
Week II: Set Reading – Primary Source 

Pier Paolo Vergerio’s praise of the Republic of Venice 

Editor’s Note: Pier Paolo Vergerio (1370-1444), an exact contemporary of Leonardo Bruni, was a subject of the 

Venetian Republic, being born in Capodistria (now Koper, Slovenia). He was educated in Florence with Bruni, 

who addressed to him one of his most significant early works, his Dialogi / Dialogues. Vergerio was most 

celebrated in his life time for his treatise on education, De ingenuis moribus (c. 1402), written in Padua; later in 

life, he served the Holy Roman Emperor, Sigismund, being based in Buda, and so was removed from the 

humanist circles in Italy. His incomplete treatise De re publica veneta / On the Venetian Republic was probably 

written between 1400 and 1403.   

Below: Vittore Carpaccio, ‘The Lion of St Mark’, 1516 (Palazzo Ducale, Venice) 

 

The Republic of the Venetians is ruled by the administration of the best men [optimates], 

which is the type of constitution known in Greek as ‘aristokratia’ [ie aristocracy], which is 

the mean between royal and popular government. This Republic is, in fact, even better by far 

because, since it involves the participation of both those praiseworthy extremes [ie royal and 

popular government], it combines together at the same time something from every type of 

praiseworthy polity. For it is the case both that the Doge [dux], by whose name and authority 

actions are taken, is appointed for life by election, and that the people have the supreme 

power – when the position of Doge is vacant – of making laws, which cannot be transferred 

to any council or individual. This can be easily understood by detailing some of the traditions 

and laws, as well as the form of government, of the Venetians, but first the siting of the city 

and the nature of the region should be outlined. 

So, the city of Venice is located in a deep bay of the Adriatic Sea, nowhere reachable by land 

or easily by sea, since, placed among the waters and marshes, it is sufficiently far from the 

mainland so that it cannot be touched by the throwing of missiles. By the sea it has a beach 

[litus, the Lido], a sandy area facing the waves, which does not allow for the docking of 

ships, except at a few estuaries… 



 

Above: Georg Braun and Franz Hogenberg, map of Venice from Civitates orbis terrarium (Cologne, 1572) 

Therefore, this city, though it may have no walls and is surrounded by no fortification, is, all 

the same, the most protected of all places in our world. This factor has, indeed, been the most 

significant for the increase of the city both in population and in wealth, because when Italy 

was invaded at various times by barbarians who laid waste the rest of the land, only this place 

was safer: here men, whether by luck unharmed or having lost everything, could gather and 

protect themselves. For it can be extremely difficult to reach the city from the outside with 

the purpose of attack, and inside it is so arranged that it may be seen to be never less captured 

than when it is thought to be captured, and those are truly the captured who believe they have 

caught it. For among its lagoons … shallow water washes over the marshes and do not admit 

larger ships…  When, indeed, the city is reached, it is not possible to wander at will, for it has 

such narrow and indirect canals and high buildings … so that nearly every neighbourhood is 

divided into its own island, and between just about each house can be traversed by boat, 

which is not only most appropriate for the safety of the city but also for the pleasure and use 

of its private citizens. The whole is linked by bridges of stone and, more, of wood … The 

whole is divided nearly equally by the Grand Canal, which is crossed by a single wooden 

bridge at the Rialto… There are two foremost celebrated places in the city: one is the piazza 

[platea] of San Marco, where on feast days nearly the whole nobility gather, and the ducal 

palace, from which seat the whole Republic is governed; the other is the Rialto … where on 

work days, the diligent turn up to carry out business.  



…No field is close to the city and no foodstuff exists within its confines apart from fish, 

vegetables, garden fruits and marsh birds; everything else for sustenance has to be brought 

from elsewhere… 

The common interest of everybody is trade [mercatura], for which merchandise sought from 

all parts of the world is brought here, so that this city can be said, as Petrarch claimed, to be 

the market-place of all the world. They sail throughout the Mediterranean Sea, even to the 

Black Sea and the chilly Don, into Syria, Egypt and Libya, and beyond Gibraltar into the 

Ocean and even to the distant Britons, carrying metals and those things which our world, 

either by nature or their own skill, have for sale. On the return journey, they bring spices, 

wools and precious skins and with them those things in which other peoples abound… 

Across land and sea the Venetians now possess a wide empire and are not, in fact, 

particularly keen to again more for public or private use, but are careful to protect what they 

have. They are driven by the ambition for greater honour and are enticed by glory and 

praise… 

[Vergerio continues by describing the range of different Councils and offices which form the 

Venetian constitution. Among other observations, Vergerio comments:] 

The duties on importing and exporting goods are large and bring a large return to the city’s 

coffers, but they are nearly completely consumed in paying off loans and city officers’ 

salaries [magistratuum salariis]. Through the many and serious wars in which the city has for 

a long time been involved or suffered, there has built up a nearly insupportable public debt 

[innumerbile aes alienum]… 

All the galleys [longae naves] are publicly owned and it is not allowed to any private 

individual to arm any of them… 

Day and night, with or without a lamp, it is allowed to walk the city. Truly concerned for 

domestic peace, they do not allow anyone to carry arms… 

The Latin text is provided by D. Robey and J. Law, ‘The Venetian Myth and the “De republica Veneta” of Pier 

Paolo Vergerio’, Rinascimento, 2
nd

 ser., xv (1975), pp. 3-59. It is translated by R. G. Witt in J. Kraye ed., 

Cambridge Translations of Renaissance Philosophical Texts, ii (Cambridge, 1997), pp. 117-27. The translation 

here is by David Rundle, with reference to Witt’s.  


