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CONTENDING REPUBLICANISMS 

Pamphlets, Liberty, and Political Uses of the Past  
in Genoa, Venice, and Rome  
at the Time of the Interdict (1606–07)

6
Benoît Maréchaux

As the publication of the book that includes this article shows, 
a renewed approach to the republics and republicanism in 
early modern Europe aims at analysing the republican phe-
nomenon beyond certain historiographical traditions that 
have been prone to isolate republican discourses from their 
context and surrounding environment. While works on Ital-
ian and European republics have, on the one hand, often been 
the subject of studies at a local, regional, or national level, the 
Cambridge School of Intellectual History ideas has, on the 
other hand, adopted a genealogical view of republicanism 
mostly based on republics that appeared to be (at least on the 
paper) independent from monarchies.1 Despite their import-
ant contribution to our understanding of republicanism, 
these research lines have often tended to dissociate the words 
and the thing from the surrounding historical realities, which 
has led to an exceptionalist view of certain republics, as well as 
to a certain essentialisation of the republican phenomenon. 
In particular, the binary opposition to the monarchies has 
often been described in a way which is largely disconnected 
from the political practices of early modern republics. In this 
context, several studies have recently attempted to better sit-
uate the analysis of republics in relation to the value systems 
and political models that surrounded them and with which 
they often interacted to a greater extent than scholarship 
has traditionally considered. Building upon relevant contri-
butions on single republics (e.g., on Genoa), this approach 
has helped to obtain a better idea of the multifaceted nature 
of republican uses and representations and to focus on the 
complex interactions that were often at work between dif-
ferent political regimes. In the same manner, research is 
also currently analysing, from a perspective of connected 
and comparative analysis, how republics represented them-
selves and were represented on the ‘stage of the kings’, with 
reference to the political regime that was dominant at the 
time.2

This contribution seeks to enrich our understanding of 
the latter question by analysing three short opuscules pro-
duced at the beginning of the seventeenth century, specifi-
cally during the ‘war of writings’ of 1606–1607 that involved 
the Republic of Venice, the Papacy and, by proxy, as we shall 
see, the Republic of Genoa. By analysing pamphlets whose 
main object was the attack or defence of Venetian pol-
icy and ideas during the Interdict, by means of a continu-
ous and purposeful comparison with its Genoese counter-
part, we aim to contribute to this cross-history of republican 
states whose representations tended to enter into conflict 
more frequently than the literature on republicanism usually 
assumes. As we shall see, these opuscules were not produced 
in a vacuum, nor did they concentrate on classical republi-
can values. On the contrary, they were forged in contact with 
other contemporary states with which the republics of Ven-
ice and Genoa were interdependent.3 Although it opposed 
the two republics, the first pamphlet was likely produced by 
a Roman theologian, which points out how republican rep-
resentations were also shaped by external thinkers. In this 
context, the question of the differing relationship that the 
two republics maintained with some of the major European 
powers was central to the three pamphlets. The problem was 
not so much that of republican liberty per se (as opposed to 
the tyranny of dynastic regimes), but rather the instrumental 
comparison between the past and present policies pursued 
by each republic in relation to these monarchical powers.

As it could hardly be otherwise, the strong multi-secu-
lar rivalry between the two republics was at the heart of the 
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multi-media discourses under scrutiny. As is well known, the 
two republican states had shared a common history since 
the Middle Ages, which had stimulated cross-views where 
rivalry, admiration and emulation coexisted. This was still 
true in the early modern period, and not only in the time 
of Machiavelli, Botero or Campanella. In the first half of 
the seventeenth century, many Genoese reformist thinkers 
took Venice as a model for reforming their institutions and 
forging collaborative links with its patriciate.4 As we shall 
see, the Republic of San Marco claimed to enjoy liberty (e.g. 
independence from other states), which made ‘comparison’ 
between the two republics both a source of influence for 
Genoese reformers and a form of political distinction for 
Venetian patricians. Yet, the same comparison could also 
become a rhetorical instrument to be used against the juris-
dictional policy pursued by Venice. The discourses here anal-
ysed discussed these questions in the context of the Interdict 
when the question of the relation between the two republics 
and the Papacy became a subject of controversy. By looking 
at how the comparison between the republican states was 
used for purposes that had little to do with republicanism 
and was instead very connected to jurisdictional disputes, 
we will examine how conflicts shaped the representations 
of republics, their real or alleged view of freedom, and their 
interdependent nexus with monarchical powers. We shall 
deal with the Ottoman Empire, the Spanish Monarchy, and 
the Papacy. 

The Genoese letter: an anti-Venetian Roman Pamphlet

In seventeenth-century Italy, the boundaries between gov-
ernmental, private and public spheres were sometimes 
blurred when dealing with political communication. Letters 
were inclined to escape their authors and their recipients. 
Not only were the private letters of rulers and intellectuals 
read within their circles of sociability; those sent or received 
by the chancelleries might also be leaked.5 Another sort of 
letter was also circulated, however, always for political pur-
poses: the fake ones, which made institutions or real people 
communicate ideas whose offbeat use aroused the reader’s 
curiosity and produced rhetorical effects for political pur-
poses that were very real.

The starting point of this article belongs to the latter sort 
of letters. In 1606, an anonymous author produced a letter 
that the Republic of Genoa had allegedly written in response 
to another that the Republic of Venice had sent to it to com-
plain about political concessions made to the Papacy. Known 
as Copia della lettera scritta dalla Serenissima Repubblica di Genova in 
risposta d’una scrittale dal Doge et Repubblica di Venetia (‘Copy of the 
Letter Written by the Most Serene Republic of Genoa in Reply to the One 

Written by the Doge and Republic of Venice’), it circulated as a man-
uscript.6 As was often the case, the fiction started from a real 
pretext. After having enacted, in August 1605, measures to 
dissolve ecclesiastical confraternities, the Republic of Genoa 
had withdrawn the decree a few weeks later under pressure 
from the newly elected Pope, Paul V (fig. 6.1).7 As a Genoese 
patrician noted in a diary entry dated 25 October 1605: 

They told that the Most Serene Senate, with the necessary 
votes, had retracted and annulled the decree made to dissolve 
the confraternities and the companies, and left everything as it 
was before, so as not to bring upon themselves the wrath of the 
Pope, who felt it was wrong.8

Far from being satisfied, the Pope had then taken offence that 
the Republic had not asked for the absolution of the ecclesi-
astical censure, leading the Genoese Senate to use Cardinal 
Antonio Maria Sauli to avoid excommunication.9 The Lettera 
scritta dalla Serenissima Repubblica di Genova written a few months 
later starts from this Genoese concession to the Papacy by 
imagining that the Genoese Republic had to justify itself 
after receiving complaints from Venice. The production of 
the letter is obviously to be understood in the context of the 
critical political crisis following the Pontifical Interdict to 
the Venetian Republic issued in April 1606. It is well known 
that Paul V excommunicated Venice following its refusal to 
abrogate several laws that required the authorisation of the 
Senate for the construction of places of worship, as well as 
for the alienation of ecclesiastical real estate. The arrest and 
detention of two clergymen by the Venetian justice system 
had also been critical. From this point on, a famous guerra di 
scritture (‘war of writings’) took place that opposed the two 
powers and their visions of the Papacy’s temporal power and 
republican liberty. More broadly, the conflict involved a vast 
Venetian, Roman, and European public.10

Although the handwritten versions of the Copia della lettera 
in our possession are undated, their production and distri-
bution took place in the midst of the ‘war of writings’. A copy 
published in a Venetian collection of the eighteenth century 
indicates that the first copy would have been received by the 
College of Venice in May 1606, being attributed to the Jesuit 
Possevino.11 This dating is doubtful, however, since the man-
uscript copy kept at the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana was 
very likely sent from Rome with the avvisi of 26 July 1606, 
that is, during the summer period in which a large series of 
writings of Roman origin circulated in Italy to discredit the 
Venetian cause.12 The avvisi of Rome of 29 July (which were 
attached to those of the 26), indeed referred to the publica-
tion of the letter considered by the Lordship of Genoa a fake 
meant to reply to the Doge of Venice. According to the same 
avvisi, the contents of this letter were ‘completely innocent, 
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but not entirely praiseworthy, since they showed too much 
resentment towards Venice.13 A Copia della lettera published 
in 1868 is dated 28 July 1606, which seems to confirm this 
approximate dating.14 

The pamphlet was therefore distributed when an explo-
sion of writings was taking place. The already mentioned 
avvisi of 29 July informed that a second fake letter written 
by the city of Verona to that of Brescia was actually circulat-
ing. It targeted Venice, too, since both cities were presented 
as dominated by the latter after having lost their liberty.15 
The pamphlet was clearly one among several opuscules pro-
duced – likely by the same author – in July 1606. Depend-
ing on the place where it circulated, the pamphlet could be 
purposely complemented by documents related to the news, 
whose analysis is both indicative of the context of its circu-
lation and its connection with the city of Genoa. Hence, the 
copy kept in Vicenza was supplemented by avvisi from Genoa 
dated, here again, 28 July 1606.16 

Interestingly, the avvisi stated that the Spanish ambassa-
dor in Genoa had visited the Senate to ascertain the position 
of the Republic, which had expressed its willingness to sup-
port ‘con tutte le forze’ the resolution of the King of Spain, 
i.e., to back the Papacy in the event of an armed conflict.17 
In the same way that, ‘as good Catholics’ (‘come buoni cat-
tholici’), they had already granted 500 Corsican mercenar-
ies to the Papacy, the Genoese patricians showed interest in 
continuing the collaboration. The purpose of attaching this 
news to the pamphlet was undoubtedly to make the false let-
ter more polemical by linking it to real events that showed 
the hostile attitude of the Genoese Republic towards Ven-
ice. Three days earlier, the Spanish ambassador in charge in 
Genoa, Juan de Vivas, had indeed written to Philip III to 
inform him that he had visited the Republic’s councils and 
received such favourable support for the King of Spain and 
the Pope that Genoa deserved to be praised.18

The texts produced during the Interdict were published 
through various interdependent media (manuscripts, printed, 
and oral) and took multiple forms (avvisi, pamphlets, letters, 
official statements, etc.). The transfers between media, con-
tents and formats were frequent since their combination 
served both specific political and economic purposes.19 From 
this point of view, it was no accident that the pamphlet studied 
here took the form of a letter from the Republic of Genoa. In 
order to attack the government of Venice, the author used this 
procedure to put into the mouth of another republic – Genoa – 
the argument according to which obeying the Papacy was not 
a form of servitude detrimental to the interests of the Repub-
lic and its patriciate, but was on the contrary a source of hon-
our and dignity:

Most Serene Prince, we have received Your Serenity’s letter, 
which has caused us a different effect from what you thought. 
Since we have yielded to the will of the Supreme Pontiff in 
revoking the decrees we have made against the orators, not only 
does it not harm us, but it is more likely to increase the dignity 
of our Republic, and to shame those who, on such an occasion, 
would be in defiance of the pious mind of His Holiness.20 

Rather than merely stating this argument from the perspec-
tive of the Papacy, the author thus instrumentalised the 
Roman-Genoese dispute of 1605 in order to adopt the point 
of view of the Genoese Republic which had reacted in a very 
different way to Paul V’s injunctions than had Venice, even 
though it shared the same republican form of government. In 
its answer to the alleged critiques made by Venice, the Repub-
lic of Genoa justified its decisions by criticising the Venetian 
policy, especially in relation with the Papacy and the Ottoman 
Empire. Throughout the text, the author thus confronted the 
two states, constantly playing on the opposition between ‘la 
nostra Republica’ (Genoa) and ‘la vostra Republica’ (Venice). 
Quoted 16 times in the text, the term ‘republic’ was always pres-
ent in this form (and thus as a synonym of the one or the other 
state), without any association with liberty being found here.

As already argued, Venice and Genoa were not just two 
republics. They shared a long history of military, maritime 
and commercial rivalry that was continually reactivated by 
historians and political observers who were fond of a compar-
ative reading that had become, over the centuries, a common 
practice.21 From this point of view, using the counterpoint 
of the Genoese Republic was a very clever way of demon-
strating the mistakenness of the Venetian position during 
the Interdict, since it gave voice to a similar political entity 
that instead affirmed that obeying the temporal power of the 
Pope was a duty that brought benefits, and refusing to do so 
was a threat to the Catholic faith in Italy. This comparison 
with Genoa actually echoed the Risposta del Sig. Paolo Anafesto, 
another pamphlet attributed to Possevino and published in 
1607. In this opuscule, the author praised in the same way 
the fact that, unlike Venice, the Republic of Genoa had with-
drawn some of the controversial decrees, for which the Gen-
oese deserved ‘to be praised, and magnified as true Catho-
lics, and most faithful Christians; nor therefore have they 
lost their freedom: nay, by such an action they have added 
to themselves an inestimable joy’.22 The truth was obviously 
less simplistic, since the Genoese Republic had during those 
years defended with some vigour some of its jurisdictional 
prerogatives through the social and political connections – 
much more discreet though – woven by its patriciate within 
the Roman Curia.23 This question of historical truth was not, 
however, the concern of the pamphlet under consideration. 
By portraying a republic that was not ashamed but honoured 
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to defend the cause of the Papacy, even at the expense of its 
own political prerogatives, the author presented an alterna-
tive path that helped to portray Venetian politics as radical. 
Behind this, the text defended a definition of liberty that 
was compatible with obedience to papal authority since – it 
was argued – the Genoese had not lost their liberty despite 
the fact that they had withdrawn some of the decrees under 
papal pressure. By doing so, it was a different view of liberty 
– the one promoted by the Venetians – that was criticised 
and questioned. Although the text was not signed, it has 
been repeatedly attributed to the Jesuit Possevino, a theolo-
gian who was very active during the Interdict and known for 
many of his writings against the Venetian cause.24 The con-
frontation with the Republic of Genoa, from this point of 
view, was an excellent pretext to defend the papal jurisdic-
tion, as well as a way of attracting the attention of the public, 
and therefore the publishers’ investments. The manuscript 
letter was printed in 1606, and we shall see that it would not 
be the only edition.25 The text was short (one double-sided 
folio in its printed version), which favoured its distribution 
due to limited production and purchase costs.

Despite this short format, the pamphlet attempted to 
develop a comparison in which religion played a key role. By 
opposing the very Catholic Genoese to the Venetians who 
were not, the text sought to associate the Venetian position 
with an anti-Catholic policy. In the fake letter, the Genoese 
proudly boasted of having defended the Catholic faith in the 
East and West against the ‘Turchi, Mori, and Saraceni’, in ref-
erence to the naval (and colonial) power they had developed 
in the Mediterranean since the Crusades. Moreover, the text 
argued that the Genoese had always been faithful supporters of 
the Papacy; unlike their Venetian counterparts, they had never 
suffered the disgrace of being excommunicated by the Pope.

More importantly, the text criticised what would later be 
known as giurisdizionalismo. In contrast to the reason of state 
that led the Venetian republic to ‘not yielding in nothing to 
the Pope’ (‘non cedere un punto al Papa’) in terms of temporal 
power, the Genoese defended – always allegedly – a Roman 
vision of the controversy, assuming that no Prince could 
exercise a form of superiority over the heir of St Peter and 
the members of the ecclesiastic hierarchy. Using language 
accessible to a wide public, the text did not dwell so much 
on the deep theological reasons for the controversy as on the 
alleged consequences for the preservation of the Catholic 
faith in Italy.26 To justify non-obedience to the Pope, Venice 
actually employed theologians defined as ‘sad and lurking’, 
‘of false religion, and of bad conscience’ (‘tristi et appostati’, 
‘di falsa religione, et di mala conscienza’). The reference to 
Paolo Sarpi, who was one of the direct targets of the text, was 
obvious. The Republic of Genoa, on the contrary, employed 

theologians ‘very wise and incorruptible’ (‘di molta dottrina, 
et de integrità de vita’), who did not divide the Catholic world.

Moreover, the text discussed religious matters in order 
to overturn the central argument of Venetian republicanism, 
that is, the original liberty of Venice born as a territory free 
of any foreign dominio and able, over the centuries, to remain 
independent thanks to divine favour (since the predestinatio 
of St Mark) and to the armed defence of its sovereignty in the 
Adriatic.27 If the ‘Genoese letter’ recognised that the Repub-
lic of Venice had never been dominated by foreign lords in 
terms of temporal power (‘vergine quanto al Dominio tem-
porale di forastieri’), it argued, on the other hand, that Genoa 
had always maintained itself ‘virgin in the Catholic faith to 
this day, persecuting with assiduous study the heretics, and 
the enemies of the Holy Church’ (‘vergine nella fede Cat-
tolica fin’a questo giorno, perseguitando con assiduo studio 
gli heretici, & nemici della Chiesa Santa’). Such success had 
not been seen in Venice, which had become a ‘recitals of var-
ious sects, and religions’ (‘recettacolo di varie sette, et reli-
gioni’). Using the same metaphor of virginity (in the sense of 
absence of heretics and of foreign soldiers), the author thus 
took advantage of the presence of Protestants, as well as peo-
ple of Jewish and Muslim faith, to put Venice on the same 
level as Genoa and to challenge the argument of original lib-
erty (‘libertà originaria’).28 Here again, it is possible to read 
how the letter mirrored the Roman vision of Venetian pol-
itics and perhaps, that of Possevino. The Jesuit thinker con-
tinuously confronted the myth of Venetian original liberty in 
his writings, and it is well known that the Roman authorities 
opposed Venetian policy of welcoming religious minorities.29 

Religion was furthermore brought into play in order to dis-
cuss the central issue of liberty, understood here as the degree 
of autonomy that the two republics had in their relationship 
with the surrounding dynastic and elective monarchies. Not 
surprisingly, the strong ties maintained between Venice and 
the Ottoman Empire played a central role. Hence, the Lettera 
emphasised that the Republic of Genoa sought to maintain 
friendly ties with the Vicar of Christ, while the Venetian Repub-
lic ‘cherishes the peace and friendship of the Turk’ (‘tiene gran 
conto della pace, et amicitia del Turco’), another classic way 
of attacking Venice for the collaborative relationship it main-
tained with the Ottoman Empire. Interestingly, the text did not 
stop there, however. It attacked Venice’s liberty, arguing that 
although the Republic of Genoa was protected by the King of 
Spain, it did not pay any kind of secret or manifest tribute (‘trib-
uto, o donativo secreto, o manifesto’). The pamphlet thus ques-
tioned the Venetian liberty, arguing that far from being inde-
pendent, ‘it depends on a Barbarian king, for whom we know, 
that under the name of donations to his ministers, he continu-
ally disburses tribute of large amounts of gold’.30
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The author thus pointed out a true, but highly problem
atic, aspect of the Venetian republican narrative as it had 
been built over the centuries. In the same way that in its ori-
gins, the Republic was subject to Byzantium, which it had left 
out of its first chronicles, such as that of Giovanni Diacono, it 
now paid a tribute, albeit symbolic, for the occupation of the 
island of Zante.31 Furthermore, at the beginning of the sev-
enteenth century, it had become a frequent practice to make 
donations and payments to the Ottoman authorities, both 
in money and in kind (cloth, clocks, glass objects, etc.), for 
very large amounts. It is important to note that these pay-
ments were part of a much more complex system of dona-
tions with which other Christian nations had to deal in 
Istanbul. Yet they materialised the asymmetrical relation-
ship, not to say of dependence, between the Venetian Repub-
lic and the Ottoman monarchy. The estimation of the mon-
etary flows involved goes far beyond the objectives of these 
few pages, but the payments made when the new sultan 
ascended the throne, for the renewal of peace agreements, 
or in the course of diplomatic conflicts (which resulted in 
the payment of tens or even hundreds of thousands of duc-
ats), do not cast any doubt on the scale and significance of the 
phenomenon.32 In Istanbul, as in other cities of the empire, 
it was not uncommon for certain Ottoman elites to consider 
Venice as a dependent state of the empire (such as Ragusa), 
and the Ottoman administration’s own records were some-
times quite explicit about it.33 Although it always defended 
its own political and jurisdictional prerogatives, the Vene-
tian Republic could not be inflexible on these matters in 
view of the very close economic and diplomatic interdepen-
dence that linked the two empires (i.e.: grain supply, trade, 
shared frontier, merchant communities, soldiers’ recruit-
ment, etc.). Like the Ottoman Empire, the Venetian Repub-
lic had to compromise some of its principles and mobilise 
intermediaries (essentially, through the activity of the drog-
mans) to find common ground at the margins of the respec-
tive legal systems.34

In the context of the Interdict, this argument led to ques-
tions about the rationality of the Venetian policy towards the 
Papacy: what sense did it make to claim full sovereignty in 
relation to the Holy See, while at the same time Venice con-
tinuously accepted clear infringements of its sovereignty 
when dealing with the Ottoman Empire? The pamphlet 
therefore shows that the representation of Venetian repub-
licanism escaped its official narratives and histories. Beyond 
the ‘Venetian myth’, in early seventeenth-century Italy not 
everyone took at face value the narrative of Venetian liberty.35 
On the contrary, there were those in Rome who conveyed the 
image of a republic dependent on the Ottoman Empire and 
thus implicitly maintained that the Republic of Genoa was 

freer, because it was less subordinate to the Spanish Monar-
chy, than the Republic of Venice was to the Ottomans.

In what was ultimately a critique of the Venetian juris-
dictional ambitions, the text also came to deal with the eco-
nomic implications of such a difference with the Republic of 
Genoa. ‘Our people go all over the world negotiating, and this 
world is not only confined to your domain, so that when they 
lack your lands, they are not lost’ (‘Gli nostri huomeni vanno 
per tutto il mondo negotiando, il qual mondo non si vi stringe 
solamente nel vostro dominio, onde quando manchassero ad 
essi le vostre terre, non sono pero perdute’), argued the pam-
phlet, in clear reference to the extension of the Genoese dias-
pora and its ability to develop commercial and financial activ-
ities without having territorial control over large possessions. 
Again, the contrast with Venice, which had based its wealth 
on control of the Terraferma (‘Mainland’), the Adriatic, its col-
onies, and major maritime routes, was striking. By conclud-
ing that the world was not limited to the Venetian dominio, the 
author of the text, again, questioned (and mocked) the bene-
fits of Venetian jurisdictional and territorial ambitions.

A diplomatic Venetian answer

The controversy did not end there, however, since a reply to 
this letter was produced in 1606, probably in Venice. It circu-
lated as a manuscript copy, as evidenced by the one kept in the 
Correr Museum.36 Its title, ‘Risposta per l’auttore della lettera 
scritta dalla Serenissima Republica di Genova al Serenissimo 
Doge di Venetia [di G.B.L.] scritta da un nobile, à cui fu man-
data, come opera novamente stampata’, indicates that the reply 
was conceived as a response to the printed version of the first 
letter. By indicating that the text had been written by a noble-
man, the title also shows that the author(s) sought to avoid a 
confrontation with the Republic of Genoa. Although every-
thing was a fiction, but precisely because fiction could have an 
impact on political and diplomatic reality, the letter was not 
formalised as a response from the Republic of Venice to the 
Republic of Genoa, but as the response of an anonymous patri-
cian to an anonymous writer. By removing any assignment of 
authorship to the Republic of Genoa, the intention was to tar-
get the anonymous author, and by proxy, the Papacy.

Once again, a transfer between media took place: the answer 
was printed twice, probably because of market opportunities, 
and perhaps also because the Venetian government viewed it 
positively. As explained above, both because of the similari-
ties and differences between the two republics, it was obvious 
that the production of pamphlets featuring a dispute between 
them could attract the curiosity of potential readers. The possi-
ble outlets of the letter were optimised by the form given to the 
publication. As with other Venetian pamphlets that addressed 
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the papal policy (e.g., Marc’Antonio Capello’s Risposta to the 
aforementioned Antonio Possevino), the reply was not printed 
on its own, but in conjunction with the first letter.37 The editors 
thus created a booklet of eight pages that included both letters 
and had as title Due lettere una publicata sotto nome della Republica 
di Genova alla Republica di Venetia. L’altra che contiene il parere sopra 
la medesima Lettera. A first edition was published in Venice in 
1606.38 As a sign of its circulation, many copies of this edition 
are preserved in Italy (in Venice, Padua, Florence, Bergamo, 
Genoa, and Ravenna), but also in Paris, London and Madrid.39 
A second edition was released the following year, in Vicenza 
according to the frontispiece.40 

The document was obviously not signed by the Vene-
tian government, nor did it have an official licence. We do 
not know if the Republic intervened directly in its publica-
tion. However, it is now well known that, aware of the mag-
nitude and implications of the flood of writings that were 
being published against them, the Venetian authorities 
reacted in the late summer of 1606 by promoting the publica-
tion of works favourable to their cause. Following Sarpi’s pre-
cepts and adopting the concept of tacit licence (‘permesso 
tacito’), the Republic did not necessarily grant licences but 
encouraged or turned a blind eye to publications critical of 
the Papacy’s policies.41 From this point of view, it is import-
ant to observe that the 1606 edition of the Due Lettere is dated 
2 September 1606. The pamphlet, whether on the initiative 
of the publishers and/or the government, thus participated 
in the communication campaign of the autumn 1606.

On the other hand, there is no doubt that the Republic, 
through its representatives, did its best to spread the pam-
phlet. The two editions mentioned were indeed included in 
the compilation Pro libertate status et reipublicae Venetorum Gallof-
ranci ad Philenetum epistola published in Paris in 1607.42 Edited 
by Louis Servin, an influential Gallican jurist and parliamen-
tarian, the work included 19 writings on the Interdict that 
had previously been published separately.43 The work was 
published following the solicitations made by the Venetian 
ambassador in Paris Piero Priuli, who, in agreement with 
the government but also on his own initiative, promoted the 
Venetian cause beyond the republican territory.44 The pam-
phlet would later be included in another collection published 
in 1607, this time in the Calvinist stronghold of Geneva.45 

The content of the document was in line with its format. 
It was tough on the anonymous author, but very diplomatic 
with regard to Genoa, towards which it was not appropriate 
to create a diplomatic conflict. After underlining that the two 
supposed letters were fake, which amounted to denying the 
existence of a complaint from the Venetian Republic to its 
Genoese counterpart, the authors of the Venetian text sought 
to unveil the intentions of the author of the anti-Venetian 

pamphlet, in order to better underline how much his objec-
tive was to add fuel to the fire by forcing Venice to take a posi-
tion against both the Republic of Genoa and the Ottoman 
monarchy. Rather than not answering, which was presented 
as the second alternative pursued by the author of the Lettera, 
the text sought therefore to criticise and to discredit the ‘dia-
bolic, and scelerate considerations’ (‘diaboliche, e scelerate 
considerationi’) of the ‘false, malicious, petulant, and scan-
dalous’ (‘falsario, maligno, petulante, e scandaloso’) author, 
also qualified as a ‘lying historian’ (‘historico fraudolente’) 
for his erroneous reading of the past of the two republics. 
Interestingly, the text also provided a positive judgement 
towards Genoa by highlighting the common points that the 
two republics shared. In this way, the text argued not only 
that they shared the same political regime, but also that they 
professed esteem for the Holy See and looked after the lib-
erty of Italy. Both republics were governed by prudent sena-
tors and did not submit their deliberations to the judgement 
of ‘consultori’, in reference to Paolo Sarpi:

Just as Genoa and Venice, two republics, which are the ornament 
and glory of Italy, esteem the Apostolic seat in the same way as 
their elders did, so they are both attentive to the preservation of 
the liberty of Italy and the greatness of the Christian name, they 
regulate and conduct their affairs according to the opportunities 
with circumspection and vigilance of prudent senators and 
ministers, and do not submit their deliberations to the foolish 
and angry petulance of contagious and insolent consultants. 
[…] This very indiscreet slanderer has to understand that 
just as Genoa, with great maturity and prudence, is united 
with that great King, so Venetia on her own, and with arms 
and negotiation for so many years has made and continues 
to make glorious [resistance] to the forces of the Turks, who 
have absorbed so many vast kingdoms, and all this no less for 
the defence of her own liberty, than for the rest of Italy, and in 
particular of the Apostolic seat.46

As much as highlighting commonalities was necessary in 
order not to arouse tensions with the Republic of Genoa, it 
was dangerous since it risked placing the two republics on 
the same level, which was inconceivable for at least a large 
part of the Venetian patriciate. In the second part of the 
quoted extract, the authors thus acknowledged that Genoa 
was under the protection of the Spanish Monarchy, while 
distinguishing very clearly the Venetian case. Rather than 
depending on another state, the Venetian Republic acted 
independently by mobilising its own armies and trading 
with the Ottoman Empire, which was beneficial to the whole 
of Christendom, including the Papacy. This was a very dip-
lomatic way of recalling some of the essential principles of 
Venetian republican thought, namely that it was not depen-
dent on other powers and was therefore free.
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The unpublishable Venetian answer?  
A handwritten anti-Genoese pamphlet

However, this answer was not welcomed by everyone in Ven-
ice. In the archive of the Correr Museum, a manuscript is 
preserved that has remained unnoticed so far. Entitled Un’al-
tra nova. Risposta alla lettera da Genova, the document attests the 
writing of another answer, which probably remained hand-
written, to the first letter allegedly produced by Genoa.47 
The fact that this document remained handwritten does 
not mean that it was not distributed.48 Before joining the 
Correr collection, it was actually part of the library of the 
Congregazione dei Chierici Regolari Somaschi in Venice.49 
Although its author is unknown, it is quite possible that it 
was written by a patrician or a group of Venetian patricians 
who were not satisfied with the first Risposta. Although dip-
lomatic, and effective, the letter had left the harsh attacks 
on Venice without a real response. It is well known that 
the production of writings following the Interdict went 
far beyond governmental control, and from this point of 
view, it is likely that some members of the patriciate, with 
or without the support of the Republic, took the initiative 
to produce another response. It is difficult to know at this 
point whether the two versions represented different pres-
sure groups; in any case, the Republic could never have given 
its authorisation to a text of such violence towards its Gen-
oese counterpart.

As a matter of fact, the response used a tone and an argu-
mentation that were completely different from those previ-
ously chosen. Focusing on the dialectic relation liberty/ser-
vitude, the incipit of the text revealed the harsh tone and the 
general aim of the whole text: 

It is no wonder that you, who are accustomed to the Spanish 
servitude, are happy to receive the Church’s yoke, for once you 
have lost your freedom, you appreciate little more the one than 
the other kind of servitude, and it may even be that you have done 
it in revenge for the violence that you feel in their oppression and 
from the envy of seeing us others free, hoping by this example 
to make us capable of your misery and unhappiness. But you 
deceive yourselves, if you believe that you can live in servitude, 
from those who are nourished in freedom. You, servants by the 
election of your elders and by your birth and nature, also wait to 
celebrate this false freedom, which you think you have, because 
as in other times your own discord caused you to lose the name 
of the Republic and submit to the Dukes of Milan and foreigners, 
so, since at present the interests and ambitions of your citizens 
have made you accept the laws of the will of others, contrary to 
the custom of free principalities. They make you little less than 
worthy of the name of slaves, whose only right is to obey their 
patron without distinction of reason or time. And you enjoy this 

great dignity and such a great privilege, which you seem to have 
acquired, by registering it in the memory of your posterity, so 
that they may detest your name in every age.50

The opuscule differed from the previous one in that it 
responded directly to the Genoese Republic, as if the lat-
ter had been the real producer of the first letter. Although 
the authors were not fooled, it probably seemed to them 
that the defence and the honour of the Republic required 
a strong and sharp answer to the Genoese Republic, which, 
in any way, could not be placed on the same level as the 
Venetian one (or serve as pretext to jeopardise some foun-
dations of the republican edifice). The political thoughts 
linked to republics here appear closely interdependent on 
each other in the sense that one of them – Venice – distin-
guished itself from the other to define its own identity, sta-
tus and prestige. For this reason, the author(s) of the text 
rejected any kind of republican relativism, and, adopting a 
conception of full sovereignty, represented the Republic of 
St George as a slave subordinate to the Spanish Monarchy, 
as well as a political body dependent on the temporal power 
of the Catholic Church. From its point of view, this type of 
dependency was incompatible with the idea of a free repub-
lic, which was obviously a way to define and represent Ven-
ice as different and unique.

Not surprisingly, the central argument rested on the 
notion of original liberty (libertà originaria) so important to 
Venetian thinkers because of the continuous dominio that Ven-
ice had allegedly exercised over its territory. This notion was 
a source of political distinction, since other states, such as 
Genoa, could hardly claim the same. In this very Venetian per-
spective, the fifteenth century occupation of Liguria by the 
Viscontis of Milan was interpreted as a point of no return. By 
recalling that the leggi nuove of 1576 (which had followed the 
civil war of 1575) had been signed thanks to the intermedia-
tion of a papal representative, the text again described Geno-
ese political practice as contrary to the usages of free princes.51 
On the basis of these historical events, the pamphlet essen-
tialised the supposed Genoese servitude as the very nature of a 
state that was by definition submissive and therefore inferior 
to the Venetian Republic. The loss of freedom under Milan’s 
rule was thus not compatible with the possibility that a free 
republic could later emerge in Genoa. 

Moreover, the authors attacked the Genoese republic to 
better target the Papacy. History books in hand, the Venetian 
author(s) affirmed that the excommunications against Ven-
ice had been essentially due to the ambition of misguided 
Popes to compete in political and military affairs with the 
Venetian Republic. To illustrate their point, they chose, not 
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without irony, two Ligurian popes, Sixtus IV and Julius II:

The fact that some of these Popes argued that we were opposing 
that Seat, can be ascribed more to the fault of the ambition, or 
emulation, that they have exercised with the Republic, than the 
demerit of it. Sixtus and Julius, one the Fourth and the other 
the Second, by name, dared to do so with so little reason, that in 
addition to the censure of the people they manifestly incurred 
the indignation of the Lord God […] since the one who was 
Sixtus died of rabies five hours after the notice, which he had of 
the peace concluded by us with his adherents with so much glory, 
and useful to our state, and so little dignity of him […]. And the 
other, who was Julius, died unexpectedly in a few days, oppressed 
by the fear that the Council would depose him of that dignity, in 
which he had given occasion to shed so much blood of Christians 
and to send so many souls to perdition […] having made himself 
known […] more worthy to handle the sword than the cross.52

According to the pamphlet, the two Popes had excommuni-
cated Venice with so little reason that they had outraged God 
and had been punished. Sixtus IV was a member of the Della 
Rovere family from Celle Ligure (near Savona), who had actu-
ally excommunicated Venice in 1483. According to the pam-
phlet, he had died of anger five hours after learning that the 
Venetian Republic had signed the peace with its allies.53 The 
reference to his nephew Julius II, who was so much a part of 
the Venetian collective memory, was even less hazardous. The 
instigator of the League of Cambrai (1508) which had led the 
allied troops to the outskirts of Venice, had excommunicated 
the Republic at the risk of becoming, during the wars of Italy 
(1494–1559), the archetype of the ‘warrior pope’.54 Julius II had 
at the time been vilified by Venice, but also by writers such as 
Erasmus, Guicciardini or Machiavelli, becoming the heart of 
battles of multimedia communication which had set fire to 
Italy and a part of the European continent.55 A century later, 
during this new (albeit different) confrontation between 
Venice and the Papacy, he was mobilised in a pamphlet that 
sought to associate the Roman power with one of its most 
controversial figures. Julius II was here remembered for hav-
ing worn more ‘the corselet, that the mantle’ (‘il corsaletto, 
che il manto’) and shed Christian blood. The text finally 
ironised the fact (not proven) that he died abruptly for fear of 
being deposed by a hostile council, in reference to the failed 
one of Pisa. These criticisms echoed the diatribes uttered at 
the time of the defeat of Agnadello (1509) when illustrious 
Venetians like Sanudo presented Julius II as both a trouble-
maker among Christians, and as being hostile to the Vene-
tians. In May 1509, another famous Venetian patrician, Girol-
amo Priuli, also blamed ‘Julius II Pope of Savona, great enemy 
of the Venetian name, and always the Venetians will remem-
ber him’ (‘Iulio pontifice secundo de Saona, inimicissimo del 
nome veneto, et sempre li Signori Venetiani se ricorderanno 

de lui’).56 A little less than a century later, there is no doubt 
that the Venetians still remembered him very well. 

As was common practice in writings that linked Venice and 
Genoa, the political use of the past was thus central to the nar-
ratives in place. The great Genoese-Venetian wars of the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, as well as the interest that the 
governments had had in each other, had constantly fuelled the 
historical cross-views.57 In the Middle Ages, the historians and 
chroniclers of the two city-states read and discussed writings 
that composed and recomposed their Mediterranean past.58 Yet 
the history of Genoa was not written in the same way as in Ven-
ice, where the considerable and constantly renewed effort of the 
ruling group had led to the construction of a unified – and myth-
ical – narrative about the original liberty of the Republic, the per-
fection of its institutions, its sovereignty over the Adriatic and its 
Christian vocation. The asymmetry was such that it was still felt 
in the early modern period. The Genoese writers of the first half 
of the seventeenth century, such as Foglietta, Andrea Spinola, 
or Giovanni Vincenzo Imperiale, were great readers of Vene-
tian classical works. They were inspired by them and also appro-
priated them to promote a policy less dependent on the Spanish 
Monarchy.59

In this case, it is interesting to observe that it was the 
Venetians who read and quoted Genoese works, specifically 
the Annali of Agostino Giustiniani (1537), which the author(s) 
of the pamphlet quoted in order to show that the Genoese 
had actually been banned by the papacy on several occasions. 
Examples of the excommunications issued by Pope Gregory X 
(1272–76) and Innocent VIII (1484–92) were made.60 Using a 
Genoese source was obviously a convenient way to learn about 
these issues; quoting it explicitly in order to deny an alleged 
Genoese pamphlet brought another ironic touch to the story. 
In the same way, the author used the Ristretto delle Historie 
genovesi (Lucca, 1551) by Paolo Interiano, a History of Genoa 
from the year 1000 to 1506 that the Genoese Republic had also 
approved.61 The Venetians here used this history of Genoa to 
trace the excommunication of Genoa by Pope Urban IV (1261–
64). By using historical examples found in Genoese literature, 
the Venetians thus attempted to show that the Genoese had 
also disobeyed the Papacy because of Roman political ambi-
tions. With the same purpose, they ultimately quoted a (true) 
excerpt from Interiano’s Historie concluding that ‘in those 
times the love of the fatherland was esteemed more than the 
fear of the Pontiffs’ (‘in quei tempi più l’amor della Patria, che 
il timor dei Pontefici era stimato’) by the Republic of Genoa.62 
Ironically, Genoese Histories now appeared to be instrumen-
tal to the Venetian cause.

Moreover, the text addressed the central issue of the rela-
tionship with the ‘infidels’. Here, the pamphlet accused the 
Genoese for their role in the eastern Mediterranean, where 
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they had prioritised their merchant interests over religious 
ones. In particular, the Genoese were accused of infamy for 
having brought the Turks to Europe on their own ships at one 
ecu per head, which would have led to nothing less than the 
loss of Eastern Christianity:

You have defended our religion against the infidels according to 
your interests, for which several times you mercenarily sailed 
to the East, but they cannot exonerate you from the infamy that 
you earned when, at the price of a shield per head, you ferried 
the Turkish nation from Asia to Europe with your own ships. 
And from this fact derived the loss of Christianity in the East, 
and the dangers of Western Christianity were accelerated63.

The text referred to the Varna Crusade (1443–1445), when 
Genoese ships allegedly transported Murad ii’s army from 
Anatolia to the Balkans, allowing the Ottomans to defeat the 
Crusader troops mobilised by Pope Eugene I (who was Vene-
tian), and the Venetian Republic itself. According to some 
chronicles, such as that of Jean de Wavrin, the Genoese had 
indeed provided many ships to transport the Turkish troops 
across the Dardanelles Strait, precisely south of Gallipo-
li.64 During the previous decades, and partly because of the 
rivalry with the Venetians, the Genoese had collaborated on 
several occasions with the rising force of the eastern Medi-
terranean, and the Venetians had already been quick to dis-
seminate news of this activity for propaganda purposes. In 
the same way, they had spread the rumour of Genoese com-
plicity when Constantinople was taken in 1453. By playing on 
the reputation of the Genoese as mercenaries, the Venetian 
pamphlet therefore reversed the arguments of the first letter 
concerning the defence of the Catholic faith.

The text also shows that the Roman initiative led one or 
more Venetians to feel the necessity of defending the privi-
leged relations they maintained with the Ottoman Empire. 
Hence, the author of the third pamphlet took care to explain 
that the commercial interests with the ‘infidel’ corresponded 
exactly to those that any prince maintained with the sur-
rounding territories because of the bilateral nature of trade. 
The text therefore tried to normalise the political relations 
maintained with the Ottoman Empire: the other Christian 
princes also paid money to the ministers of the Empire and 
to the sultan ‘when they have to deal with such a barbarous 
and rapacious nation’ (‘quando hanno da trattare con natione 
co[si] tanto barbara e rapace’). The text also formally denied 
that the Republic was dependent on the Ottoman Empire 
because of the question of Zante. Rather than truly address-
ing the issue, however, it shifted it by stating that according 
to this argument, the King of Spain should be considered 
tributary to the Papacy because of the census he paid to it. In 
the same manner, the pamphlet normalised the relationship 

with the Ottomans by arguing that the Christian princes also 
declared war against each other when it was in their inter-
est. On this specific issue, there were therefore no difference 
between Christians and Muslims (‘tra fedeli, che tra infed-
eli’). The text also denied the accusations of heresy, assuring 
that ‘no Venetian has ever been a heretic’ (‘non si trovando, 
che alcun venetiano sia stato giamai heretico’).65 

Ultimately, sharp criticisms were made against the Gen-
oese and about the weakness of their state. It was obviously, 
here again, a way to support the Venetian political model. 
The text referred to the allegedly weak protection that the 
Spanish Monarchy offered to the Republic and introduced 
several stereotypes about the Genoese financiers who sucked 
the blood of the Papacy and the rest of Italy due to usury. 
Lastly, the pamphlet mocked the argument of the first letter 
according to which the Genoese military forces would sup-
port the Pope in case of conflict:

The offers that you wish to make to the Pope to defend him, 
the broader they will be in words, the narrower they will be 
in deeds, since you aim at nothing more than private interest. 
And what can you give to the Pope, if you have neither public 
richness, nor forces, nor state, that he will accept, since he is 
bound to govern himself by his own will alone?66

By implicitly comparing Genoa to Venice, the text here 
referred to the weakness of Genoa’s public finances, which 
were heavily compromised by its dependence on the Bank of 
San Giorgio, the weakness of the state, and the limited fiscal 
resources of Liguria.67 The text thus took up the Botero’s par-
allel that had become classic between Venice and Genoa and 
the different importance that the two Republics had given to 
the res publica over the centuries.68 

This distinction was to some extent true, but it also 
underestimated and disdained the capacity that Genoa had 
to defend its interests through its privileged links with 
the Spanish Monarchy. It was the case in the military field, 
where, at that time, the participation of its elites in the Med-
iterranean fleet was matched by imperial protection.69 The 
price to pay was that of a limited autonomy while Venice, on 
the other hand, had to assume a role of territorial power with 
all its implications.

Conclusion

This study has uncovered conflicting discourses exchanged 
– fictitiously, but with real meanings and implications – 
between the two main Italian republics of the early modern 
period. While the School of Cambridge has mostly focused 
on underlining the similarities between the different compo-
nents of an alleged European republican heritage, these texts 
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show how, in the concrete context of the early seventeenth 
century, the two republics were opposed and confronted – 
both by external and local authors – for political propaganda 
purposes. The policy of Genoa – indeed more conciliatory 
towards the Papacy – was instrumentalised by a third party in 
order to criticise the anti-papal policy of Venice. By portray-
ing a Genoese Republic that considered obeying the Papacy 
not as a political weakening or even a threat to republican lib-
erty, but as a source of honour, an author – perhaps the Jesuit 
Possevino – found a very clever way of presenting an alterna-
tive path that demonstrated that Venice had opted for a radi-
cal position. The apparent similarities between the two mer-
chant republics made the Venetian policy more questionable. 
Although the letter was not written by the Genoese patrici-
ate, the fiction was closely linked to historical reality. 

The republican thinking here portrayed was not far from 
that assumed by many members of the Genoese nobiltà vecchia 
that had effectively bet on a republicanism compatible with 
relations of conciliation (and sometimes dependence and 
obedience) towards the Papacy and the Spanish Monarchy. 
From this perspective, the text also makes visible certain dif-
ferences in terms of political culture. Although the impera-
tive of maintaining friendly relations with Genoa prevented 
Venice from responding vehemently in an official manner, 
the third pamphlet is nonetheless indicative of the refusal 
of some Venetians to consider Genoa on the same level as its 
Venetian counterpart. In this sense, the pamphlets that arose 
during the Interdict provide another example of the rivalry 
that often characterised relations between republics. 

As shown by the third pamphlet, the representation 
of Venice was based on its distinction from other repub-
lics considered as inferior because they were not originally 
free. Underlining the dependence of other republics was a 
way to represent the Venetian one as unique. Hence, the two 

republican models appeared not only as competing, but also 
as useful to at least one of the parties. This conclusion is in 
line with the condescending attitude of the Venetian patri-
ciate when, during the 1640s, Genoese reformers tried to 
establish collaborative links with it.70

However, at the beginning of the seventeenth century it 
had become complicated to demonstrate that a republic was 
perfectly free and independent. Even though the texts ana-
lysed were short pamphlets, their analysis is significant for 
how republican representations were shaped by the high 
degree of political, economic, military, jurisdictional and 
symbolic dependence of Genoa, but also of Venice, towards 
the papal authority, the Ottoman Empire, and the Spanish 
Monarchy. From this point of view, the representations here 
analysed are different from what emerges from most studies 
of the School of Cambridge, which have focused on repub-
lican liberty in opposition to tyranny and often excluded 
republican regimes that were not fully sovereign. The limita-
tions of such a selective view of republicanism appear here 
clearly. Rather than being defined by resistance against the 
rule and influence of surrounding monarchies, the Genoese 
Republic was portrayed as a republic that assumed its depen-
dence on the Spanish Monarchy and the Papacy. As for the 
Venetian Republic, it was forced to defend its close ties with 
the Ottoman Empire – while recalling past struggles and 
normalising different ties of interdependence. Behind this, 
the lack of total autonomy from the Papacy, though heav-
ily fought against, and with great success, was obvious. In 
the midst of these diatribes, the question of the republican 
regime became marginal, since the essential issue here was 
not so much the political model as the degree and the com-
plex forms of liberty and interdependence of both republics 
with respect to the diverse political regimes directed from 
Madrid, Istanbul and Rome. 
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