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eorgios Trapezuntios (1395-c.1472), otherwise known as George

of Trebizond, was an eminent scholar of the 15 century, who con-

tributed vastly to the dissemination of ancient Greek philosophy
and rhetoric in Renaissance Italy. According to a letter of consolation he
sent in the 1420s to Georgius Vatacius Cretensis on the occasion of the
latter’s wife’s death, Trapezuntios was fascinated by the Spartan cul-
ture.r In the letter, he frequently refers to Pseudo-Plutarch’s Consolatio
ad Apollonium, especially to the passages where Pseudo-Plutarch praises
the Spartan attitude towards death.? A few decades later, in 1451, Trape-
zuntios translated the Platonic Laws, the careful study of which led him to
express the view that the Platonic philosophy was what inspired Venice’s
founding fathers to establish their mixed constitution.® As proposed by
modern scholarship,* Trapezuntios specifically refers on passages where
Plato praises the Spartan constitution.® Further, in his Comparatio Phi-
losophorum Platonis et Aristotelis, Trapezuntios discusses Venice’s mixed
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constitution and its relation to the Spartan polity.® As a result, he was
responsible, along with Aristotle’” and Polybius,? for the reappraisal of the
Spartan constitution in 15%-century Italy. Later, Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-
1527) argued in support of the mixed constitution and praised Sparta more
than any other Greek state, although he believed in Rome’s political su-
periority. Machiavelli extolled Lycurgus for giving Sparta durable laws.? In
this paper, | set to examine how Trapezuntios and Machiavelli approached
the ancient sources that informed them about the Spartan constitution,
and how they contributed to the birth of the political myth of Sparta in
the Renaissance. Finally, | suggest that Trapezuntios’ views on the Venetian
constitution presuppose Polybius’ and Plutarch's rather than Plato’s texts.

Trapezuntios was an industrious translator. Although he fervently
opposed Plato and the Platonists, he did translate Platonic texts. Orig-
inally, the translation of Plato’s Laws was addressed to Pope Nicolas V.*°
However, in 1452, Trapezuntios argued with the Pope and his entourage
about the quality of his work on Ptolemy’s Almagest. Expelled from the
Papal court and persecuted by the Roman authorities, he left Rome and
followed a different path in his life.* When he studied carefully the Pla-
tonic Laws, he realized that the Venetian founding fathers based their
republic on the Platonic text and they must have studied it to formulate
their polity. Next, he decided to announce his findings to Francesco Barba-
ro (1390-1454), well-renowned humanist and politician, aiming to exalt
the Venetian republic and reap personal gains, which, one could say, held
higher importance to Trapezuntios over altruism. Barbaro eagerly adopted
Georgius’ views and encouraged him to continue his work, since his argu-
ment needed further elaboration.!?

In the preface of the translation of the Laws, Trapezuntios praised the
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Spartan constitution and associated it with the Venetian one. He devel-
oped the preface in four stages: the first in 1451, the second in 1452,
the third in 1453, and the final in 1460. It is worth mentioning that he
chose to ignore most of Barbaro’s remarks and comments, which had been
eagerly adopted and incorporated in the second and third version of the
preface, after the latter’s death in 1454. As a result, | support that the
final version of the text is the most authentic, regarding Trapezuntios’
take on the subject.

Trapezuntios specifically cited the Platonic Laws as the exemplar
on which the Venetians based their political institutions.!® The tripartite
form of the Venetian constitution, Maggior Consiglio, Senate and Doge,
correspond to the democratic, the aristocratic and the monarchical ele-
ments respectively.

According to Trapezuntios, Plato thinks that the liberty of a city will
be neither stable nor permanent unless it bears a resemblance to three
seemingly praiseworthy types of city: the city governed by a single ruler,
the city governed by an elite or aristocracy and the city governed by the
people. But Plato said this in a way which only the Venetians understood
and the truth of which only they were able to confirm in actual practice.
For the Venetians obey a single ruler. They also have an elected elite,
distinguished by its prudence, justice and high reputation, which stands
ready to advise the republic on all matters of war and peace. Nor have
they neglected to incorporate an element which resembles popular gov-
ernment; in fact they give real power to the people, for all those who are
not part [of the government] of the republic meet in the Counsil, which is
responsible for creating the magistrates.*

In the beginning of his preface, Trapezuntios stated that the Laws
is by far the best among the Platonic dialogues, exceeding in eloquence
all previous Platonic texts.’® Moreover, he held that Plato provided the
initial inspiration for the Venetian constitution. For instance, Plato pro-
posed certain laws to ensure the permanence and liberty of the city-
state. Although the Venetians drew from Plato, they eventually surpassed
the Platonic model in every aspect. In a fit of rhetorical extravaganza, he
described Venice as even greater than the ideal Platonic republic. Besides
the mixture of the democratic, aristocratic and monarchical elements, the
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Venetians adopted most of the Platonic proposals concerning the struc-
ture and functioning of the state, such as the censors of the law, who have
the authority to surveil the citizens to prevent public harm. However,
they did not merely reproduce slavishly the Platonic political philoso-
phy; rather they enriched it with their political tradition and improved it.
Trapezuntios claimed that the Venetian constitution does not leave room
for any improvement, as it is achieves the utmost perfection.'®

Later in his text, Trapezuntios attempted to prove why the Venetians
surpassed the Athenians and the Spartans. His critique against the Athe-
nian republic was harsh, similar to that in his subsequent Comparatio Phi-
losophorum Platonis et Aristotelis. Namely, he remarked that the Athenian
state flourished for only a short period. Its heyday was pure incidental. He
described the Athenian &npos as a bunch of angry people, like Thucydides,
Plato and other ancient writers did. Despite the common view about the
soundness of the Athenian institutions, the cause of the Athenian glory
was the virtue of a few politicians.!” Trapezuntios explained this in the
Comparatio Philosophorum Platonis et Aristotelis, where he named these
virtuous generals (Miltiades, Cimon, Themistocles and Pericles). However,
the Athenian mob reproached the saviors of Athens and Greece. Accord-
ing to him, the ingratitude towards the virtuous generals was the evi-
dence of the deficiency of the Athenian republic.'®

On the contrary, the Spartan city-state lasted longer. Sparta’s lon-
gevity proved its efficient institutions. However, Sparta, despite the glory
and success of its army, never accomplished a naval dominion, as Venice
did. In addition, the Roman Empire was not in fact as successful as it
was deemed. Although it was vast, the constant regime changes and the
engagement in so many military campaigns in Europe, Asia and Africa
caused instability and insecurity. The Roman Empire did not remain unit-
ed due to its institutions, but rather because it was founded upon one
city and resorted to wars against the barbarians to deal with opposing
tensions within its borders.t?

As a result, according to Trapezuntios, none of the ancient Greek
states nor the Roman Empire could hold a candle to Venice, which pros-
pered in all aspects. The Venetian state was far from bellicose; the citizens
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enjoyed peace and tranquility in their everyday lives; Venetians dominat-
ed both sea and land in the Eastern Mediterranean and were able to earn
valuable resources.?® We must bear in mind that Trapezuntios was born a
Venetian citizen, since Crete was Venice’s domain, and he felt proud of
his origin.2* In a pseudo-Dionysian outburst, he even stated that “the
only thing left for us is to stand silently in utter amazement” in front of
Venice’s magnificence.??

Trapezuntios discussed the same topic in his Comparatio Philosopho-
rum Platonis et Aristotelis.?* Although in the rest of the book he fervently
attacked Plato, he felt obliged to acknowledge that the Athenian philos-
opher preferred the mixed constitution. According to Trapezuntios, in a
mixed constitution, advantages multiply and disadvantages decrease. The
interaction of elements of three basic polities mutually eradicates their
deficiencies. He applied the Aristotelian cumulative method to states, as
Aristotle himself did in his Politics: the addition of good elements always
creates something better.2* The Venetians either followed on Plato’s path
or realized the same truth by their genius. Either way, their state is the
realization of the Platonic ideal, as expressed in the Laws. Trapezuntios
held that the Venetian republic surpassed in glory and success not only
the Platonic, but also the Ciceronian ideal republic.

In the same work, Trapezuntios praised the Spartans for the soundness
of their constitution and the morals their legislation ordained.?* Converse-
ly, he did hold the classical Athenian constitution and legislation in the
same esteem. Although he recognized Draco’s and Solon’s contributions
to the magnificence of archaic Greece, he thought of Lycurgus as compa-
rable only to King Minos, a son of Zeus.?® Furthermore, his admiration for
the Spartans was also expressed in his theory on death, partially inspired
by the Spartan attitude towards death, as reported by Pseudo-Plutarch.?’
Trapezuntios drew most of his arguments from Consolatio ad Apollonium
- something he avoided mentioning. He used Pseudo-Plutarch’s view of
the Spartans as an alternative to the traditional attitude towards death
during the Middle Ages.

2 Monfasani, Collectanea, 202.
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Trapezuntios’ predilection for Sparta was not an exception among the
Greek scholars of the 15 century. Pletho (c.1355-1454) was also an ad-
mirer of the Spartan state and laws. He thought of Sparta as the pinnacle
of Greek history and scorned Athens.?® Pletho supported that the Spar-
tans and the Sabines were both Dorians, sharing a common ancestry. The
Sabines moved to Italy from the Peloponnese and were in fact Lacedae-
monians,?® which was the key factor in Rome’s magnificence and splendor.
Pletho paraphrased ancient Greek sources, according to which the Spar-
tans colonized the lands of the Sabines, and thus introduced their mor-
als to Italy and influenced the locals, i.e. the Romans.*® Moreover, Pletho
agreed with Trapezuntios that the Platonic Laws describe a quite possible,
rather than a merely ideal state.®' lanus Lascaris (1445-1535) agreed
with Pletho on the Spartan origins of the Sabines.*2 Moreover, Bessarion
(1408-1472), in an epistle to the despot of Mystra and future emperor
Constantine Paleologus, supported that ancient Sparta surpasses Athens
in legislation and glory. He encouraged the despot to guide his Spartans
to Asia, like a new Agesilaus, to restore the ancient greatness of the em-
pire.2® Apart from the above scholars, Michelle Tarcaniota Marullo (1453-
1500), a Greek émigré in 15 century Italy, was among the chief admirers
of the Spartan morals and polity.>*

From his part, Niccolo Machiavelli was also an admirer of the ancient
glorious states and empires. In his Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito
Livio, he vividly presented his vision of global history:

"When | meditate on how these things move, | judge that the world has
always gone on in the same way, and that there has been as much good
as bad, but that this bad and this good have varied from land to land,
as anyone understands who knows about those ancient kingdoms which
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differed from one another because of the difference in their customs,
but the world remained the same. There was only this difference, that
whereas the world first placed excellence in Assyria, she later put it in
Media, then in Persia, and finally it came to Italy and Rome".3

Although Greece is noticeably omitted from Machiavelli’s genealogy
of civilization, he praised Sparta more than any other city-state. While,
according to Machiavelli, small states were in no position to play a sig-
nificant role in human history, Sparta accomplished the opposite. Machia-
velli did not share Trapezuntios’ enthusiasm for Venice. In his estimation,
Venice, though admirable for many of the same reasons as Sparta, never
reached the same level of glory and political success.*® Machiavelli dis-
regarded Sparta’s poor cultural heritage and extolled Lycurgus, who gave
Sparta a durable set of laws, observed for more than eight centuries. The
perfectly designed and effective legislation was the bedrock of Sparta’s
power. Spartans had a mixed constitution, in which kings, aristocrats, and
people all had a role.*”

In the 16 century, Sparta came to enjoy high popularity among Re-
naissance humanists besides Machiavelli: Donato Giannoti (1492-1573, a

% Niccolo Machiavelli, Discourses on the First Decade of Titus Livius, Il. Pref., in Machiavelli: The Chief Works
and Others, edited and translated by Allan Gilbert (Duke University Press: Durham, 1989), 322.
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adeo, 'Appunti sul concetto di conquista e ambizione nel Machiavelli e sull'antimachiavellismo’, Annali
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compatriot and friend of Machiavelli, and Gasparo Contarini (1483-1542)
shared his appreciation of the Spartan constitution. Renaissance trans-
lators of Xenophon read his Constitution of the Spartans in conjunction
with Aristotle’s Politics to find out whether the former was based on the
latter.?® Although Machiavelli praised Sparta, he ultimately concluded that
it was in fact inferior to Rome. Of course, he admitted that the two states
were very different: while Sparta possessed a simple and stable political
structure, the Roman polity was of a more mixed and dynamic variety.?’
Contrarily to Sparta, the strife between plebs and nobles had led Rome
to greatness.*® While Sparta’s growth was only limited, the expansion of
Roman territory and authority was immense, and in this regard, its supe-
riority was beyond question:

"If anyone sets out, therefore, to organize a state from the beginning,
he needs to examine whether he wishes it to expand like Rome, in
dominion and power, or whether it is to remain within narrow limits.
In the first case, it is necessary to organize it like Rome...In the second
case, you can organize it like Sparta and like Venice".#!

Despite Trapezuntios’ claim that his praise of Venice’s mixed consti-
tution derives from the Platonic Laws, a claim also adopted by modern
scholarship, | propose that his views presuppose Polybius — or the Polybi-
an tradition - and the medieval Scholastics rather than Plato and Aristo-
tle. There is a noteworthy distinction here regarding mixed constitutions:
depending on the amount of polities they combine elements from, in the
examples discussed above, they can be either bipartite or tripartite. Plato
was probably the first to deal with a mixed constitution.*> According to
Plato, the mixed constitution combines two and not three features: the
monarchical and the democratic, in spite of their obvious contrast. The

*® Noreen Humble, ‘Xenophon, Aristotle and Plutarch on Sparta’, in The Contribution of Ancient Sparta to
Political Thought and Practice, ed. Nikos Birgalias (Athens, 2007), 267-77; Jennifer Tolbert Roberts, Athens
on Trial: The Antidemocratic Tradition in Western Thought (Princeton University Press: Princeton 1997),
227ff.
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and Manifest English Machiavellism: The Reconciliation of Machiavellian Republicanism with Liberalism
in Sidney's Discourses Concerning Government and Trenchard’s and Gordon's Cato’s Letters’, in Machia-
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Persian and the Athenian states are the best examples of a pure monar-
chy and a democracy respectively. He concluded that the prevalence of
one of these elements could not allow a state to flourish, as history has
proven. On the contrary, Sparta and Crete adopted the mixed constitution
and achieved a perfect balance of the rule of the one and the many, which
resulted to glorious achievements.*®

"Athenian: Listen. There are two mother-forms of constitution, so to
call them, from which one may truly say all the rest are derived. Of
these the one is properly termed monarchy, the other democracy, the
extreme case of the former being the Persian polity, and of the latter
the Athenian; the rest are practically all, as | said, modifications of
these two. Now it is essential for a polity to partake of both these
two forms, if it is to have freedom and friendliness combined with
wisdom. And that is what our argument intends to enjoin, when it
declares that a State which does not partake of these can never be
rightly constituted.

Clinias: It could not.

Athenian: Since the one embraced monarchy and the other freedom,
unmixed and in excess, neither of them has either in due measure:
your Laconian and Cretan States are better in this respect, as were the
Athenian and Persian in old times". %4

Moreover, Plato did not refrain from praising Lycurgus for having
founded a mixed constitution by dividing the powers between the kings,
the senate and the ephors.*

Aristotle’s mixed constitution suggestion also consists of two and
not three features.*® Namely, he claimed that while pure democracy is an
ineffective constitution, the combination of oligarchic with democratic
features, which would contribute to the stabilization of the state, is more
beneficial. Aristotle called this constitution noAiteia and admitted that
previous scholars did not pay the appropriate attention to it. Politeia is
the best among the achievable constitutions, let alone among ideal polit-
ical systems, since is based on the middle citizens, which fits Aristotle’s

3 Plato, Laws, 693d-e.

“ Plato, Laws, 693d-e. Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vols. 10 & 11 translated by R.G. Bury. Cambridge, MA,
Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd. 1967 & 1968.
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% Aristotle, Politics, 1295a-1301a.
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practical philosophy and its fundamental concept of the mean.*’

"Having then stated the reason for this mode of classification, we
have now to set forth our view about constitutional government. For
its meaning is clearer now that the characteristics of oligarchy and
democracy have been defined; since constitutional government is, to
put it simply, a mixture of oligarchy and democracy".*®

While Aristotle did not provide thoroughly examined historical exam-
ples of politeia, he mentioned Sparta as an existing one.*’

It was Polybius who first presented the mixed constitution as a combi-
nation of three political features. Although he reproduced the Aristotelian
typology of the six regimes, he also included in the mixed constitution the
monarchical element.*® Polybius favored the Spartan and Roman consti-
tution, which efficiently combined monarchy, aristocracy and democracy.
In the case of the Roman republic, the consuls, the Senate and the Roman
people corresponded to the aforementioned three key political systems.
Therefore, the mixed constitution combines all three so as the government
does not become abusive. Each feature keeps the other in check and the
regime is stable, avoiding the degeneration of simple constitutions.

“Now, it is undoubtedly the case that most of those who profess to give
us authoritative instruction on this subject distinguish three kinds of
constitutions, which they designate kingship, aristocracy, democracy.
But in my opinion the question might fairly be put to them, whether
they name these as being the only ones, or as the best. In either case
| think they are wrong. For it is plain that we must regard as the best
constitution that which partakes of all these three elements. And this
is no mere assertion, but has been proved by the example of Lycurgus,
who was the first to construct a constitution—that of Sparta—on this
principle".?

“7 Aristotle, Politics, 1293b; Ryan Balot, “The mixed “regime” in Aristotle’s Politics”, in Aristotle’s Politics: A
Critical Guide, edited by Thornton Lockwood, Thanassis Samaras (Cambridge University Press: Cam-
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phen Hodkinson (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2000), 152-166.
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Furthermore, Plutarch compared the Spartan and Roman constitu-
tion. According to him, they were both heavily influenced by Platonic
philosophy.>? Plutarch supported that Plato admired the Spartan polity
and skipped intentionally Plato’s criticism on the Spartan institutions.>
Since it has been proved that Trapezuntios studied Plutarch’s works, it is
possible that his idea to connect the Platonic political philosophy and the
Venetian constitution originated from Plutarch.

Similar views were expressed by Cicero,** who, following Polybius,
praised the classical Roman polity, which wisely distributed the powers to
the magistrates (potestas), the Senate (auctoritas) and the people (libertas).

In the 13™ century, Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), under the influ-
ence of Aristotle’s Politics, projected the tripartite mixed constitution
to the Israelis: Moses represented the monarch, the seventy-two elders
aristocracy and the people, who elected the elders, democracy.>

"Hence, the best manner of constituting the ruling offices occurs in
a city or region in which (a) there is a single person who is placed in
authority on the basis of virtue (secundum virtutem) and presides
over everyone, and in which (b) under him there are certain others
who govern in accord with virtue, and yet in which (c) this political
arrangement involves everyone (ad omnes pertinet), both because the
rulers can be chosen from among everyone and also because they are
chosen by everyone. This is the best political arrangement, with a good
mixture of (a) monarchy, insofar as there is a single preeminent ruler,
and (b) aristocracy, insofar as many govern in accord with virtue, and (c)
democracy, i.e., rule by the people, insofar as the rulers can be chosen
from among the people and the choice of rulers falls to the people".5

It is obvious that when Aquinas discussed mixed constitution, he in
fact argued in favor of a limited monarchy and did not accept Polybi-
us’ approach about the harmonization of the fundamental political ten-
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sions in the state. Furthermore, Aquinas did not faithfully follow Aris-
totle, who’s suggested mixed constitution was bipartite.>’ John of Paris
(1255-1306), Ptolemy of Lucca (1236-1327) and Engelbert of Admont
(1250-1331) followed on the same path and applied Aquinas’ theory
to church administration.”® A few years before Trapezuntios, Pier Paolo
Vergerio (1370-1445) claimed that Venice owed its glory and success to
its mixed constitution. In De republica veneta (c.1400), he attributed Ven-
ice’s magnificence to its constitution. According to Vergerio, the Venetian
constitution is an aristocracy, in the ancient Greek meaning of the term,
which he considers an advanced form, as it combines elements from both
monarchy and popular political forms, making it a mixed constitution.>
Vergerio’s mixed constitution is bipartite.®® Leonardo Bruni (1370-1444),
in his On the Florentine Constitution, followed Aristotle’s bipartite model
and described the Florentine constitution as a mixture of aristocratic and
democratic elements.®! Trapezuntios further elaborated Vergerio’s views
and specifically cited the Platonic Laws as the exemplar on which the Ve-
netians based their political institutions. However, according to Trapezu-
ntios, the Venetian constitution was tripartite and not bipartite: Maggior
Consiglio, Senate and Doge, correspond to the democratic, the aristocrat-
ic and the monarchical elements respectively.

As a result, it is obvious that Trapezuntios did not base his claims
about the Venetian mixed constitution on the Platonic Laws, as he
claimed and modern scholarship suggests. His views on the mixed consti-
tution presupposed the Polybian and Plutarchean tradition instead of Pla-
to’s Laws. Another explanation would have been that Trapezuntios did not
understand that the Platonic mixed constitution differs from the Polybian
and the Venetian. It is well known that he wasn’t the most careful scholar.
If Trapezuntios was aware of the differences between the Platonic and
Polybian views, he would have attempted to strengthen his claims by
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resorting to Plato’s auctoritas, since it would have been easier for him to
flatter the Venetians by connecting their constitution with the Platonic
and not the Polybian tradition. James Blythe and others supported that
the early Renaissance scholars did not learn of the mixed regime from the
sixth book of Polybius’ Histories, which did not become available until the
early sixteenth century, but from Aristotle and his thirteenth-century in-
terpreters.®® Momigliano has proved that the sixth book of Polybius’ His-
tories was known to Florentines before 1505, before its Latin translation
and the arrival of lanus Lascaris in Florence.®® Recently, James Hankins has
proved that Polybius text was available to Cyriac of Ancona(1391-1452)
before the 1450s and | conclude that Trapezuntios could also have ac-
cess to the very same book, where Polybius articulates his views on the
constitutions.®* Moreover, Pocock suggested that the book was available
to early Renaissance scholars, even in Greek manuscripts.®® Trapezuntios,
as a Greek, could have read the sixth book of Polybius’ Histories. On a
final note, Polybius proposed the anacyclosis of constitutions, their nat-
ural degeneration and renewal.®® However, although Machiavelli adopted
this Polybian view, Trapezuntios did not. Instead, he claimed that Venice
would be imperishable and not subjected to any natural constitutional
degeneration.
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