“The Miracle at Magra,” from The Secrer History of Venice

In the [ong l)ismry of Venice, no time was more wurbulent than the end of the n® Century.
Enemies surrounded her on all sides, and her citixens oft fezxred that the end had come. Many
great Doges lead the cir)f during this Tme, and czmni[y steered the sbip of state Tbroug{) these
storms. Yet in the greatest of these storms, the city succeeded not because of craft and wise
p[zming, but in spire of them. The story of the Batde of Magra is well-worth Te”ing, and shows
the limits of human virtue in the face of Fortuna’s wheel.

The prob[ems begzxn some TwWo centuries preuious[y, with the Vi[(ing invasion of Britain. After
King Aella executed the Norse raider RAgnw Lodbrol{, the raider’s sons orgAniZec{ An enormous
host—-the so-called “Great Heathen Army” —To invade Eng[zmd in revenge. The petty rivalries
of the Eng[isl) kepr them from mounting an effective defense, and one [)y one Tl)ey fe” 10 the
Norse. The ﬁnzx[ conquest of the isles took genemﬁons, and was not without resistance—
Morfarch of Cornwall is rigbr[y famed for [ezxding a fierce swugg[e against warlord Einarr the
Thunderbol. However, the Christian kingdoms were u[ﬁmuely unable to quencl) the invaders’
b[oodlusr, and once the l(ingdoms of Norrhum[)riz\, Wessex, and Mercia were crusbed, the die was
cast for the British Isles. Constant raids and warfare szxpped the srrengt’) of Ireland and

Scor[zmd, and the Raven Triumpl)ed over the Cross.

Euen as the Norse pi”zxged their WAY ACross Eng[zmd, the Slavs pushed into Germzmy. Under the
[ezxdersbip of Sxcxesny the Hammer, Slavic forces dealt a series of defeats to King Hartmann von
Tirol. Though a skilled M{minisrruor, King Hartmann was a poor genem[, and unable to raise and
organixe sufficient levies to stand AQAINST SZcZesny’s Slavic hordes. Successive defezxrs pusl)ed
German borders STeAdi[)f West, undl Jiirgen Oeningen, the last King of Ger“mzm)f, was forced T0

flee to Im[y in Anno Domini 1047.

Each of these def‘ez\rs would have been a great setback A[one, but Together, They shook the Catholic
ﬁxirl) 10 the core. The Eng[isl) county of Kent and the German county of Kéln were imporrzmt
centers of pi[grimz\ge and home o prominent bisl)ops; their loss to pagan hands caused lords and
peasants alike to fee[ abandoned [)), the Almigfny. In these uncertain tmes ’)eresy ﬂoun'sl)ed as
the peop[e begAn 10 doubt the correct pATb. Heresiarchs prezxclning deviant versions of Christiani
found rezxdy audiences Throughour Europe in both ui”zxges and castles. In S ain, where the nobili
remained true o the fz\ir[), Cathar prezxc})ers strred the peasantry To rebelrion and forcib[
converted thousands to their Teac})ings. Similar uprisings in France were crushed by the King, but
Fraticelli calls for church reform found rezxdy converts among the French counts and dukes.
Tempom[ power won out over Bezxuenly sleuzxrion, and King Raimbaut the Weak converted in Anno

Domini 1072 AD to preserve bis crown. The Ialian princes were the last true Catholics.



IniTiA”Y, Venice had pAid licdle attention to these czmxsrropl)es. The ascendant Otroboni ﬁxmily
was worried about the resurgent Byxantines, who bhad reconquered Bosnia and sougl)r T0 expzm({
their influence to the Danube. As Byxantium had never formAl I)f renounced its claims to Venice,
Ottoboni Doge Castore the Spider r’igbt[y f‘ezxred that the Serene Repub[ic was next, and
successfu”y p[orted the murders of mu[rip[e emperors. The resu[ring succession crises rent the
empire in civil warfare, simu[nmeously e[iminuing it as a threat 1o Venice and al [owing the

Venetians 1o seize coastal cities Th!‘OUgI)OllT Tl)e Adrizxric.

However, by Anno Domini 1060, the effects of pagan success were fe[r in Venice. As in France,
the great houses of Venice turned 1o heretical Tezxcl)ings for solace in those dark times. After
Castore’s death in Anno Domini 1001, the Lollard Livio Dandolo was even elected Doge. Livio’s
reign proued 10 be bn’ef—l)e died on[y a year [ater when a [)A[COH)’ co”zxpsed under him.
However, new[y—e[ecred Doge Ignio Otroboni c[ezxrly could not ignore the continued sprezxd of
Beresy.

These prob[ems became all the more acute due to French expzxnsion n Irb.[y. Fraticelli sealots
viewed Catholics as [egirimz«e Targets for conquest, and the French no[)i[iry ezxger[y seixed upon
this excuse 1o expzm({ their power-. King Raimbaut’s successor, Baudoin the Brave, was a true
be[ieuer, and repezxred[y declared his intention to conquer Rome and depose the Pope. Slavic raids
kepT him from [)eing able to devote his ﬁl” attention to the SouTl), but if Baudoin were able to

neurrA[iZe TI’)B TI')I‘QAT To I)lS E&ST, none dOUl)Tﬁd TI’)AT l)e LUOll[({ mw‘cl) AgAiTIST Tl)e POPG.
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To counter these Tl)reus, Doge Ignio seT mulrip[e p[zxns in motion. He dispucl)ed his cousin, the
Bisl)op Umberto Orrol)oni, 10 counter the heretics’ arguments in Venice and bring the Venetans
back to the fo[d. Umberto’s generosity and piety made him a sl)ining exzs.mp[e of Christian virtue,
and bis excepTionAl Imow[edge of the gospe[s and rheo[ogy he[ped him def‘ezxr heretical arguments.
Thanks o bis efforts, Ignio was able to stave off the possi[)i[ity of heretical revolts ouerrl)rou)ing
Venice and turn his attention abroad.

France posecl a much more difﬁcu[r prob[em. By far the [MgeST and most powerFu[ realm in
western Europe, Venice had no chance of c{efeuing it in a head on war. But Ignio was a devious
man to whom plots came nuum”y, and he hit upon a long Term way to turn France into an ally.
Nort all of the French m[ing house had converted to Raimbaut’s l)eresy; his brother Ancel de Bures
had remained Catholic. Ancel had died some years preuious[y, but his son, Etienne de Bures, had
inberited Ancel’s claim on the throne and was [iuing in exile in the Alps. Etienne abhorred
France’s current I(ing, and g’[&d[}’ Accepred lgnio's nvitation to come to Venice. Them, Iqnio
married him o his daughter Bianca Oﬂoboni, being sure To specify that all children of the union
would be from House Orroboni, not House de Bures. The union bore fruit, and Ignio was p[ezxsed
10 meet his new grz\nddzxugl)rer Sopl)izx and his grzmdson Pietro. Now he sougl)r the rigl)T
opportunity to intervene in France.



The moment came in Anno Domini 1002, when Baudoin died of old age. The French lords could not
agree who should succeed l)im, and the realm was sp[inrered in civil war. Ignio opened the
Otwoboni vaults 1o hire thousands of mercenaries, and led the Venetians into the fra b

presenTing Etienne as the ng’nfu[ heir to the French throne. Their levies dep[eTed [)), ﬁ‘zxrricidA[
conflict, neither of the French claimants was able to put up signiﬁczan resistance, and Etienne was
crowned in Paris in Anno Domini 1005.  Ignio died two years [zxrer, be[ieuing 10 the last that he

had ensured the rriumpb of Catholicism in Europe.

And for a whi[e, 1T Appezxred he had. Etienne was a xealous szrl)o[ic, and perseCUTed heretics
within bis rezx[m, srezxdi[y winning back land for the Catholic fAiTI). But he was also an old man,
and died on[)f three years after Ignio. Peitro Ottoboni ascended 1o the throne of France, and
r&pid[)f proued he was a different man than his father. Not on[y did he lack bis father’s faith, he
feared a revolt b)f the major Fratcelli [ords, who had been Angered b)f Edenne’s inrrwsigence. His
posirion increzxsing[y unrenle)[e, Pietro cut this Gordian knot [)Y fol[owing Raimbaut’s exzxmp[e. On
18 Sepreml)er 1007, in front of an audience of the [ezxding French no[)i[iTy, Pietro converted to the

Fraticelli faith. In an instant, he undid all of his grzmdfmher’s p[zms and p[ors.

hen the news of Pietro’s conversion reached him, it is said that Venice’s Doge Orlando

Ottoboni tore bis hair in despzxir and cursed the dA)f he was born. Once his umi[ing
subsided, he [)egzm 10 subtle discussions with French nobles about usurping Pietro and rep[zxcing
him with bis sister Sophizx. But the French nobi[iTy was ouerul[)e[ming[y Fmricel[i, and I')APPY T0
have a new l(ing who shared their I)eresy. Orlando then resorted 1o Bope, and pm)fed that Pietro
would not berrz\)f his [)erirzxge by iniriuing new conquests n Iuly. But l)ope is the salve of foo[s,
and the ambitious Pietro saw an opporruniT)f 10 secure his posiTion [)Y conquering the minor counts

of North ITA[)’. Soon, he was the un({isplned master of Lom[mrdy.

From this formidzx[)[e posirion, he declared war on the Papal States, with the express intent of
seixing all of Latium, deposing the Pope, and ml{ing the best land of ln.[)f as his persomxl demesne.
Orlando cursed bis predecessor and resi@ed l)imself 10 the Pb.pb.cy’s destruction. In his despair, 1T

is said that he even considered Adopring the Fraticelli fAiTI) Bimse[f‘ To survive.

But the wheel of fate turns quick[y, a person may be l(ing one moment and dust the next. So it
was for Pietro. Despire l)eing l)opeless[y ourmzxrcbed, Pope Benedict VIIT lead bis army of 8,000
men against the French forces, which numbered some 20,000. The two armies met Along the

river Magra, where Pietro sougl')r o force a crossing.



In the ensuing bb.rr[e, it is said that l)ewen[y [igl)r enue[oped the PAPA[ armies, and that gbosr[
Trumpets inspired them o beroic actions while dismzxying the French. A Pz\pzx[ soldier named
Giulio reporre({[y f‘ougl)r sing[e-l)zmded[y aqainst over a hundred French lmiglﬂs To prevent them
from crossing a srrzxregic bridge [)efore col Apsing from his wounds. But despiTe these l)eroics, the
Papacy was STeAdi[y forced back from the river and the French were able to cross unimpeded.
Pietro then soughr 10 end the Papacy then and There, and led the cream of French chiuz\[ry n a
cl)ixt‘ge AQAINST Benedict's guw‘d. But the PAPA[ woops refused o yie[d, and in the ensuing me[ee,

Pertro was l{i”ed.

Without the drive of their king, the uniTy of the French army quick[y disinregrzqed. The great
dukes of the realm could not agree on a p[zm of action, and led their levies back to their lands. As
Pietro had no progeny of his own, Sopbia was now the rigl)rﬁll ruler of France. A gooc{ szrl)olic,
she had no wish o go aganst God's regent on ez\rrb, and s[ow[y led the French lord back to

sul)seru ilence to Rome.

So it was that the best laid p[zms of the Venetians were foi[ed, but their 80A[S were obtained
nonetheless. Sopbiz\ was as good as her name, and gouemed the French wise[y and jllST[)’ over
the next four decades. Many saw Pietro’s death as proof that God favored Catholicism, and the

French abandoned their fAlse propbers in droves. France would once again be a bastion of the

Catholic faith.

In Venice, the Otroboni ﬁxmi[)f was re[ieued; their ﬁnr[) rewarded and jusriﬁed. However, their
re[ief was Tempered b)f the lmow[edge that Byzzxnrium had recovered from its civil wars and was
once again [ooking outwards. But Doge Orlando and bhis ﬁxmi[y ook comfort in the lmow[edge
that They had successfh”y mxuigmed fortune’s treacherous waters l)efore, and sougI)T 10 meet this

new cl)zx”enge quTl) srezxdy [)An({S And I)CZSJ'TS.



