
Knights, Corsairs, Jesuits, and Spies in the
Sixteenth Century Mediterranean World
The sixteenth century was a dynamic time in the Mediterranean world. It was a
period of great exploration and conflict, where ambitious knights, daring corsairs,
influential Jesuits, and cunning spies played significant roles in shaping the
region. This article explores the fascinating stories of these characters and their
impact on the Mediterranean landscape during that era.

The Knights of St. John, also known as the Knights Hospitaller or the Order of
Malta, were a prominent military and religious order during the sixteenth century.
Originally established to provide medical care for Christian pilgrims to the Holy
Land, the Knights evolved into a formidable naval force, defending Christendom
against Ottoman incursions in the Mediterranean. Their fortified city of Valletta in
Malta became a symbol of their resilience and power.

Meanwhile, the Mediterranean was plagued by corsairs, notorious pirates who
hailed from various countries, including the Ottoman Empire, North Africa, and
even Christian Europe. These seafaring marauders disrupted trade routes,
pillaged coastal towns, and captured Christian slaves to be sold in the slave
markets of Algiers and Tunis. The daring exploits of corsairs like Hayreddin
Barbarossa and Dragut Rais left a lasting impression on the region.
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Within this turbulent world, the Society of Jesus, or the Jesuits, emerged as a
powerful and influential religious order. Founded by Ignatius of Loyola, a Spanish
Basque nobleman, the Jesuits played a significant role in the Counter-
Reformation, ensuring the spread and preservation of Catholicism in the face of
Protestant challenges. Jesuit missionaries ventured into unknown territories,
often risking their lives to convert and educate people in far-flung corners of the
Mediterranean, such as Syria, Egypt, and Ethiopia.

However, this era was not only characterized by knights and missionaries but
also by espionage and intrigue. Empires and kingdoms engaged in covert
operations, employing spies to gather intelligence, sabotage enemies, and secure
their interests in the Mediterranean. James Bond may be a fictional character, but
the spies of the sixteenth century were no less thrilling or dangerous. These
brave individuals formed intricate networks, communicating through secret codes,
invisible inks, and hidden messages, all for the noble pursuit of protecting their
respective nations.

The Mediterranean world in the sixteenth century was a captivating theater of
exploration, conflict, and diplomacy. It witnessed the clash of cultures, the rise of
empires, and the spread of faith. Knights, corsairs, Jesuits, and spies played
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pivotal roles in this ever-changing narrative, leaving an indelible mark on history.
Their stories continue to captivate us, reminding us of the intricacies and
complexities of the past and the enduring nature of human ambition and
adventure.

So, join us on this journey as we delve into the lives of these fascinating
characters, uncovering their exploits, triumphs, and failures in the captivating
sixteenth century Mediterranean world.
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In the late sixteenth century, a prominent Albanian named Antonio Bruni
composed a revealing document about his home country. Historian Sir Noel
Malcolm takes this document as a point of departure to explore the lives of the
entire Bruni family, whose members included an archbishop of the Balkans, the
captain of the papal flagship at the Battle of Lepanto--at which the Ottomans were
turned back in the Eastern Mediterranean--in 1571, and a highly placed
interpreter in Istanbul, formerly Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Roman
Empire that fell to the Turks in 1453. The taking of Constantinople had profoundly
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altered the map of the Mediterranean. By the time of Bruni's document, Albania,
largely a Venetian province from 1405 onward, had been absorbed into the
Ottoman Empire. Even under the Ottomans, however, this was a world marked by
the ferment of the Italian Renaissance.

In Agents of Empire, Malcolm uses the collective biography of the Brunis to paint
a fascinating and intimate picture of Albania at a moment when it represented the
frontier between empires, cultures, and religions. The lives of the polylingual,
cosmopolitan Brunis shed new light on the interrelations between the Ottoman
and Christian worlds, characterized by both conflict and complex
interdependence. The result of years of archival detective work, Agents of Empire
brings to life a vibrant moment in European and Ottoman history, challenging our
assumptions about their supposed differences. Malcolm's book guides us through
the exchanges between East and West, Venetians and the Ottomans, and tells a
story of worlds colliding with and transforming one another.
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