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      INTRODUCTION

      

      To his contemporaries Pier Paolo Vergerio was a controversial figure almost from the moment his career began. After earning a legal degree at the University of Padua and serving as an attorney and a judge in the Venetian Republic, he was appointed papal nuncio to Ferdinand, King of the Romans, in 1533. The ruler to whom he was accredited, though he grew to know and like Vergerio, was never absolutely certain that he was not engaged in covert maneuvers on behalf of Venice, one of the Habsburg Empire’s southern neighbors. During his second nunciature, when he was promoting a general council for Paul III, many of the German princes whom Vergerio met doubted the sincerity of his employer’s intentions ; and at the end of his tour of duty his efforts to expedite the convocation of the council attracted unfavorable notice in Rome. Appointed Bishop of Capodistria in 1536, he angered Paul III and alienated a number of influential cardinals when he tried to obtain the cancellation of a pension payable to a papal favorite out of the revenues of his diocese. At the reunion negotiations held in Worms and Regensburg in 1540-1541, his activities as an unofficial envoy of Francis I increased suspicion of his motives and methods.

      Returning to his diocese in 1541, Vergerio attempted to conduct a thoroughgoing reform. His efforts evoked furious opposition from entrenched local friars and some influential lay members of the population, who soon accused him of heresy — a charge that his peers and superiors in the Church, already suspicious of his outspokenness, were inclined to think well-founded. Much to his disappointment, he failed to gain admission to or exoneration from the Council of Trent. When, in 1549, he was impelled by the demands of his conscience to break with the Church and leave Italy (the first bishop and one of the most prominent individuals to do so), he naturally became persona non grata
 to his former ecclesiastical colleagues. His unsuccessful attempts to assume leadership of the Italian exile communities in Switzerland and to steer a middle course between the exponents of reformed orthodoxy and the adherents of more radical positions quickly earned him the enmity of most of his fellow Protestants, Italians and northerners alike. The major product of his sixteen years in exile, a flood of anti-Roman books and pamphlets designed primarily for Italian consumption, not only infuriated those who were imple 
menting the Counter Reformation in his homeland but struck his associates north of the Alps as shallow and inconsequential.

      Vergerio has fared no better at the hands of later historians. Aside from Pierre Bayle in the late seventeenth century, who delighted in his attacks on the Roman Church1
 his sole defender has been the nineteenth-century Lutheran pastor Christian Heinrich Sixt, author of the only full-scale biography of Vergerio.2
 Since Sixt’s time scholars of widely varying religious, philosophical, and historiographical persuasions have concurred in judging him to have been a seriously flawed, even despicable man whose motives were always self-interested and whose work was at best insignificant and at worst destructive of all genuinely religious movements. “A man of negation and nothing more,” declared the Italian historian Cesare Cantù, writing in 1865.3
 The one scholar in the twentieth century who closely examined Vergerio’s Italian career, the Lateran Canon Pio Paschini, denounced him as “a man greedy for honors and money... [who], once he became an apostate, was capable only of vituperating against a reform that was spreading but that he lacked the courage to apply to himself.”4
 An American pioneer in Italian Reformation studies, Frederic Corss Church, found him a rash individual, none too particular about the means he used to achieve his ends’, doomed to failure by “a sort of ethical astigmatism.”5
 The doyen of research on Italian religious radicals, Delio Cantimori, dismissed him in brief, scathing terms : “a dissimulator with a mentality more political than religious.”6
 Most recently, a 
similar opinion of Vergerio has been conveyed to a wide audience of scholars and students in George Huntston Williams’ encyclopedic study of the Radical Reformation.7


      The uniformly low opinion of Vergerio expressed in modern scholarship stems in part from the fact that among Italians attracted to the Reformation he was sui generis.
 When he left the Catholic Church, he left his country rather than submitting to martyrdom. Hence he has been charged with cowardice and, anachronistically, with lack of patriotism. Furthermore, because he was not a private citizen free to conduct his life as he chose, but a bishop, many of his contemporaries as well as modern historians have considered his flight as an abdication of responsibility. Finally, in contrast to most Italians who left their homeland for religious reasons, Vergerio did not settle quickly and quietly into one of the reformed churches beyond the Alps, as had his predecessor in flight Pier Martire Vermigli. Nor, in the more common pattern set by Bernardino Ochino and Celio Secondo Curione and followed later by Lelio Sozzini, did he advance beyond “magisterial” religious solutions to one of the positions with which the majority of recent scholars tend to be sympathetic : Anabaptism, Spiritualism, or Evangelical Rationalism. Instead, although he eventually entered the service of the Lutheran Duke Christoph of Württemberg, he devoted much of his energy to producing bitter denunciations of the Roman Church which are not masterpieces of sustained theological argument and cannot be placed in any well-defined doctrinal category. The intended audience of most of his propaganda, moreover, was not other theologians but the literate laity and lower ranks of the clergy in Italy.

      It is of great importance that Vergerio, unlike most of his fellow exiles, neither accepted readily the welcome extended by a northern reformed congregation nor traveled restlessly in search of a land where he might make a new home. Even though he had deliberately chosen to remove himself from Italy, he still sought to influence individual Italians, such Italian communities as the towns of Istria, and the government of the Venetian Republic. His continuing preoccupation with the task of bringing into being an Italia reformata
 separates him from those expatriate Italians who, having abandoned all hope for the reformation of their patria
, made a place for themselves either by accepting the religious values of another existing church or else by working out for themselves a highly personal amalgam of religious and philosophical ideas. Vergerio’s distinctive solution was difficult for his contemporaries to understand, and it has puzzled historians ever since. Because he cannot be viewed as a convert to any established variety of Protestantism or as a precursor of liberal religion, because he will not fit any standard pattern, he has not won the sympathetic attention either of scholars reared in a Protestant tradition or of those, like Cantimori and his followers, who have concerned themselves with radical anticipations of the Enlightenment.

      

      Another reason for modern scholars’ negative evaluations of Vergerio is that, with one exception, their judgments have been based almost exclusively on his post-exilic activities as a propagandist and diplomatic agent. Only Paschini paid much attention to the fifty-one years that he spent as an Italian Catholic ; and Paschini started from the premise that since Vergerio apostatized at the very moment when the Catholic Reformation had begun to blossom, he must have been morally bankrupt long before. Yet it is worth remembering that although Vergerio made powerful enemies, he also won the friendship and esteem of almost every German ruler and theologian whom he met and of a number of distinguished and highly cultured Italians, including Pietro Bembo, Pietro Aretino, Vittoria Colonna, Ercole Gonzaga, and Ippolito d’Este. Therefore one cannot but wonder whether he really should be written off so easily as a cynical, mercenary misfit in Italian society of the late Renaissance.

      The time has come to place Vergerio more firmly in his primary historical context, the Italian environment in which he moved until late middle age and with which he continued to concern himself until his death in 1565. Thus far, excepting the tendentious effort by Paschini, those historians who have had some inkling of the transcendent, lifelong importance of Italy in his thinking have expressed this recognition only in passing.8
 The materials for a much fuller treatment of his Italian career are available. Much editorial work and scholarly writing on sixteenth-century Italian and European history has been accomplished since the publication of Paschini’s monograph. Many of Vergerio’s pre-exilic writings survive, either in the original published versions or in modern editions. The massive records of his trial in the Archivio di Stato in Venice, which have not been carefully examined before, yield a surprising amount of information about his attempt to reform his diocese, thus serving as a partial substitute for the missing episcopal archives of Capodistria for the years 1536-1549.

      Recent scholarship, furthermore, has done much to illuminate previously dark areas of Italian and European history in the first half of the sixteenth century. Hubert Jedin, in his masterful account of religious and political developments preceding the Council of Trent, has clarified the setting in which Vergerio as papal nuncio, conciliar advocate, and bishop played his part.9
 Giuseppe Alberigo has provided a profile of the Italian episcopate of Vergerio’s day.10
 Cantimori and the scholars influenced by him have gone a considerable distance toward demonstrating the great extent to which Italian religious life was given its distinctive shape by Italians, rather than being simply a reflection of or reaction to the Protestant Reformation in the north.11
 Several 
studies of Vergerio’s contemporaries — Richard M. Douglas’ biography of Jacopo Sadoleto,12
 Philip McNair’s examination of Vermigli’s Italian career,13
 Adriano Prosperi’s biography of Gian Matteo Giberti,14
 and Dermot Fenlon’s treatment of Reginald Pole’s years in Italy15
 — provide models for setting the details of an individual’s life and work in the context of the culture by which he was molded and which he in turn influenced.

      Like Sadoleto, Vermigli, Giberti, and Pole, Vergerio associated himself with the current of ideas now generally labeled “Italian Evangelism.” The term “Evangelism” suggests an emphasis on the New Testament, especially the Pauline Epistles, and on certain doctrines drawn from it, above all justification by faith alone. Many of the ideas of the sixteenth-century Evangelicals (or, as they called themselves, spirituali
) involved deemphasis or conscious rejection of certain Catholic doctrinal tendencies. How much, if anything, the spirituali
 owed, to the Protestants across the Alps is a question that is only beginning to be answered.16
 “Evangelism,” however, has a second connotation : it suggests a vigorous, open promulgation of the Gospel, as in the preaching of the Apostles and the work of the northern Reformers. With a few exceptions, among whom Vermigli and Vergerio may be included, the Italian spirituali
 were not intrepid, vocal advocates of the Gospel as they understood it. On the contrary, most of them quietly exchanged their views in private conversations and correspondence. When, in the 1540’s, they were obliged to determine their priorities — to decide whether their primary allegiance belonged to the Catholic Church in its current form or to personal convictions deviating in certain respects from the direction in which the Church had begun to move — the majority (and here again Vermigli and Vergerio are exceptions) chose to make a strategic retreat into silence and outward conformity.

      Because Evangelism attracted so many important Italians, and because it straddled dramatically the dividing line between Catholic Reformation and Counter Reformation, it has been treated recently as the most striking Italian religious phenomenon in the immediate pre-Tridentine period. An assessment of Vergerio must therefore include some consideration of his relationship to Evangelism. But the very visibility of this current, in contrast to the more elusive religious influences operating on Italians below the highest 
social and ecclesiastical strata, has produced in recent historical writing an overemphasis on an attitude which, as Elisabeth G. Gleason has remarked, is characterized by “a vagueness of aims and the absence of a clear ideological framework... accepted by all its adherents and sympathizers.”17
 Among several more fruitful approaches is the one suggested by Alberigo18
 and subsequently followed by the biographers mentioned above : a close examination of the individual experiences which led to personal religious crises in a generation that saw the Church follow a course different from the one for which many of the spirituali
 had worked and hoped.

      This study will follow Vergerio’s development up to 1549, when he left Italy and the Roman communion. Its aim is to place him for the first time in his Italian context, and thus to reach a fuller and more sympathetic (but by no means uncritical) understanding of the Italian phase of his career. In addition, I hope, this study may contribute to our knowledge of Italian culture in the age of the Reformation.
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      CHAPTER I 

THE HUMANIST AND LAWYER (1498-1532)

      Vergerio was born in Capodistria, on the Adriatic fringe of the Venetian stato da mar
, in 1498.1
 In the year of his birth Italy underwent the second in a series of invasions from across the Alps. The political shape which the peninsula had assumed in the fifteenth century — a group of five major and innumerable lesser independent states in relative equilibrium, largely immune from interference by transalpine rulers preoccupied with their own problems — was now threatened. During his lifetime Venice was to be the only Italian political unit whose identity and autonomy were not submerged in the struggles between the Habsburg Empire and Valois France. Venice, however, was to have great difficulty in maintaining her independence and republican traditions. Venetian naval resources, which had played an important part in repulsing the first French invasion, were to be found seriously wanting in a disastrous war with the Turks between 1499 and 1502. A decade later the Republic stood alone against the League of Cambrai, a coalition of the major transalpine powers and many of her Italian neighbors, and came close to being stripped permanently of all her mainland possessions. Venice’s ability to survive in the face of apparently overwhelming forces gave rise to the myth of Venetian political wisdom that was to inspire foreign admirers and give the Republic’s own subjects, including Vergerio, a sense of membership in a uniquely stable and virtuous polity.

      During the year in which Vergerio was born, Pope Alexander VI participated in the destruction of Italy’s best-known “reformer before the Reformation,” Girolamo Savonarola. Alexander, of course, understood nothing of the spiritual longings that led people of all social ranks and educational levels to follow Savonarola and other preachers of reform in Italy and northern Europe. His main interests and those of his successors were the advancement of their own families and the preservation and extention of the temporal power of the papacy in Italy. That some kingdoms and many smaller political units were gaining control over ecclesiastical property and the clergy within their boundaries was of little immediate concern to the Renaissance popes, except when the financial aspects of papal sovereignty were involved. The possibility that reform movements might remove entire regions of Latin Christendom from papal control was not foreseen in Alexander’s Rome.

      The European intellectual scene in 1498 was in a transitional phase. By this time the major achievement of the Italian humanists — the recovery of the classical heritage in rhetoric, moral philosophy, history, and poetry — was complete. Well-born Italian males (and their bright, ambitious coevals from lower social strata) could count on gaining a sound education in the liberal arts that would equip them for political leadership, professional careers, or scholarly vocations. Techniques developed in the analysis of texts within the bounds of the humanist curriculum were now available for use in other disciplines : law, theology, and natural philosophy. The humanist curriculum and the presuppositions about the function of education that were attached to it were just beginning to gain ground north of the Alps.

      Another intellectual shift was impending. Within a few years Aldo Manuzio would initiate an ambitious program of publishing Latin and Greek texts in convenient, comparatively inexpensive editions, thus bringing the classical heritage within reach of all fully educated men. During Manuzio’s lifetime the press he founded would deal exclusively with works in ancient languages. But other Italian and northern printers were already catering to a much more extensive and socially heterogeneous market by issuing books in the vernaculars. Thus far the bulk of their output consisted of religious and imaginative literature, much of it written long before the invention of printing. The presses were potentially capable, however, of turning out modern works on all subjects composed and designed to be printed in the vernaculars. Before long this potential would be seized upon by writers and printers — some merely interested in making money, others wishing to spread the benefits of education to all who could read, and still others anxious to change people’s minds about the most vital issues of the day.

      In this world Vergerio reached maturity. For several reasons it is especially important to gain such understanding as we can of his early years on the fringe and then in the center of the Venetian Republic. As we shall see, his image of himself was firmly grounded in the circumstances of his origin. His educational experience and professional training, different from that of most other Italians who eventually left the Church and their homeland, decisively influenced the way in which he reached his decision to apostatize. Even after he had departed from Italy, he never forgot his patria.
 The Italian peninsula as a whole, and Venice and Capodistria in particular, were the main focus of his work as a reformer in the last sixteen years of his life.

      Investigating the early lives of most individuals of Vergerio’s time — except, of course, for the elder sons of rulers, who were born to eminence — is very difficult. Before the Council of Trent, priests were not required to keep parish registers. Outside major population centers such documents as civic records of births and deaths, notarial materials, city chronicles, and family memoirs (if indeed they were ever written) have by now more often than not disappeared. A few outstanding men ; to be sure, attracted devoted biographers who took pains to inform themselves about their subjects’ birth, childhood, and youth. William Roper’s life of his father-in-law, Thomas More, is a well-known example of this type of biography. The disciples of a strong personality like Martin Luther scribbled down every statement that dropped from the master’s lips, thus furnishing a mine of quasi-autobiographical lore for the use and abuse of later biographers. Then, too, there is the exceptional case of Benvenuto Cellini, who considered every incident of his life, beginning with his conception, worthy of recording for posterity ; the account he produced, however, seems at many points more like a picaresque novel than an autobiography.

      Such materials, untrustworthy as they may be in some instances, at least give the modern scholar leads to follow. For Vergerio, unfortunately, we have almost no such information. His birthplace was too small to harbor a large record-keeping bureaucracy, and it was not blessed with a dynasty of chroniclers. The ordinary vicissitudes of time, as well as the area’s passing from Venetian to Austrian to Italian to Yugoslav rule, have dispersed or destroyed most sixteenth-century records. Vergerio’s personality and circumstances drew to him neither a hero-worshipper nor an enemy determined to set down all the facts about his early life.2
 After his departure from Italy, though he occasionally set down reminiscences, he never discussed his life prior to his appearance on the stage of international diplomacy as a papal nuncio in 1533, at the age of about thirty-five. Nor is surviving correspondence to, from, or about him helpful as a guide to his childhood and youth. Therefore Vergerio’s biographer must begin with what is known about his environment and utilize the few available personal details to place him in it.

      Capodistria (the Roman Justinopolis and the Yugoslav Koper), Vergerio’s birthplace, lies, as its name indicates, near the top of the Istrian peninsula a few miles southwest of Trieste. In the fourteenth century the entire peninsula constituted the Marquisate of Istria under the jurisdiction of the Patriarch of Aquileia, though it lay in the commercial and political orbit of the expanding Venetian Republic. In an effort to escape from complete Venetian domination, Trieste, along with the central and eastern parts of Istria (which were inhabited largely by Slavic peoples), accepted the overlordship of the House of Austria in 1382. Capodistria and the other towns and villages along the western coast, already oriented toward Venice by ethnic background and linguistic and cultural affinities, became officially Venetian in 1420, when the Patriarch of Aquileia ceded his Istrian holdings to the Republic in exchange for an annuity and secure possession of Aquileia, San Daniele, and San Vito.3



      Approaching the modern town of Koper by sea or...
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