Opere di Galileo Galilei, in Galileo Galilei Two New Sciences: 

including Centers of Gravity and Force of Percussion, Stillman Drake. Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1974. 

Giustiniani, Bernardo. “Oratio funebris habita in obitu Francisci Fuscari Ducis,” in elogi e vite 

scritte da letterati veneti patrizj in lode di dogi, ed altri illustri soggeti. Venice: 1798, 

I.21-59. 

Guicciardini, Francesco.  History of Italy.  Translated by Sidney Alexander.  New York: The 

Macmillan Company, 1969. 

Herodotus.	The	Histories.		Translated	by	Aubrey	De	Selincourt.	New	York:	Penguin,	2003. 

Iyās, Ibn. An Account of the Ottoman Conquest of Egypt in the year [AD 1516], translated to 

English by William H. Salmon. London, Royal Asiatic Society, 1921. 

Jones, J.R. Melville, curator and translator. The Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven 

Contemporary Accounts. Amsterdam, Netherlands: A.M. Hakkert, 1972. 

Longo, Francesco. “Descriziome della Guerra,” in Commissiones et Relationes Venetae vol. II, 

edited by Simeon Ljubić.  Zagreb: Slav Academy of Sciences and Arts, 1877. 

Machiavelli, Niccolò.  The Prince. translated by Rufus Goodwin.  Dante University Press, 2003. 



	 Lee	98	

Malipiero, Domenico.  Annali veneti dall'anno 1457 al 1500, edited by Francesco Longo and 

Agostino Sagredo.  Florence, Vieusseux, 1843. 

Marcello, Bartholomeo. “Tratto di pace con Mohammed II,” in Storia documentata di Venezia 

v.4. p 528-535, edited by Samuele Romanin. Venezia: P. Naratovich, 1861. 

Markham, Clements R.. translator.  The Journal of Christopher Columbus (during his First 

Voyage 1492 - 93) and Documents Relating to the Voyages of John Cabot and Gaspar 

Corte Real. London, UK: Hakluyt Society, 1843. 

Pedani-Fabris, Maria Pia, editor.  Relazioni di Ambasciatori Veneti al Senato, vol. XIV.  Padua, 

Aldo Ausilio Editore, 2000. 

Pedani, Maria Pia, and Bombaci Alessio	†, editors.  Inventory of the Lettere e Scritture 

Turchesche in the Venetian State Archives.  Boston, Brill Publishers, 2010. 

Pertusi, Agostino, translator [into Italian] and editor.  Testi inediti e poco noti sulla caduta di 

Constnatinopli. Bologna: Pàtron editore, 1983. 

Polo, Marco, and Rustichello da Pisa.  The Travels of Marco Polo the Venetian.  Edited by 

Ernest Rhys & John Masefield.  New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1918. 

Priuli, Griolomo. I Diarii.  Bologna, Italy: Nicola Zanichelli, 1900. 

Pullan, Brian, editor.  Crisis and Change in the Venetian Economy. London: Methuen & Co., 

1968. 

Romain, Samuel, editor. “Risposta al legato papale venuto per eccitare contro il Turco,” in Storia 

documentata di Venezia, v.4, p. 526-528. Venezia: P. Naratovich, 1861. 

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques.  On the Social Contract.  New York: St Martin's Press, 1978. 

Sanuto, Marino. Cronachetta. Edited by Rinaldo Fulin. Venice: 1880. 

Sanuto, Marino. I diarii 1466-1535, edited by G. Burchet. Bologna, Forni Editore, 1879. 



	 Lee	99	

Sanuto, Marino. Le vite dei dogi.  Padua, Italy: Editrice Anentore, 1989. 

Smith, Logan Pearsall. Editor.  The Life and Letters of Sir Henry Wotton.  Oxford, UK: 1907. 

Tafur, Pero. Pero Tafur Travels and Adventures 1435-1439, translated by Malcolm Letts. New 

York: Harper & Brothers, 1926. 

Vettori, Francesco. Sommario della storia d'Italia dal 1511 al 1527, Alfredo Reumont and Pietro 

Franceschini ed.. Florence, Italy: 1848. 

Villehardouin, Geoffrey. Memoirs or Chronicle of the Fourth Crusade and the Conquest of 

Constantinople. Translated by Frank T. Marzials.  London: J.M. Dent, 1908. 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

Ackroyd, Peter.  Venice Pure City.  New York: Nan A. Talese/Doubleday, 2009. 

Ágoston, Gábor, and Bruce Alan Masters. Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire . New York, 

NY: Facts On File, 2009. 

Ágoston, Gábor. “Firearms and Military Adaptation: The Ottomans and the European Military 

Revolution, 1450–1800*,” in Journal of World History, Vol. 25, No. 1. Honolulu: 

University of Hawai‘i Press, 2014. p 85 -124. 

Ashtor, Eliyahu. "The Ascendancy of Venice (1403-1421)." In Levant Trade in the Middle Ages, 

200-69. Princeton University Press, 1983. 

Chambers, David S.. The Imperial Age of Venice, 1380-1580.  New York: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich, Inc., 1971. 

Chandler, Tertius.  Four Thousand Years of Urban Growth. London, UK: St. David’s University 

Press, 1987. 



	 Lee	100	

Crowley, Roger. City of Fortune: How Venice Won and Lost a Naval Empire. London, UK: 

Faber and Faber, 2011. 

Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani. Rome: Istituto dell’Enciclopedia Italiana. 

Dursteler, Eric R.. Venetians in Constantinople : Nation, Identity, and Coexistence in the Early 

Modern Mediterranean. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006. 

Finlay, Robert.  Politics in Renaissance Venice.  New Brunswick, NJ; Rutgers University Press, 

1980. 

Freedberg, Sidney. Painting in Italy, 1500-1600. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 

Gamberini, Andrea, and Lazzarini, Isabella, eds. The Italian Renaissance State. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012.  

Gill, Joseph.  Council of Florence.  Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1959. 

Gregory, Timothy E..  History of Byzantium: 306-1453.  Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 

2005. 

Houben, Hubert. Editor.  La conquista turca di Otranto (1480) tra storia e mito. Galatina: 

Congedo, 2008. 

Jefferson, John.  The Holy Wars of King Wladislas and Sultan Murad: The Ottoman-Christian 

conflict from 1438-1444. Leiden: Brill, 2012.  

Lane, Frederick. “The Englargement of the Great Council of Venice,” in Florilegium Historiale, 

ed.  J. J. Rowe. Toronto, Canada: 1970. 

Lane, Frederick. Venice: A Maritime Republic.  Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1973. 

Libby, Lester J. "Venetian Views of the Ottoman Empire from the Peace of 1503 to the War of 

Cyprus." The Sixteenth Century Journal 9, no. 4 (1978): 103-26. 



	 Lee	101	

Madden, Thomas F.. Enrico Dandolo and the Rise of Venice.  Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2003. 

Madden, Thomas.  Venice: A New History. New York: Penguin Group, 2013. 

Mitler, Louis. "The Genoese in Galata: 1453-1682." International Journal of Middle East 

Studies 10, no. 1.  Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1979. p 71-91. 

Nicol, Donald MacGillivray. Byzantium and Venice : a Study in Diplomatic and Cultural 

Relations . Cambridge ;: Cambridge University Press, 1988. 

Nicolle, David. Constantinople 1453: The End of Byzantium. Oxford, UK: Osprey Publishing, 

2000. 

Pincus, Debra. The Tombs of the Doges of Venice. New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2000. 

Potter, E. B, Roger Fredland, and Henry Hitch Adams. Sea Power : a Naval History. 2nd ed. 

Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute Press, 1981. 

Setton, Kenneth M.. Venice, Austria, and the Turks in the Seventeenth Century.  Philadelphia, 

The American Philosophical Society, 1991. 

Setton, Kenneth.  The Papacy and the Levant (1204-1571), vol. 2-4.  Philadelphia, The American 

Philosophical Society, 1978. 

Talbot, Alice-Mary. "The Restoration of Constantinople under Michael VIII." Dumbarton Oaks 

Papers 47. Washington, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 1993. 243-

61. 

Tracy, James D., Balkan Wars: Habsburg Croatia, Ottoman Bosnia, and Venetian Dalmatia, 

1499 – 1617. New York, Rowman & Littlefield, 2016. 



	 Lee	102	

Williams, Phillip. Empire and Holy War in the Mediterranean: the Galley and Maritime Conflict 

Between the Habsburgs and Ottomans.  London: I.B. Tauris & C 


