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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS

I have provided birth dates (b.), death dates (d.), dates of marriage (m.), as well as dates of office (o.) where available for postmasters, diplomats, and leaders. I use the most common nomenclature in Anglo-American scholarship for well-known historical figures and the most common self-identification in others, although I have provided additional variations in parentheses. The same logic determines my choice of “Tasso,” “Tassis,” “Taxis,” “von Taxis,” or “Thurn und Taxis.”

Other general conversions include the following:


	1 lira = 20 soldi = 240 denari


	1 Spanish/imperial scudo d’oro = 6 Italian lire


	1 Venetian ducato = 124 soldi


	1 postal ounce = 31 modern grams = 4 sheets of early modern paper


	1 imperial (German) mile = 1 Spanish mile = 3 English miles = 5 Italian miles = 7.5 modern kilometers







CHARACTERS

A nonexhaustive list of family members who play a significant role in the book and their primary office. Indentations reflect lines of descent.


Tassis Family

•     Francesco Tassis (Franz Taxis), d. 1517, imperial postmaster general in Brussels

•     Janetto Tassis (Johann Taxis), d. 1517, imperial postmaster in Innsbruck, Austria

•     Leonardo Tassis (Leonhard Taxis), d. 1518, imperial postmaster in Rome, Italy

•     Ruggero Tassis, d. 1514, notary in Camerata Cornello, Italy

Imperial/Spanish postmaster generalship:

•     Giovanni Battista Tassis (Juan Baptista Tassis), d. 1541, imperial postmaster general in Brussels

◦     Giovan Antonio Tassis (“Il Zoppo”), d. 1580, imperial and Spanish postmaster in Rome

◦     Raimondo Tassis, d. 1579, imperial postmaster in Spain and Spanish postmaster general

▪     Juan de Taxis y Acuña, d. 1607, Spanish postmaster general and ambassador to London

▪     Juan II de Taxis y Peralta, d. 1622, Spanish postmaster general

◦     Baron Leonardo I Tassis (Leonhard I Taxis), d. 1612, imperial postmaster general in Brussels

▪     Count Lamoral I Tassis (Lamoral I Taxis), d. 1624, imperial postmaster general in Brussels, m. Ginevra Tassis (Genoveva Taxis), d. 1628

▪     Count Leonardo II Tassis (Leonhard II Taxis), d. 1628, imperial postmaster general in Brussels, m. Alexandrine de Rye, d. 1666, postmistress general in Brussels

▪     Count Lamoral II Tassis (Lamoral II Thurn und Taxis II), d. 1676, postmaster general in Brussels

Imperial/Spanish Post Office of Milan:

•     Simone Tassis (Simon Taxis), d. 1562, ducal, imperial and Spanish postmaster in Milan

◦     Ruggero Tassis, d. 1588, Spanish postmaster in Milan, m. Lucina Cattanea Tassis, d. 1619, Spanish postmistress of Milan (by lease)

◦     Isabella Tassis, d. 1614, m. Seraphin Taxis, postmaster of Augsburg

Imperial Post Office of Venice:

•     Davide Tassis, d. 1538, imperial postmaster in Venice and Verona

◦     Ruggero Tassis, d. 1583, imperial postmaster in Venice

▪     Ferdinando Tassis, d. 1648, imperial postmaster in Venice

Imperial Post Office of Augsburg:

•     Bartolomeo Tassis (Bartholomeus Taxis), d. 1549, imperial postmaster of Augsburg and Rheinhausen

◦     Serafino Tassis (Seraphin Taxis), d. 1582, imperial postmaster of Augsburg and Rheinhausen, m. Isabella Tassis

▪     Ginevra Tassis (Genoveva Taxis), d. 1628, m. Count Lamoral I Tassis

▪     Octavio Tassis (Octavius Taxis), d. 1626, imperial postmaster of Augsburg and Rheinhausen, m. Susanna Jakobe von Stauding, d. 1656, imperial postmistress of Augsburg



Spanish Italy

•     Francesco Tassignano, postmaster of Lodi and deputy to Postmaster Simone Tassis (o. c. 1536)

•     Giovan Antonio Vignale (“Il Sarto”), postmaster of Bologna (o. c. 1536–1556)

•     Cardinal Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle (b. 1517–d. 1586), imperial chancellor (o. 1550–1556) and Spanish statesman (o. 1556–1586)

•     Ottaviano di Marzi, Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan (o. 1573–1579)

•     Bonifacio Antelmi, Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan (o. 1580–1587)

•     Antonio Pauluzzi, Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan (o. 1596–1597, 1603–1608)

•     Pedro Enríquez de Acevedo, Count of Fuentes (b. 1525– d. 1610), governor of Milan (o. 1600–1610)

•     Juan Fernández de Velasco y Tovar, duke of Frías, Condestable de Castilla (b. 1550–d. 1613), governor of Milan (o. 1592–1595, 1595–1600, 1610–1612)

•     Ottavio Codogno, d. 1630, postmaster lieutenant of Milan under Postmistress Lucina Cattanea Tassis and sons (o. c. 1600–1630)

•     Felipe de Haro, d. 1621, Spanish visitor of Milan (o. 1607–1612)

•     Pier Antonio Marioni, Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan (o. 1627–1631)



Rome

•     Gian Pietro Carafa, d. 1559, Pope Paul IV (o. 1555–1559)

•     Carlo Carafa, d. 1561, cardinal nephew of Pope Paul IV

•     Giovanni Carafa, duke of Paliano, d. 1561

•     Bernardo Navagero d. 1565, Venetian ambassador in Rome (o. 1555–1558)

•     Mattia Gherardi (Mathia, or Matteo da San Casciano), d. 1582, papal postmaster (o. c. 1535–1582)



Venice

•     Ludovico Fioravante, d. 1538, redeemed exile, spy, and corriero maggiore (o. c. 1520–1538)

•     Ferrante Pallavacino, d. 1644, satirist



Holy Roman Empire

•     Jakob Henot, d. 1625, imperial postmaster of Cologne (o. c. 1578–1626)

•     Johann von den Birghden, d. 1645, imperial postmaster of Frankfurt (o. 1578–1626) and Swedish postmaster in Frankfurt (o. 1631–1635)



England

•     Thomas Witherings, d. 1651, English postmaster of foreign mails (with William Frizzell) (o. c. 1632–1640, 1649–1651)

•     Henry Bishop, d. 1691, English postmaster general (o. 1660–1663)
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FIGURE 1. The major routes of the Tassis Spanish and imperial postal systems, as published in Ottavio Codogno, Compendium of the Posts (1632). Borders here and in other maps in this book represent the territorial extent of polities as of 1600, made available from Euratlas by Jerome Chia-Rung Yang at the Center for Geographic Analysis, Harvard University. Map by the author and Stewart Scales.








IntroductionThe Posts of the World


From the city-states of Italy to the Habsburg courts, paper and the written word structured daily life in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Paper was the essential substrate of governance. Miscellaneous slips and ledgers gathered like snow on the desks of Europe's administrators. The management of time, distance, cost, and the all-too-human elements of governance demanded extensive documentation. After all, bureaucracy meant ruling from the desk (bureau) as much as from the throne.

The many kilometers of shelves in Milan's state archives monumentalize the ambitions—hubris, even—of this bureaucracy. The correspondence (carteggio) of the Spanish period is separated only by year. Jurisdictional disputes, requests for arms licenses, spy reports, and holiday well-wishes jumble together, much as they did in mailbags and on the Spanish governor's desk. A single month of archived correspondence can amount to a substantial stack of paper. Despite the overwhelming quantity, these letters often represent less than half of the conversations that crisscrossed the Italian peninsula and spanned a global empire. My own reading-room table often resembled the desks of earlier centuries, overwhelmed with the particulars. My goal, however, was to reconstruct one desk: that of Ottavio Codogno, Milan's postmaster lieutenant, and the Tassis postmistress he served.

Codogno is best known for his published book, New Itinerary of the Posts of the World (1608), and a later version, Compendium of the Posts (1623).1 These are invaluable sources on the post office of Milan and the Spanish system to which it belonged. Codogno combined a guide to the history and professional practice of post office administration with the listed routes run by its couriers. The books advertised the postmaster lieutenant's expertise in regulation, recordkeeping, and geography. They also preserve his uncertainty about pressing issues, such as the invention of a postmaster general: “I have diligently researched in order to identify the inventor, but after having consulted many authors,” Codogno wrote, “I still cannot find a name for anyone who served in this role.”2 We can well imagine the earmarked editions of Livy, Julius Caesar, and Suetonius that Codogno cited for this purpose. These ancient historians told of valiant messengers delivering military intelligence at death-defying speeds. But they offered none of the day-to-day details that comprised Codogno's life in the early modern post house and that fill the archives today.

There was also no clear antecedent to Codogno's role as postmaster lieutenant, nor that of his patrons, the Tassis family of postmaster and postmistress generals. Unlike ancient couriers running between armies, Codogno spent his days catering to the political leaders, businessmen, and diplomats of northern Italy and beyond. Messengers circulated by cart, mule, ferry, and foot on a weekly or biweekly basis. They picked up and distributed mail from a hierarchy of post offices governed by a strict timetable. Mailbags brimmed with familial correspondences, diplomatic dispatches, newsletters, and bills of exchange. Codogno served a widowed postmistress, Lucina Cattanea Tassis, who herself answered to the Spanish postmaster general, a distant relative in Madrid. This was “a world of paper,” but it was also a professional enterprise involving thousands of stakeholders, from princes to postmistresses to stable hands.3

Codogno had to venture beyond antiquity for an answer regarding the invention of a postmaster general, or corriero maggiore. He used his daily experience to hypothesize instead: “lacking businessmen, lawyers, and merchants, they would not have needed to maintain ordinary couriers (ordinari), carriers (precacci), or other messengers (tabellari), which were invented later, but only the fastest couriers (corrieri).”4 Codogno spent his days receiving, sorting, redistributing, and recording many different types of letters for many different destinations: the Spanish governor, the stall in the marketplace, or the mailbags intended for Venice, Genoa, Rome, and beyond. These were the responsibilities of a modern postal official to his ruler, his city, and the wider European public. As there had been little literacy, or even paper production, Codogno reasoned, there had not been as much demand for post offices or their many specialized services.5

This book follows in Codogno's footsteps. It explores the changing world he inhabited and delineates the powers the lieutenant exercised from his desk. Postal systems take their name from a straightforward technology: the expensive infrastructure of way stations (“posts”) with horses and riders kept ready to ride in relay, thereby achieving the fastest speeds possible prior to the invention of modern communications technologies. Yet the early modern institution was both more expansive and more mundane than its Roman precedent, the cursus publicus.6 The new post office operated at a different scale and frequency and with a different diversity of tasks. Codogno, his employers, and his employees innovated and exported new models of public and private services across Europe. They formed a diaspora of postal agents from northern Italy across the Habsburg domains and neighboring lands. This included Codogno's Milan, as well as Naples and Sicily, the Holy Roman Empire, and the Spanish Low Countries.

A distinct brand of postal service evolved during the period at the heart of this book, 1500–1700. Its evolution was primarily associated with one family: the Tassis, later the princes (Grafen) of Thurn und Taxis. From humble roots, the Tassis became a ruling dynasty of imperial and Spanish postmaster (and postmistress) generals responsible for overseeing a vast infrastructure of post offices and way stations. With the help of their compatriots and lieutenants, the Tassis family held their positions for several centuries. Individual stories of professionals’ self-fashioning—including Codogno's—are woven across bureaucratic documentation, familial correspondence, and legal case files held in the Thurn und Taxis archives of Regensburg and state archives in northern Italy and Spain. In the story that emerges, the Tassis, their collaborators, and their competitors exercised the administration of postal service as far-reaching social and political power.

The shifting distinction between what constitutes public and private communications determines the boundaries between a state and a commercial civil society. The separation between public and private has been called “an essential component of the modern state,” and yet historians either struggle to disentangle the two categories or declare the task anachronistic.7 Early modern postal services offer a concrete measure, as the abstract question of distinguishing state from society came down to the material reality and practices of the post office desk. Sorting letters involved determining whether they were public (state) or private (nonstate) letters. Criteria included: What was the object? Who sent it? To whom? How did it travel, and where? What protections did it carry, and who would enforce them? Finally, and most contentiously, who would foot the bill? In writing his New Itinerary, Codogno offered one set of answers. I offer new evidence regarding his work with the Spanish governor, the Tassis postmistress, and even Venetian spies that enriches, and at times betrays, the ideals that he described in his book.

In fact, this book moves beyond Codogno's question of who invented the postal service to consider instead who reinvented it, time and time again, and why? From the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, the technologies of communication remained largely stable: ink, put on a piece of paper by hand or press and carried from one location to another, sometimes (but not always) by a state-sponsored postal system. The role of communications technology in society shifted instead. Acting as information managers and intelligence services, postal officials shaped both international relations and domestic state-building according to their own goals, alliances, and antipathies. If knowledge is power, postal officials were its princes.

To date, postal services have most often been approached as a latent channel of greater cultural, political, and fiscal development. The modern state—a “machine for decision making”—could not exist without internal and external communications networks.8 Improved communications facilitated making knowledge, money, and empires, but postal officials rarely appear as policymakers in early modern histories. In fact, postal officials carved out space for the state within cosmopolitan society and even interpersonal relationships long before the eighteenth century's age of global trade corporations. Individually, they drove early modern state-building for many of the same reasons as other agents of empire: because the state was an architecture that structured opportunities for honor and lucre. The aggregate effect was that extraterritorial protections and privileges for the courier, the mailbag, and even the individual letter gained widespread acceptance as norms.

Postal history has traditionally occupied a distinct sphere shaped by independent scholars, dedicated museums, or national postal systems. It flourished from the nineteenth century forward in tandem with philately (postage stamp collecting) and regional studies. Histories were sometimes produced with the sponsorship of the national posts themselves—see, for example, Annales de las ordenanzas de correos de España (1879), produced by the Spanish director general of couriers and telegraphs.9

Like Codogno's, these histories often originate the heroic lineage of postal systems in antiquity, primarily emphasizing the impact of technological revolution on delivery speeds. Herodotus's praise for Persian couriers who were slowed by “neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night” looms large in postal mythos. The phrase decorates the iconic James A. Farley Building (built between 1932 and 1935) in New York City and serves as an unofficial motto for the United States Postal Service. Stylized postal horns appear as logos for the modern Spanish Correos and German Bundespost systems. Crisply uniformed postal officials on postcards and posters carry everything from love letters to letters from the battlefront. These images evoke a timeless and depersonalized association between the state, exchange networks, and the res publica—the “public thing.”

Recent scholarship recognizes that early modern postal systems supported a communication revolution, meaning a fundamental break from antiquity. In the late Middle Ages, news was sparse and sporadic. Mail traveled via restricted channels, and very rarely in formal relay. Elites and institutions generally relied upon their own couriers, while much of the population depended upon miscellaneous messengers including family, pilgrims, or other passersby.10 With rare exceptions, rulers were more likely to coopt the mail infrastructure of the Catholic Church than establish their own systems.11

This was a revolution in the scale and quality, as well as the velocity, of news. By the seventeenth century, Europeans from many walks of life could purchase a printed newsletter with letters from as far away as China or the New World. The fastest couriers could reach Milan from Venice in one day, Rome in a day and a half, and Naples in four.12 The traffic and sale of news constituted a full-fledged “information economy,” spurring the growth of new professions such as journalists, diplomats, and spies.13 Increasing literacy fed the demand for letters, that demand fed postal innovation, and innovation became a march of progress, whether in the forms of social liberation brought by Marshall McLuhan's Gutenberg galaxy or Jürgen Habermas's public sphere.14

Approaching this revolution from the perspective of the state reveals that—for all its liberation—the “letterocracy” of the seventeenth century also demanded a new obeisance to paper. Leaders bemoaned the seemingly endless stream of paperwork: even emperors bowed under the weight of written missives facilitating governance, scholarship, commerce, and interpersonal relationships in the early modern world.15 Secretaries, diplomats, counselors, senators, and magistrates also took part in the information economy in both official and unofficial capacities. Documentation and its management created new professions and settings, from the diplomat's desk to the merchant's letterboard. Chancelleries and archives armed princes with paper bullets for their dynastic campaigns.16 Public opinion could be a demanding master for princes while supporting profitable careers for their document-wrangling administrators.

Postal officials and post offices therefore straddled the line between the governing and commercial spheres, and between the public (state-serving) and particular, or private, interest.17 Early modern scholarship has provided many examples of technocrats who expanded and exercised the sovereign powers now associated with a state in ways more complex than patrimonial profiteering. Revisionist histories of the Gondi financiers of Florence and France or the Höchstetter bankers of Augsburg show that social networks and trade in social capital scaffolded the fiscal state.18 Military historians have demonstrated that the contractor-state model expanded, rather than hampered, the state's potential for war-making.19 New histories of trade and empire show that political leaders and investors in joint-stock companies were often the same people.20 States have always had stakeholders.

Throughout its reinventions, I contend that postal service was the impetus as well as the impact of three major developments of the early modern state. The first was an expanding bureaucracy of empire. While states demanded speed, security, and frequency, they depended on postal agents to provide a faultless communications system with only limited resources. The second was the commercial revolution. Wealthy private patrons were more than willing to pay for a variety of postal services, from carrying packets to renting horses for travel. The third was social discipline, and at times confessionalization.21 Monitoring dissent, policing travel, and shaping belief drove the search for new controls over civil society.


The Renaissance of the Postal Service in Northern Italy

Jacob Burckhardt called the Italian Renaissance state (c. 1350–1500) a “work of art,” and early postal systems were a key component of the masterpiece, complementing new and revived forms of diplomacy, commerce, and legislation.22 From the duchy of Savoy in the west to the prince-bishopric of Trento in the east, cisalpine Italy was a natural communications zone. The Tassis family and a network of agents from the valleys of Bergamo in Lombardy formulated international treaties that provided the sovereignty of the posts, the extraterritoriality of postal agents, and guarantees of (relatively) reliable service across national and confessional boundaries. This history of postal reinvention shows that northern Italy remained a cradle of statecraft despite its reputation of decline in “the forgotten centuries.”23 The Padan plain had shaped the language of post offices, postal routes, and posting into omnipresent terms by the eighteenth century. The early modern European post and its trappings transcended infrastructure to constitute a cosmopolitan culture of travel and exchange.

In the late Middle Ages, messengership was more of an ad hoc practice than a professional identity. The term nuncius predominated, describing any kind of message-bearing envoy. Simple letter carriers included miscellaneous cursores, tabellari, fanti, varletti, or even cokini—moonlighting kitchen laborers.24 In some regions, butchers gained a reputation as mail carriers, and in others, innkeepers did. In a 1585 encyclopedia of professions, all messengers were grouped together to describe any job that “entails going on foot, or running the posts by horse, or by boat, or by carriage, & carrying letters, packages, money, goods, chests, bills or similar sorts of things, serving princes, lords, gentlemen, merchants, and whoever else commands him.”25 Mail was just another good, circulated by a varied economy of middlemen.

The explosive growth of universities in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries attracted students and professors from far abroad. They desired mail connections to their places of origin. A regular messenger connected the university city of Padua to Venice and Bergamo on foot as early as 1158.26By 1250, imperial universities founded by the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II (d. 1250) promised to staff messengers for each nation represented among students and faculty. These university messengers enjoyed royal protection, which made them more secure and reliable, but access to their services remained restricted to students and faculty.27

The fourteenth century brought affordable paper and growing demand for the conveyance of mail. Europeans imported papermaking technology and supplies from Islamic Spain and North Africa, and many of the first rag-paper mills cropped up in northern Italy.28 Traveling merchants relied on paper correspondence to administer affairs from abroad. Occasionally, they established mail-carrying services for themselves and their clients.29 Merchant courier cooperatives known as scarselleran routes between Florence and Avignon (c. 1357), Barcelona and Pisa (c. 1394), and Bergamo and Venice (c. 1440).30 The international trader Francesco Datini (d. 1410) and his wife, Margherita, maintained an extensive correspondence network from Prato in Tuscany in the late fourteenth century. Surviving letters show that the Datini and their associates nonetheless relied on many informal messengers, from family and friends to domestic servants.31

By the Renaissance, Italian governance had a rich late medieval tradition of communes, urbanizing civitates, and, increasingly, aristocratic signorie. The term stato came to encompass all this variety, designating a collective gathered, disciplined, and legitimated for the protection of internal peace.32 The Renaissance in Italy promoted the sovereign state-maker, or princeps, as a guarantor of state security.33 The nexus of the stato was the prince's court, which was often on the move. Duke Galeazzo Sforza of Milan (1440–1476) balanced his military campaigns with territorial governance by way of an unparalleled postal system of over fifty couriers between Milan, Rome, and Naples. The steep cost of an on-demand postal system meant that it served only Italy's political and economic elite. Sforza's system cost at least 1,000 lire per month—more than five times what a laborer could hope to earn in a year.34 Rulers granted their postal services special privileges, such as exclusive access to royal livery, horses, roads, and staging posts to further ensure that their couriers traveled quickly, securely, and reliably.

These were the heirs to the “fastest couriers” of antiquity, and Italy's prince-despots became accustomed to the speedy news enjoyed by their ancient predecessors. Letters bore ample postal markings, such as a hangman's noose to threaten consequences for delay or theft, or the annotated commands “haste haste haste” (cito cito cito) or “flying” (volante).35 The ruling families of early modern Italy competed with one another for the best news networks. In 1464, the duke of Milan was furious to learn that his Florentine rival, Lorenzo de’ Medici (1449–1492), was the first to hear the results of the papal conclave. He cautioned his ambassador in Rome against a similar lapse: the duke demanded that he be the first to know any news, even if it cost “25, 30, 40, 50 ducats, or more.” Papal election in coming decades correlated strongly with miraculous courier speeds.36 Florentine couriers boasted speeds from 13 to 18 modern kilometers per hour, depending on weather and topography. This could connect Rome to Florence in as little as two days and Rome to London in less than two weeks.37

If the Italian stato gave rise to postal services, it was Charles V of Habsburg's imperium that gave rise to the Tassis postmaster generals. The Tassis were one of several northern Italian families who experienced new prosperity, prestige, and peril in the age of the renewed Italian Wars (1494–1559). Their royal patrons, the Habsburgs, held an unparalleled geographic territory. From their origins in Switzerland and as the archdukes of Austria, the Habsburgs had ascended to elected office as Holy Roman emperors. Strategic alliances and coincidental deaths gave them control of both Burgundy and Castille. Philip the Handsome's young son, Charles, not only inherited the Spanish and Dutch holdings but succeeded his grandfather, Maximilian I, as the Holy Roman emperor.38 An alliance with the Habsburg and Spanish monarchs provided the Tassis with key competitive advantages for establishing their own administrative dynasty.

The Tassis are central characters of this book, but they are never alone. I adopt the perspective of the best-known princes of the post and their many rivals, such as the Venetian Company of Couriers, foreign diplomats and spies, and even disgruntled employees. Moving beyond a family study of the Tassis (which has been expertly done by Wolfgang Behringer, among others) reveals their astronomical successes and scandalous failures within the context of a wider social network.39 We also see the disproportionate representation of a single region: the Bergamasco, containing Bergamo and its surrounding valleys. Even as postal service transitioned away from the Renaissance family firm, kinship ties among the Tassis and other mail services continued to shape alliances and antipathies. This story begins with the rise of the Bergamaschi couriers and ends with their gradual replacement as the communications technocrats par excellence by a new class of administrators from the Netherlands. By the eighteenth century, the sun was setting on the Tassis international posts, although in other ways, it was dawning on their reincarnation as princes of Thurn und Taxis.

The Bergamaschi diaspora structures the geographic and chronological scope of the book. We begin with their rise in the Renaissance and end with their gradual eclipse in the later Baroque. We journey from their Lombard homeland to the far shores of England and beyond. Several chapters touch on a rival class of Tuscan administrator-entrepreneurs active in Tuscany, the Papal States, and Savoy as they challenged Bergamaschi dominance.40 The postal systems of France and England largely did not employ Italians and followed a different pattern and timeline of establishment. I highlight where paths converge, especially in the final chapters of this book, which feature a broader thematic study of travel and public representation of postal services.41 In addition, the premodern posts were a largely land-based endeavor as supported by the study of itinerary books in chapter 6. Postal officials used rivers and ports when available but distrusted the unpredictability that they introduced to increasingly rigid timetables. Separate administrative bodies handled mail sent to the New World and the Ottoman Empire, such as the postmaster of the Indies in Spain and various rectors and captains throughout the Venetian Stato da Màr.42



The Early Modern Information Economy

As central as it was to the expanding bureaucracy of the state, the early modern post office was equally indebted to a globalizing commercial revolution. Post office documents were hybrids of commercial and bureaucratic practice. Surviving documents underscore the chimeric nature of the mail-carrying business. Common forms like double-entry accounting were further adapted to serve a postmaster's, postmistress's, or courier's purposes. The post house patois helped to translate information across the court, the marketplace, and the wider world.

As a result, the process of reassembling the many miscellaneous paper slips, accounting ledgers, and letters from Codogno's desk was often much messier than the polished narrative offered in his books. The diversity and dispersion of post office records also make it difficult to achieve the style of comparative, connective postal history that I undertake here. On its surface, a letter costing its sender a quarter scudo per post seems straightforward enough. Yet defining a sender (a person? an office? a state?), a scudo (of which city? paid to whom?), a letter (a half page? a postal ounce?), and a post (measured by whose distance?) is highly contextual. Even at the time of sending, disagreements on these matters occasionally led to litigation and even blows.

Traditionally, historians have limited the confusion by considering systems in isolation, parsing the Venetian Company of Couriers, the Tassis-dominated imperial and Spanish posts, and the English foreign posts from one another. Nineteenth-century archivists often cataloged material related to “domestic” post offices separate from “foreign” posts that had been established abroad to serve an embassy and expatriate communities. The records of pre-eighteenth-century postal services operated abroad were rarely preserved and often survive only as trace evidence in diplomatic letters or the Thurn und Taxis family correspondence. But separating domestic from foreign mail—and even private from public mail—risks reifying categories that Codogno, among others, were actively defining for much of the early modern era. It is only in reading across the archives kept in Milan, Venice, Regensburg, and Simancas (among other places) that we see how postal systems originated as both fundamentally international and private-public services.

Similarly, the worlds of mercantile and political letters or letter-carriers often preoccupy different subfields of historical study. The letters themselves are most often in separate collections or even archives based on their content and senders, and political and economic historians work in their own subfields. Understanding postal systems requires crossing these boundaries. By the Renaissance, municipal messengers (cavallari, or tabellari, from the Latin tabellarius) had already blurred the line between mail services intended for governance and those intended for commerce.43 Many cities of the Venetian land empire, including Padua, Verona, and Brescia, appointed a courier corps to ferry correspondence and money to and from Venice.44 These messengers formed trade organizations to guard the privileges they were offered in exchange for their state service, and were increasingly overseen by their own master (maestro dei corrieri).

Like modern mail systems, messengers catered to both private (individual) and public (state) customers. In Florence, the entrepreneurial Antonio di Bartolomeo del Vantaggio (d. 1480) managed an extensive network that spanned all of Italy and reached as far as London. Vantaggio offered subscription services to prominent merchant families, among other notables.45 The post office was always both a business and an administration, and the postal official was a private-public figure who balanced governance and commerce. Writing in 1608, Codogno recognized that the demands of “businessmen, lawyers, and merchants” were the bread and butter of his office in Milan. Princes could prioritize speed at higher costs, but bureaucrats and other common users desired regularity and reliability at an affordable price. Ordinary couriers who routinely journeyed from Nuremberg to Vienna and back in seven weeks were more important in this respect than the fastest couriers, who rode from Rome to London in two.

State postal systems were further commercialized by their deep ties to news culture. Postal service, like print, worked in concert with oral and manuscript newsgathering. Regular mail routes in turn allowed the regular production of the manuscript newsletter, and eventually, the printed newspaper. Contemporaries lampooned the resulting ceaseless demand for news as nosiness verging on madness or delusional paranoia. Cartoons like Giuseppe Maria Mitelli's Courier in the Distance (figure 2) poked fun at war “enthusiasts” who loudly proclaimed their predictions. At the same time, the post brought intelligence with potentially grave political and economic ramifications for its subjects. The term for possessing intelligence (tener intelligenza) gained traction in Italy in the early modern period. Being intelligent, having intelligence, or sharing intelligence can be defined as gathering or trading politically sensitive information with the aim of strategic advantage.46 Chatting with the postmaster and courier, or peeking at a stranger's letters, might provide news on the state of the Catholic missions in Japan, settlements in the New World, or the death and succession of monarchs as far away as England. Bribing the courier could mean learning the contents of a personal letter or the current exchange rates in Antwerp before a business rival. Fortunes were made and lost on knowing the arrival of a ship or its loss at sea.47 This put postal officials in an especially powerful position to intervene and interfere in information, as well as to convey it.


[image: An engraving shows many men arguing in the foreground. They watch two riders in the distance using spyglasses. Their dialogue text presented below them, as well as a money purse changing hands, reveals that they are placing bets on what news the riders are carrying.]
FIGURE 2. Giuseppe Maria Mitelli, Il corriere in lontananza (post-1692). The full title translates to “The courier in the distance awaited by the war enthusiasts.” Each character speculates as to the nationality of the courier and places a bet on what news he carries. Image © The Trustees of the British Museum.



Depictions of early modern mail carriers reflected their power and were far from the Norman Rockwell–style portrait of a dependable, unpartisan, and patriotic public servant. An eighteenth-century French courtier stated, “I would as soon dine with the hangman as with the postmaster-general.”48 Privacy was defined primarily through violation. The political consequences of correspondence going astray could be severe, from firing to imprisonment or even death. But what of the economic consequences? In the foreground of Courier in the Distance, money changes hands. The loser will pay the winner of a bet regarding what news the couriers would bring. In an age of international speculation, knowledge of current events carried economic value.

A burgeoning class of international traders (negotianti) demanded the same speed, security, and reliability available to rulers. The growing market share of private (nonstate) correspondence frequently pitted postmasters against preexisting merchant and municipal carriers. As the postmaster Ruggero Tassis of Milan once put it, “Two postmasters for a city are as incompatible as two princes.”49 The success of commercial postal service relied upon restricting other carriers, and postal officials launched a series of aggressive market takeovers, including establishing ordinary couriers to run on regular timetables and postal stagecoaches to ferry travelers as well as letters. The result was ongoing conflict in the courts and on the roads, in which postal officials aggressively lobbied executive powers to expand their privileges while further restricting those of their rivals.



Surveillance and Discipline

The twin forces of bureaucratization and commercialization—and the anxieties they provoked—accelerated a third key function of post offices: surveillance and social discipline. The post office was a crucible for the personnel, practices, and ethics of communication in society. The distinction between privacy—that which should not preoccupy the state—and publicity—that which must do so—dictated postal practice long before it was fully theorized or canonized in law. Anxieties about the contents of a letter, the sanctity of a seal, and the partisanship of the postmaster reveal shifting cultural expectations. Ottavio Codogno emphasized the need for postal officials’ prudence, discretion, and equanimity. He advertised these characteristics as a professional culture akin to an ideal bureaucracy, as did other enterprising postal officials in the genre of printed postal itineraries. Books like New Itinerary commercialized bureaucratic knowledge, adopting a radical transparency and even ecumenicism toward communications and public service more broadly. A generation of postal lieutenants like Codogno reinvented postal service as discrete brokerage for the masses.

The success of state postal enterprise depended on the trust and, even more importantly, on the distrust of alternative modes of conveying communications. In early modern Italy, much as today, “information war” was waged by securing one's own communications while denying a rival that same security.50 The nemesis might be a heretical merchant, a foreign ruler, or even a pesky family member. Postmaster generals offered unique expertise in propaganda, counterespionage, and management of public relations, but they could promise their rulers a communications monopoly only if they enjoyed it in turn. If alternative channels such as merchant couriers or rival postmasters remained, the unsupervised traffic of letters and print could continue to pose a threat to state power.

By the second half of the seventeenth century, the post office would ferry new waves of cosmopolitan travelers and tourists by post. The postilion and its private counterparts came to replace the postmaster general as the familiar face of postal services. Yet life in post-Reformation Europe meant balancing an outward public identity with a hidden, private identity for many. State service often meant performing secrecy, adopting a stoic mask. Art, theater, and satirical literature vividly dramatized as much by juxtaposing Harpocrates, the god of silence, and Momus, the god of rumor.51 The danger of discovery made committing one's secret self—or discovering another's—on the written page even more thrilling. Familiar letters, travel journals, secret histories, and novels composed of stolen mailbags trafficked in the frisson of revelation that came from opening letters and even shooting the messenger.

In fact, moments of letter interception and post office audits gird this history of postal service. Thomas Safley describes how bankruptcy reveals “the praxis of counting-houses and marketplaces, where persons made decisions and faced consequences.”52 So, too, do these moments of postal breakdown. The seventeenth century was also the age of visitation, or inquisition, as bureaucracies both enacted and were subjected to surveillance and social discipline. Several chapters of this book draw extensively from a 1612 Spanish audit of Ottavio Codogno's post office. Inspectors demanded that the postmistress and her lieutenant prove that carrying private correspondence facilitated, rather than corrupted, state postal services. The case files of the Venetian State Inquisitors also offer unique insight into postal espionage—real, imagined, or thwarted. It is in moments of frantic document-gathering by contemporaries, in response to an audit or to identify a mole, that the invisible is briefly made visible.

Postmasters had always been public facing, but by the seventeenth century they were also increasingly answerable to public opinion in print. Notables from the Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus to the Venetian satirist Ferrante Pallavicino questioned whether a Habsburg-dominated postal service could be trusted in an age of free commerce. Dissenters attacked the legitimacy of a communications monopoly. They claimed individual privacy as well as the public's “right to know,” both sanctifying and ripping open the courier's mailbag. From diplomatic espionage to brigandage, control over the mail was an ongoing cultural war within, as well as among, early modern states.

Commerce or governance, war or peace, news culture or censorship: these tensions have shaped the history of postal systems since the Renaissance. When Ottavio Codogno wrote his New Itinerary, he began by looking backward: Who had invented the postal service? Codogno's next chapters spoke instead to contemporary concerns: Who was the postmaster, and whom did he serve? What kinds of things were sent by post, and what professional ethos guided their management? Victims compared the violation of letter interception to everything from eavesdropping on confession to sexual violence. The same postman who offered to deliver fast, secure, and reliable correspondence could be a spy for a rival or a surveilling state official. Yet the demand for postal service never ceased.

The international “ordinaries”—a term referring to ordinary couriers traveling on regular routes and timetables—wove Europe together for centuries. They depended on guarantees of extraterritoriality, which were in turn derived from hard-won consensus on the collective benefit of communications overlaying geographic, political, and confessional boundaries. Reaching universal consensus on that point was a long and complex process that provides another through line for this book. Postal networks and postal workers would come to represent the civil servants of a primarily domestic enterprise, but this was a far cry from their origins as a multipolar family firm managing international couriers for many rulers. New public relations campaigns obscured their many other functions, such as gathering intelligence, countering espionage, and negotiating foreign and domestic policy.

Maps and genealogies commissioned by postal officials continue to trumpet the role of postal service in nation-building today. The ennobling of the Tassis dynasty and the domestication of postal service—now accountable to a wider public—are two sides of the same coin. Both processes distanced state postal service from an earlier history of espionage and counterespionage work. They also took for granted the state's involvement in offering postal service as a public utility and fiscal mainstay. Postal services were reinvented as showpieces of modern political economy, much like new road infrastructures. Taxing travelers and correspondents could offer the modernizing state fiscal means of social discipline.

The success of an international state-sponsored system of ordinary couriers, overseen by a postmaster (or postmistress) general, and its involvement in spheres from journalism to border control reflected the alliances, experiences, and goals of a set of postal administrators from northern Italy. Postal officials expanded services to a broader, and increasingly commercial, clientele, but they also provided rulers with new executive prerogatives. Postal agents and the spaces they oversaw, from post offices to the mailbag, shaped how contemporaries thought of the ethics of publicity and their place in international cooperation or conflict. New ideals such as extraterritoriality, information sovereignty, free commerce, public service, and secrecy of correspondence were put into practice long before their Enlightenment theorizations. Postal services were neither a glorious revival of antiquity nor a teleological precursor to our own Information Age. Communications systems, alongside political cultures, are constantly reinvented.

The following chapters proceed largely chronologically, with each considering one major reinvention of postal systems. The Bergamaschi diaspora (and the Tassis family firm in particular) arose from the Italian Wars, when conflict between the Habsburg and Valois dynasties in the Italian peninsula drove the demand for talented brokers on the edgesof empires. As hot wars waxed and waned, postmaster generals and, increasingly, foreign postmasters-in-residence continued to wage “information wars,” managing public opinion for many patrons. By the turn of the seventeenth century, postal systems had become postal services: they conveyed private as well as public (state) letters, in addition to packages and people. This reinvention was an aggressive market takeover to establish monopolistic privileges over letter conveyance.

Two rhetorics cloaked this driving purpose. The first was a counter-Reformation concern for surveillance and control. The second, which took precedence in the post-Westphalian age, was that of universal utility. Postmasters competed to offer unpartisan service in the pursuit of “free commerce.” By the end of the seventeenth century, the international postal services had been domesticated. Postal systems were now fully aligned with sovereign power and the consolidation of the fiscal state, as commemorated in print, maps, and new genealogies of Thurn und Taxis. The signals intelligence operation known as the “black chamber” still came to represent the open secret of the post: that the state could and would continue to intervene in civil communications.

It is only in reading across administrative archives, diplomatic letters, and popular print that we rediscover the potential reinventions dreamed up by postal officials and sold to their employers. We also learn that political leaders deliberately obscured the presence of postal agents in politicking, as it fueled distrust of state-appointed officials in a communications system. Then, as now, improved technology amplified early modern culture wars, from political to confessional conflict. The following chapters will explore in depth how and why state postal services succeeded in deliberate campaigns to integrate and then distance postmasters from statecraft and international relations.

This book begins from the origins of the Bergamaschi diaspora and the development of the Tassis “brand” of information management at the end of the Renaissance (chapter 1). The Italian Wars may have ended in 1559, but subtler postal wars continued as states contested the role of a foreign postmaster-in-residence and post offices as institutions paralleling resident embassies (chapter 2). By the end of the sixteenth century, postal services were essential personnel in an age of banditry, plague, and confessional conflict. Postmasters and postal couriers successfully lobbied for expanded protections and privileges that gave them the upper hand against various rivals (chapter 3).

Chapters 4 and 5 each examine different arteries of this international postal network. Shifting perspectives among leaders, postmasters, andcouriers illuminates the knotty web of personal antipathies and alliances that shaped long-term infrastructure. The Italian Road connecting Milan and Venice represented one of the earliest international postal treaties with bilateral service (chapter 4). The transalpine roads saw Tassis family members compete and collaborate with one another, as well as with a new generation of lieutenants at the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War (chapter 5). In each case, the question of whether state postal services could successfully balance private and public patrons drove new auditing, resistance, and the attempted reform of post offices.

Two visions of postal service had crystallized by the middle of the seventeenth century. Postal lieutenants and postmasters advertised in print a public-facing, commercialized service that provided a hospitality and travel infrastructure while also ferrying state letters, to the mutual benefit of prince and public (chapter 6). Yet state postal services continued to serve the intelligence-gathering and social discipline goals of expanding state bureaucracies. Public awareness and reaction to the “black chambers” of the ancien régime kept post offices front and center in debates about privacy, the public's right to know, and official secrecy (chapter 7).

These tensions prove key to understanding the blend of private and public interests that define utilities today: namely, as public services attained through private contracting and state-backed monopolistic privileges. Before the Enlightenment development of utility theory, postal officials routinely argued for the common utility of international postal networks, adapting their approach as the contemporary political climate demanded. Utilities exist at the intersection of profit and public service, governance and commerce, national security, and commodity. They defy common market principles of ownership and competition. Expensive and expansive, postal systems depleted state treasuries by their very nature. This was state-funded communication as a common good—if controlled. To understand these warring impulses, we must do as a seventeenth-century Italian proverb cautioned: “Watch those to whom you trust your letters.”53






CHAPTER 1The Tassis Family FirmPostmaster Generals of Information War


The clowns, or zanni, of the Italian commedia dell’arte traditionally shared a common homeland. The wily servant, Harlequin, and the innkeeper, Brighella, hailed from “the valleys of Bergamo.” In Carlo Goldoni's eighteenth-century Servant of Two Masters, the Harlequin archetype, here called “Truffaldino,” attempts to carry mail for two patrons at once to double his income. But if he mixes up the senders and recipients, he will give away the ruse. His masters’ requests mount and contradict one another, driving the servant toward a breakdown. Marveling at the servant's folly, another character still infers that as a Bergamasco, Truffaldino is likely a cunning knave rather than the simple fool that he first appeared to be.1 Bergamaschi knew that it paid to serve many masters—if you could pull it off.

Truffaldino's Bergamaschi compatriots were better positioned to do so than most. Bergamo and its surrounding valleys were located northeast of Milan, above the Lombard plain (see figure 1). The Swiss Grisons and Bavarian hubs of Augsburg and Nuremberg lay to the north. To the south, the Padan valley channeled exchange. Bergamo passed back and forth between the rulers of Milan and Venice in the fifteenth century, reflecting its strategic position. By the sixteenth century, it was a heavily fortified upper city. This liminal homeland produced brokers who were adept at navigating tricky situations.2

Like Truffaldino or Brighella, the Tassis aspired to greater things. They rose from merchant bankers to postmasters serving imperial, Spanish, and Venetian patrons. Tassis (also Tasso or Taxis) progenitors are often upstaged in scholarship by more famous descendants, such as a distant cousin, the poet Torquato Tasso (d. 1595), or the later German nobility of Thurn und Taxis. It was nonetheless the “knaves” from the Valle Brembana who translated a northern Italian technology of running mail in relay into a powerful international network. The Tassis built on early transalpine successes to become lauded technocrats across Europe.

Many have praised the Tassis as exceptional entrepreneurs, but opportunism depends upon having opportunities to start with. This chapter begins by considering three structural advantages that enabled the Tassis to serve many masters. First, the Tassis employed their Bergamasco heritage to act as brokers. They cultivated loyalties to many princes and popes. They collaborated with compatriots such as the Venetian Company of Couriers. As “Italian imperials,” they routinely bridged political divides, even in times of open war. Second, the Tassis dynasty could be in multiple places at once. Past scholarship amply documents how the Renaissance family firm model transformed into protocapitalist enterprise.3 The Tassis worked together to acquire monopolistic privileges, cultivate reputation and patronage, and apprentice family members across Europe. Family ties were not always harmonious, but when they worked well, they circulated expertise, built alliances, and fostered trust around shared investment in family fortunes. The postal network's success remained dependent upon a family network. As this chapter will show, eminent leaders mediated Tassis family squabbles to keep communications functioning smoothly. Beneath its new bureaucratic trappings, running the posts remained a family business.

Third, postmasters balanced physical presence in many courts with figurative presence through intelligencing, meaning trading in politically sensitive information. Italy had long been torn between pro-imperial and pro-papal factions. In the sixteenth century, a second generation of Tassis postmasters navigated the new and dangerous world of renewed Italian wars. Many Italian dynasties allied with the Habsburg rulers of Spain and the Holy Roman Empire, thereby claiming new territories and titles as the dukes of Milan, Mantua, and Tuscany. State-building popes countered Habsburg hegemony by allying with France's Valois dynasty.4 The Tassis continued to intelligence for many masters, despite what struck many as mutually exclusive loyalties to Venetian, papal, and imperial patrons.

The Bergamaschi were able to do so because they offered valuable services at a time of great demand. I contend that both licit and illicit intelligencing came to define a Tassis brand of information management in a time of information war. “Information war” describes a battle over truth and authority focused on control and disruption of communications technology. While waged between opposing international forces, information war continues in periods of peacetime as a battle for control of the public narrative. In some cases, it features open attacks on communications infrastructure. In other cases, foreign-allied agents exploit existing fault lines of domestic discontent by way of covert operations, blurring the line between combatant and noncombatant. The term information war has gained traction with relation to modern cybersecurity and strategic disinformation, but it well represents the role of interception, propaganda, and disinformation as early modern factions struggled to control Italy.5

The Tassis were on the front lines of information war in early modern Italy. Postmasters ensured the security and reliability of a ruler's communications. They also propagated favorable intelligence and occasionally slowed or contradicted unfavorable communications. They administered national, familial, and political networks from London to Madrid. Sources from the English and Venetian archives demonstrate that even these states reluctantly depended upon Tassis intelligence.

Like other diplomatic representatives, postmasters were professional “masters of ambiguity” in the early modern period.6 This chapter explores the strategic complexity of navigating many alliances through the case of the postmaster Simone Tassis (d. 1563). Simone came of age during the Italian Wars. He cultivated intelligence networks established by his uncles and built out the postal network to reach new extents. Simone also collaborated and competed with his family across Europe, including Bergamaschi compatriots in the Venetian Company of Couriers. In later life, Simone waged a new campaign to establish the autocratic management style of the family firm in the post office of Milan.7 Structuring the office of corriero maggiore (correo mayor in Spanish) required a clearer delineation of privileges and duties. While “hot” wars in Italy may have come to an end by 1559, information wars continued to shape how post offices institutionalized an administrative hierarchy in the second half of the century.


The Rise of a Postal Dynasty

Camerata Cornello may seem like an unlikely setting for the clash of empires. The hamlet sits high on the hilltops of Valle Brembana in the Bergamasco, about a half hour's drive from Bergamo and about an hour from Milan (figure 1). The modern highway follows a gorge carved by the Brembo River farther north into the Swiss Grisons. Rough-hewn stairs lead into a complex of medieval stone buildings, just up the hill from the bus stop and a large inn. It takes a careful eye to spot the worn heraldry carved above an arch or the faint traces of paint by a window: a leg of a badger (tasso in Italian) and a hint of a curved postal horn.

The Tassis home at Camerata Cornello (also called Cornello dei Tasso) is now a museum dedicated to the family and to postal history. It contains a restaurant, exhibits, a bookstore, and the Tassis family chapel, with rich frescoes depicting Saint Catherine, the patron saint of messengers. A plaque indicates the remnants of the Via Mercatorum, a late medieval alpine path traveled by many of the families in this region. The Tassis were one among many such merchants who parlayed their location in the alpine foothills and at the crossroads of empires into a Europe-wide reputation for hospitality and brokerage.8

Although quiet today, the hillsides were bustling by the late Middle Ages. Bergamo and its northern valleys were wealthy, populous, and central to networks of trade and travel. Camerata Cornello hosted a market and provided a key waypoint for merchants traveling the busy alpine routes with mail and other goods.9 The Bergamaschi dominated the early Venetian Company of Couriers to the extent that it was often referred to as the “company of the Bergamaschi” well into the eighteenth century. In 1305, Venice further subordinated the company to the Provveditori di Comun, three regulators overseeing commerce within Venice and its subject cities.10 The couriers adopted a common Venetian corporate form known as a “school” (scuola) around 1400, headed by a company steward (gastaldo artis) elected from their membership.11 These developments notably preceded Bergamo's incorporation into the Venetian land empire, the terraferma, in 1426. The people of Bergamo continued to cross the Padan plain between Milan, Venice, and the Swiss cantons regularly.

In 1490, the Venetian Company of Couriers assembled a charter known as the Mariegola. We see from its member rolls that the residents of Bergamo, and particularly of the Valle Brembana, constituted most of the company.12 Surnames repeated across the decades as fathers passed their offices to sons, and uncles to nephews among the Giupponi, Maffei, Benzoni, and Tassis families. The home of the company was the chapel of San Giovanni Elemosinario, located just past the Rialto Bridge in the commercial heart of Venice. The couriers gathered there to hold meetings, celebrate holy days, and distribute charity among widows and orphans.13 Illustrations of Saint Catherine appear throughout the chapel and charter, receiving offerings from her couriers and benevolently watching over their journeys. Courier companies regularly involved their members in performances of professional and civic pride.14

The Venetian Company operated under the purview of the Provveditori and relied upon both state and commercial traffic. Early chapters of the Mariegola established that a courier would stand ready in the courtyard of the Palazzo Ducale at the disposition of its councils.15 The elected bench (banco) of the company distributed this responsibility and other journeys on a rotating basis. This meant that a courier would often have several weeks of intensive work over a monthslong period. Competition for jobs grew fierce when war or foreign politics restricted traveling. Conflict led to new sets of legislation aimed at policing the turn system, which restricted the number of offices and provided debt relief for couriers’ families. Similar practices existed among the municipal messengers (cavallari) of the Venetian terraferma and a growing body of papal state couriers. By the fourteenth century, papal couriers had also incorporated as a collegium of between twenty and sixty-five members headed by a magister cursorum.16

Like many trades in Renaissance guild cities, the Venetian Company benefited from monopolistic privileges. These were invariably discussed as ancient “rights” rather than monopoly in a modern sense. They included exclusive privileges to distinguish couriers visually, such as the right to bear the lion of Saint Mark, the symbol of the Venetian state.17 Trading nations had long negotiated for their own mail-carrying privileges in Venice.18 By the fifteenth century, the company instead fought for official exclusivity in northern Italy and on the route to Rome, which was their primary source of income.19 Foot messengers and letter carriers (known as pedoni, procacci, or portalettere) nonetheless offered rates and services that the official couriers would not. Florentine mercantile cooperatives (scarselle) also had remarkable longevity, running mail long into the seventeenth century.20

Whereas the Venetian Company had strong roots in both merchant and municipal mail systems, the postal system of Milan grew primarily from princely couriers. Historians name the Duke of Milan, Gian Galeazzo Visconti (1351–1402), as the founder of Renaissance state postal systems. References to the Visconti posta and poste appear in the 1380s. Ducal couriers accessed a system of way stations for rest and exchange of horses throughout the Duchy of Milan.21 In 1395, the Visconti family purchased the title of imperial duke and expanded their territory from Genoa in the west to Vicenza in the east, and as far south as the gates of Florence. By 1402, the duchy consisted of over thirty cities, including the university at Pavia. Its countryside (contado) was among the largest in Italy, at over 4,000 square kilometers.22 Couriers served a key role tying the outlying cities to the ducal court, as well as keeping the dukes and their captains informed about the duchy's many contested fronts.

The Tassis emerged at the intersection of the Venetian Company of Couriers and Milanese ducal posts, much as Bergamo lay between Venice and Milan. The Tassis family name appears as far back as one “Odonuj de Taxo” in 1146 (see figure 3). An “Omodeo Tasso del Cornello” was one of many Bergamaschi acting as Venetian couriers by the fourteenth century.23 The “Sandri” branch (named after its progenitor, Alessandro, or “Sandro,” Tasso) had parlayed their success into postal privileges in the Papal States by the mid-fifteenth century. This income, combined with a salt-tax collection contract in Bergamo, enabled the family's further investment in land and property, as well as in a Rome-based bank.24

Early Habsburg patronage of the Tassis is only roughly sketched by surviving sources. Like the dukes of Milan, the archdukes of Austria ruled over expansive territory, and their diplomatic and financial networks stretched even farther. Frederick and his son, Emperor Maximilian I (1459–1519), employed the first generation of Tassis family traders-turned-postmasters to ferry correspondence and funds as far as from Brussels to Rome. Seventeenth-century genealogists asserted that Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III (1415–1493) had employed a “Ruggero de Tassis.”25 By 1490, Maximilian gave the first surviving postal contract to Janetto (or Zanetto) Tassis (d. 1517). Impressed by the papal and Venetian postal routes, Maximilian appears to have poached Janetto Tassis from Rome on behalf of his own imperial court.26 He charged Janetto with establishing postal way stations from the Low Countries to Italy through the Swiss Grisons. The route passed through the Tassis homeland, contributing to their suitability for the contract.27

Renaissance courts relied on a “master of the couriers” (magister cursorum, or maestro dei corrieri), who oversaw the dispatch and reception of a team of (usually royal) messengers riding in relay. A postmaster (maestro delle poste), meanwhile, managed the supporting infrastructure of way stations and readied horses.28 Early edicts referred to the Tassis as “postmasters” and “masters of couriers” interchangeably, as the family subsumed both sets of responsibilities.29 Like the original master of the couriers, a Tassis brother always needed to be accessible to the emperor and ready to dispatch and receive his correspondence at top speed. The master of the posts instead oversaw communications occurring at a distance from the court, inspecting and supervising the postal way stations in person. Rotating roles among family members was a key strength of the Tassis family firm, which effectively permitted them to be in many places at once. The brothers Janetto and Francesco Tassis (d. 1517) held the official titles, but a collection of Tassis family sons and nephews built, managed, and ran the early imperial postal routes on the ground.30


[image: An abbreviated version of the Tassis family tree shows that three branches descend from a thirteenth-century progenitor, Omodeo Tassis. Later generations are grouped below into three branches based on their respective offices in Rome, Milan, and Venice.]
FIGURE 3. Selection of the Tassis family tree. Dotted lines of descent indicate abbreviated lineage. Three distinct branches were active in overseeing postal service in Rome, Venice, and Milan by the mid-sixteenth century. Created by the author.



Early agreements between Habsburg rulers and Tassis postmasters specified the establishment and maintenance of single routes, such as an edict for the establishment of a postal station in Speyer in the Rhineland-Palatinate region. A similar contract established staging posts every five German miles (roughly 37.5 kilometers) that would support couriers riding in relay. Mail between Memmingen and Rome—a distance of roughly 1,000 kilometers—would take less than five days.31 By 1501, Maximilian's son, Philip I (1478–1506), had named Janetto's brother, Francesco, as “chief and master of the posts” (chief et maistre des postes).32 Francesco established a semipermanent headquarters for the imperial post near to the Burgundian court, and in 1505, he negotiated a lucrative contract for 12,000 lire annually.33 This marked a new permanence for both a state postal system and the Tassis as its postmasters.

The Habsburgs contracted the Tassis to move information and funds among their many courts and armies, within and outside the Italian peninsula. Like banking or military provisioning, postmastership involved financial speculation as well as state service.34 Keeping horses, particularly during the high-demand years of the Italian Wars, was extremely expensive, to say nothing of the salaries and traveling stipends of skilled couriers. Postal staff grew swiftly during these decades, and by 1506, the Tassis postmasters employed around forty couriers at their headquarters in Brussels.35 The Tassis had limited success pressing their royal patrons for cash but did enjoy a steady rise in their social and political status. Emperor Maximilian granted Janetto Tassis the Istrian fiefdoms of Rachele and Barbana in return for his services.36 In this way, investment in the early modern state often yielded social as well as financial returns.

Distinguished by new titles, the Tassis moved among a cosmopolitan diplomatic and secretarial milieu by the first decades of the sixteenth century. In the 1510s, Francesco Tassis commissioned a set of tapestries for Notre-Dame du Sablon in Brussels (figure 4). It depicted the kneeling Francesco handing Emperor Maximilian his letters. The tapestries announced that the Tassis had “made it,” as did the elaborate altarpiece for the family chapel commissioned by Giovanni Battista Tassis (d. 1541) in 1534.37 Family branches remaining in Italy also did well for themselves. Domenico Tassis (d. 1538), postmaster to Pope Julius II, received a knighthood and the title of count in 1512. He used his fortune to build several finely decorated villas in Bergamo and its surroundings.38 Within a few short decades, the Tassis family and postmastership were nearly synonymous. Lavish patronage trumpeted the Tassis dynasty, and by extension the postmaster as an honored state office.


[image: A tapestry depicts three men dressed in fine furs and brocades. The first man kneels on the left to hand a letter to a second man on the right of the panel. The second man converses with a third one, who stands between the first two, hands in front of his chest.]
FIGURE 4. Bernard Van Orley, Légende de Notre-Dame du Sablon: La statue de Notre-Dame est conduite à l’église du Sablon (1516–1518). The rightmost panel from the Brussels tapestry shows Francesco Tassis kneeling before Emperor Maximilian and receiving his privileges. Tassis family members based in the Low Countries were notable patrons of the arts, sponsoring this tapestry, as well as an elaborate altarpiece for a chapel in Notre-Dame du Sablon.



The rise of the Tassis mapped onto that of their Habsburg patrons. In 1358 or 1359, Duke Rudolf IV of Austria (known as “the Founder,” 1339–1365) had commissioned the Privilegium Maius, which designated his family line as “archdukes” of Austria. Over the following century, the Austrian archdukes claimed the title of Holy Roman emperor and the ancient legacies that it represented. By the sixteenth century, many saw the Habsburg dynasty of rulers as the best claimants to a pseudoprophecy that imperial invasion would unite Italy and expel corruption from the Catholic Church.39

These universalist claims did not go unchallenged. In 1494, Charles VIII of France (1470–1498) led an invading army into Italy to press Angevin claims to the Kingdom of Naples. French armies marched to the gates of Pope Alexander VI's Rome, enlisting or toppling longstanding Renaissance dynasties en route. The Habsburg and Valois dynasties entangled much of Europe in their conflicting territorial claims, and Italy would remain a key battleground for the next century.

The Tassis reputation could easily have been one of many casualties of this turbulent period. In 1518, the family was best known in Venice for the scandalous default of their bank in Rome. The widely reported news had all the tantalizing elements of a modern tabloid drama: family betrayal, embezzlement, and even murder.40 In 1526, the postmaster Simone Tassis and his staff were forced to flee the city of Milan as popular uprisings targeted imperial officials as unwelcome occupiers. Simone and his family sought sanctuary in the Sforza castle.41 Postal routes might have been overtaken by other contractors or the military, or simply abandoned when active armies withdrew following the death of Maximilian (1519) or the Treaty of Madrid (1526) between the Habsburg and Valois.

Instead, the sons of the third brother, Ruggero (d. 1514), a notary in Bergamo, took on a mountainous task. They not only inherited but expanded and improved the postal service. Family rifts complicated this process. The early modern period brought increasing concern with preserving unified patrimony through primogeniture.42 The first generation of Tassis postmasters had shared privileges among themselves, such as a 1512 edict that made the Tassis brothers counts and members of the Order of the Golden Spur.43 By the 1530s, the postmaster general, Giovanni Battista Tassis, was approaching his sixties. He sought to arrange an unchallenged inheritance for his son, Raimondo (d. 1579), as the family patriarch and postmaster general to the king. The resulting family conflict was so venomous and protracted that the Habsburg emperor Charles V (1500–1558) himself intervened in 1534. Later documents allege that Giovanni Battista and Raimondo conspired to trick the ruler into believing that Simone—the only other surviving postmaster of Giovanni Battista's generation—was no longer alive.44 The stratagem was only possible because of the widely distributed nature of the Tassis family enterprise. Decentralization was an advantage for the family firm, but physical distance from a court could greatly disadvantage an individual family member. Inheritance of rights and privileges and competition between family branches would be a recurring source of conflict.45

Familial strategies such as intermarriage mended the rifts caused by asymmetrical inheritance. Scholars have long emphasized the role of marriage in tying together early modern family enterprises, as well as women's active work toward maintaining family solidarity.46 Marriage served three important goals: first, it established local credibility and status; second, it fostered alliances with other family firms, and even rival postal dynasties; and third, it consolidated family interests. While this was no less true among the Venetian Company of Couriers and other Italian family firms, women remain largely absent from both scholarship and the family tree at the Museum of the Tasso Family and Postal History at Camerata Cornello.47

Marriage established local reputation and forged alliances early in the family's rise. Marrying the wealthy Christine Wachtendoch in the Spanish Netherlands in 1514 integrated the postmaster Giovanni Battista. Marrying Maddalena Renausea (also known as Magdalena von Neuhaus or Maddalena di Castronovo of Gorizia) in Friuli offered a similar advantage for Simone Tassis in 1527. Both women came from local patrician families. Intermarriages with other postal dynasty families—such as with the Bordogna, Zapata, and de Morin families—also grew the Tassis's postal empires.48 The marriage of Simone's son, Antonio, to Christina Zapata was one of several such alliances between the two lines. Christina was the daughter of Giovanni Battista Zapata, postmaster in Sicily, and Allegra Tassis, daughter of Giovanni Battista Tassis.49 Like their Habsburg patrons or modern corporations, the Tassis used marriage effectively to facilitate business mergers.

As Tassis family fortunes grew, and inheritance battles loomed large, intermarriages between different branches of the Tassis family became more important. The marriage of Regina Tassis, daughter of Giovanni Baptista, to her cousin, Cristoforo Tassis, in 1549 reaffirmed family ties along a key transalpine route.50 Similarly, Isabella Tassis (d. 1614), daughter of Simone, married Seraphin Taxis (d. 1582) in 1557 and took over the office in Augsburg on his death.51

The scale of the Tassis's success was exceptional, but their methods were not: the Venetian Company of Couriers remained composed of many of their compatriots and distant relatives. Katia Occhi finds the same to be true of terraferma family firms across various logistical industries—namely, that “the need for up-to-date information required an extended network of contacts along all the commercial routes, a network of know-how, agents on site, and members of the family company located in the strategic centers between Venice and Innsbruck, in a transnational context that formed the core of their business and interests.”52 The Tassis further benefited from hitching their proverbial horse to the Habsburgs—another dynasty on the rise—but never discounted service to other masters. In this way, postmasters furthered a long tradition of Bergamaschi cultural brokerage.



(Post)masters of Ambiguity

Proximity to the Habsburg rulers was advantageous, but it could also invite unwelcome scrutiny. Emperor Maximilian and his daughter, Archduchess Margaret of Austria (d. 1530), often referenced Giovanni Battista Tassis in their correspondence. He personally ferried messages and, at times, large sums of money between their courts, as did his brother, Davide.53 Correspondence between the rulers from 1509 depicts the Tassis's allegiances as politically sensitive. In May 1509, Maximilian wrote to Margaret that, despite Davide's loyalty, “we do not want anybody of this [Venetian] nation in our service.” Regardless of his long residence in Brussels, the Bergamasco Davide remained, in the emperor's estimation, “a native of Venice.” As a result, Maximilian suggested that “he [might] arouse great suspicion in his duty” and cause “inconvenience and damage to our interest.” Maximilian asked that Margaret employ Davide for the time being, avoiding “any duty or service of our posts, for the time of these conflicts,” referring to the ongoing Italian Wars. The emperor appeared torn between a personal trust of the Tassis, built during years of personal interaction, and the imperative of managing public opinion.54

In a striking parallel, the Venetian Company of Couriers had accused the Tassis members of fraud, treachery, and extortion four years earlier. Members of the Sandro branch, Cristoforo (d. 1486) and Agostino (d. 1510), as well as their nephew Gabriele Tassis (d. c. 1536), had acted as both papal postmasters and masters of the Venetian post office in Rome. The Venetian Company now accused them of “by various means and extortions oppressing” couriers and “inviting and instilling subversion” among the order.55 Of the seventeen company members present for the accusation, fifteen voted to ban the Tassis. The company went even further, prohibiting any future involvement of the Tassis and entering the ban into the company charter alongside other foundational tenets. Rulebreakers would be “deprived of the privileges of the office,” the severest punishment the company could enforce.56

Farther east, Janetto Tassis also found a cold welcome when he retired to his imperially granted Istrian fiefdoms in 1516. Both Venetian and imperial forces harassed the elderly patriarch, accusing him of disloyalty. Despite the best efforts of family members, Janetto died in penurious exile, his properties seized by the Venetian state.57 His brother and heir, Francesco, died the next year, leaving the Tassis family firm in a precarious position. These incidents and many others reflect that the Venetians, popes, and Sforza dukes of Milan were quick to suspect information managers of disloyalty during the Italian Wars.

Simply put, the Tassis were too imperial for the Venetians and too Venetian for the imperials. A fluid national identity and a cosmopolitan collection of titles and offices among family branches had been crucial to early Tassis success. But it also posed a liability, raising suspicions that the Tassis might serve the wrong masters during the Italian Wars. Postmastership demanded constant code-switching from the court to the marketplace, and from Brussels to Rome.58 The Tassis's challenges in this respect mirrored those of the cosmopolitan Habsburg rulers themselves. The rulers of Europe's composite monarchies struggled to balance rival national factions and their interests.59 Maximilian's grandson and heir, Charles V, routinely stood accused of favoring one national faction of his sprawling empire over another. His Castilian ministers, for example, demanded that he appoint only native officeholders. Charles obeyed the letter (if not the spirit) of the law by naturalizing several Tassis family members as Spaniards in 1518.60 Critiquing a ruler's ministers was often a convenient means of obliquely criticizing the ruler himself. Given the strong ties between the Habsburg and Tassis dynasties, we could easily read court suspicions of the Tassis as suspicions of the Habsburgs themselves: namely, doubt regarding whose national interests they would champion when push came to shove.

Distrust of the Tassis also reflected a wider concern about how bad actors might exploit new communications technologies. After all, like Harlequin in the commedia dell’arte, the Bergamaschi had a reputation for duplicitousness and the pursuit of self-interest. Postal agents conveyed specie as well as communications, especially during active military campaigns. Money attracted hucksters, bandits, and spies. The Venetian diaries of Marin Sanudo (1466–1536) chronicled this worrying trend. In September 1520, for example, a “Bernardo Timone” staged an elaborate scenario to defraud a Spanish marquis. Dressed as a courier, Timone showed the nobleman false edicts. The papal treasury allegedly sought a lost gemstone and offered a reward of four times the cost spent to recoup it. Down the road, Timone convinced the marquis to hand over 340 ducats to what turned out to be Timone's confederates in exchange for the “stolen” gem.61 The elaborate con relied on both the courier's livery and the counterfeit edicts as symbols of authority, not unlike a “phishing” scam in the digital age.

In another incident recorded by Sanudo, an enterprising “Zuan” (Giovanni) Gamba evidently staged his own assault as he entered Rome carrying 2,000 ducats for the wealthy Fugger family of bankers. The Roman governor sent an agent to reveal to the courier that he had been found out. The false friend promised Gamba that if he revealed the location of the “stolen” funds, the governor would simply take a cut, and the Fuggers would be none the wiser. Gamba self-incriminated by divulging that he had hidden the funds in a wine barrel.62

Masquerading as a messenger was effective because official messengers moving across enemy lines enjoyed a baseline of respect, even in times of open war. Treaties increasingly specified some measure of protection for couriers, as was the case in the agreements between the English cardinal Thomas Wolsey (1473–1530) and French representatives in September 1521. The Venetians and the Holy Roman emperor reached a similar agreement for mutual protections of couriers in the same month.63 In 1524, when imperial troops harassed a Venetian messenger, the Milanese lord Teodoro Triulzi returned the letters and apologized in the strongest terms: “Even if I am not at present serving the Illustrissima Signoria, I remain a true servant, and it hurts my heart that he was held.” The following day, the Venetians sent a trombetta to Lodi as a further symbol of accord.64 Italians were familiar with the mercenary politics of warfare: today's enemy might be tomorrow's employer; the morning's harassed courier might be why no news arrived that evening.

Baseline protections created unique opportunities for letter carriers and postal officials. Able to pass where others could not, they were popular sources for up-to-date information regarding on-the-ground conditions—reporting that bore remarkable similarity to spying.65 Venetian authorities especially relied on the municipal messengers of the terraferma, known as cavallari. These were Lombard locals of Crema, Brescia, and of course, Bergamo, who may have attracted less visibility than other couriers and who also knew the local terrain. Sanudo's diaries tell us that when the cavallaro “Rossetto” passed a few soldiers on the road, they asked him, “Where are you going spying?” Rossetto replied that he was delivering a message for a merchant of Saluzzo, but the soldiers warned him away, telling him he would be killed if he tried. The cavallaro reported back to the Venetians, inferring that Spanish forces were on the move.66 In 1525, Sanudo noted that the Venetian senate dispatched the cavallaro “Bernardello” to Milan to determine why artillery was being withdrawn. Encountering some merchants “who were his friends” en route, Bernardello learned that the Spanish at the castle were celebrating. Confident in their companion, the merchants spoke freely, asserting that if the Venetians and the pope wanted to help the Sforza duke, they should “cut to pieces the imperials in Milan.”67 Cavallari provided states with eyes and ears on the ground, as well as ferrying communications.

As servants to many masters, couriers and cavallari enjoyed unique access and protections. That in turn led to anxiety among leaders about their potential disloyalty—sometimes with good reason. Concerns about the ambiguity of Bergamaschi identity came up repeatedly and explicitly in both the appointment and scrutiny of postmasters and couriers. For the state posts to succeed as monopolistic utilities, they needed to overcome such distrust and even redirect suspicion at their competitors. The life of one second-generation Tassis postmaster, Simone of Milan, well illustrates this evolution of a “master of ambiguity” to a prince of the post.



Simone Tassis: The Postmaster General of Information War

The Italian Wars drew much of Europe into an information war. Imperial allies were primed for Habsburg power in Italy, forming “an imperial Italy tenaciously and absolutely opposed to a papal Italy.”68 Elite “imperials” resisted church censorship through their patronage and protection of critical thinkers, artists, and authors. They exchanged representatives, intermarried, and kept in constant contact, utilizing fanciful literary codes and ciphers in their correspondence.69 The Tassis played a key role in ferrying correspondence among this Spanish-imperial faction of Habsburg supporters in Italy, including between official diplomatic representatives and governors in Naples and Milan; allied families such as the Gonzaga, Colonna, and Medici; and sympathetic intellectuals among both laypeople and the clergy.

Disadvantageous positions on the frontiers of empires could be nodes of strategic access. Like diplomats and ambassadors, postmasters were public figures representing their patrons abroad. Sources from Venice, the Spanish Low Countries, and England demonstrate that postal officials traded in politically sensitive information. The Tassis routinely measured, reported upon, and influenced public opinion. In this respect, postmastership was closer to a political role than a commercial contract. Postmasters used intelligence to influence foreign policy, often to their benefit.

From the 1520s forward, the necessities of Charles's unprecedented empire and hyperperipatetic court drove a significant increase in the speed, scale, and frequency of postal service. As postmastership outgrew the family firm, it posed new problems and required new solutions. A novel term appeared across Europe by the mid-sixteenth century: corriero maggiore or correo mayor. As early as 1518, royal contracts referred to the second generation of Tassis brothers—Davide, Giovanni Battista, Simone, and Maffeo, active in Spain—as corrieri maggiori in addition to maestri delle poste. Most historians have simply translated corriero maggiore as “postmaster” or “postmaster general.”70 In fact, the term evoked several traits increasingly identified with a Tassis model of postmastership. It combined the autocratic management style of a family firm with the blended roles of postmaster and master of couriers. The corriero maggiore brought commercial knowledge and experience gained on the road to information management, as well as administrative oversight of personnel and infrastructure. It was a state-appointed office that managed public relations for rulers in addition to the logistics of mail.

The advanced development of the imperial system in northern Italy, pushed forward by the military campaigns of the Italian Wars, enmeshed postmastership within a larger bureaucratic infrastructure of empire. The life of the postmaster Simone Tassis of Milan (d. 1563) exemplifies the complex social and political landscape navigated by an Italian “imperial.”71 Starting as a courier running routes in Spain and the Netherlands, Simone came to oversee a linchpin of the international postal network in Milan. His life spanned several rulers and Spanish governors. Simone's contests with Milanese governance and merchants, other postmasters and administrators, and his own family provide rich sources for understanding a postmaster's shifting place in state and society. The integration of foreign sources, such as Sanudo's diaries and the English State Papers, paint a portrait of a master intelligencer, propagandist, and administrator: in short, an all-purpose information manager.

Like many Tassis men, Simone traveled from Camerata Cornello to the Spanish Netherlands to apprentice to his uncles. He served Charles's father, Philip I, as his master of couriers, accompanying him from the Spanish Netherlands to Castille. On Philip's death, Simone despaired, “abstaining for several days from food, publicly exclaiming that he did not wish to survive his Lord.”72 The dramatic proclamation suggests Simone's early attention to managing public opinion. Following Philip's death, Simone traveled widely, as directed first by his uncles and then by his brother, Giovanni Battista. It was a frenetic life: in 1510, Simone wrote that it had been more than a month since he lay in his own bed, but with service came reward. In 1513, Simone was appointed as the ducal postmaster to an imperial ally, the Sforza duke of Milan.73

The Tassis network offered incomparable access for sending and receiving letters across continental Europe. The English State Papers show a constellation of connections linking Francesco and Simone Tassis with correspondents farther north, including the Florentine intelligencer Tomaso Spinelli, the imperial secretary and envoy Louis Maroton, the English ambassador Sir Robert Wingfield, and the newly minted English postmaster Brian Tuke (o. 1510–1545).74 The English crown paid large sums of money to Francesco Tassis for the development and maintenance of postal routes between the Habsburg Burgundian court and Calais.75 By 1515, Wingfield complained of Francesco limiting the responsibility of delivering mail to “bayly Damons” (Burgundian court lackeys), whom he considered untrustworthy. In the same letter, he asked for a secretary to help cipher his letters for protection, “for I have written so long that I am almost blind, and clerk have I none that is English.”76 Despite a healthy measure of distrust, Wingfield simply had no alternative to relying on the Tassis.

Simone inherited and cultivated his uncles’ intelligencing networks. Spinelli routinely mentioned his letters and personal contact with Simone. In a 1512 letter, Spinelli identified “the Latest News from Italy” (Ultima Nova ex Italia) as being from Simone, suggesting that Simone had begun to trade in intelligencing newsletter (avvisi). Whereas Simone's letters had once reached figures like Cardinal Wolsey through intermediaries, by 1518, he was writing directly to him.77 Much like the tapestries or church bells that his uncles commissioned for their home chapel in Camerata Cornello, this direct contact symbolized Simone's rising social status.78 Simone even acted as a diplomatic envoy: in 1518, he traveled to Rome to help arrange a marriage between the pope's nephew, Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici (1492–1519), and a Spanish bride. By the time Simone arrived, Pope Leo X (1475–1521) had already arranged an alternative marriage to Madeleine de la Tour and a corresponding French alliance.79 Later in life, Simone would cultivate connections with key figures in Spanish administration, keeping high company with the Spanish general, Gómez III Suárez de Figueroa y Córdoba, the duke of Feria, and the imperial ambassador, Lope de Soria.80

At the same time, Simone maintained important Venetian contacts. The new phase of the Italian Wars, known as the Four Years’ War (1521–1526), pitted a French-Venetian coalition against the Holy Roman emperor. Simone was born in Venetian territory and remained on good terms with the Venetian administrators throughout this period; he never disavowed his Bergamasco identity. In the Venetian terraferma city of Brescia, the rectors reported receiving an imperial courier from the army in November 1521 with a request from “the postmaster, who wants free passage for his couriers.” After some debate, they conceded the establishment of imperial posts at Santa Eufemia and Martinengo, even giving the postmaster the use of “our trombetta.”81 The agreement followed on the heels of a Venetian-imperial agreement for the free passage of couriers.82 Such favors worked both ways: by 1525, the Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan routinely wrote how difficult it could be to send couriers in and out of the city, but that Tassis aid had been invaluable.83

Simone's intelligence was also welcomed—although the Venetians took it with a grain of salt. Much as the Tassis represented unparalleled access to English representatives, Tassis letters were occasionally the only Venetian source about imperial-occupied Milan.84 Venetians still recognized that Simone represented imperial interests. His news always emphasized Italian solidarity against the French, who rebelled against the emperor. Sanudo described at least one of Simone's letters as “very affected,” and dismissed another entirely as “things untrue and embellished by the imperial court.”85 However, the letters are more commonly integrated into Sanudo's reports without such caveats.

Even healthy skepticism could fail against more subtle manipulation. For example, Simone could be selective about what he sent to the Venetians about their French allies and how he sent it. In an October 1523 letter, Simone emphasized that his courier felt great danger of potential assault as he passed the French army some six miles from the city. Later, he reported that the French had been harassing Venetian subjects in the countryside.86 In April 1526, Simone told the Venetian messenger that there were no letters for him, but the cavallaro remained in the post house to chat. During a discussion of current events, Simone's servant expressed the opinion that “the King of France is well returned to France but will not live two months.” Simone slapped him, saying, “Be silent!” There are multiple possible interpretations of this incident. On the surface, it appears that Simone did not wish for his servant to disclose information about the French king's health to the Venetians. However, his reaction was also conspicuous: Why make his displeasure so visible, as if to advertise insider knowledge? Alternatively, it is worth considering that Simone may have orchestrated the incident to spread disinformation. Such news, verified or not, might serve to nudge the Venetians further toward an imperial alliance.87

Overall, Simone appeared to succeed at balancing his imperial and Venetian ties. In November 1525, the rectors of Bergamo commented on sending two cavallari into Milan, saying that “they are faithful servants, the Bergamaschi, who can operate there, but must be cautious, as the Spanish are suspicious.”88 Cross-national Bergamaschi loyalties could be used against Simone as well. In 1532, a Venetian messenger lodged with the Tassis imperial postmaster of Regensburg. That spy passed on an entire conversation regarding the Habsburgs, the Swiss, the Turks, and all other manner of current events to the Venetian lieutenant in Udine, who diligently reported it. The houseguest may well have been a family member, or it could have been another Bergamasco in the Venetian Company of Couriers.89

Couriers, like postmasters, seized opportunities to influence higher levels of decision-making toward their own preferred outcomes. In June 1526, Venetian guards intercepted an imperial courier whom Sanudo referred to familiarly as “Battista.” Battista readily offered detailed intelligence regarding the numbers and movement of imperial troops. He disliked the trigger-happy Spanish troops and happily reported conversations that he had overheard among Spanish officials, including Simone, which perhaps took place during his time in the post house. Battista thought the people of the terraferma anxiously awaited Venetian intervention. For all those calling for the banner of Saint Ambrose, the patron saint of Milan, he proclaimed an equal number called for the banner of Saint Mark, the patron saint of Venice.90

Simone had a vested professional interest in having positive relations with the Venetian state. He depended on Venetian cooperation to extend imperial postal routes from Milan to Trento and Augsburg, which crossed Venetian territory. As early as 1526, Simone planned for an imperial post office in Venice to supplement the prior reliance on Mantua and Verona.91 It was an unprecedented request, but the postmaster was in a strong bargaining position, as the Venetians also had to cross imperial territory to communicate with France and Spain.

Simone also had a more personal interest: the continuing legal battle to regain control over the Tassis Istrian fiefdoms. He had become the family's executor in 1519, following the death of his last living uncle. He and his brothers presented a letter to the Venetian senate from Margaret of Austria (1480–1530, then governor in the Spanish Netherlands) asking that the properties be restored to the Tassis heirs.92 In 1523, Simone proposed that such restoration become part of an imperial-Venetian peace treaty. In 1524, the Venetian doge Andrea Gritti did restore the Tassis holdings. Simone retreated to the properties during Charles's Italian campaign, citing poor health. He also removed himself from Italian politics and turned to domestic life, marrying his noble Friulian bride around the same time. It may have been strategic timing since the Italian imperials were in a difficult position as imperial troops sacked the Holy City in 1527. However, the Istrian properties had nonetheless fallen into disrepair, and the Tassis sold them back to the Venetian government a few years later when Simone returned to Milan.93

Northern Italy was caught between an imperial Habsburg project on the one hand and a French-Venetian alliance on the other. As servants of many masters, the Bergamaschi earned a reputation for pursuing self-interest and working across battle lines. The Tassis intelligenced on behalf of many patrons, and their brand covered all dimensions of information management, ranging from simple conveyance to active propagandizing. For diplomats and other leaders, access to a Tassis network (much like the networks of their contemporaries, the Spinelli or the Fuggers) was often worth ceding some ground in the ongoing information war. Simone was one of several postmasters and couriers who made the most of the opportunities that this position could offer.



Challengers to the Corriero Maggiore

In 1535, with the death of the last Sforza duke, Milan officially passed into the imperial Habsburg orbit. Charles invested his son Philip II of Spain (1578–1621) with the wealthy and populous duchy of Milan over the next decade.94 Spanish, Italian, and German agents relied upon the Tassis postal service to keep up to date on the latest political developments across the peninsula.95 The emperor himself was on the road constantly, passing through Italy en route to and from his campaigns in North Africa and the Piedmont and his trips to address religious upset in Germany.96

During the mid-sixteenth century Simone Tassis, the master of ambiguity, settled into his new role as the Spanish postmaster of Milan. A posthumous portrait from the seventeenth century memorializes Simone in these middle years (figure 5). He appears in Spanish court garb, bearing a prominent cross of the religious and military Order of Saint James. Reinvented as a Spanish national, Simone Tassis entered the ranks of a growing state bureaucracy in Habsburg territories as the corriero maggiore of Milan. He could thus fit among the ranks of state secretaries, ambassadors, governors, and military commanders while remaining a businessman at heart.


[image: A painted portrait of a man from the waist up. He wears a neck ruff and a black tunic with a red cross over the breast. The portrait has a faux-stone frame in which the words “Simon de Tassis Generalis Cursorum Caroli V Imperatoris” appear as though carved.]
FIGURE 5. Anonymous, Portrait of Count Simone Tassis (d. 1563), ducal, imperial, and Spanish postmaster in Milan. Image from Bergamo, Biblioteca Civica Angelo Mai e Archivi storici. With thanks to Jason Rosenholtz-Witt.



Simone's postmastership nonetheless saw early instances of the administrative conflicts that would plague European postal services in the decades to come. Postmasters derived their de jure authority from executive-granted monopolies, as well as control over appointments and salaries. De facto power, however, came from the ability to muster capital and mediate among family members or between imperial and Italian powers.97 When a Tassis postmaster had to leave his office, that authority left with him. The appointment of deputies required clearer institutionalization of the powers that the Tassis had accrued.

Expectations for the postal service also exceeded capacities during the Italian Wars. A 1533 set of imperial regulations required that mounted couriers maintain a speed of at least 4 or 5 Italian miles per hour (roughly 6 to 8 kilometers per hour). The mode known as the staffetta, referring to an established relay of riders traveling on horseback at a gallop or trot, could achieve 8 Italian miles per hour (roughly 12 kilometers per hour).98 In February 1537, Simone Tassis received 9,872 imperial lire for expenses incurred during the past eleven months, which was topped the next year in January 1538 with a payment of 10,769 lire.99 For comparison, a laborer in Milan earned between 1 and 2 lire per day in the same period.100 In many cases, these charges involved couriers who traveled in relay to and from the imperial army at Pavia (at a cost of close to 20 lire per dispatch) and Asti (around 16 to 26 lire).101 Such a system remained demanding enough that it depended upon the unmatched spending and disciplinary power of the state. And despite grand promises, Spanish representatives often complained that the postal service was failing to deliver.

Furthermore, despite steady state business, postal staff protested to political leaders that they were overtasked and underpaid.102 Two clerks known as contrascrittori worked with Simone in the 1530s Milanese post office, as did a treasury-designated chancellor. It was frequently all hands on deck, as clerks often took up the mailbag themselves, carrying important correspondence or money. In 1537, for example, the contrascrittore Pietro Martire Borro traveled to Lucerne to deliver money to the imperial ambassador there and returned with several horses that he had purchased for the office.103 The post office remained dependent upon the personal authority (and capital) of the postmaster to pay its bills, and even that was falling short.

Keeping staff was as crucial to the role of a postmaster as was hobnobbing with elite patrons. The corriero maggiore's responsibilities included overseeing other postmasters in an ambiguous nesting hierarchy. Simone's network included Pitigiano da Felizzano in Felizzano (Alessandria), Giovanni Paolo della Croce in Asti, and Giovan Antonio Vignale (known as “Il Sarto”) in Bologna. The importance of a location correlated with the perceived social capital of the appointee. For instance, Sarto managed the flow of mail to and from Rome from his position in Bologna. The strategic importance of that office meant that he enjoyed a higher social status than many postmasters.104 Like Simone, Sarto occasionally appended personal notes to his deliveries to the Milanese governors. In 1536, for example, Sarto expressed his dissatisfaction with the newly deputized ducal postmaster, Francesco Tassignano (the former postmaster of Lodi), to the newly installed Spanish governor Marino Caracciolo (o. 1536–1538): “I have always served the state of Milan by sending letters to Rome with diligence, and kept your Honor informed, and never failed in this, but your Honor knows that Tassignano failed to pay me my salary for six months. Because I believe that Simone Tassis should pay, it seems to me that he does not wish to pay for my service in the time of Tassignano…. I bring this to your attention simply to know whether I should be paid or not.”105 The question was clearly rhetorical, as Sarto continued to argue that he had “served the state of Milan, and not Tassignano” and, ending on a personal note, that he “did not have another friend in the city, only your Honor.”106

Much like Tassis, Sarto also traded in intelligence to curry favor. In January 1537, he wrote directly to the governor of Milan regarding the assassination of Duke Alessandro de’ Medici of Florence just three days earlier. He included the latest rumors “of which I will not say more than to give news from my own hand to your Honor.” He proved true to his word, writing again just hours later that Lorenzino (also called Lorenzaccio) de’ Medici had fled “by post” and admitted “from his own mouth” that he had killed the duke.107 Florentine authorities initially kept Alessandro's death a secret, going so far as to hide the corpse to prevent a potential uprising. It was clear that the death would affect the overall balance of powers in Italy. The governor of Milan would not have been aware of the assassination so quickly without Sarto's intelligence.108 In this way, Sarto used his own value as an intelligencer to circumvent Simone Tassis's preference for autocratic information control. When Simone attempted to institute a clear hierarchy, utilizing the distribution of salaries as a marker of his superior position, Sarto was one of several postmasters who continued to resist and subvert the hierarchy.109 In most cases, the Milanese treasury paid Simone, who then distributed pay to his postmasters. The treasury paid only a select few subordinate postmasters directly—including Sarto.

By contrast, the ducal postmaster, Francesco Tassignano, often struggled to wield authority. In 1536, Tassignano wrote a long letter to the governor of Milan. It relayed recent news and troop movements, but the postscript pleaded: “I will not have the spirit to sustain the weight of this office, without the help and permission of your honor…. I beg that you do not leave me in this predicament. I no longer have the respect of my officials in this office.” To illustrate his point, Tassignano recounted an incident in which, following Tassis orders to place a new post between Milan and Alexandria, he had “ordered that the post of Voghera coming and going should stop at Vigevano,” but the postmaster of Voghera was uncooperative, and he threatened not to handle further mail until “Tassis paid him.”110 The absence of the corriero maggiore and slow payment undermined the authority of the deputized postmaster of Milan.

As Tassignano struggled to pay his own messengers, he appears to have looked to Venetian cavallari for aid. The postmaster ordered one “Capelleto” to bring letters to the imperial ally, the duke of Savoy, but “[Capelleto] said, in a nutshell, that he did not want to leave, and that I did not have the authority to order him, and I needed to put my hand in my purse and send another [courier].”111 Tassignano's struggles to muster authority reveal how interdependent the Spanish and Venetian systems were, and they also highlight the existence of a growing cultural divide. The Venetian Company was a structure more akin to a trade guild, in which the leader was first among equals. The steward of the company was an elected official with a limited term. Only the collective voting bench or external authority, such as the Provveditori di Comun had the power to punish the cavallari.112 Responding to his insolence, Tassignano ordered that Capelleto “be well punished,” but he second-guessed it, saying that “between one thing and another, I do not know who it hurt more, him or me.” The governor took pity on Tassignano and discharged him from a position where he evidently was making more enemies than friends.113

Simone and other members of his generation used the title of corriero maggiore to further differentiate a head postmaster from his subordinates. It was an administrative solution that institutionalized both autocratic management and dynastic inheritance. The Venetian government, familiar with the role that the Tassis played for Habsburg patrons, sought to institute a similar, native oversight of their Venetian Company.114 The Venetian Provveditori di Comun had overseen the company since 1305, but it did not begin to regularly intervene until the sixteenth century. Traditionally, the company's voting bench handled its day-to-day business. It was composed of the gastaldo, a vicar, and two counselors, all of whom were elected from the general body of couriers and usually held their positions for terms of one to three years.115 The gastaldo certainly managed many of the tasks associated with corrieri maggiori, from salary distribution to personally delivering letters to the company's most important patrons.116

In a common pattern across Venetian administration, the Provveditori preferred a Venetian citizen (cittadino) to the Bergamaschi. This was further indication of the information management role of the office since Venetian citizens staffed much of the Venetian civil service.117 Yet Ludovico Fioravante, who sought to purchase the newly empowered office of corriero maggiore, was a hard sell. Fioravante was infamous for having murdered his father in the Basilica di Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari in 1497 and later engineering a daring escape from prison. The Venetian state banished Fioravante for his crime, but he was eventually granted safe conduct “on account of his service in France,” a detail that also appears in his petition for the office. Fioravante's quest for the title of corriero maggiore merited mention in Sanudo's diary.118 The Provveditori and the senate confirmed Fioravante, but at the time of Sanudo's report, the issue awaited an additional decision by the Venetian Council of Ten. The ongoing debate indicates that there were many eyes on the postmaster of Venice, as well as Milan.

Authorities regarded the corriero maggiore as a powerful and even perilous role. Fioravante's spotty personal history certainly contributed to the amount of scrutiny and pushback that his appointment generated. Mysterious references to the services in France that earned him his return to Venice carry all the trademarks of espionage. That service may have earned him back his citizenship, but it did not instill trust. Early modern governments viewed espionage as “situated somewhere in the hinterland between delinquency and necessity.”119 Making a murderer, prison escapee, and spy the head of the postal service was certainly a gamble, but given that the Tassis corrieri maggiori acted as valuable intelligencers in information war, perhaps not an unnatural one.

The Venetian Company, on the other hand, did not see the upside. The couriers regarded Fioravante as an outsider. In the years following Fioravante's approval, they accused him of superciliously contravening company protocols—most importantly the inheritance of courierships and the system of distributing jobs. The Venetian couriers argued that Fioravante had wrongly kept couriers on the books who had been dispatched abroad to serve Venetian residents in France, Rome, Puglia, and Corfu.120 This may have been a simple issue of the couriers chafing at management, but a deeper division between the Bergamaschi and Fioravante likely played a role. Much like the unfortunate Tassignano, Fioravante may have lacked the skill to oversee diplomatic couriers and terraferma cavallari in a cohesive system.

At the same time, Fioravante had a formidable task. Europe's imperial rulers increasingly demanded seamless handling of their internal (domestic) and external (international) mail, but they did not provide a framework for how to do so. Whereas higher-level leaders desired a cosmopolitan citizen postmaster, the predominant family firms rebuffed intervention. Lacking the family network, community solidarities, and administrative skill, Fioravante never overcame the couriers’ opposition. Much as Tassignano depended upon the governor, Fioravante repeatedly sought affirmation of his authority from the Venetian Council of Ten.121 On Fioravante's death, the company bench seized the opportunity to elect their own corriero maggiore.122 While that election was “rejected, revoked and annulled,” the Provveditori di Comun did make the next election a public matter, soliciting nominations and information regarding the candidates.123 Fioravante's failures as a corriero maggiore make the Tassis successes even more remarkable. The intelligencing role of postmasters kept them in the public eye in ways that predecessor offices were not. Many different parties had a stake in the identity and allegiances of the corriero maggiore.

The advent of new information technology often brings lexical uncertainty. Even the postmaster lieutenant Ottavio Codogno, writing in 1608, felt it was necessary to clarify a definition: “This title of corriero maggiore, by which is meant the postmaster general (generale maestro delle poste), should only be attributed to those who command all of the posts in a state, and not those who have received offices by concession to receive and dispense letters or dispatch couriers, as many do in Rome, Venice, Lyon, Paris and other places.” By this, he meant to distinguish the office from the many deputized postmasters like Sarto, as well as the foreign postmasters-in-residence discussed in chapter 2.124

Under varying names, postmasters and postmaster generals had become fixtures of Europe's political landscape over the course of the Italian Wars. From the medieval “master of couriers,” the Tassis exercised new public authority in overseeing a comprehensive infrastructure of posts and riders in relay. Simone and his deputies established mutually beneficial relationships with the English and Venetians, crossing battle lines in an ongoing information war. The Tassis drew on a Bergamaschi diaspora to work across cultural, linguistic, and political boundaries. They succeeded by virtue of a powerful network and alliance with the Habsburg dynasty to cultivate a family brand that persisted for centuries.

The postmaster remained an ambiguous figure, caught between the worlds of the court, stables, and marketplace. The post house required a growing staff: secretaries, couriers, and other (nominally) subordinate postmasters. Maintaining the posts required an enormous financial outlay that warring princes could be slow to finance. The corriero maggiore required a courier's experience, a courtier's polish, a merchant's business acumen, a nobleman's risk tolerance, and an administrator's insistence upon documented hierarchy. A postmaster's allegiances needed to be above reproach, and yet he depended on patronage from foreign powers and employed foreign couriers. He needed to be at his royal patron's side and yet also on the road, inspecting and building new routes, disciplining couriers, gathering intelligence, and fighting legal challenges.

In 1542, a convention of the Tassis family branches reaffirmed the united posts throughout imperial territories, naming Simone as the head of the Italian posts.125 By 1547, Simone was personally responsible for handling royal mail to and from the Council of Trent (1545–1563) and had reached the peak of his personal power. He oversaw six couriers and received a salary of 14,000 lire, which was intended to cover all expenses he personally incurred. Yet from 1550 to 1555, Simone complained to the Spanish governors several times regarding the lack of payment of his salary, even asking for the intercession of governor-appointed mediators to resolve pay disputes.126 He claimed to be near bankruptcy, especially when imperial conflict with the French had broken out once more.127 Even a prince of the post faced constant challenges.

The second half of Simone Tassis's career demonstrated the pressing need to establish more permanent and reliable sources of authority for the postmaster and his office. Deputizing postmastership required firmer markers of privilege, such as pay differentials and power over appointments and salaries. We see contemporaneous debate occurring across postal systems regarding the powers, privileges, and allegiances of postmastership, especially centered on the figure of the corriero maggiore. The sweeping powers of the Tassis model sat poorly with powerful families within the Venetian Company. Political leaders alternatively respected and suspected the intelligencing of couriers and other postal officials. With this in mind, we now move to consider how the dénouement of the Italian Wars centered on none other than a Tassis postmaster.






CHAPTER 2The Arrest of a PostmasterInformation Sovereignty in the Italian Wars


Shortly before midnight on Sunday, July 5, 1556, a guard spotted a man on the road southeast of Rome. The captain recognized the distinctively scarred face of the Spanish courier. The messenger traveled incognito, in plain clothes, and had eschewed his usual horse in favor of traveling on foot. He carried two packets of letters but refused to provide any further information about where he came from or what he was carrying. The packets had been endorsed by Giovan Antonio Tassis (d. 1580), the Spanish-imperial postmaster in Rome. On the covers, the postmaster had scribbled a warning to his counterparts farther south that “things are becoming more dangerous in Rome,” and “it is impossible to ask anyone to remain here.”1 The guard confiscated the letters and sent them to his superiors in Rome.

Disturbing rumors spread through Rome's diplomatic circles like wildfire in the following days. Papal guards had arrested the postmaster and Spanish envoy, together with their servants. The Venetian ambassador tried to investigate at the Castel Sant’Angelo but was turned away. A Tuscan representative overheard that the seized letters invited the Spanish commander, the duke of Alba (1507–1582), to invade the city and “to level this Pope's pride.”2 The following week, rumors reached the Council of Trent far to the north, where the chronicler recorded that “the Imperial representative has been imprisoned.”3 News traveled fast when a fragile peace hung in the balance.

In the following days, Pope Paul IV (1476–1559, o. 1555–1559) held a press conference of sorts. He convened the cardinals and ambassadors in Rome to present an official narrative of events. The pope assured the audience that the evidence of a planned Spanish invasion would be incontrovertible. He promised that the incriminating letters were forthcoming. Meanwhile, the papal fiscal procurator was hard at work interrogating Tassis, as well as other members of a Spanish-imperial faction in Rome. By Thursday, the interrogators were suspending the postmaster by his wrists, which were tied together behind his back, a brutal torture known as the strappado. By hook or by crook, the pope would have his proof of Spanish treachery.4

The bishop of Paris, a papal ally, hosted another gathering of expatriates at his home in the Palazzo della Rovere in Borgo on July 14, at which imperial and English representatives expressed their fury over the arrests to Cardinal Carlo Carafa (1517–1561).5 They demanded that the prisoners be set free, or at least placed under house arrest, as befit their station. The papal nephew replied that “neither man would tell their Princes to release state prisoners, even if they were more important persons than Garcilaso and Tassis.” Even the pope's French allies seemed disturbed. The French host confided in the Venetian ambassador his fear that the Spanish king “will bring such powerful forces to Italy that he may defend and attack anyone.”6 By July 12, Cardinal Carafa had recalled his special envoy from the imperial court—a common sign of impending war. Thirty years after Charles V's sack of Rome, it seemed inevitable that Spanish soldiers would once again march toward the Holy City to correct perceived Carafa insolence by force.

Although papal investigators had arrested Tassis along with the Spanish envoy, Garcilaso de la Vega, they focused their efforts on the postmaster. Tassis was interrogated more often and treated more severely than any other prisoner. The story of the postmaster's arrest has usually been a single sentence or footnote in the wider story of papal-imperial conflict.7 The arrest and dispossession of the Colonna family loom larger in scholarship. Yet early modern chroniclers focused on the captured courier and arrested postmaster, recognizing the violation of ius gentium as a key turning point in international relations. This chapter explores why a postmaster-in-residence was both so readily suspected of treachery and so poorly protected from seizure.

The 1547 succession of the French king Henry II and the 1555 election of Pope Paul IV—born Gian Pietro Carafa—opened a new phase in the Italian Wars. Both men were avidly against Charles V of Habsburg and his son, Philip II (1527–1598). The pope refused to recognize either Charles's 1556 abdication as Holy Roman emperor and Spanish monarch or Philip's succession to the Spanish throne. The Carafa family seized the opportunity to dispossess the rival Colonna family and thus endow members of the pope's extended family with the Colonna territories and titles.8

The imperial Habsburgs and French Valois staked rival territorial claims in Italy, leading to brutal warfare across the peninsula at the end of the fifteenth and beginning of the sixteenth centuries. The ruling families of Milan, Mantua, and Naples allied with the Habsburgs. Targeting the Spanish postmaster and envoy was a dangerous gambit by the Carafa family to assert papal authority in the face of perceived encirclement. The Carafa and their French allies sought to disrupt the communications networks that united Habsburg partisans from Naples to Brussels, and from Madrid to Vienna. The arrest was a turning point that aggravated the longstanding information war into open violence.

This chapter brings together diplomatic accounts, Tassis correspondence, popular histories, and records of the interrogations of the postmaster to piece together the fateful events of 1556. The Venetian ambassador Bernardo Navagero's version of events gained early traction in news circles, as his colorful dispatches from Rome circulated widely.9 Later chronicles disagreed on key points, including whether the seized letters were ever decrypted, whether the postmaster was guilty, and when he was released.

Any expatriate postmaster-in-residence faced unique personal and professional risks, as the arrest of Giovan Antonio Tassis vividly illustrates. Linda and Marsha Frey describe how “expediency became practice, and practice became precedent” in early modern diplomacy. Diplomatic extraterritoriality describes the grant of exemption from local law that was accorded to select foreign residents.10 Yet the diplomatic protection granted to ambassadors did not typically cover ambassadorial staff and diplomatic papers.11 Ambassadors and other officials instead employed cryptography (“hidden writing”) to protect their communications. The use of codes and ciphers, however, still risked accusations that correspondents had something to hide. Rulers, including the pope, asserted a communications monopoly within their domains, equating secrecy with treachery. Despite professional necessity, dissimulation was often equated with immorality, or worse, crimes against the state (laesa maiestas).

The arrest of the postmaster serves as an entry point into what I call the “postal wars” of the 1550s to the 1570s.12 Expatriate postmasters-in-residence, couriers, and even ambassadors widely publicized incidents of harassment, interference, and assassination to attract sympathy in an international court of public opinion, even when legal violations were unclear. Shining light on the perceived victims of state machinations shamed regimes that were at odds with the diplomatic status quo and customary respect for arcana imperii, or secrets of state. In fact, Giovan Antonio Tassis was neither a political martyr nor a principled traitor. He was instead an information manager and intelligencer, as his professional role demanded.

Two conflicting paradigms came to a head in the sixteenth century: information sovereignty and communications monopoly. Much like “information war,” the term “information sovereignty” has come into vogue only recently to describe claims to secure transnational data transfer in the modern age.13 Sixteenth-century states also argued for a sovereign right to maintain secure channels outside their borders. From 1556 onward, several militant, state-building popes attacked the legitimacy of the foreign post offices practicing in Rome. The Venetian, Spanish, and French representatives rebutted aggressive campaigns for postal control in the Holy City. They countered that foreign mail should enjoy mutual guarantees of speed, security, and reliability, free of interference by governing powers. This principle ensured the success of a durable network of international communications.

The popes sought instead to establish a communications monopoly: total jurisdiction over information shared within the borders of the Papal States. At their most generous, such borders could be construed to extend across the Catholic world. The Papal Index of Prohibited Books (Index Librorum Prohibitorum) and its comprehensive program of print censorship constituted a well-known outcome of the Counter-Reformation era.14 Dangerous personal correspondence, as well as printed books, perturbed church leaders. The papal postmaster Mattia (or Matteo) Gherardi (d. 1582, o. 1535–1572) targeted foreign posts and postmasters, first by physical harassment and later by aggressive commercial competition. In this way, Gherardi's goals of personal advancement were in line with papal efforts to reject and replace foreign information channels within and outside the city.

To some extent, information sovereignty and communications monopoly are mutually exclusive principles. One state had to concede ground for another to establish a postmaster-in-residence. Yet they are better understood as opposing rhetoric, or even bargaining strategies, as states readily employed each in turn in the service of their political goals. While defending information sovereignty in Rome, for example, the Venetians were all too ready to adopt a monopolistic approach to their own territories. Similarly, juxtaposing 1556 with later decades reveals that even the papacy gradually embraced the principles of information sovereignty, especially when arguing for the establishment of a papal postmaster-in-residence in Venice.

The imprisonment of Giovan Antonio Tassis was nonetheless the last arrest of a postmaster-in-residence. I contend that this was the result, in part, of how quickly it kindled the fires of war.15 The principle of diplomatic immunity had been inherited from Rome as an unwritten law of nations (ius gentium), sanctioned by custom rather than codified in law.16 Yet contemporary and later chroniclers condemned the Carafa for breaching a still-nascent norm by arresting and torturing a postmaster. Venetian-papal conflicts saw the same papal postmaster, Gherardi, constantly toeing the line of diplomatic disaster, but never again eliciting the same public outcry. Commercial competition, instead of arrest and torture, became the weapon of choice. The novel institutions of the international posts and the postmaster-in-residence prevailed.


Campaigning for a Communications Monopoly in Rome

As the hub of international diplomacy, Rome hosted the first foreign state post offices and postmasters-in-residence, but rapid power shifts in the city took a toll on establishing a more permanent infrastructure.17 Agreements regarding postal offices lasted only as long as a given papacy, which might be a few years or a few months. Pope Adrian VI (1459–1523) was well acquainted with the Tassis from the royal court in Burgundy, where he had served as tutor to Charles V. On Adrian's succession in 1522, he gave the Brussels-based Tassis family branch control over the Roman post, papal and otherwise, much to the resentment of the Roman Sandri family branch and the Venetian Company of Couriers.18 Adrian's death just fifteen months later cut short the Tassis triumph. The new pope, Clement VII, seized several Venetian posts on the road to Ravenna a few months later for his own newly appointed papal postmaster, the Tuscan Bartolomeo del Vantaggio (o. 1513–1522).19 The Venetian Company complained bitterly about needing permission to maintain their own horses and posts.20 Such seizures were nonetheless par for the course when it came to state-building.21

Poor reputation further undermined the legitimacy of the longer-term post offices in Rome. The Venetian Company of Couriers routinely fought dereliction, gambling, and general disorder within its Roman office. Sixteenth-century Rome was chaotic, rapidly expanding, and host to a uniquely foreign, unmarried, and male society. Crime ran rampant, from gaming to murder.22 Separated from the grounding influences of business and family, couriers also indulged various vices while in the city. By 1519, the company required that a postmaster remain resident in Rome. Articles naming Pellegrino Gamba as the Venetian postmaster to Rome in 1533 specified that he would “eat and sleep” at the office. Gamba and his successors kept an inventory of the household goods, handled food provisioning for couriers, and distributed jobs. The terms of appointment for Angelo Longo in 1556 twice emphasized the importance of guarding the keys to the wine storage room.23

Another foreign postmaster, Giovan Antonio Tassis (nicknamed “il Zoppo”), was also a fixture of Rome's communications landscape by the 1540s.24 He was the eldest natural son of Giovanni Battista, the imperial postmaster general. His brother Antonio Tassis (d. 1574) was the postmaster in Antwerp. While Giovan Antonio served under his uncle Simone of Milan—who oversaw all the Italian posts—the relationship was strained. Simone frequently wrote to their shared patron, the Spanish minister Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle (1517–1586), that Giovan Antonio worked against him. “I am ashamed to trouble you, my lord,” he wrote, “but until now [Giovan Antonio] has not paid a single soldo, nor shown how he intends to pay, because he has many debts, and has been thrown in prison for them once per year.”25 Simone portrayed Giovan Antonio as living fast and dangerously, like many young men in Rome, but the postmaster of Milan also resented his nephew. The position of postmaster-in-residence in Rome would have been a valuable prize for one of Simone's sons, but by virtue of the inheritance battles discussed in chapter 1, Giovanni Battista had closer ties to the Habsburg court. By 1555, Simone's requests to Granvelle were no longer subtle: “between me and my two sons there are three men, and I have only two offices. One of us needs to take on the office in Rome.”26 Dynastic imperatives would remain a constant source of tension among the Tassis family branches.

Dire financial straits could easily drive a postmaster to intelligencing on the side. Chronic insolvency likely motivated Giovan Antonio to send handwritten newsletters (avvisi) to such eminent persons as the duke of Tuscany and the duke of Cleves.27 Duke Cosimo de’ Medici included letters from “il Tasso,” meaning Giovan Antonio, to the Spanish viceroy in Naples as early as 1543. By 1544, the Tuscan secretary recommended that Giovan Antonio receive an annual “gold chain, money, silver, or fabrics” from his Medici patrons. The patrons complied, and Giovan Antonio received 25 scudi and a gold chain or bolts of fine satin worth another 25 scudi every year.28 Medici gifts to postmasters—which also included “Il Sarto,” the postmaster of Bologna, and Lorenzo Bordogna Tassis, the postmaster of Trento (d. 1559, o. 1537–1559)—recognized their powerful access. Such gifts were nominally intended to both reward and encourage prompt service, but much like the occasional beneficence shown to foreign diplomats, they often served as bribes.29

As the Spanish postmaster resident in Rome, Giovan Antonio was well placed to become an intelligencer. Sixteenth-century Rome was the crossroads of the known world. The postmaster's newsletters reported on events in Rome, but also on the Venetian-Turkish conflict, the French Wars of Religion, Calvinism in Switzerland, and the English throne. Some items originated from as far away as India and Constantinople. Many letters and newsletters from the prolific Giovan Antonio likely remain uncatalogued in European state archives. Spanish archives preserve examples sent to Spanish administrators across the Italian peninsula in the 1550s, and Giovan Antonio's Latin correspondence with Andreas Masius (1514–1573), a humanist scholar and secretary to the duke of Cleves, has been well catalogued and partially published.30 Masius (whose sister-in-law was a Tassis) also corresponded with the postmaster Josef Taxis (d. 1566) in Innsbruck, thereby gathering news from a wide swath of Habsburg territories.31

There are, however, few newsletters from the months just before Giovan Antonio's July 1556 arrest, and for good reason, according to the dispatches of the Venetian ambassador Bernardo Navagero. Renewed campaigning to impose a communications monopoly on Rome began soon after Gian Pietro Carafa's May 1555 election as Pope Paul IV and targeted the Spanish-imperial faction.32 Navagero reported many letter interceptions and harassment of couriers in his letters to the Venetian state. In October 1555, the Spanish courier of Genoa suffered an assault and the theft of his letters, “held by those of [the city of] Chiusi,” located en route to Medici Florence. A few days after the October incident, Navagero reiterated that the pope “continued to open dispatches to the Imperial delegates” and he “held the courier of Naples but did not find the state letters (lettere pubbliche), because [the Neapolitans] had taken steps to send them surreptitiously. The secretary to the Florentine ambassador says [the pope] opened the packages of the Duke of Florence as well.” The Medici duke was a well-known imperial ally, having received his title from Charles V in 1537 during the Italian Wars.33

Giovan Antonio found Pauline Rome a hostile environment for his intelligencing. He continued to write monthly missives to Masius, which now largely focused on Italian politics. On October 21, he wrote frankly: “I have written more rarely for some time, on account of bad health, as well as the danger of writing. There is nothing that these people do not suspect. If you decide to come here, you will regret it. The fear of war outweighs the hope for peace…. No one will be safe from prosecution for crime. This Pope wills everything beneath his feet, so that no one can believe themselves to be safe.”34 The letter closely followed the courier interceptions reported by Navagero. Giovan Antonio continued to send and receive mail, becoming an all-the-more crucial source of news for the correspondence-starved expatriate community in Rome. In December, Navagero reported that Giovan Antonio alerted him to the movement of Spanish troops into the Piedmont. The imperial postmaster may also have been Navagero's source on a “most secret” imperial dispatch sent to Naples in February.35

Events were moving quickly at a higher level. The Carafa pursued a secret treaty with the French, reaching an agreement by December 15, 1555.36 They intended to keep Spanish and imperial officials in the dark by imposing a communications lockdown. In January, Navagero reported further harassment, this time of the courier of Milan, and a growing atmosphere of distrust. The mailbag was seized at Terracina, a port city around 100 kilometers south of Rome. Cardinal Carafa blamed the governor, returned the mailbag, and called it a misunderstanding. Imperial partisans did not believe him, especially since a courier of Naples carrying “28 thousand ducats to pay the Duke of Florence's men” had recently been harassed in nearby Gaeta. French forces similarly detained an imperial courier, “calling him a spy who pretended to be a courier.” Papal border controls and surveillance of expatriates grew draconian. Guards turned back anyone attempting to leave the city, including cardinals and couriers.37 The French sought a less hostile path than the belligerent pope, signing a three-year truce with Spain in February 1556. Rather than following their example, Paul IV redoubled his efforts, relentlessly policing Habsburg allies inside the city.

By the spring of 1556, Spanish and imperial representatives resorted to subterfuge to transmit communications in and out of Rome. In May, papal authorities seized Giacomo Bandino da Curzola, “a member of the household of the imperial postmaster,” for eighteen days to interrogate him about how he had sent and received letters. Navagero warned the Venetian postmaster resident in Rome, promising to keep him apprised of relevant developments. By June, the courier of Milan had entered and left the city, seemingly “without letters,” but all the Spanish cardinals and the imperial ambassador requested licenses to leave Rome suspiciously soon afterward. That same month, Navagero came to hear “from those who know” that two letters addressed to the imperial ambassador and postmaster had “contained nothing of importance,” with the actual message hidden in the shirt of the messenger.38

It was in this political climate that the Carafa seized Giovan Antonio Tassis and his household in July 1556. This was the moment that not only tipped the scales toward the resumption of the Italian Wars, but also shifted the balance between information sovereignty and communications monopoly in Rome. Although papal authorities initially attempted to hide the arrest of the Spanish postmaster, they eventually leaked summaries of his confession. Tassis allegedly admitted that Spanish officials had promised to make him “commissary of Terracina, Velletri and Piperno if the Imperial forces seized control of those lands.” Tassis confessed that he had sent messengers to Naples by foot so they might sneak by papal guards, and he knew that this was a violation of the protocol requiring that he obtain licenses from papal authorities for all couriers and staffette leaving Rome.39

Three mysteries surround the arrest of the postmaster. First, were the charges of conspiracy true? The Carafa claimed to have deciphered the invitation for the Spanish invasion of Rome, but later chroniclers presented very different accounts. Second, when was Giovan Antonio Tassis released from prison? In the summer of 1556, world events pivoted on his fate. Just months later, even the most knowledgeable diplomats in Rome were remarkably confused about whether Tassis remained imprisoned, or if not, when he had been freed. I have found that the testimonies of Giovan Antonio Tassis and the Spanish envoy Garcilaso de la Vega, as well as the letters seized from the disguised messenger traveling to Naples, survive in the Spanish State Archives at Simancas.40 Placed within the context of the postal wars, these documents provide key answers.

Finally, what precisely was the role of the papal postmaster? He did not appear much in Navagero's account, nor in those of later chroniclers, but in administrative sources, the postmaster played a central role. Using the interrogation records as well as later chronicles, I will shed light on each of these questions in turn. The arrest forced to the surface several underlying tensions regarding the intelligencing role of a postmaster-in-residence, the struggle for communications monopoly in Rome, and nascent principles of extraterritoriality and information sovereignty abroad.



Public Secrets: Interrogation and Cryptanalysis

First, consider the incriminating letters. While they had been dispatched by the Spanish postmaster and carried by an established courier, the letter packets smacked of smuggled goods. Who ordered the messenger to travel by foot? It contravened standard procedure, but did it signal conspiracy? Was the postmaster who sent them guilty of treason? Records of his confession show that Giovan Antonio initially implied that Garcilaso de la Vega had ordered him to send footmen (fanti). Footmen would often be used for less important letters, and their use in this instance suggests an attempt to disguise the ambassador's correspondence. Tassis's secretary revealed under interrogation that letters to Naples were always delegated to the distinctively scarred courier known as “Franzese.” Later, Simone Tassis used this to further suggest that Giovan Antonio had acted not only as a spy, but as a double agent, and he “let important letters fall in the hands of the Carafa, which he could have easily sent by another hand than that of a French courier. Whether done by ignorance or malice, Lord only knows … ” Simone would later walk back these claims when made aware of Giovan Antonio's torture, although he still suggested that his nephew be pensioned off from his position as postmaster.41

Having seized ciphered correspondence, the interrogators had difficulty proving that either Giovan Antonio or Garcilaso had conspired against Rome. As such, they focused on Giovan Antonio's appended notes. Why was the postmaster so concerned about danger or an impending war? The interrogators suggested that Tassis knew more than he was saying; after all, Tassis had publicly bragged that he would receive a commission upon the arrival of imperial forces. At first, Tassis responded by claiming that he was only an eavesdropper to the conversations regarding the likelihood of war that occurred between Garcilaso and the imperial diplomatic representative, Carlo Paceco, in their shared residence.42 Tassis proclaimed ignorance as to the content of the letters that the footmen had been carrying, and he denied knowledge of the use of cipher, saying that he had received the letters sealed. He explained that his preparations to leave Rome were based only on the possibility of war in the hypothetical sense, much like any other private resident of the city.

By the third interrogation on July 9, as interrogators focused on Spanish-imperial plotting, Tassis argued back, asking, “What do you want, for me to involve myself? I don’t have any particular passion for these things that are the affairs of princes.”43 The postmaster claimed ignorance rather than that his position merited special protection. He distanced himself from any public, political role. By this time, the news of his arrest was widespread in the city and the foreign representatives—who felt that he did merit special protection—were outraged. Nonetheless, the torture went forward because the ciphered letters offered insufficient proof of treachery. Giovan Antonio's interrogators hung him by his wrists and likely dislocated or broke his arms. Between his personal pleas to the officials whom he knew well, having worked with them for years, the postmaster provided answers in short order.

The letters did indeed pertain to Spanish invasion. They communicated that the duchy of Paliano, which the Carafa had seized from the Colonna, was unprotected. Spanish-imperial partisans had known about the impending arrival of the duke of Alba from the south since June and had received instructions to remove themselves from the city in preparation for the outbreak of war. Contrary to his earlier descriptions of having merely overheard conversations, Tassis revealed deep knowledge of military intelligence regarding precisely how many Spanish forces would be landed, where, and when. He always claimed to have learned this information from letters brought to the city in the last weeks of June—always by someone other than himself or his staff, he was keen to emphasize—and shared with him as a personal favor by the diplomats. He repeatedly claimed to know only “public knowledge,” in the sense of common rumor. The interrogators did not believe him. They questioned the postmaster's sources of intelligence (a relatively early use of intelligenza in the modern sense). Given the close oversight of correspondence in preceding months, as well as the small world of Rome's diplomatic circles, interrogators were very likely aware of Tassis's newsletters. Far from a hapless servant, he was shown in these newsletters to be an active purveyor of intelligence and a savvy political actor in his own right.44

The records of Giovan Antonio's interrogations seem to resolve the first of the mysteries—namely, whether Giovan Antonio had conspired with the Spanish ambassador. The postmaster's access to intelligence clearly went beyond what he claimed to have placed—already ciphered and sealed—in the mailbag. The Carafa wanted the deciphered letters to substantiate their claims, employing several stalling tactics to delay the news of the postmaster's arrest and interrogation as they sought a method to decrypt the letters. This was information war, where control of the public narrative would require more evidence than a coerced confession.


[image: A manuscript page of Spanish text with clearly drawn sections. The topmost sections include instructions and an alphabet, and the bottom section provides columns of common phrases alongside corresponding numbers or code words.]
FIGURE 6. The 1556 nomenclator used by the Spanish envoy to Rome, Garcilaso de la Vega, to encrypt his letters to the duke of Alba. The top of the page shows a key for the substitution of individual characters. At the bottom are further instructions for nulls and duplicate characters. The remainder of the page provides numerical code for frequently used phrases. Image from Ministerio de Cultura de España, Archivo General de Simancas, https://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/show/2205381.



The cipher, however, proved a tougher nut to crack. The surviving key shows that the encrypted letters employed the very latest in nomenclator technology (figures 6 and 7). Sensitive diplomatic correspondence had long employed nomenclators, which were combinations of substitution ciphers and codes for the most common terms. While humanist polymaths publicized newer cryptographic tools, such as the eponymous Albertian wheel and Cardano grille, which were arguably more secure, security was in constant tension with practicality. Diplomats and leaders alike routinely complained about the time, effort, and skill required to cipher and decipher correspondence. The nomenclator was prized for its accessibility and standardization and remained predominant into the eighteenth century.45 Philip II had resolved to issue a new general cipher, described by David Kahn as “one of the best nomenclators of the day,” in May 1556. He was likely influenced by the spate of courier interceptions that had occurred in Italy. At the king's request, the Spanish Council of State and Despacho Generale established a pattern that would be maintained for several centuries: a general cipher (cifra generale) would be circulated among all Spanish political leaders, along with individual keys for highly sensitive channels (cifira particolare), all of which would be renewed every three or four years.46 The relative sophistication of the cipher, as well as the still-incipient institutionalization of cryptanalysis, offer some insight as to why the Carafa needed to buy time by keeping the arrest and seizure under wraps.47


[image: A manuscript page of Spanish text with clearly drawn sections of columns of common phrases alongside corresponding numbers or code words.]
FIGURE 7. The 1556 nomenclator used by the Spanish envoy to Rome, Garcilaso de la Vega, to encrypt his letters to the duke of Alba. The page shown introduces an additional layer of security by substituting important locations and figures, resulting in a ciphered code. Image from Ministerio de Cultura de España, Archivo General de Simancas, https://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/show/2205381.



In 1591, the chronicler Mambrin Roseo suggested that the Carafa had sent the seized letters to Venice for decryption. The French had asked for Venetian help with decryption as recently as 1552, so it is a plausible story, although it may at first seem counterintuitive to send valuable intelligence abroad.48 Roseo also suggested that the Carafa could not afford to wait for answers, and they therefore seized the postal officials and “forc[ed] them to say by which method they had sent the letters, also seizing Hippolito Capilupi [the bishop of Fano], who had written the cipher.” The interrogation records do reveal that Capilupi was questioned on July 11. Like Tassis, he claimed that his only source of knowledge had been conversation, and his reports to his pro-imperial Gonzaga patrons in Mantua consisted solely of common knowledge in the Campo de Fiori, a public piazza and notable news hub.49 He, like Tassis, argued that his only intelligence had been open source rather than the result of covert communications.

Unlike secret writing techniques that used invisible ink or merchant codes, substitution ciphers like that employed by the Spanish-imperial faction openly advertised the secrecy of their content. A page of numbers or symbols could hardly be anything other than a message in disguise. Jon Snyder characterizes the goal of early modern dissimulation as a “‘zero degree’ of communication.”50 Or, as the historian Sforza Pallavicino commented on the incident, “nothing indicates a secret as much as dissimulation,” meaning that it was as important to disguise a secret's existence as its content.51 After all, it was the very act of being incognito that had attracted unwanted attention to the courier. Later, the chroniclers Pietro Nores and Sforza Pallavicino (who sympathized primarily with the papacy) called the courier a practiced spy, traveling by foot “without any word of post, or the appearance of a courier,” and praised local administrators for seeing through the ruse. Nores also devoted attention to how the performance of secrecy suggested guilt and invited closer attention, describing the cipher as “complex and difficult to penetrate, exciting suspicion and curiosity to discover the contents,” as did “the sagacity of the courier who carried them, as he had sought to overcome every impediment that might have detained him.”52 Pallavicino described the cipher as “most intriguing” and wrote that “curiosity and jealousy grew with every example of obscuring detail.” In Pallavicino's view, it was this alarm that drove the pope to detain Tassis, “hoping to shed light on the letters.”53 The timing, the courier's disguise, the cipher: each of these pieces of evidence together formed a clear picture of Spanish treachery. Given Paul IV's predisposition to “jealousy,” the detention of the courier and postmaster seemed inevitable.

Yet the same authors were remarkably noncommittal when it came to whether the Carafa had successfully decrypted the letters, and if so, how. Nores claimed the decryption had been completed but did not provide further details. Likewise, an eighteenth-century biographer of Paul IV said that the Carafa “found that the mysterious letters told the duke of Alba that the city was defenseless,” but he wrote noncommittally that they found it “through the study of cryptologists, or by forcing [Garcilaso] to provide the key.”54 Chroniclers sympathetic to the Carafa did not address the interrogation and torture directly, suggesting that even they may have seen it as a step too far. Or, perhaps, the removal of relevant documents to Simancas cloaked the events from authors working from Vatican archives.

In fact, the newly digitized documents at Simancas reveal that the letters were eventually decrypted, but evidently by way of the cipher key rather than successful cryptanalysis. By July 23, the papal authorities had Garcilaso's cipher key (figures 6 and 7). A certain “Franciscus Tamaius,” originally of Seville, had intimidated Garcilaso's retainer into providing the documents. When the Sevillian had handed them to the papal castellano, the man reportedly gloated that “this will be the ruin of Signor Garcilaso.” The nomenclator had been issued as recently as late June and featured all the hallmarks of recently tightened Spanish security, such as duplicates, nulls, and a code that switched locations and names to make the decryption seem to pertain to the Iberian Peninsula and the New World (replacing Florence with Zaragoza, for example, and the Cardinal of Motula with the viceroy of California). With key in hand, the cryptological lock was fully open.

As it turned out, the ciphered content of the letters played very little role in the events that followed. The same month as the arrests, the pope excommunicated both the emperor and the king of Spain, placing nearly half the Catholic world of that time under interdict.55 Diplomats and newsmongers circulated the duke of Alba's public letter of protest (which specifically condemned Tassis's torture), and copies survive in most major newsletter collections from the time.56 The duke of Alba went on to lead a successful assault on French forces in the south at the same time that the imperial ally, the duke of Savoy, achieved a decisive victory at Saint Quentin to the north. By September 1, 1556, Alba arrived in the Papal States with 12,000 Spanish troops. The Carafa surrendered, and the Spanish emerged triumphant in Italy, establishing a dominance that they would hold for the next century. Philip II had been formally invested with Naples and Sicily by October 2, 1556. It was during this time, perhaps, that the incriminating interrogations were shipped back to Spain to the hands of the Spanish Council of State, where they would remain, buried in paper.

Throughout the decisive events of later 1556 and 1557, Tassis remained imprisoned. The records of his interrogations continued into August. By autumn, his circumstances saw only the slight improvement of being moved from a tower where he was being held “secretly” to a public prison—“the outcome of which is unclear,” a Tuscan diplomatic resident observed in October. The Venetian ambassador wrote in November that Giovan Antonio's friends “fear for his life,” although the Carafa assured Navagero that the postmaster would be treated fairly.57

In a May 21, 1557, letter to his old friend, Andreas Masius, Giovan Antonio alluded to his repeated interrogations and the damage that they had done to his ability to write. Switching roles, Tassis now begged for news from Masius, asking “how many German soldiers come into Italy; what is reported about me, and where in the world you are.” He poignantly signed the letter “From Rome, in Prison.”58 In September 1557, Cardinal Carafa continued to assert that the ambassador and thepostmaster were guilty. Carafa pointed out to Navagero that the Spanish had not recognized the treachery of the Spanish envoy and postmaster, and all those “who did not deserve to live, given the poison that they planned to deliver, for which it would be justice to execute them after they have been in prison for some months more, to clarify the process.”59

By late 1557, copies of the Spanish-papal accord began to circulate across Europe. The third item addressed was the release and reinstatement of Giovan Antonio Tassis. On October 20, Masius mistakenly reported to the duke of Cleves that the postmaster walked free on September 25, 1557, fourteen months after his initial arrest.60 Yet an October 30 letter from the English representative, Edward Carne, suggested that despite the agreement, Tassis remained imprisoned in Rome.61 Navagero reported the same, complaining that the pope and his family, far from reinstating Tassis, had instead “revoked what few privileges he had restored” to all the foreign posts in Rome. Given Navagero's close reporting of the case, it seems likely that Tassis was still imprisoned when Navagero left Rome in March 1558. By August of that year, the new Holy Roman emperor, Ferdinand I (1503–1564, r. 1558–1564), officially named Giovan Antonio Tassis as the imperial postmaster in Rome, suggesting that he had been liberated by that point in time, or would be soon afterward.62 In total, Tassis's imprisonment most likely lasted between eighteen months and two years.

Given that the contents of the letters were clear by late July 1556, why were the Carafa so invested in proving the guilt of the postmaster and envoy? Intercepted letters cast a harsh light on diplomacy. They revealed dissonance—even hypocrisy—between the ambassador's conciliatory acts and his true feelings. Physical proof, in the form of the encrypted letter, raised the stakes by providing evidence for the forfeiture of extraterritorial immunity in a legal court, as well as in the court of public opinion. This was precisely why the postmaster insisted all his intelligence had been gathered from overheard conversations, which would have been indistinguishable from omnipresent rumor. Reading the 1556 imprisonment against a wider papal campaign for communications monopoly—specifically over foreign couriers and postmasters-in-residence—helps to explain why the accords between the Carafa and the duke of Alba did not immediately lead to Tassis's release, even as reports circulated to the contrary.

Initially, public opinion was that the arrest of the Spanish postmaster seemed to fit within a Europe-wide pattern of courier detention for minor infractions. Seized letters were often used to reveal ambassadorial treachery as a casus belli at the beginning of the sixteenth century, as recorded in a contemporary manual on ambassadorship.63 It was a favorite strategy of the English cardinal Thomas Wolsey (1473–1530), for example, but even Wolsey waited for a court to find an imperial representative guilty of having forfeited his diplomatic immunity. There was a growing awareness that international public opinion did not look favorably on these types of arrests.64

For the Carafa, releasing the postmaster would mean acceding to his inclusion among a protected class of public representatives, not private actors. Furthermore, it would confirm that the papacy did not exercise jurisdiction over the foreign posts of Rome. Proving that their actions had been justified was nonetheless an unwinnable battle for the Carafa. Even chroniclers who sided with the papacy avoided addressing the accepted principle of extraterritorial protections head-on: Pallavicino justified the courier's arrest because of his plain clothes, as his insignia “according to custom, would render him inviolable.”65 Pallavicino similarly recognized that Garcilaso would usually be protected by diplomatic privilege, but the chronicler argued that Garcilaso had nullified this protection by acting against the Papal State, as ambassadors swore not to do.66

One such chronicle preserves the lengthy oration of Francesco Paceco, secretary to the viceroy of Naples, that well summarized the principles at stake:


[Giovan] Antonio Tassis, what treachery has he committed? Sending a package to a minister of His Majesty, sending a courier to your Excellency (as is his job as postmaster), for this he has been imprisoned, and removed from his duty? What temerity and villainy the Governor of Terracina has committed in capturing a courier of His Majesty! And for this the Pope will begin a war? … What cipher, what letters are these? They must have contained a great secret: to drive Your Excellency to cause such harm to people in so many ways and to declare them enemies.67



The florid speech has the marks of a chronicler's rhetorical intervention, but it reveals that the arrest of the postmaster would be primarily remembered as a violation of the extraterritoriality of the diplomatic mailbag and postmaster-in-residence. While still a young institution, the foreign post and postmaster-in-residence enjoyed public support, no doubt aided by the elite patrons who received newsletters and other favors.



Mattia Gherardi, Postmaster Warrior

The 1556 arrest of Giovan Antonio Tassis and the ensuing events took place within a longer papal campaign for communications monopoly. State-building popes of the sixteenth century sought to be rulers of their own postal system rather than hosting a series of foreign posts. In so doing, they hoped to control the means, as well as the content, of print and manuscript communications within their territories.68 We have addressed two of three mysteries: Giovan Antonio Tassis did seem to have conspired (or at least intelligenced) with a Spanish invading force. His imprisonment continued because his release would have ceded valuable ideological ground. That leaves the third line of inquiry: What role, if any, did the papal postmaster Mattia Gherardi play in these events?

A January 1535 edict established Gherardi's control of the papal posts. He remained a prominent official in Rome for more than forty years. Countless diplomatic letters referred to him by the familiar “Mattia” or “Matteo.” He was not a member of the Bergamaschi: Gherardi was Tuscan by birth and sometimes identified as “di San Casciano,” a small region south of Florence.69 His predecessor, Bartolomeo del Vantaggio, was also Tuscan, but Vantaggio had worked with the Tassis to establish the Rome-Florence-Bologna posts. By contrast, Gherardi harnessed existing antiforeigner sentiment to pursue a campaign of aggressive monopolization in Rome.

In contrast to diplomatic letters or later chroniclers, Venetian and Tassis postal administrative records cast Gherardi as the main antagonist throughout the Italian postal wars. Upon his appointment, Gherardi circulated a new set of regulations preventing foreign merchants from carrying mail in the Papal States. In 1539, the papal post rerouted from a primarily Tuscan route north to one run within the Papal States via Bologna to avoid possible foreign interference—a pressing concern considering the recent marriage of the Florentine duke Cosimo de’ Medici to Eleanora of Toledo, sister to the Spanish viceroy of Naples. The Sandri branch of the Tassis family—divested of any remaining privileges and perhaps sensing the changing political tides—left Rome to return to Bergamo that same year.70 In 1540, Pope Paul III (1468–1549, o. 1534–1549) opposed the establishment of a French postmaster in Rome, reportedly because “he does not want anyone but Mattia his postmaster to take letters.” A 1542 papal decree prevented the Venetian post office in Rome from directly receiving mail within the Papal States. The following year saw the establishment of a papal Rome-Bologna ordinary courier traveling via Furlo, southeast of Urbino.71 Gherardi's actions had been consistent with those of Venetian and Habsburg postmasters to restrict foreign mails in their territories in the years preceding 1556.

Gherardi was an outsider to the Bergamaschi cartel and thus lacked the tools that the network provided. He did not have the power base of the Tassis, or even his wealthy Tuscan predecessors in the office of papal postmaster. But he overcame such disadvantages through decisive actions. In 1544, Paul III issued new privileges to the Venetian post office in Rome, but with an important new interpretation: whereas in the past the Venetians had maintained their own horses, they would now need to rent horses from Gherardi.72 In a letter to the Venetian ambassador, Venetian authorities argued that such a requirement was to the “great inconvenience of couriers and against the intentions of His Sanctity.” Gherardi stood firm. The shift had been shortly preceded by the arrest of a Roman courier by Venetian authorities, which likely undermined the company couriers in this matter.73 The change not only positioned Gherardi as the default rights holder to a key infrastructural asset, but it also ensured a tidy profit for him.

During his first interrogation, Giovan Antonio Tassis had guessed that he had been detained on Gherardi's orders. He was likely correct.74 In his letter to Granvelle, Simone Tassis even implied that Gherardi had set out to entrap Giovan Antonio. The Spanish postmaster was known to be friends with a man from Viterbo, brother to Giovan Antonio's “woman.” This man was none other than a “minister of Mattia, postmaster for the Pope, and spy for the opposing faction.” Simone suggested that the man continued to hold such sway over Giovan Antonio in prison that “even if he were my own son, I wouldn’t trust him further.”75 While Simone was an admittedly biased source, the Tassis uncle and nephew both immediately suspected their papal rival, who is completely absent from the chroniclers’ accounts.

Following Giovan Antonio's arrest, interpostal relations in Rome were grudging at best over the following months. The Venetian ambassador, Bernardo Navagero, reported a standoff with Gherardi in November 1557. The Venetians argued that Gherardi should not have the power to license Venetian couriers, that it posed a disadvantage to both Roman and Venetian merchants, and that in any case, the two offices of postmaster and master of couriers were separate and not intended to pertain to the foreign posts. “I don’t believe that the Pope would wish to seize the second office,” Navagero speculated, as doing so “would take bread from 500 mouths at least, including the families of the poor Venetian couriers, who live by this procaccio, and faithfully serve both the Papacy and the Venetian senate.”76 The debate about postal jurisdictions—which stretched into the following days—seemed like Carafa stalling tactics. Navagero reported to the senate that even papal allies were now frustrated: “I would be remiss not to tell you that the French ambassador had sent a secretary to me to say that this is a matter of the greatest importance, and that his king would never support it, and that I must hold firm. Furthermore, the ambassador has said that he is inclined to send his postmaster outside of Rome to receive the ordinary [courier] from Lyon and take his letters, leaving everything belonging to the merchants.”77 Just as they had in the matter of the Spanish postmaster's arrest, the Roman diplomatic corps once again stood in solidarity against perceived breaches of custom and principle. Ultimately, Navagero stood down, perhaps sensing that the entire matter had been orchestrated to delay letters as long as possible. He wrote again to the duke of Paliano that he had ordered the Venetian couriers to present themselves to Gherardi, “showing their obedience, receiving their patent and horses until such a time as your Excellency orders otherwise.” Gherardi did not make another appearance in Navagero's letters. The Venetian ambassador and the papal postmaster had evidently reached a détente.78

It is difficult to say whether the impetus for all-out postal war lay primarily with the Carafa or Gherardi, but Gherardi remained an aggressor under later popes. The election of Pope Pius IV (1499–1565, o. 1559–1565) provided a brief interlude in these violent years. Pius was uninterested in stoking conflict and renewed the Venetian Company's privileges without issue in January 1560. There was still friction at the borders of the two systems, particularly between Ancona and Rimini, where the Venetian postmasters butted heads with their papal equivalents.79 A 1565 patent specified that the arrangement with the Venetian Company existed because Gherardi found it personally convenient, and further implied that it could be terminated whenever that was no longer the case.80



Information Sovereignty and the Papal Post of Venice

Gherardi's most pressing desire in the 1550s was to head the papal communications monopoly in Rome. The 1560s saw him instead press his claims in the language of information sovereignty, meaning the right to establish a secure channel of information in external territory. The pope and papal postmaster sought to establish their own satellite office in Venice, following the model of the foreign posts in Rome. The letters of the papal nuncio in Venice, Giovanni Antonio Facchinetti (d. 1591, o. 1566–1572, later elected Pope Innocent IX), reveal how a seemingly simple request started a new round of conflict.81 Camerlengo Michele Bonelli (d. 1598) conducted the first overtures on behalf of his great-uncle, Pope Pius V, in 1566. Pius and Bonelli instructed Facchinetti to persuade the Venetians of the utility of a papal post office and an ordinary courier who would leave every Wednesday and provide them with twice the service they currently enjoyed. Facchinetti assured Bonelli that this would be easily accomplished, as “all of the foreign princes” (naming the dukes of Ferrara and Florence) “keep their own couriers who also serve the public good.”82

To date, the foreign posts in Venice had developed along similar lines to those of Rome. A 1539 edict established monopolistic privileges for the Venetian Company of Couriers but recognized the “reserved liberties of the postmasters of Milan and Florence.”83 The same year, Emperor Charles V named Ruggero Tassis (1513–1583) imperial postmaster in Venice, where he remained active until his death. By 1541, a Spanish/Dutch post office opened with a biweekly ordinary courier, and by the time of Facchinetti's writing, foreign ordinaries ran from Venice to as far away as Poland.84

Yet the Venetian response to the papal overtures was lukewarm at best. Administrators replied that establishing a papal post office in Venice “had already been tried.”85 They deferred the matter to their ambassador in Rome, presumably with instructions to bury it. The Venetians evinced disbelief, and then offense and suspicion at Facchinetti's insistence.86 From Rome, the Venetian ambassador Paolo Tiepolo (d. 1585, o. 1567–1568) reported that the pope remained steadfast, calling the Venetian monopoly “a tax on his subjects.” Tiepolo, like the company, saw Gherardi's hand in the whole matter, explaining that the postmaster had grown rich and powerful from his position and recently married his son to a niece of the pope's secretary. In a later letter, Tiepolo even recounted that the pope knew “postmasters in Flanders and Spain who are so rich and powerful that they hold great prestige with princes in the courts of the Catholic King.”87 Whether at Gherardi's prompting or his own mercantilism, the pope sought to import the Tassis brand sans Tassis.

By June 1566, Facchinetti switched to writing about the matter in cipher. Despite the benefits of twice-weekly mail, he now believed that the Venetians did not want to give the papal nuncio a secure channel of communications because it would prevent their own intelligence gathering. “It doesn’t matter if one writes in cipher, because [the Venetians] have secretaries who know how to read everything,” he wrote at that time. The Venetians were similarly unwilling to send their own mail by papal courier, rendering moot the argument about increased frequency of service. In fact, the Venetians perceived the increased frequency as a disadvantage, since the nuncio's frequency of news might outpace their own. Facchinetti grew concerned that pressing the issue was sapping valuable political capital and affecting his ability to convince the Venetians “of matters necessary to proceed against the heretics.” Ultimately, he concluded that they held sovereignty in the matter “because in the states of princes you cannot resist their power (forze)”—not openly, at least. In truth, the nuncio proceeded to host one of Gherardi's agents in his household, Vergilio Lomboni, “believing tolerance to be a tacit approval.”88 By doing so, Facchinetti effectively dared the Venetians to risk the international condemnation that the Spanish postmaster's arrest had occasioned just a decade earlier. Once again, public letters were a secretive matter.

While Facchinetti waged political battle in Venice, scuffles intensified on the ground at Ancona and Rimini, the designated handoff locations between the papal and Venetian postal systems. Gironimo Simonetti, the Venetian postmaster of Ancona, justified his recent fight with a papal courier as follows: “He said he did not know what moved our Senate … he would attribute no vice to Matteo [Gherardi], while you all have shown that these measures do not come from us. Certain badmouthing individuals had given him to understand that Ancona and Rimini (being of the Church) should not allow others to carry the post, and that although we carry the insignia of Saint Mark, we should carry the arms of the Pope, a notion with little foundation.” Couriers were keenly aware of the jurisdictional arguments at stake, as well as who was to blame. Real punches and insults accompanied more metaphorical blows delivered in the diplomatic arena.89

In 1568, the Venetians caught Facchinetti by surprise: “The couriers of Venice have proclaimed at their benches at the Rialto and San Marco that they will send mail on Wednesdays and Saturdays and are beginning this evening. I don’t know what their thinking is, but it is easy to guess that they intend to tire mister Mattia.” The “tacit approval” that Facchinetti enjoyed was quickly revoked, as the Venetian couriers attempted to ban Gherardi's postmaster-in-residence.90 After investigating the matter further, Facchinetti believed that the company was responding to Gherardi's boasts (made in voce publica) of a second ordinary to Venice, who would carry mail at the low price of half a paulo per ounce (between three and four Venetian soldi). Gherardi intended to ensure that his couriers were sent at the same time or before the Venetian rivals went out. He had even gone as far as to publish his intentions in the Rialto, likely by hanging a printed placard within spitting distance of the Venetian Company headquarters. Gherardi became more provocative, banning the Venetian couriers from the entire Papal States and threatening a steep penalty of a thousand gold ducats and corporal punishment for any courier found in violation. The Venetian Company appealed to the Provveditori di Comun, who, sensing that diplomatic intricacies were involved, deferred the matter to the Venetian Senate.91

Whereas the Venetian Company and Tassis postmaster would lobby their governments to crack down on merchant and municipal messengers in the coming decades, a state-supported foreign post posed an entirely different kind of rival. Much like the Carafa assault on the foreign posts of Rome, the affair had explosive diplomatic potential, drawing in ambassadors, senators, the pope, and the Venetian doge. On the ground, postal officials soon turned to the tried-and-true tactic of detaining couriers and intercepting letters. By early 1569, Facchinetti believed that Gherardi had directly ordered the harassment of Venetian couriers at Rimini and Ravenna and was alarmed that the postmaster was acting in such a political capacity: “He must be made aware that opening letters is an extraordinarily dangerous remedy and your Excellency can imagine the consequences.”92 As in the case of Giovan Antonio Tassis's imprisonment and torture, the company sought a wide audience to share in their outrage. Benedetto “Zippone” (Giupponi) testified publicly about how he had suffered at the hands of the despotic governor of Rimini, who had stolen the courier's personal timepiece and two fur pelts, in addition to ransacking his letters.93 The Camerlengo backed Gherardi to the hilt, tersely instructing Facchinetti, over his repeated protests, to tell the Venetians that the detention of couriers and opening of mail was a natural consequence of their refusal to obey postal edicts. “I love Mattia,” Facchinetti wrote in October 1570, after several sentences decrying the man's self-interest, “but I very much ask that your Excellency not show him this part of the letter, because he is a man of his own sense, and I am moved to write at the present for the benefit of the common good, and because I think that it will also benefit his interest.”94 Like the Tassis, Gherardi had profited from strong action. Rome's magister cursorum now rivaled the Tassis corriero maggiore.

If the Venetian Company of Couriers originally rejected Gherardi's claims outright, their position modified over time as they were steadily deprived of their primary function and income. By September 1569, they were collecting funds from their own couriers to deliver the 3,000 scudi that Gherardi now demanded in reparations, although the preamble of the entry suggests a continued sense of indignation, beginning, “Aware that we must collect the three thousand to give to M. Matteo Gherardi, the present papal postmaster, in order to reclaim our possessions, and the trip to Rome that he has usurped …” The order further lamented the inability to find a patron willing or able to aid them, resorting to instructions that all couriers contribute within a period of eight days to a general fund. Any courier who was unable, or unwilling, would find their position sold out from under them for 100 scudi. Earlier that year, several representatives had been dispatched to Rome to inventory the contents of the post house, likely to hock goods to pay the bill. Four special delegates of the order visited the post house to “see and revisit all the books of our school” and to recall any outstanding debts.95

A break in the clouds came in 1572, with the death of Pope Pius V. The Venetian Company threw all their weight behind lobbying Venetian authorities to intervene on their behalf. They petitioned the Venetian College, which the doge forwarded in turn to the Venetian ambassador in Rome with instructions to appeal to the Roman College and a new Camerlengo, “who has the authority given in the vacant seat.”96 The forwarded supplication blamed Gherardi's ambitions for the conflicts of recent years. It stated that he was “extremely audacious and had no respect for the preeminence and dignity of Venice, obtaining with favors kinship and friendship with some of those in the Roman Palace.” It even called for the ban of Gherardi and his couriers for traveling in Venetian lands “to punish him for his faults, and for not being respectful,” as it alleged the duke of Florence had already done. Finally, it urged rapid movement in the time of the vacant seat, as the papal ordinary “had little respect for the promptness and the secrecy of the news.”97

The wheels of diplomacy did not turn as quickly as the Venetian couriers might have liked. The company successfully persuaded Pope Gregory XIII (1502–1585, o. 1572–1585) to recognize their ancient privileges in 1572, but he revoked them eleven months later.98 In 1577, the Venetian Company gave a generous gift (or bribe) to Mattia's successor, Vincenzo Busio Silvestre (o. 1575–1582).99 The onset of a plague epidemic halted the debate for many months in 1575, resulting in a loss of necessary momentum. It was not until 1585, nearly two decades after the initial bans, that the couriers received the papal protections that they so desired from Pope Sixtus V (1521–1590, o. 1585–1590)—paying 3,500 ducats for the privilege.100

The conflicts of the second half of the sixteenth century—from the establishment of the first foreign postmasters-in-residence to the banning of Venetian couriers from the Papal States—constituted an extended period of postal wars. The temperature rose with the establishment of foreign postmasters-in-residence in both Rome and Venice and boiled over with ongoing debates about their respective rights and protections. Incipient principles of information sovereignty, communications monopoly, and diplomatic extraterritoriality in international relations came to a head. Major battles included the 1556 imprisonment of Giovan Antonio Tassis and the 1568 ban of the Venetian couriers in Rome, but there were countless smaller skirmishes in the form of denied licenses, detained messengers, and intercepted mail. The personal ambitions of the papal postmaster Mattia Gherardi, in addition to those of the Tassis and higher-ranking leaders, further stoked conflict.

Comparing 1556 in Rome and 1568 in Venice reveals one important shift: there would never again be as high profile an arrest as that of the Spanish postmaster in Rome. Postal war still involved officials at the highest levels, from ambassadors and nuncios to the princes themselves, but the public response to the arrest of Giovan Antonio Tassis demonstrated strong support for basic extraterritorial protections for postmasters. Foreign posts were now treated as parallel embassies, and the severance of diplomatic relations was achieved through the symbolic violence of hassling channels of communication rather than the physical violence of torture. The primary weapons of the late 1560s were commercial rather than martial, such as undercutting prices and imposing fines.

Venetian narratives demonized Gherardi and his agents, and his forceful—and perhaps impetuous—personality comes across in the letters of even his allies. The Tassis had succeeded in bridging international boundaries, but Gherardi's claim to fame came instead from surviving the rapid turnovers in mid-sixteenth-century Rome and forcefully expanding the papal posts. Despite his own travails and regular courting of international condemnation, Gherardi's professional expertise and agenda found continuing favor with a succession of popes. Like Simone Tassis, Gherardi was adept at controlling political narrative. Sources disagree on his exact role, but it seems clear that he employed both overt and underhanded tactics to accomplish his goals. Even the papal nuncio carefully masked his criticism, both noting his affection and asking that the letters not reach Gherardi. That hesitancy suggests the shadow of a powerful figure. Gherardi certainly aimed to model himself after the Tassis, marrying himself and his son into the highest echelons of papal bureaucracy and turning his office into a socially and politically profitable one.

The postal wars had a longer impact on the development of international postal routes that stretched beyond their more or less peaceful resolution in the 1570s. After decades of fighting for primacy within the Papal States, neither the Spanish-imperial nor the Venetian systems posed the monopolistic threat that they once had. Restrictions on the Venetian couriers also forced the company to look elsewhere for a constituent purpose, and it became a truly international infrastructure rather than a Venetian-Roman cooperative. This process had already begun with the 1560–1561 establishment of a Venetian ordinary to Lyon. Being deprived of the Roman route shifted the Venetian Company's focus to building postal infrastructure in northern Italy, including the Milan ordinary and transalpine routes discussed in the following chapters of this book. The international ordinaries established in the 1580s relied upon cooperation established during the postal wars, however begrudgingly. Ultimately, the cross-pollination of the postal systems was crucial to their success, as was the exponential growth of long-distance communication and exchange. Clients demanded that postmasters guarantee reliable, secure service, even across borders and in times of hot and cold war.

The postal wars show us the extent to which the Italian Peninsula experienced precocious information wars. The conflict between communications monopoly and information sovereignty forced the practice of new principles such as extraterritoriality before its codification. It affirmed the secrecy of public letters and sanctity of postal messengers, as well as the legitimacy of a postmaster-in-residence. Papal actions against the posts incurred the force of international disapproval, as shown by desperate efforts to avoid a public relations nightmare through secrecy and preemptive jurisdictional justification. Writers and political leaders shaped the historical memory of the incident even as it occurred, transforming Giovan Antonio Tassis from a well-known intelligencer into a martyr. Francesco Zazzera described the postmaster as having earned “infinite praise despite significant danger to his own life, for the sake of his King.”101 Even pro-papal accounts shifted blame from the postmaster to the courier, or described the ciphered letters themselves as exciting a destructive curiosity and thereby unleashing unforeseen political consequences. Yet an undated Roman manuscript addressed to Sixtus V sung the praises of the papal posts, which could “go to new places, such as Prague, and Antwerp, and run more frequently the established routes, such as two trips per week from here to Venice, Milan, Genoa, and Naples, and two times per month to Lyon and Spain.”102 Much like the ideological conflicts of later centuries, all sides of the postal wars declared victory.






CHAPTER 3Deadly LettersBrigandage, Plague, and Confessionalization


Peace in the postal wars offered some protection of the diplomatic “pouch”—a term still used to refer to the protected class of mail—but what about the many other mailbags and their miscellaneous contents? Postal couriers carrying state letters remained a small portion of messengers traversing the Italian peninsula. Private letter carriers (procacci, portalettere, or pedoni), as well as municipal messengers (cavallari), faced threats that were undeterred by international condemnation.

Lawbreakers, treacherous terrain, and even virulent disease always lurked just around the bend. Historians of northern Italy have demonstrated how the “long tail” of war stretched to the end of the sixteenth century: state efforts to territorialize, confessionalize, and police their respective spheres of influence took place against a backdrop of “global crisis.” Many point to a “renaissance of violence” as social breakdown resulting from political, economic, and environmental pressures took a human toll.1

Mail systems remained as vulnerable as the humans who carried the letters. Without the demand, protection, and funding offered by rulers waging war, the postal systems of earlier decades could have easily fragmented. Postal systems nonetheless thrived in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Writing in 1608, the postal lieutenant Ottavio Codogno described “businessmen, lawyers, and merchants” as his clients in Milan. He attributed the transformation of postal systems in scope and scale to the pressing demands of these clients.2 By the beginning of the seventeenth century, continental Europe depended upon postal systems not just for intelligence, but also to enable the ordinary pulse of commerce and governance. Many private (nonstate) clients chose the state postal systems over miscellaneous competitors. What had started as a state privilege had become a preferred public service.

This chapter explores how we might reconcile the growth of postal systems, and the public investment it represented, with newly prominent challenges ranging from disease to dissent. The history of trust has long preoccupied historians of capitalism and the modern state, who show that family firms made the most of kinship bonds and shared dynastic goals.3 Credit relations between unrelated individuals demanded new instruments for fostering trust. Early modern states also needed to be creditworthy, quite literally, to exercise sovereign powers. Military contractors, bankers, and civil servants invested in the project of state-building, expecting social and financial rewards in return.

A popular distrust of alternative investments, however, has long been overlooked as a key part of any decision-making process. Adding postal systems to our consideration of state-building shows that a first step toward monopolizing trust is sowing distrust. State affiliates fashioned themselves as trained information management professionals, while emphasizing the dangers of alternative modes. On the one hand, they promised a relatively reliable service to a widening clientele, even in troubled times. On the other hand, postal officials promised princes that they could securely deliver mail while also strategically gathering, intercepting, delaying, and surveilling the mail of enemies, real and imagined. The potential for strengthened control over communications justified the expansion of state posts into handling nonstate letters in ever-increasing quantities. Postal officials sold the expansion of state postal service into private mail-carrying as the best option among many untrustworthy alternatives. This chapter argues that the international system of state postal services therefore succeeded precisely because of the religious, political, and even epidemiological dangers of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

Early modern states had a strong interest in controlling public opinion by the second half of the sixteenth century. Recent decades had demonstrated that letters and their manuscript or print enclosures could spread the poison of religious and political unrest. Sola scriptura (by the scripture alone) was the rallying cry that resounded across Protestant Europe and trumpeted the power of the holy word. Evangelical “flying papers” (Flugschriften) and “pamphlet wars” carried powerful words and even reached illiterate audiences by using evocative cartoons, songs, and sermons.4 High-profile assassinations of clergy and political leaders loomed large in early journalism and diplomatic letters. Protestant rebellions within the Holy Roman Empire, the Swiss Confederacy, the Spanish Netherlands, and France vividly demonstrated the radical threat of religious conviction to political order. Governors feared that secret networks formed “fifth columns” that fed unrest in the contested cities of the Italian peninsula. Milanese inquisitors sought “a type of merchant sent throughout the world with secret intelligence and correspondences, not just related to their business, but to take up arms and rise against their princes.”5 Such “secret intelligences” might arrange for the publication of banned books or guide evangelists, like a map of safe houses for evangelists confiscated from a Milanese merchant in 1575.6

Postal officials lobbied to control international mail-carrying, citing the new threats of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. In this way, state-run postal systems encroached on a communications sphere previously dominated by other mail carriers. Licensed cavallari, or municipal messengers, had operated across Europe since the Middle Ages, while merchant carrier cooperatives (such as the Florentine scarselle) offered private subscriptions for longer-distance mail.7 Milan and Venice granted nations mail-carrying privileges as part of the constituting capitulations for resident trade groups.8 Many of these merchant organizations offered ordinary services run on a regular route and timetable to their associates.

The Tassis and the Venetian Company of Couriers were the innovative outsiders in the realm of private mail-carrying by comparison to such established bodies. Postal officials had faced distrust themselves in the years of the Italian Wars, but they had marshalled kin networks and intelligencing to forge key alliances with Europe's rulers and diplomats. State postmasters and couriers called on these connections in new monopolizing campaigns by the second half of the sixteenth century. They portrayed their mercantile and municipal rivals as either malicious foreign agents or hapless abettors, in contrast to their own loyalty to “the prince.” In this way, foreignness and its threat to information security became a constant refrain in the late sixteenth century. Postmasters exploited the growing distrust between sovereigns and their unruly subjects in the age of confessional conflict in Europe.9 This chapter will consider three major threats to communication systems in turn—brigandage, disease, and social unrest—and how they were turned to the competitive advantage of a state-sponsored postal service.


Shooting the Messenger

The courier was as familiar a sight as the foreign soldier in mid-sixteenth-century Italy. The symbols of their office made them immediately recognizable. Tassis couriers claimed white croupiers and the symbol of the family heraldry, the badger (tasso); the Venetian couriers bore the lion of Saint Mark; and the papal couriers donned the twin keys of Saint Peter. Whether traveling on foot or horseback, a courier wore thick leather boots and carried a distinctive curved horn (figure 8). Blowing the horn would alert the next way station to ready the relay, but it also could be used to sound an alarm, indicating a courier in distress.

An Italian proverb went: “He who rides by post, plays with death.”10 The crime of attacking a courier was so prevalent by the mid-sixteenth century that it acquired its own Italian term: svaligiamento, from the verb svaligiare. The word pairs the common “s” prefix structure in Italian, indicating opposition, with the term valigia, meaning “baggage.” The strong association likely derived from the messenger's characteristic saddlebags of thick leather known as valigie. John Florio's 1611 bilingual dictionary defined svaligiare as “to rob,” but also more precisely as “to uncase one by the high-way.”11 The second translation draws a further connection to the “highway,” a raised road along which state protection was offered, if not always effectively delivered. Svaligiamento occasionally appeared with reference to other travelers, but that usage appears to be slippage from the association with couriers rather than vice versa.12

Historians of violence have long read banditry like svaligiamenti as a form of resistance to the centralizing, monopolizing impulses of the state.13 By the end of the sixteenth century, state postal systems bridged public and private service in one of the first commercial state utilities. They did so at the expense of many existing bodies of local messengers. As states sought to distinguish and protect the post, they strengthened the association between couriers and occupying power. This was true for the Spanish in the duchy of Milan, but also the Venetians in their extensive land empire. Rather than a political act, however, most assaults on couriers in northern Italy seem to have simpler motives for theft. Banditry is parasitic, and so logically it occurs along the most heavily trafficked trade and exchange routes. Policing reports reveal that letter carriers of all stripes also carried money, jewelry, and other fine goods. Some brigands attacked messengers, merchants, and travelers indiscriminately, but during the sixteenth century, some groups also tracked and targeted the postal courier. Planned ambushes were a new possibility in an age when ordinary couriers followed predictable itineraries.


[image: An engraving of a man who uses a walking stick to take a step across uneven terrain. He wears many layers of heavy clothing, and a curved horn, purse, and dagger hang from his belt. In the background, a sign on a broken branch reads “Cursor Germanus.”]
FIGURE 8. Cursor Germanus, or the German courier, in Enea Vico, Diversarum gentium nostraeaetatis habitus (Venice: c. 1558). Image courtesy of the Rijksmuseum, http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.443486.



Prosecution of banditry enjoyed a strong public mandate. In a study of early modern homicide, Colin Rose suggests that the strongest punishments were reserved for crimes with nearly uniform public disapprobation.14 The strengthened protection of state postal service by state authorities reflected broad consensus concerning the importance of commerce generally and postal communications specifically. Even today, mail theft is treated as a crime against the state in many legal contexts.15 Elite responses to sixteenth-century brigandage demonstrate a consensus that postal service represented the public interest. Shooting the messenger escalated from classification as an attack on an individual to an attack on society.

State archives preserve many accounts of assaults on messengers (figure 9) that also convey rare details about the postal system. First, such documents reveal that couriers carried large quantities of money for both public and private patrons from an early date. Municipalities had established their messenger corps (cavallari) to move money as well as communications between the center and periphery of empires. Tassis postal couriers also frequently carried funds as well as letters for bankers. When the courier Zuan Gamba attempted mail theft, as discussed in chapter 1, he did so from the Fuggers of Augsburg, who were bankers to the Habsburg rulers.16 Second, while bills of exchange were becoming more popular, couriers often moved funds in the form of hard cash. The records of losses confirm that couriers carried large quantities: in 1551, more than 110 scudi disappeared as a courier transferred 8,000 scudi from the treasury of Milan to that of Fornaro.17 In 1568, a Venetian courier was robbed of nearly 7,000 scudi outside Goro, on the boundary with Ferrara.18

By the 1580s, robbery accounts reference an even greater variety of fine goods. In 1587, brigands assaulted the courier of Mantua in Moradega outside Verona, likely traveling to or from Venice. The inventory of losses included “a golden parrot with many jewels and pearls, a golden girdle, a great quantity of silver spoons and forks, many diamonds and fine rubies in a small box, a silver plate of about 13 pounds, a few gold necklaces, two silver ewers (bronzineti) and a good deal of Mantuan coins (mocenighi).”19 In October 1585, the Mantuan ambassador in Milan remarked that “these couriers are constantly assaulted.” He called it “a miracle” that the thieves in a recent attack had not located the separatecontainer that carried the mail in the carriage.20 Travelers also journeyed on postal roads and experienced its dangers. In 1589, a set of Genoese travelers had just left the postal inn of the Three Falcons outside of Cremona when a group of men approached wearing false mustaches and handkerchiefs over their faces. “‘Halt, halt’ they cried as they approached with rotary guns, with a dog trained on us…. Seeing ourselves surrounded by seven horses and three or four men on foot, we gave them the money.”21 Overall, the travelers reported the loss of more than 2,000 scudi worth of personal belongings. Such accounts are reminiscent of later stagecoach attacks in the American West. They also suggest that many, if not most, svaligiamenti were symptomatic of the wider brigandage epidemic rather than episodes of targeted espionage, although such motives were sometimes suspected.


[image: A map of northern Italy showing incidents of assaults in circles. The largest circles indicate six assaults that took place in or near both Bergamo and Cremona. Many more single incidents appear near boundary lines representing early modern territories.]
FIGURE 9. Assaults on postal couriers in northern Italy, 1556–1631. Points are sized by the number of incidents. More than half of the identified attacks (twenty-four of forty-eight) occurred in just thirteen years, 1598–1611. The greatest number of assaults (six) took place near Cremona and Bergamo. Many more occurred along political boundaries that facilitated escape across jurisdictions. Map by the author and Stewart Scales.



Routine postal service led to equally routine robbery. In 1601, many such assaults concentrated along the Mantuan borders. In July of that year, four men carrying wheellock firearms and wearing false beards and leather masks stopped a carriage carrying a Venetian courier. “With great force,” they brought the courier and carriage driver to an inn at Salvaterra, northwest of Ferrara, and stole goods worth around 400 scudi. The carriage driver guessed them to be soldiers from a cavalry company, which would explain why they had turned their clothing inside out to evade identification.22 The same week, a Roman ordinary and accompanying postilion were assaulted at night on the Mantuan border with Modena, near Concordia sulla Secchia, and left “tied to two trees.” The unfortunate courier was the same one who had been assaulted between Bologna and Modena earlier that year.23

Policing the posts involved a unique tug-of-war over the mailbag. In January 1604, four armed assailants ambushed a Spanish postal courier along his ordinary route between Rome and Milan. The robbers held up the courier at gunpoint just north of Cremona and then fled by boat on the River Po. Pursued by the Cremonese guards, the bandits threw the mailbags into the river, betting that their pursuers would feel obligated to recover the letters. The bet paid off: the podestà called off the pursuit and recovered the mailbags with the help of local peasants. He had been forewarned that the two bags would contain letters from the duke of Parma and other “assorted things.” The peasants “fished [the bags] from the Po in very poor condition.” Cremonese authorities then tasked the local postmaster with copying the salvaged letters as well as possible. They asked the governor of Milan for help in sorting out the goods, whose senders, destinations, and recipients had been lost to the river. In the days following the attack on the Spanish courier, the podestà of Cremona dispatched the sheriff (bargello) into the countryside. He learned that a nearby surgeon had treated two men with gunshot wounds in the stables of a house at Cornavecchio. The officer held off from further action, now needing permission to extradite the criminals from Lodese territory. As for the slain bandit, the podestà visited the body himself and confirmed it to be one Stefano, known as “Il Longo,” a resident of Castelnuovo.24 The other assailants were the sons of a former innkeeper along the road to Piacenza, as well as one Giulio Mantovano, whose surname indicated that he came from the countryside surrounding Mantua.25

Gangs routinely posted up at inns (osterie), which is especially noteworthy given that inns were also the staging posts of the postal systems. Local postmasters were often also innkeepers who could stable the horses, as well as feed and give shelter to weary couriers. With the regular flow of gossiping travelers, inns no doubt also served as intelligence hubs to identify and follow heavy-pursed targets. Civic authorities already regarded inns with suspicion, located as they were on the outskirts of town and filled with dangerous foreigners. Milanese legislation routinely forbade city residents from dining at inns, for example.26 The quartering of soldiers in inns furthered both their disrepute and danger to travelers. That appeared to have been the case in 1612, when a Venetian innkeeper testified to seeing soldiers pass by shortly before they attacked the courier of Milan.27 Following a July 1601 incident involving an inn at Salvaterra, authorities concluded that since “it does not serve another purpose than the entertainment of young men, for which it is very appropriate … it seems appropriate to demolish this place, where otherwise it will require the utmost diligence to prevent murderous robberies.”28

Other details about how the assaults played out were remarkably similar across cases. First, in most incidents, the bandits were armed but the courier was not killed. Bandits did not commit murder when they could accomplish the robbery without it. Tying the courier to trees prevented him from raising an immediate alarm—otherwise, the courier might return to the nearest town to ring the church bells and raise a posse. However, when couriers escaped relatively unscathed, this fed suspicions that they had colluded or held back information about their assailants. Authorities often imprisoned and interrogated couriers after attacks. In this light, the emphasis that couriers placed on disguises in witness statements may have played an exculpatory role: such details made couriers’ insistence that they did not recognize their assailants more plausible.

Second, attacks often took place at river crossings, where bandits could quickly escape across nearby borders. In such cases, authorities could do little more than send sheriffs on information-gathering missions to support extradition requests. Finally, summer months heralded higher rates of criminal violence across the board.29 One reason for this may have been the prevalence of fairs in the summer, where traders and, increasingly, bankers met to negotiate international exchanges. Two such fairs took place in Mantuan territory during August, which meant increased traffic of wealthy travelers in the preceding weeks.30

Prosecuting svaligiamenti brought states together in a shared pursuit, even during periods of otherwise-tense relations. Venice and Milan adopted two major extradition agreements, the first in 1572 (modified in 1580) and the second in 1595. Highway robbery and “unlawful wounding by a wheellock arquebus” were featured among the fifteen crimes named in the agreement.31 In 1604, the Spanish governor assured the Venetian resident that he “did not even need to speak of the agreements” when it came to the bandits because the governor would always be ready to hand them over promptly.32 This proved important at least twice in the case of one cohesive gang that targeted couriers in the early seventeenth century. In 1601, the Venetian Council of Ten sought to extradite a set of bandits captured by Milanese authorities named Giovanni Battista Martinengo, Bartolo Tealdo, Baldo Furlani (or Furlan), and brothers Ortensio and Bartolomeo Furlan. The Milanese secretary, podestà of Bergamo, podestà of Citadella, and Paduan rectors received instructions to find the bandits “wanted for the number of robberies and murders committed by them” and soon to be tried by a state prosecutor.33 Their crimes covered a wide swath of Venetian terraferma following the route taken by the postal ordinary. The involvement of Venice's most formidable political and policing bodies underscored the seriousness of the bandits’ crimes, but also the delicacy of navigating among the many parties invested in retribution.34

By 1604, the same gang was active once again along the Lombard frontier, consisting now of Giovanni Battista Martinengo, Bartolomeo Furlan, and a “Geronimo Fabretto”—an alias used by Giuseppe Bertoldo. The gang harassed both the Spanish and Venetian ordinary couriers. Once the Cremonese succeeded in capturing the highwaymen, the Spanish governor was true to his word, readily signing orders to extradite the bandits to the Venetians for prosecution. In fact, he issued edict after edict that condemned brigandage in the strongest terms.35 Yet by September 1604, the Spanish ordinary headed to Rome barely made it out of the city gates before being assailed and, as in Mantua three years earlier, tied to two trees. The governor offered a sizable reward: immunity from prosecution and 1,000 scudi for information leading to the criminals’ capture.36 The scale of the damage to both public (i.e., state) and private clients, “none more so than to the businessmen (negotianti),” merited this sizable reward. When bandits attacked a courier en route to Lyon the next spring, authorities similarly noted that they were targeting the bankers who had gathered in preparation for the fairs at Piacenza.37 Official responses indicate that private and public interest came together behind a strong mandate of prosecution against these attacks.

In this way, even when attacks were not about the politics of the post, the official responses were. Furthermore, postmasters and couriers took an active role in petitioning for their own protections. The Spanish postmaster lieutenant of Milan, Ottavio Codogno, worked closely with the governor and even proposed his own edict following an October 1604 attack on the Roman ordinary. Codogno saw both local rivals and resentful local authorities as blameworthy for the lack of enforced protections for the courier. He routinely argued for the adoption of a community penalization approach: if bandits were not captured, the nearest locale should be fined the appropriate amount to make restitution.38 The postmaster lieutenant saw a clear connection between Cremonese authorities’ failure to curb assaults—or perhaps even collusion with their perpetrators—and their disobedience of the office of the corriero maggiore of Milan. The feud between the Spanish post office in Milan and the messengers of Cremona was bitter and longstanding and included accusations of mail theft and several suits and countersuits regarding their respective privileges.39

The privileges of the post had been paid for in blood. Postal couriers wore the threat of death or injury in the line of duty as a badge of pride. In 1620, for example, the Venetian Company of Couriers protested competition from rival carriers along the northern Italian route. The couriers cited a recent attack on one Zuanne (Giovanni) Benzoni, who, “without regard for his own life, was happier to die right there on the road rather than voluntarily give the state letters to assassins sent by princes. When asked for the state letters, he pulled out a pistol, shooting one, and was then killed by the others.” The company cited the selfless act as proof of the “disposition of the couriers” to be “truly faithful to their princes.”40 Such petitions framed attacks on couriers as an act of war. The Company of Couriers held up the courier's willingness to give his life to defend the mail as a rebuttal to accusations that he might instead conspire with his attackers to defraud the state. Instead of wily knaves, the assaulted couriers were martyrs. Both the Spanish and the Venetians proved to be sympathetic audiences and offered additional protection as a result—protection that further distinguished postal couriers from miscellaneous messengers who were victimized as private, rather than public, individuals.

Yet postmasters and couriers never fully succeeded in one aspect of their petitioning: namely, their desire to carry defensive weapons. In 1568, the postmaster of Vigevano sent his son, Giovanni Giacomo Liscati, to carry letters for the Spanish governor of Milan. The local podestà seized Liscati for carrying “a sword and dagger without light.” Traveling in darkness and carrying arms were enough for the podestà to treat the younger Liscati as a potential bandit himself—not unreasonably, given that the sons of innkeepers had been the assailants in aforementioned incidents. The elder Liscati protested that “in 40 years of being postmaster, in carrying out this office, I have never been prohibited from carrying arms.”41 This was the downside of expanded policing for postmasters and couriers. Some officials, such as the postmaster of Serravalle, did succeed in obtaining licenses for themselves and their male relatives based on the travel they did by night.42 Such a license might not be recognized throughout their journeys, however, and new governors might issue a blanket revocation of licenses granted under their predecessors.43 Increased state intervention did not always play out in the way that postal agents desired.

Assaults on postal couriers show the persistent dangers that couriers faced, but they also highlight a new international consensus concerning the need to protect postal service. Political and commercial elites across Italy, regardless of nationality, needed to transport letters, money, goods, and even themselves securely and reliably.44 The state expanded its policing with this mandate, in accordance with lobbying by its postal officials. New measures, from extradition to community penalization, nonetheless favored the state postal services over smaller-scale carriers. Postal officials further asserted their primacy in petitions and even drafted executive orders, thus exercising enviable power over policy.



Policing the Post in a Time of Plague

Plague was much harder to police than bandits, and it was endemic in early modern Europe. Northern Italians had a hard-earned understanding of contagion since the fourteenth century. The Visconti dukes of Milan promulgated some of the earliest plague quarantine laws in Europe in the 1370s. By the sixteenth century, both Venice and Milan had offices of public health issuing bills of health that functioned much like their modern equivalents. Both cities also constructed and maintained large plague hospitals, or lazaretti, outside the city walls.45

A new, devastating wave of plague first appeared around Trento in the early 1570s and had spread to Milan by July 1576. As of 1574, the population of the city of Milan was around 115,000. By 1577, some estimates place the plague deaths at nearly 25,000—or 18 to 20 percent of the city's population. The numbers were similar in nearby Venice. They were even worse in terraferma cities like Bergamo, which saw about 40 percent of its population die during these plague years. In 1630–1631, a second outbreak had similar results, killing as much as 60 percent of the population of Verona.46 The fear and real devastation of contagion invariably restricted travel and exchange.

Academic scholarship to date offers surprisingly little information about the broader ramifications of plague at the heart of the budding postal network. Postal routes overlaid the pathways of disease: couriers and contagion naturally intersected along highly trafficked routes among densely populated cities. Some authors suggest that it shut down routes entirely, but plenty of historians of information see this period as especially rich for news flow.47 Manuscript newsletters flourished, carrying news of Calvinist rebellions, discoveries in the New World, Turkish advances in the Balkans, or, significantly, the spread of disease. Authorities relied on couriers to bring news of plague sightings, even as they feared that the couriers might carry contagion themselves.

The postal wars had seen countless instances of couriers detained for petty, spurious, or retributive reasons. When public health authorities began to detain couriers to stem the spread of plague, leaders and diplomats regarded the tactic with suspicion and annoyance. In October 1575, the Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan, Ottaviano Marzi (o. 1573–1579), complained that Milanese authorities had detained the ordinary courier en route from Bergamo to open and “fumigate” all his letters.48 Contagion theory of the time linked foul odor to ill effects. In prior plagues, letters had been kept for days in a sealed box with strong-smelling spices. The disinfection of ship cargo similarly employed fragrant woods, juniper, and sulfur. Despite the diplomat's annoyance, the Venetians took a similar approach: just a few days later, a Venetian edict ordered that “all papers from the Lazzaretto Vecchio are subject to fumigation, and all strings and cords should be removed before transfer to the central office of the health magistracy.”49 Popular belief held that such “soft” materials were more likely to act as vectors of disease. The Venetian ambassador in Rome later reported that Roman officials would allow only letters “closed with wire” from Venice; any “sealed with wax and tied with string” would be burned.50 In the years that followed, increasingly aggressive disinfection measures would be adopted, such as exposing letters to high heat or dipping them (and sometimes, the courier himself) in vinegar.51 In addition to requiring that letters be opened or seals removed, thus compromising security, these methods were more likely to make the text illegible.52

In 1575, the Venetian resident met with the Spanish governor of Milan to complain about the “little respect” that the overzealous ministers of public health had shown to his government by delaying their mail. The governor asked the resident in turn what the state of plague was in Venice. Marzi responded that “the rumors [of devastation] were not true, not for several months, and everything was improving rapidly; that there was no reasonable cause for alarm nor to prevent trade.”53 The resident's assurances did little to ease the governor's concerns, though. Milanese ministers of public health dispatched their own couriers into Venetian territories to spy on conditions. Only after receiving a positive report would they allow the Venetian couriers into Milan. Whereas foreign couriers posed a potential threat, one's own postal courier remained a valuable source of on-the-ground intelligence abroad.

The courier detentions continued throughout November and December, watched by an anxious public as well as officials. A Roman newsletter reported that Florentine authorities had detained the Spanish courier of Milan.54 It suggested that the duke of Florence retaliated for the delay of his own courier by the Spanish. The courier then died in Florentine custody just a few days later, and another newsletter reported that his body would be examined for signs of plague.55 In a similar instance in 1579, tensions rose in Rome to levels not seen since 1556. Papal commissaries held the courier of Milan and opened the letters that he carried in front of Spanish postal officials. They then took the deliveries from afflicted locations to outside the city walls and burned them.56

Disease posed a real threat, but so did political opportunism. Plague hospitals and the disinfection process necessitated active counterespionage measures. In 1620, the Tassis imperial postmaster in Venice traveled to meet the mail in person at the lazzaretto, with confidential letters separated from the rest under his watchful eye. Venetian documents reveal this was a wise move, as State Inquisitors had tasked a hospital prior with intercepting the letters. Thwarted by the postmaster, the agent instead expressed his frustration: “Twice I have been able to observe the letters of postmaster Ferdinando Tassis … I have done everything possible to have the letters. It is not possible, because they come from the lazaretto, secured in the presence of this Tassis.” He finished by recommending the appointment of an “expert person” to the lazaretto to succeed where he could not in intercepting the letters.57 The Venetian ambassador in Turin was not as savvy in countering espionage at the lazaretto. The Savoyard archives preserve a nearly uninterrupted series of confidential Venetian diplomatic letters from 1630. The decrypted letters even include the ambassador's suspicions that his correspondence was being intercepted in this manner.58 Public health measures could easily compromise secure channels.

In other cases, plague restrictions could also challenge state surveillance. The life of a particularly famous correspondent offers an illustrative example. In 1633, the Roman inquisition called the famed scholar Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) to testify regarding his recent publication, Dialogue on the Two Chief World Systems. Church guidelines dictated that Galileo receive preprint permission for his works, but plague had broken out in Rome while Galileo was in Florence. Galileo explained that “commerce was stopped; so, seeing that I could not come to Rome, by correspondence I requested permission for the book to be printed in Florence.”59 Instructed to send the manuscript for review, Galileo encountered further difficulties: “Despite having used every possible care and having contacted even the highest secretaries of the Grand Duke and the directors of the postal service, to try and send the original safely, I received no assurance that this could be done, and it certainly would have been damaged, washed out, or burned, such was the strictness at the borders.”60 He referred to the methods of disinfection, vinegar baths and “toasting” of letters, that were employed on the borders of the Papal States. Evidently, postal couriers carried manuscripts along with letters, coins, and jewels.

Galileo had plenty of other reasons to evade his Inquisition censors. But his account nonetheless hints at why, in a time of plague restrictions, reliance upon postal service increased, even among nonstate users. While Galileo indicated that “commerce was stopped,” the postal routes remained active, if subject to inconvenient restrictions. Alternative messengers were neither willing nor allowed to run.61 Official postal couriers might be the best option, but that did not mean that they were guaranteed. Skilled users could strategize for a better chance of success. For example, in normal times, administrators generally preferred that couriers go by land because speeds were more reliable. Plague changed the calculus: multiple borders meant multiple health regimes that might or might not trust the documentation provided by their neighbors. Officials instead opted to send couriers by sea, especially on routes that linked Genoa, Naples, and Spain.62 Travel by sea could also minimize potential exposure to disease for the courier in comparison to passing through many way stations on land.63 Alternatively, letters could be sent to friendlier cities not yet associated with outbreaks, from which they could be forwarded to their final destinations. Correspondents often employed all these strategies and more, sending letters in two or three copies and along different routes at great expense.

Not all the costs were financial. Later acts commemorated the members of the Venetian Company of Couriers who had fallen to plague. A special place was given to those who had died “in the public service,” carrying the state letters.64 Many more would fall in the years to come, often in the terraferma cities that constituted the main routes. At the same time, campaigns to rebuild, reform, and expand postal systems with renewed political will took place during both the 1580s and 1630s. The plague years illustrated that postal couriers were “essential personnel,” to borrow a term from a modern pandemic.65

The longer-term impacts of recurring waves of plague are not always as obvious as short-term disruptions. They were nonetheless in the background of key infrastructural shifts. By the 1580s, the Venetian Company began to work with Tassis Spanish postmasters of Milan to establish a new postal ordinary connecting their two cities. Couriers left twice weekly: once on Wednesdays via Bergamo, and once on Saturdays via Cremona and Mantua. The new ordinary established a continuous circulation of information in northern Italy. This collaboration was likely spurred by financial necessity and the Tassis posts increasingly relied on Venetian couriers. The financial strain of running postal systems even during times of crisis led postal officials to cultivate new alliances, much as the postal wars had forced the Venetian Company to look beyond Rome.

The demographic impact of plague and violence also contributed to the increasing pattern of widows of postmasters serving as postmistresses. These women exercised newly prominent authority over the post office. Women had always played a role in courier trades, much as they did in any Renaissance family firm or guild. Marriages contributed to communal solidarity among the Bergamaschi diaspora and dynastic alliances for the Tassis. In the post-plague decades, several powerful postmistresses staffed Europe's postal network hubs, including Lucina Cattanea Tassis (d. 1619) in Milan, Alexandrine de Rye von Taxis (d. 1666) in Brussels, and Lucia Ropele Bordogna Taxis (d. 1688) in Trento. After their husbands’ premature deaths, these women partnered with male postal lieutenants to oversee the office, sometimes well past the point at which their sons had reached the age of inheritance. After all, even when spared by disease, Tassis sons could be the victims—and instigators—of endemic interpersonal violence.66 Post offices were often in more capable administrative hands with postmistresses, who had often been raised in an office or married into one in their teenage years.

Policing against plague—much like policing against banditry—disproportionately favored state-sponsored postal systems over alternative modes of mail-carrying. Venice and Milan routinely reminded subject cities to give unimpeded passage to postal couriers even in times of strict lockdown, but private and even municipal carriers did not receive the same government backing.67 Even if local messengers were not explicitly punished for traveling during plague or attacked by highwaymen, they did not receive the same privileges and protections that their postal competitors did. This had the practical effect of further attracting private users to state postal systems, but it also reinforced a new notion that the systems were themselves a “public service”—after all, couriers risked their lives on behalf of a clientele that extended beyond their rulers.



Channels for Dissent: Cavallari and Merchant Carriers

The spring of 1568 seemed to confirm Milanese authorities’ worst fears of spiritual contagion from abroad. Giovanni da Martinengo was one of the four Bergamaschi messengers who ran the route between Milan and Venice. He was a well-known figure who worked from “an inn, at the sign of the peacock above a moat at the porta Romana.” At some point, Martinengo left several bales of cloth and other merchandise at an inn outside Verona, apparently by accident. Several years later, the innkeeper opened one of the boxes and found several printed books from that city of heresiarchs, Geneva. Recognizing the danger, the innkeeper turned the stash over to local inquisitors. The famed Counter-Reformation leader Cardinal Charles Borromeo (1538–1584) himself received a report regarding the discovery. Martinengo had evidently been smuggling heretical literature for many years. Kevin Stevens suggests that he had used his professional knowledge of customs procedures to deftly avoid them.68

Martinengo was a common surname, derived from a town located between Bergamo and Brescia. Members of a Martinengo feudal nobility routinely challenged Venetian and Spanish authorities in northern Italy during the early modern period.69 This Martinengo belonged to the merchant carriers of Milan. Merchants had long negotiated for letter-carrying privileges as a part of the capitulations that allowed them to reside and work in foreign cities. The Milan chamber of merchants had formed agreements with Venetian guilds as recently as 1522 and 1525 that established ordinary couriers traveling between the two cities, and even nominated a Milanese merchant maestro dei corrieri to reside in Venice.70

Merchant carriers were a rival system that predated and coexisted with the Tassis state posts. A rare set of pay records show that the Venetian diplomatic resident of Milan used both systems to carry his letters. From December 1580 to March 1581, he recorded 145 mail-related payments, of which 60 were made to “the Tassis postmaster,” totaling around 300 lire.71 The resident made a nearly equal number of payments (51) to “Bollino,” the maestro dei corrieri of the merchant carriers.72 The roughly 250 lire paid to Bollino included sending dispatches to the Venetian senate, as well as letters forwarded from representatives in Spain and Savoy, showing that the Venetian resident did not prefer one to the other when it came to sending his state correspondence.73

Yet the book-smuggling incident demonstrated the exploitability of these merchant carrier systems. In the social and religious climate of northern Italy in the Counter-Reformation, governors increasingly associated foreign merchants with disruption, rebellion, and heresy. From the perspective of occupying authorities, subversive foreign couriers spreading uncontrolled communications were a disaster waiting to happen. That the Venetian resident utilized the merchant carriers—thereby potentially avoiding Spanish surveillance—was a perfect example of authorities’ worst fears.

The Spanish crown and state council instructed governors to maintain order in northern Italy at any cost.74 Rich, populous, centrally located, and home to the finest arms production in Europe, Milan had been a keystone of Habsburg policy for the better part of a century. Yet Spanish authorities feared networks of influence from Swiss Protestants, Francophiles, or the partisans in Venetian or Savoyard employ.75 A 1578 edict expressed concern that “many people riding under many colors of the ordinary couriers of the Dutch, French, Lyonnaise, Venetian and Genoese merchants come and go as they please without notice to their superiors or state officials.”76 Who could say what they were carrying?

Martinengo and the mail-carrying merchants of Milan were not, in fact, very foreign. They were Bergamaschi, just as the Tassis continued to be, for all their Spanish trappings. Unwary messengers nonetheless could, wittingly or unwittingly, invite a foreign threat. They might let their letters be stolen, carry disease, or even purposefully ferry prohibited ideas. Associating carriers with a foreign fifth column was a powerful allegation that state postal officials wielded to great effect. Postal officials and couriers portrayed their services as the best alternative to these untrustworthy messengers. In doing so, they aligned themselves with the confessionalizing, territorializing goals of executive powers in Venice and Milan.

By the 1580s, the son of Simone Tassis, Ruggero Tassis of Milan (d. 1588), aggressively campaigned against merchant rivals. “Two postmasters for a city are as incompatible as two princes,” he began a letter to the then governor Don Sancho de Padilla. The postmaster then played to the greatest fears of the Spanish rulers of Milan: “All of the foreign couriers direct themselves in their own house, and secretly and publicly collect letters and dispatches, and distribute them in contempt of your Majesty and the Illustrious Governor, from which derives much gossip and scandal.”77 The governor was not hard to convince. He forwarded Ruggero's petition to the Spanish crown soon after, adding his own thoughts:


In Your Majesty's states at every time, not just in war, when letters and newsletters are in frequent use, messengers are not free to travel wherever, nor is it often suitable to send them, lest secret actions be discovered; but also in times of peace, when [the enemy] conspires war, not to mention the danger posed to our religion. Your lords and ministers close the roads to these miserable, insidious sects, who seek to oppose us by every means with their false doctrines, which are scattered and sown in souls by way of letters and newsletters. They make the wonderful invention of writing and letters, so necessary to human society, something pernicious and loathsome.78



Ongoing spiritual threat broke down prior distinctions between governance in peace and war. Conspiracy was everywhere, seeded by dangerous newsletters (avvisi). Padilla cited recent rebellions in “Genoa, Florence, Venice and Rome” and attributed them to merchant conspiracies. He likened Milan's situation to that of the rebellious Low Countries, where the Tassis notably enjoyed monopolistic privileges. The governor claimed that a foreign, sectarian threat necessitated an extension of executive power, akin to times of martial law. The only solution was to control mail by supporting the Spanish post office of Milan in its bid for total control over public and private mail in northern Italy.79

The governor was also motivated by his recent experience working with Postmaster Ruggero Tassis of Milan to conduct surveillance, which he recounted in detail:


I wrote in past days to your Majesty about people sent from England and other places to disseminate heresy in Italy, and to do other things in disservice to God, and your Majesty. It is my charge to use every possible diligence to discover their correspondences, and to have in hand the letters that they write, for which purpose I am sent the names and signatures (contrassegni). I communicate with a few ministers because they aid me, but they have nothing satisfactory to report to your majesty, nor myself: the postmaster says that such exchange is disguised as merchants’ letters (sotto coperta de’ mercanti), which he cannot investigate: but if the letters pass through a single hand, as is suitable, it will be easy to tell this and other things, from which I may be warned of important things that he discovers.80



Communications monopoly in exchange for unparalleled state surveillance was a mutually beneficial proposition. Padilla's postscript reiterated the strategic importance of information received from the postmaster. Unlike opening letters, which alerted correspondents that a third party was reading their messages, the secret surveillance of correspondents and addresses did not arouse suspicions, facilitating further monitoring. The letter from Padilla nominally sought the king's approval, but the governor had already attached a printed edict affirming the monopoly of the Spanish post office. The gubernatorial edict notably bypassed the Milanese senate, which tended to be more sympathetic to the merchants. Spanish governors routinely distrusted the Milanese elites as potential rebels themselves.81

The central argument for monopolization by state postal officials was that all objects and personnel needed to be picked up and deposited at the post house under the watchful eye of the corriero maggiore. Much like a customs office or tollhouse, postal officials proposed that channeling all mail through a single location would prevent the smuggling of goods, but also ideas, like Martinengo's books from Geneva. It would also, incidentally, cement the corriero maggiore's primacy over all mail, including that of his commercial rivals.

The Spanish post office of Milan warred for years with both the Milanese merchants and the cavallari of Cremona over control of private letters. Merchant messengers accused the Spanish postmaster in Cremona of stealing mail, allegedly under the orders of the postmaster in Milan. Milanese authorities appeared to side with the merchants and chastised the Spanish postmasters for their interference, who in turn found allies in the Spanish governors.82 Cremona would remain the center of jurisdictional struggles going forward. Much like the Venetian terraferma cities, Cremona had a strong cavallari tradition because it was a key geographic location for mail traveling from east to west as well as north to south, such as to Tuscany and Rome. This was the same region where postal couriers were repeatedly attacked, although it remains difficult to draw firmer conclusions about whether that rivalry motivated attacks, or, as Codogno suspected, at least inhibited prosecution.

Ruggero's campaign against the merchant carriers of Milan had clear Venetian parallels. The Venetian Company of Couriers battled both municipal and private carriers across the terraferma.83 In theory, cavallari held licenses granted by their respective cities to carry state letters. Anyone else fell into a broad category of carriers of letters, goods, and people by various modes: procacci; portalettere; pedoni (by foot); carozzeri and nolesini (by coach); or simply “others.”84 Postal officials offered a much simpler vision of communications in which postal agents would be overseen by a corriero maggiore sanctioned by executive power, and every other type of messenger would be approached as restricted competitors.

Fascinatingly, the Venetian Company of Couriers joined with the Tassis in the battle against the merchants of Milan. They wrote a supplication directed to Venetian authorities as well as the Spanish governor, accusing the merchants of “usurpations.” Allegedly, the merchants had bypassed the governor to petition the Milanese senators who, “tricked by them,” proceeded to grant them undue favor. The supplication declared that the merchants had engaged in a mudslinging campaign (e.g., spreading the false rumor that the Florentine couriers would be banned).85 The merchants launched a counterclaim in the same vein, pleading to the Milanese senate that the governor, the marquis of Ayamonte (d. 1580), mistreated them by favoring Tassis. The governor of Cremona, they claimed, had turned against them, as had the Venetian senate, “instigated, perhaps, by Tassis.”86

The Bergamaschi diaspora had succeeded as servants to many masters by making the most of every opportunity, on the road and at the court. They frequently gathered evidence of perceived violations while abroad and presented examples of edicts with their complaints circulated to their political patrons. The petitions framed a binary choice: either the authorities support their postmasters in a monopoly, which was “a source of great benefit to the public and public reputation of this state's posts,” or “foreign princes” would exert control within their territory.87 “Mantua, Ferrara, Florence, Rome, France and Spain, and all other princes favor their own in the same fashion,” the Venetians reported, and all princes held the matter of the posts as “a sacred and inviolable jurisdiction.”88 Much as the papal posts had learned the language of information sovereignty, the Venetian Company was now proclaiming a communications monopoly. The Tassis in Milan used similar strategies against the Cremonese, but also against merchant rivals in Genoa. They enlisted the Spanish governor's aid to overturn an agreement between the Genoese and a consortium of German and Italian merchants.89

As states countered threats to their communications systems, they listened to their technocratic specialists, even letting them write the regulations. Official decrees adopted their language, describing how other princes monopolized international mail-carrying within their territories, “with much benefit.”90 A 1582 Venetian act declared that “anyone, of any station, should not presume to carry mail in this city or surrounding territory, nor collecting, accepting, or carrying mail along the routes of Milan, Mantua, Cremona, Genoa, and other foreign states…. The couriers of Venice will carry everything, except for the letters, and other things, which belong to the cavallari.”91 A similar version posted above the stairs of San Marco and the Rialto banned the procacci from collecting mail that awaited the company couriers at those locations.92 At stake was the profitable business of carrying private letters and goods. Both groups had their own officially recognized exclusive rights over certain types of public letters, but the question was which group would be limited to them. While nominally protecting the cavallari, these measures nonetheless boxed them in.

The cavallari viewed the state postal system as offering a raw deal. The cavallari of Verona—a city with commerce and geographic access rivaling Bergamo—provide a particularly rich case study for understanding how state postal systems succeeded at the expense of alternative modes. Cavallari originally carried Verona's official state missives and funds, traveling once a week to and from Venice.93 Verona took the lead in arguing that enforcement of the Venetian Company monopoly unfairly favored the Bergamaschi over other terraferma subjects. From their perspective, such measures threatened them and their families with poverty and overturned centuries of inherited privileges.94 This was common rhetoric in Venetian governance of the terraferma, as well as against early modern state centralization and modernization more generally.95

Venetian authorities—at the company's urging, and always for the “public benefit”—sought to standardize postal rates and prevent other carriers from undercutting the official posts. They carried out interviews with many procacci and cavallari to determine their familiarity with the measures. Authorities found that many messengers pled their ignorance, or that they had misunderstood the regulations as applying only to mail of foreign origin. This, too, was a form of resistance against the increasing restriction of their market share. Occasionally, the competition broke out into open disputes: in 1583, Piero da Porto, a Veronese cavallaro, confronted Domenico di Longho, identified as a portalettere of Padua, in a local postal inn. Porto called Longho a “spy and a thief … a spy because he had tried to see his letters,” presumably to determine whether Porto was within his rights to carry them. The encounter devolved into a shouting match of “similar insults.”96

This was not the first time that Piero had come under scrutiny. In July of that year, printed tariffs with the prices and modes for mail-carrying to and from Verona had appeared around the city and in Venice. Ordered by one Lauro Tasso and Piero da Porto, the printing had not been cleared by Venetian authorities. When asked “to what effect” these tariffs had been printed, Piero answered “the public benefit.” He steadfastly denied any knowledge of ongoing fights with the city's portalettere and maintained that he had intended to bring a copy to the rectors for review. Authorities continued to press him, asking, “Does it seem fine to you, to print public tariffs with the sign of Saint Mark without license or orders from the rectors?” and suggesting that the quantities produced looked like more of a campaign than a preliminary draft. Piero snapped back: “I did not order the printer to make a hundred or two hundred, but just that he print it. What [symbol] would you want me to have him add, a Turk?”97 The rectors thoroughly chastised Porto that he had no business doing such “public things,” but it would prove a losing battle. This was competitive professionalization. Appointed officials such as cavallari and postal couriers lay claim to whatever advantages they could, including state insignia and the right to set rates for all mail-carrying. It would be difficult for more miscellaneous carriers to play the game, so long as their rivals wrote the rules.

Around the same time as the struggles among the mail carriers of Verona, the council of Verona took and inventoried a portalettere's mailbag. A sample of the inventory provides a rare glimpse into the variety of goods being carried by Italy's more miscellaneous messengers:


	A package of small breads addressed to Alessandro Ariprete of San Marco


	A package addressed to Simon Ruffo as “S+R”


	A little book addressed from the order of preachers in Venice


	A package addressed to Bartolomeo Benzon with letters98


	A purse with a letter signed “S+R,” directed to Bartolomeo Zenobio


	Letters addressed to different people with 130 lire: one to Madonna Agnola; one to Vicenzo Curion; and one to Lodavico, which is signed “O. Rosso”99




From money to “small breads,” the records generated by postal disputes indicate the material variety of things sent by mail. Paintings, books, and scientific instruments traveled across European postal systems. In moments of breakdown, we catch early glimpses of a system that had quickly grown beyond state letters sent by the fastest couriers and toward ordinary service.

In the history of technology and infrastructure, a precipitating crisis often precedes system renewal. The decades between 1575 and 1630 saw several such overlapping crises. Postal agents faced a variety of dangers, from gun-toting brigands to public health roadblocks. Postal systems adapted, offering a greater variety of services to a wider clientele than ever before. The running of ordinary couriers on a cohesive network of routes, as explored in the next two chapters, was born from this crisis. It came at the expense of many longstanding alternatives, replaced by a system that might be better protected, surveilled, and controlled by executive authorities.

State-sponsored postal services turned crisis to their rhetorical advantage, especially in their desire to expand into more forms of mail-carrying. Courier petitions memorialized their fallen companions as proof of their dedication and loyalty to the state. Each incident of smuggling or theft became further evidence of the need for enforced protections, not just against physical threat but also against so-called foreign competition. Officials argued that attacks on postal couriers challenged the authority of the state, but also threatened the material ties that bound together an elite, commercial society.

In this way, the threats of banditry, plague, and rebellion did not cripple the posts; instead, they made the backing of the state a crucial advantage against entrenched competition. The cavallari and merchant messengers posed serious obstacles to the expansion of state posts into ordinary mail-carrying, and the alternative mail-carrying modes of the late Renaissance were never fully quashed.100 Legal-commercial debates continued wherever state posts might be found, from the Protestant regional competitors to the famed London Penny Post of a later century.

The Spanish post of Milan and the Venetian Company of Couriers succeeded by convincing their respective executive authorities that unlicensed mail-carrying posed a threat to state security. They offered new mechanisms of surveillance, from reporting on senders and recipients to opening, copying, delaying, or forwarding private mail. Sources rarely explicitly note the personal relationships among the postmasters, couriers, and state authorities, but as chapter 4 will argue, they undoubtedly formed a powerful network of ties.

If distrust of foreign threats dominated the 1580s, corruption preoccupied Habsburg rulers in the decades that followed. Fear of treachery from within the ranks of officialdom came to rival that of foreign, spiritual, and pestilential dangers. Corruption was the disease of bureaucracy. Factions within the court and across the empire were rocked by the rise and fall of court favorites. With Spain continually teetering on the edge of bankruptcy and its foreign policy seeming to shift from one minute to the next, intelligence was a valuable currency. It was in this context that the post house of Milan became not just the instigator but also the focus of distrust.






CHAPTER 4The Postmistress and the SpyNetworking the Italian Road


Early sixteenth-century contracts between princes and the Tassis corrieri maggiori were top-down: rulers commissioned limited-term infrastructure according to the location of their courts, armies, and envoys. The agreements of the late sixteenth century differed: Bergamaschi couriers and postmasters negotiated agreements in the post house as ongoing treaties rather than limited contracts. Routine exchange along the Italian Road would outlive both the Spanish duchy of Milan and the Venetian Republic. Indeed, the continuous circulation of information, people, and goods along these routes persists as modern infrastructure: a modern traveler between Milan and Venice would likely take the train or A4 highway through many of the same locales traversed by late-sixteenth-century couriers.1

The postal systems’ enduring foundations withstood a range of threats during construction from the postal wars of the 1550s and 1560s (chapter 2), to the plagues, brigandage, and social unrest of the 1580s (chapter 3). By the end of the sixteenth century, postal systems were thriving. Post office records show astounding growth in the volume of mail and the power of postmasters over these turbulent decades. Three key factors drove this expansion: first, there was a growing international consensus concerning protection of the courier and the mailbag. Second, the budding alliance between postal officials and local governors strengthened bureaucratic authority over communications. This chapter will analyze a third reason: the transition of postal service from an extraordinary (straordinario) to an ordinary (ordinario) service.

The extraordinary/ordinary binary existed across early modern governance. Extraordinary taxes required individual authorization, for example, while ordinary taxes might automatically renew.2 At the outset of postal services, all couriers were “extraordinaries,” or as Ottavio Codogno framed it in his New Itinerary, “the fastest couriers.” The contents, dispatch, and funding of each mission received individual authorization. However, in the second half of the sixteenth century, postal service was increasingly oriented toward “ordinary” services, meaning prearranged couriers who traveled interlocking routes on a regular timetable. These were generally slower messengers, but in contrast to the expensive extraordinaries, ordinaries were increasingly available and affordable to a wider public, as well as to princes.

This chapter takes the Italian Road as a case study of shifting postal priorities. The Venetian Company of Couriers and the Tassis Spanish postmaster of Milan established a bilateral postal ordinary in 1582. “The Italian Road” (figure 10) consisted of two primary routes: a northern route connected Venice and Milan by way of Vicenza, Verona, Brescia, and Bergamo, while a southern route connected the two cities by way of Cremona, Mantua, and Verona.3 The agreement consolidated mail-carrying under the steward (gastaldo) of the Venetian Company of Couriers to the east, and the Spanish postmaster of Milan to the west. It was one of the earliest international postal treaties proposed, negotiated, and formalized by the Bergamaschi across political boundaries. The Venetian Company even referred to it as “Our Project.”4

The origins of the Italian Road demonstrated how officials wrote foreign policy from the post house. Traditional political history emphasizes the decision-making leadership of official politicians in matters of foreign and domestic policy. The “Contractor State” modifies this model, describing the state's relationship with outside agents as akin to that of a purchaser to its suppliers. Contracted providers specialized in recruiting, victualing, and equipment provisioning on behalf of the state, especially in times of war.5 The Contractor State model roughly fits the Tassis postal systems of the Italian Wars until 1559, although the Tassis already did much more to manage information for states than just providing “good information about the market.”6 Postal officials made decisions on the ground with wide-reaching financial, policing, and policy implications. To extend the market metaphor, postal officials were advertisers, lobbyists, and incubators as well as suppliers—in a word, they were technocrats.


[image: A map of northern Italy. A line labeled the “Italian Road” connects Milan, Mantua, Trento, and Venice. It crosses the political boundaries separating Spanish, imperial, and non-Habsburg territories. The German, Swiss, and French Roads branch outward from this central circuit.]
FIGURE 10. The Italian Road. By 1582, the Venetian Company of Couriers and the Tassis Spanish postmaster of Milan oversaw couriers carrying mail between their respective systems. From Milan, mail could continue through Savoy or Switzerland. The imperial Tassis postmaster in Venice oversaw a transalpine route that ran north through Trento, discussed in greater detail in chapter 5. Map by the author and Stewart Scales.



Diplomatic history has also often emphasized the role of political leaders and official representatives such as resident ambassadors. The “New Diplomatic History” considers a wider cast of agents but continues to emphasize the embassy and council chambers as the crucibles of international relations.7 The Italian Road demands instead that we look to both the post house and the post road as key settings that shaped foreign policy from the bottom up. Rather than receiving orders from their rulers, postal officials and couriers presented the Italian Road to their respective governors and ambassadors as a done deal.

Postal agreements deeply interconnected the cities of the Padan plain, although Habsburg Milan and Venice were rarely allies. During the period in question—roughly 1580 to 1612—battle lines hardened between a Habsburg-dominated Italy and the anti-Habsburg coalition that frequently included Venice.8 Postal ordinaries like that of the Italian Road guided economic, political, and cultural relations in ways that were at odds with official state relations. Telling the history of northern Italy in these fractious years requires looking past political rhetoric to see the deep cultural connections and continuous movement of correspondence, goods, people, and ideas along this central axis ofEuropean transit.

Three relationships charted the course of the Italian Road, beginning with a pair of battling cousins who were both named Ruggero Tassis. Their family rivalry began with the 1556 abdication of the Holy Roman emperor and king of Spain, Charles V, which split the Tassis postal system as well as Habsburg crowns. The heirs of different Tassis brothers served as Spanish postmasters on one side of the Padan plain and imperial postmasters on the other, vying with one another for prestige and profit. The younger Ruggero, who was the Spanish postmaster of Milan (d. 1588, o. 1556–1588), benefited from how the Italian Road undercut his rival, the elder Ruggero, who was the imperial postmaster in Venice (d. 1583, o. 1539–1582). Ruggero of Milan's choice to ally with the Venetian Company of Couriers rather than his own cousin, Ruggero of Venice, flew in the face of both official instruction and conventional wisdom. Considering the Italian Road in terms of personal rather than political gains contextualizes why this early postal ordinary took a bilateral form.

Addressing the social and political challenges of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries required new types of administrative relationships. After the premature death of Ruggero Tassis of Milan in 1588, the office then passed through several hands before the Spanish postmaster general leased it to Ruggero's widow, Postmistress Lucina Cattanea Tassis (d. 1619). A royal audit of the post office of Milan offers an unparalleled view of her postmistresship and asymmetrical partnership with Ottavio Codogno, an enigmatic postmaster-lieutenant-turned-author. The legally, economically, and emotionally complex relationships of the post house resembled an expansive Renaissance famiglia. Partnerships like that of the postmistress and Codogno nonetheless transitioned the family firm into a depersonalized administration. For the postmistress and other stakeholders, “the office of the postmaster” was a legal fiction: the title could be leased, sold, and, importantly, shared among multiple individuals of different sexes and social statuses. Distancing the individual postmaster from the title ensured continuity but, as the Spanish visitation would discover, thwarted ascribing individual culpability.

Visitations periodically pitted governing bodies against one another in the Spanish provinces. They were intended to diagnose corruption and mismanagement, air grievances, and prevent collusions at the margins of empire that might threaten the center. In the first decade of the seventeenth century, following the governorship of Pedro Enríquez de Acevedo, the Count of Fuentes (1525–1610), the Spanish visitation accused the post office of Milan of having committed negligence and fraud. It assessed damage at a staggering 118,000 lire, more than the annual income of the office. Much as family rivalries shaped the postal routes, so did this political battle fought by proxy among Spanish statesmen. The charges, the defense, depositions, and financial records survive today at the Spanish state archives in Simancas. Telling silences and forgeries—supplemented by the keen observations of a Venetian diplomat—trace a web of espionage and counterespionage that further complicated the shifting alliances of the Italian Road.

The introduction of new, public-serving ordinaries at the end of the sixteenth century tested the strength of existing postal networks. Family ties and other communal solidarities might foster trust, but they also could inspire deep rivalries, especially in the rapidly commercializing communications trades.9 This chapter blends the spatial history of the Italian Road with the interpersonal ties that structured the same route systems. The antipathy of rival cousins, the partnership of a postmistress and her lieutenant, and the fraught alliance of a post office and the governor all left their mark. Conflict and collaboration, as well as topography, shaped how mail traveled.


Family Rivalries: The Postmasters Ruggero Tassis and the Venetian Company of Couriers

Tassis postal officials thrived across the realm of Charles V. The brothers Janetto and Francesco Tassis employed their nephews, Giovanni Battista, Simone, Davide, and Maffeo, to establish a communications network that spanned Europe, from Antwerp to Naples and Madrid to Innsbruck. State letters remained the driving purpose for this postal service and were often carried in relay (a staffetta)—at the fastest speed and highest cost. The six couriers of the post office of Milan received a flat 6 scudi per month, or around 120 lire, intended to cover their expenses on the road as well as their wages.10 Postal rates from 1545 show that sending a courier in relay between Milan and Venice cost 45 scudi, or approximately 7.5 lire—roughly a week of a laborer's wages. Officially, only members of the governing bureaucracy could use the service to send state letters, or lettere pubbliche.

In 1555 and 1556, the unthinkable happened: Charles V of Habsburg announced his intent to abdicate, gradually dividing his domains between his son, King Philip II of Spain (1527–1598), and Charles's brother, Ferdinand, archduke of Austria and soon-to-be the Holy Roman emperor (1503–1564).11 Emperor Ferdinand first used the term “Imperial post” (Reichspost) in 1559, implying a separated system bounded by the Holy Roman Empire. A few individual post offices, such as the Augsburg post office, vacillated between the now-distinct imperial and Spanish systems. In Italy, the Tassis postmaster in Milan became the Spanish postmaster, while the Tassis postmaster in Venice became the imperial postmaster.12 The allocation made sense given the respective geographies: Milan traditionally oversaw the mail to and from the Spanish Habsburg courts in Valladolid and Madrid, while Venice managed mail traveling across the Brenner Pass to and from the Austrian Habsburgs in Innsbruck, Regensburg, and Vienna. Rulers still expected the Tassis postmasters to work across systems in service to both Habsburg branches.

By the 1560s, eleven Tassis postmasters and mistresses headed offices across Europe, not counting additional relatives employed by the Venetian and papal posts.13 The third and fourth generations of Tassis postal officials consisted of many cousins on either side of the Spanish-imperial division. Many bore the title of corriero maggiore in their respective domains, but the heirs of Giovanni Battista Tassis remained the patriarchs. Giovanni Battista's eldest legitimate son, Raimondo Tassis (d. 1579), inherited the role of postmaster general of Spain. Raimondo's younger brother, Baron Leonardo Tassis (Leonhard I Taxis, d. 1612), and his heirs acted as postmaster generals in Brussels, Regensburg, Innsbruck, and Prague.

Several postmasters bridged the eras of the united and divided Tassis postal systems, two of whom have featured in previous chapters: Simone Tassis (d. 1563) in Milan and Giovan Antonio Tassis (d. 1580) in Rome. Ruggero Tassis (d. 1583), the elder of the battling cousins, also had a long and illustrious career as the resident imperial postmaster in Venice, where the Spanish/Dutch post office opened in 1541.14 Ruggero oversaw couriers running missions to Germany, Poland, and the Spanish Low Countries.15 While his father, Davide, had moved between Verona and Venice, Ruggero took up more permanent residence in the Venetian neighborhood of San Cassiano, a short distance from the Venetian Company of Couriers office on the Rialto by the Riva del Carbon.16

Ruggero of Venice corresponded with major political figures of the period, including the Spanish minister Cardinal Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle (1517–1586). Ruggero regularly provided the famous leader with books, Oriental luxuries, artwork by Titian, and even the cardinal's favorite foods, such as Lombard truffles. In 1547, the postmaster attempted to call in a favor. Amid the celebrations of a recent imperial victory at Piacenza, he requested that Granvelle support his bid for postmastership of the captured city.17 Simone also attempted to claim the office as his own; it was one of several similar disputes between Ruggero and his uncle.18 Conflicts like these led Ruggero to resent Simone, calling him “impious and obstinate” and “the number one enemy of my family” in a letter to Granvelle.19

The conflict between Simone and Ruggero of Venice precipitated the conflict between the cousins, as Ruggero of Milan (d. 1588) was Simone's son and heir. Control over the northern Italian posts was at stake. In 1571, the postmaster in Venice prevented his cousin from establishing a Spanish post office in Venetian Brescia. He later appointed an imperial representative to the same station. In 1573, a Spanish official reported new tensions over the post office of Castelnuovo del Garda (located between Desenzano and Verona), where the cousins now battled over whether couriers should carry imperial or Spanish insignia. Leaders from both the imperial and Spanish systems frequently referenced the family ties and suggested that they were the root cause of the rivalry.20

The informal arrangements within the Tassis family worked if the parties saw one another's success as a common benefit. However, the formal break between the Spanish and imperial systems from 1556 forward and the growing enmity between individuals meant that the Ruggeros did not. In their letters, statesmen still held out hope that family bonds would win out. Yet the government never directed the postmasters to establish a postal ordinary between Milan and Venice—Spanish and imperial officials simply assumed that the Tassis cousins would cooperate as needed to guarantee the swift and secure delivery of state letters.21

Instead, Ruggero of Milan chose to work with his cousin's rivals, the Venetian Company of Couriers. The Venetians likely approached the Spanish postmaster first. The company had been seeking new revenue sources since the postal wars of the 1560s and 1570s disrupted routes through the Papal States.22 In March 1581, the company circulated among Venetian authorities a document titled “Institution Proposed by the Couriers in Service to the Venetian Dominion of an Ordinary for Milan by Way of Mantua and Cremona.” The proposal described an ordinary postal service run twice weekly across Italy: one leaving Wednesday toward Milan via Bergamo, and one leaving Saturday and traveling to Milan via Mantua and Cremona (figure 10). The steward of the Venetian Company and the Spanish postmaster of Milan would oversee their respective jurisdictions. Receiving and recording all mail in the post house, they would regularly balance their books by reimbursing mail that was carried for one another's patrons. Couriers would exchange letters at Cremona and Desenzano.23 In April 1581, the most prominent families of the Venetian Company of Couriers and a representative of the Spanish postmaster gathered and notarized the agreements.24

Sources are surprisingly sparse on the response from Milan. Governor Don Sancho de Padilla's 1582 letter on behalf of the Spanish postmaster—which defended his monopolistic privileges as a necessity in the ongoing Counter-Reformation—is a rare exception.25 On the Venetian side, couriers argued that a postal ordinary was the next logical step in serving “the public good.” Offering an ordinary courier was still a significant expansion of state postal service into an arena traditionally dominated by more miscellaneous messengers. The Venetian Company of Couriers offered to carry mail for free among the doge and the rectors of the terraferma. The articles of the agreement also advertised that the ordinary would serve merchants and traders as well as political leaders. After all, the company argued, funds paid to foreign carriers could be better spent employing Venetian subjects.26

Investigating these claims in 1581, the Venetian senate reviewed the last three month's worth of mail expenses from their representative in Milan, Bonifacio Antelmi (o. 1580–1587). It was the job of the Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan to manage the western hub of the Venetian communications network. This meant constant dispatches, as Antelmi forwarded correspondence from the Venetians to their embassies and back again, as well as handling correspondence to and from the Venetian rectors in Bergamo and Brescia. From December 1580 to March 1581, Antelmi spent over 700 lire forwarding letters among Venice's diplomatic network and terraferma governance.27 He reimbursed couriers coming and going from royal courts and Venetian embassies in Madrid, Rome, and Prague. The payment for letters carried between Milan and Venice was almost evenly split between the merchant carriers and the Tassis postal system. Payments to “the Tassis postmaster” represented around 300 lire (43 percent of total mail expenses) while he paid roughly 250 lire to the merchant maestro dei corrieri, “Bollino” (36 percent). Sending mail by the merchant ordinary often cost Antelmi 3–4 lire per journey within the terraferma, while the faster cavalcata and staffetta (by relay) cost a flat rate of 6 lire. Antelmi often opted for the merchant ordinary. Even at the lower rate, the median recorded payment to the merchant carriers—likely representing multiple dispatches—was nearly twice that paid to the Tassis. One note from January 5, 1581, gives a sense of the quantity: Antelmi noted that the mail given to the merchant carriers included “three hands (mani) of letters” from the Venetian senate to Genoa.28

In addition to considering cost, Antelmi and other clients likely opted to employ whichever messenger was next to depart. Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday were the busiest mail days for all messengers, with most payments to the merchant carriers taking place on Thursdays, and to the Tassis on Fridays.29 Antelmi's records nonetheless center on state (public) letters and can only hint at the quantities of private letters. Some entries blurred the lines: see, for example, the frequent letters between the Venetian captain in Verona and the Venetian representative in Turin. Antelmi repeatedly noted that the two were brothers, seemingly prompting the senate to consider whether Antelmi should be picking up the tab for fraternal correspondence.30

Antelmi's accounts supported the Venetian Company's claims: Venetian money was going into the pockets of foreign carriers when it could easily go to Venetian subjects or, better yet, never leave state coffers. At the same time, progress was slow on state recognition for the new postal ordinary. Deliberations lasted several months. The doge gave his general approval but noted that “there are many articles to this subject, which require diligent consideration” and delegated the matter to the senate. He may have sensed the difficulty of implementing a sweeping measure that would cross many jurisdictional boundaries during a contentious period in Venetian politics.31 The Italian Road ordinary significantly expanded the company's role in handling both public and private correspondence across the terraferma, and placed its couriers in direct conflict with other messengers.32 By March 1583, the senate had reached an agreement that evidenced wrangling from both the company and the cavallari of the terraferma. In June 1584, the Venetian senate accepted the interpretation advanced by the cavallari that the Venetian Company monopoly should be limited to Venetian state mail alone (al servicio pubblico), with private letters remaining a nominally open market.33

Postal couriers would call upon their respective states to protect the postal ordinary against a variety of threats in the ensuing decades. We can add commercial competition to the dangers of brigandage, plague, and rebellion discussed in chapter 3. Couriers gathered evidence of perceived innovations or violations while abroad and presented them to the authorities with their complaints. They condemned competition from the imperial posts, as well as from the merchant carriers.34 Either the Venetian authorities supported the company, which was “a source of great benefit to the public and public reputation of this state's posts,” or “foreign princes (principi alieni)” would once again exert control within Venetian territory while native couriers went hungry.35 After decades of fighting the papal post's claims to postal monopoly, the company was surprisingly ready to argue that all princes held the right to control the posts within their domain as “a sacred and inviolable jurisdiction.”36 The Spanish postmaster in Milan used similar strategies to enlist the Spanish governor against the Genoese corriero maggiore and a consortium of German and Italian merchants in Milan.37 By and large, these appeals appear to have persuaded these leaders, and official decrees often echoed the language of their petitions for privileges and protections.38

The alliance between the Spanish postmaster of Milan and the Venetian Company of Couriers provided the rhetoric and motivation for state control of mail on the Italian Road. The two groups united against their perceived rivals, which included the imperial postmaster of Venice, as well as miscellaneous messengers across the Padan plain. The Italian Road postal ordinary was a market takeover sold to authorities as a project that would improve the speed, security, and cost of mail. And, in truth, by the end of the sixteenth century, the cost of sending mail by even “extraordinary” (straordinario) postal service along the Italian Road had dropped precipitously. In 1545, sending a courier by staffetta between Milan and Venice had cost 7.5 lire. By 1584, sending a letter at the same speed cost just three-quarters of a lira—a little less than a single day's common wages. Private letters could be sent by the new ordinary for 8–10 Venetian soldi or 7–9 Milanese soldi per postal ounce, roughly equivalent to the cost of three or four loaves of bread. Later tariffs even specified costs for single-sheet and half-sheet letters. Sending a letter by post came within reach of even a middling class of northern Italian society, and mail by the “ordinary” (ordinario) that once took up to two weeks now predictably arrived in five days. Venetian diplomatic letters arrived from Milan in as little as two days.39

Operating at an economy of scale lowered the cost of postal service. The following chapters will provide further evidence of the growing scale of the operation, as shown in the postal ledgers of the seventeenth century and beyond.40 Neither Ruggero lived long enough to see this transition through, however. The next generation would bring its own complications, including a direct reckoning with the commercialization of not just the mailbag, but the office of the postmaster itself.



Worthy Lieutenants: Postmistress Lucina Cattanea Tassis and Ottavio Codogno

The initial success of the Italian Road ordinary depended upon many factors, including a network of interpersonal relations. That interpersonal matrix that established the Italian Road ordinary in the early 1580s had undergone a generational shift by the end of the decade. Ruggero of Venice (d. 1583) and Ruggero of Milan (d. 1588) had passed away, as had the last of the first and second generations of Tassis brothers. Administrators born in the second half of the sixteenth century now held the most important post offices in Europe. Few had direct experience of the Italian Wars. Far more had come of age in Spanish Italy, tied by constant mobility and exchange to political-confessional conflicts across Europe, including the Dutch Revolt (1568–1648). New officeholders tended to be leaseholders and many were women.

Milan would become one such postmistresship, but only after a decade of rapid turnover. After Ruggero Tassis of Milan died in 1588, the rights to his office passed to Juan de Taxis y Acuña, count of Villamediana, the Spanish postmaster general (d. 1607) based in Valladolid. That inheritance was complex and contested, in part due to the struggles between Giovanni Battista Tassis and his brothers discussed in earlier chapters. Ruggero Tassis had been wealthy and powerful and was survived by his young sons, but the Spanish branch of the Tassis family had intermarried with powerful nobility and wielded greater influence at court than the postmasters of Milan.41

Office leasing—or arrendamiento in the Spanish, meaning the resale of state contracts to third parties for limited time periods—proliferated in the seventeenth century.42 The sale of offices provided cash-strapped states with liquidity, but in the case of the post office, we can identify two additional push factors behind such sales. First, rifts among the Tassis disrupted interpostal service. The rivalry between the Ruggeros was one of several personal grudges and intrafamilial legal disputes that dragged out over generations. Thus, third-party leaseholders offered an alternative to family drama. Second, the state was an increasingly unreliable source of funding.43 Office leasing shifted the burden of funding postal service from the state to the individual lessors, who were then motivated to run a profitable system to recoup the initial investment.

Postmaster-lessees faced many of the same issues that had afflicted the Tassis postmasters of earlier decades. In addition to their distance from the royal court, they were often foreigners: outsiders to both Milan and the Bergamaschi social networks. A string of deputies leased the office in Milan, including Jacopo Filippo Zonio (o. 1590–1593), Oliver Panizone Sacco (o. 1593–1596), and Ercole Appiano (o. 1596–1599). All were residents or natives of the city of Cremona, on the border between Lombardy and the Papal States. Each would face accusations of theft, espionage, and cronyism linked to their “foreigner” status in Milan.

The Spanish governor, Juan Fernández de Velasco y Tovar, the duke of Frías (o. 1592–1600), had high hopes for the postmaster, Oliver Panizone Sacco, whom he had handpicked for the leased postmastership of Milan. Panizone promised to reduce expenditures and tighten accountability, especially among the unruly staff.44 This soon proved easier said than done. When Panizone attempted to replace the brothers d’Adda as postmasters of Voghera in 1593, they fought back. Panizone appealed to the governor, explaining that the d’Addas were continually drunk and belligerent, and supporting the accusation with testimonies from couriers, passengers, and a secretary. The brothers had even come to Panizone's house to curse and threaten him. Eventually, a local magistrate permitted their removal from the post, but Panizone had to overcome the judge's knee-jerk rejection of an innovative outsider.45

Incidents like this show that locals scrutinized and even attacked the national identity and allegiances of postmaster leaseholders. Panizone's successor fared no better. Ercole Appiano was a merchant with strong French family ties and support from within the governor's household.46 Bollino, the merchant maestro dei corrieri of Milan, declared that Appiano was a “vile” man whose goal was to enrich himself and return to Lyon. He allegedly “always spoke French,” had a French wife and doctor, and favored select (and presumably French) merchants. He opened the mail, interfered in local posts, and harassed the Venetian ordinary couriers to Lyon, Genoa, and Turin. His employees were little better, including a “bastard son” who rented out carriages and a clerk guilty of past bookkeeping discrepancies.47 Another unsigned letter decried Appiano's favoritism, “opposing by every force the public service, valuing his own interests over those of his Prince,” and placing all the Italian posts “under the signs and custody of foreign Princes, as it had been in the past.”48

Interestingly, this letter opposing the Milanese postmaster was not sent to the Spanish governor or senate of Milan, but rather to the Venetians. This was because of the Italian Road ordinary. The merchant postmaster of Milan hoped that the Venetian Company of Couriers would abandon their prior arrangement with the Spanish post office.49 Unhampered by family rivalry, Appiano had come to an agreement for a new ordinary route through Cremona and Mantua by working with the imperial postmasters in Venice.50 It seemed clear that the Venetian Company of Couriers would soon be edged out of the market entirely, much as they had attempted to do to Bollino.

Appiano's tenure ended in October 1599, and after a tumultuous decade, the count of Villamediana seemed ready to rid himself of the post office of Milan. He negotiated for the right to sell the title to the Genovese captain-general Ambrosio Spinola (d. 1630) for the use of his nephew, for a price of 25,000 Spanish reales. Spinola was a powerful financier and, by some accounts, the largest lender of his day. Together with the Grimaldi and Fugger families, the Spinola extended some 40 percent of all loans granted to the Spanish crown.51

Milanese and Spanish officials nonetheless feared Spinola's Genovese connections. The idea that Spinola would unduly favor Genoa's interests, and especially its merchants, appeared again and again in claims and counterclaims about the office. Similar allegations arose in later decades as the equally powerful Genovese Serra family began to purchase the office. The nativism of the Milanese authorities is perhaps unsurprising, but Spanish governors were similarly uneasy. Many Spanish leaders were uncomfortable with the growing power of a Genovese lenders’ coalition. Ten families—several of whose names come up in relation to the post office of Milan—provided as much as 70 percent of all funds lent to the Spanish state. “Every day we discover new evidence against the Genovese,” the president of the Council of Finance of Castile had once commented on Genovese collusion. “I couldn’t possibly have enough of their blood.”52

For decades, the offices of the Milanese ducal postmaster and Spanish postmaster of Milan had been held by a single Tassis postmaster and thus united.53 For this reason, a Tassis postmistress offered appealing continuity. In 1599, Villamediana leased the office back to Ruggero's widow, Lucina Cattanea Tassis (d. 1619). She would act on behalf of her minor sons for an initial term of eleven years.54 Histories of the Tassis family have long overlooked the postmistress of Milan, focusing instead on the nobler branches of the family or her postmaster lieutenant, Ottavio Codogno. Even a recent work offhandedly concludes that Codogno performed much of the real work of the office; however, the archive does not support this interpretation of the history.55

Lucina Cattanea descended from an aristocratic family from the Bergamasco and minor Milanese nobility.56 She married Postmaster Ruggero Tassis in 1572 when she was about thirteen years old. Cattanea Tassis appears under different titles in the archives, but often as conductrix seu administratrix of the post office of Milan. In April 1598, even before her lease of the office, Cattanea Tassis received a rare privilege from Philip II: the right to represent herself in notarial transactions. Usually, a woman would need to be represented by a male relative in such situations, but Cattanea Tassis could act in her own name.57 She made the most of this privilege to advocate on behalf of herself and her sons. She also gained a reputation among her critics as a “capricious woman with a temper.”58

It took a team to run a post office, especially one as busy as Milan's. Cattanea Tassis had a trusted partner in her postal lieutenant, Ottavio Codogno, whom she promoted to the role in 1599.59 By his own account, Codogno began working for the post office around 1595. He appears in state records by 1598, running missions to Ferrara and other locations. In a study of widows in Milan, Jeanette Fregulia finds frequent partnerships between widows and male appointees, occasionally formalized as a società, or a limited-term investment agreement. She proposes that this was at least partly the result of the demographic crisis created by the 1575–1576 plague, which necessitated that some women fill traditionally male roles. The società provides the closest model for the initial agreement between Cattanea Tassis and Codogno, although by 1604, Codogno had taken the lead in managing post office relations with the Milanese government and Spanish governor.60

In 1610, Codogno, Cattanea Tassis, her sons, and a variety of staff lived and worked out of the Palazzo Tassis, which also served as the post house. The building was near the Porta Tosa, not far from the Piazza dei Mercanti in the southeastern quadrant of the city.61 Over the decades of his service, Codogno had two wives and several daughters—the youngest named Lucina—as well as one son, also named Ottavio. Cattanea Tassis provided for the education of Lucina Codogno, the youngest daughter, and willed that upon her death, her sons must provide 1,200 lire for her namesake's dowry.62 Together, Cattanea Tassis and Codogno oversaw around fifteen couriers from the office in Milan and around twenty subordinate postmasters located in the duchy of Milan, the duchy of Mantua, the Venetian terraferma, and the prince-bishopric of Trento.63 While the postmistress nominally exercised the office in their name—a premise that appeared only sporadically in legal documents—none of her sons replaced the postmistress during her lifetime, even when they were well past the age of majority. After Cattanea Tassis's death in 1619, her two surviving sons, Ottavio and Francesco Tassis, continued to employ Codogno as the procurator of the office.64

Postmasters had rarely exercised the singular authority that they claimed, relying instead upon a distributed familial network to run postal services. The postmistress position made visible the many stakeholders of a post office: previously implicit relationships required documented authorization. Legal documents frequently referred to Cattanea Tassis and Codogno as jointly holding “the office of the postmaster.” Codogno was certainly the face of the post office in print, including in a series of printed timetables and edicts, as well as in his popular itinerary book, New Itinerary of the Posts of the World (1608). Codogno frequently wrote petitions from the “office of the postmaster,” which is likely why administrative notes and historians have often mistakenly identified Codogno as the postmaster.65

Absent as it may be from modern political history, the postmistress position was nonetheless a sustained and largely unquestioned phenomenon across the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.66 Lucina Cattanea Tassis was one of the earliest to hold that post, followed by Susanna Jakob von Stauding und Taxis of Augsburg (d. 1656, o. 1626–?) and Lucia Ropele Taxis Bordogna (d. 1688, o. 1651–1688), who took over offices in Augsburg and Trento, respectively. Postmistress Marchioness Victoria Zapata Tassis of Sicily (1560–1635, o. 1612–1634) purchased the office from Villamediana around the same time as Cattanea Tassis did in the first decades of the seventeenth century. While the marchioness was a Tassis by birth, she petitioned for the office based on her marriage to Don Diego Giacomo Zapata (d. 1613, o. 1574–1610) of a parallel postal dynasty.67 The postmistress position, along with print publishing and even espionage, highlight women's activity in early modern communications trades.68 These were individual business partnerships to which women brought their own portfolio of skills, assets, and networks, as well as familial alliances.

The status of postmistress held several distinct advantages over other leaseholders in the age of general crisis. First, the Tassis remained, to some extent, a family firm. To this end, postmistresses offered dynastic continuity. They kept the office connected to the Bergamaschi networks that had so benefited rulers over past decades. Lucina Cattanea Tassis continued to work with the Venetian Company of Couriers to maintain the Italian Road ordinary, for example, in ways that prior leaseholders had not.69 Cattanea Tassis also appears to have been a more popular choice with other Milanese and Venetian agents than were foreign alternatives. This was vividly illustrated in 1603, when Villamediana once again attempted to sell the title of postmaster of Milan. The prospective purchaser was a Genovese banker, Giovanni Battista Serra (d. 1643), and later his uncle, Hieronimo Serra (d. 1638). The Serra moved in the same milieu as the Spinola, having handled provisions for the Spanish Netherlands since 1594.70 The Milanese chamber of merchants protested, and Cattanea Tassis wrote to the governor several times to plead her case. First, she labeled Serra as a “foreigner.” As the sale of the office proceeded, she changed tack, arguing instead that she should now continue to lease the office from Serra, as she had from Villamediana.71 The Spanish governor evidently agreed, expressing to the king that the office would be better occupied by his “subject or vassal, than a foreigner.”72 Serra leased the office back to the postmistress, who held it for a three-year term that began in September 1605.

While postmistresses’ initial claims to power derived from their guardianship of their young sons—the heirs apparent to postal dynasties—mothers did not always relinquish control when their sons came of age. This suggests a second benefit of being a postmistress, at least in comparison with the postmastership of designated heirs: competency. For instance, by 1605, Cattanea Tassis's oldest living son was twenty-seven and her youngest was at least twenty. While her sons had reached the age of majority, Cattanea Tassis had spent the past thirty-three years overseeing key aspects of the post office of Milan. Running a post house was, in effect, household management. It involved overseeing staff, bookkeeping, and negotiating for bread and candles as well as international treaties. Indeed, Ottavio Codogno's New Itinerary patterned its guidance for running a post house after popular contemporary treatises on household management, or economica. Many scholars have traced the development of modern economics from the allegorical relation of the state to the household, and the prince to the patriarch. Some guides even reversed the parallel between the household and state, declaring the wife to be the natural “castellan or lieutenant” of the household's master.73 In the absence of the maestro della casa, it was only natural that his chosen lieutenant step into the role. Postmistress widows had effectively apprenticed from adolescence to manage the post house as an extended household.

By contrast, economic historians have often commented on the danger posed by the incompetence of a third generation of a family firm. The tendency even has its own diagnosis, derived from a Thomas Mann novel: “Buddenbrooks Syndrome.”74 Traditionally, the founding generation—in the case of the Spanish post office of Milan, Simone Tassis—sets a high standard that the second generation struggles to follow. The second generation—Ruggero and Lucina Cattanea Tassis—raises its heirs in relative wealth and high social standing, shielding them from many of the hardships that they themselves had faced. Whether disinterested in the family business or kept away from the helm for too long, the third generation proves incapable of continuing the success of the family enterprise.

In fact, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, many of the would-be Tassis heirs had caused international scandals. The most infamous by far was Count Juan de Taxis y Peralta (d. 1622), son of the count of Villamediana who first leased the post office of Milan to Lucina Cattanea Tassis and her lieutenants. Whereas the senior Juan Taxis (d. 1607) became a distinguished ambassador, his son was a poet who had been banned from the royal court in 1617 and 1618. Implicated in both a sodomy scandal and an affair with the queen, Juan the Younger came to a gruesome end by assassination in 1622. Among his other black marks, he had been forced to sell many of his Spanish postmasterships to pay his debts.75 The sons of Ruggero and Lucina Cattanea Tassis of Milan also flirted with violent crime: the eldest, Filippo (1574–1603), murdered a man in a tavern brawl and fled to the family's property in Friuli in 1592. His younger brothers Vittorio (1581–1606) and Ottavio (d. c. 1632) followed his example, also engaging in brawls and fleeing Milan in 1601.76

Tassis women did employ male representatives as postal lieutenants, but that may well have provided a third benefit of the postmistress position—opportunities for meritocratic promotion. Family firms risk ossification, even more so when they form part of a rapidly advancing industry like communications. Ottavio Codogno was one of several innovative postal lieutenants whose embrace of print pushed postal service increasingly toward a public-facing role. The postmistress widow Susana Jakob von Stauding of Augsburg would similarly rely on her lieutenant, David Fray, and the postmistress general Alexandrine von Rye und Taxis would rely on Gerard Vrints, among others.77 This nonetheless could prove a frustrating path for lieutenants, who struggled for the recognition and legitimization of their own administrative accomplishments.

As for Milan, hiring the postmistress may have steadied the boat, but it did not entirely quell the waves of controversy. In 1612, the Spanish visitor Felipe de Haro (d. 1621) presented the postmistress and her lieutenant with a set of formal charges of negligence and fraud—to put it in terms of contemporary economic thought, they were charged with household mismanagement.78 The documentation gathered by the visitation, which audited the imperial administration on behalf of the crown, offers an unparalleled view of the operations of a major postal hub at the beginning of the seventeenth century. To begin, we will consider why the visitation happened in the first place and what it said about the post office's alliance with the Spanish governor of Milan.



Executive Espionage: Count Fuentes and the Duke of Frías

Couriers and postmasters may have initiated the arrangements for the Italian Road in the post house, but they needed to secure the approval of executive power to implement it, meaning royal authority or the permission of its nearest representative. As discussed in chapter 3, Postmaster Ruggero Tassis of Milan succeeded in his bid. The Spanish governor supported the postmaster's exclusive privileges vis-à-vis merchant rivals. The doge and Council of Ten supported the Venetian Company of Couriers through challenges from the senate and representatives of the terraferma cavallari. Postal officials had convinced executive authorities that state surveillance of private communications was a necessary as well as inexpensive means of countering threats and taking a protectionist stance against foreigners. In exchange, royal, ducal, and gubernatorial decrees significantly extended the postmaster's sphere of influence.

But emphasizing postal privilege as an executive prerogative could still be a double-edged sword. The investigation of the post office of Milan vividly illustrated the downsides of involving the post office in courtly politics and international affairs. Patronage could cut through bureaucratic red tape, overriding challenges from local institutions, but from the perspective of state auditors, it looked remarkably like corruption.79

The Spanish visitation (visitacion) had existed since the late Middle Ages as an institution that investigated and rectified corruption in governance. At the beginning of the seventeenth century, however, the governor of Milan believed that his enemies were behind the investigation of his administration. Pedro Enríquez de Acevedo, Count of Fuentes (d. 1610), was governor of Milan from 1600 until his death in 1610. Born in 1525, Count Fuentes was a veteran statesman and military leader. He had led Spanish troops in successful campaigns in Portugal and the Low Countries. He had previously served as governor of Milan from 1555 to 1556 and was already in his late seventies when he returned for another term.

The uncompromising Count Fuentes was frequently at odds with both the Venetian diplomatic representatives and other Spanish officials.80 The count's tenure in Milan was a delicate time in northern Italy, as the Venetians reacted with growing hostility to the prospect of Habsburg encirclement. He also had rivals within the Spanish imperial apparatus. He fought a court battle by proxy with his rival, Juan Fernández de Velasco y Tovar, duke of Frías (d. 1613), the president of the Council of Italy (o. 1601–1612). Frías was the count's predecessor in the office of governor of Milan and ally to the appointed visitor, Felipe de Haro (d. 1621).81 From the outset, Count Fuentes resented Haro's investigations, declaring himself “unwilling” to accept the visitor's aid and saying that the investigations were detrimental to royal authority.82 The governor frequently sought to control Haro's access to information: in one instance, he expressly forbade the entire government of Milan from providing the visitor with documents. Count Fuentes also requested that he be the one to receive Haro's orders from Madrid, ostensibly so that Haro and the governor would not be at odds with one another. In fact, he was likely more interested in monitoring and controlling Haro's communications.83

Alliance with the post office of Milan fit into Count Fuentes's overall concern with control over information flow. The count knew the Tassis well from his prior posts in the Netherlands and Italy, and maintained a collegial correspondence with the postmaster general Leonardo Tassis (d. 1612), as shown by a box of correspondence that survives in the Thurn und Taxis archives.84 He also prioritized the security of his correspondence and the secrecy of his political actions, much to the consternation of his colleagues, rivals, and superiors. “Secret,” from the Latin secretus, was associated with administration, in addition to its more cultural connotations of hidden matters. It is the stem word for “secretary,” and in Italian and Spanish the adjective can refer to both “secret” and “secretarial.” Count Fuentes relied heavily upon “secret payments” (gastos segretos) to cover his operations with minimal oversight.85 In the context of the post office, secret payments were often for espionage and counterespionage. Secret payments financed couriers that he did not want observed or intercepted; but from the perspective of the visitation, this was one of many unacceptable efforts to avoid oversight by the Spanish Council of State.

Despite Count Fuentes's focus on keeping both his letters and couriers secret, the Venetians were on high alert. The Venetian diplomatic resident in Milan, Antonio Pauluzzi (o. 1603–1608), paid special attention to the count's relationship with the post house, frequently recording the arrival and dispatch of couriers. In September 1606, Pauluzzi briefly referenced two of the governor's confederates, a Spanish doctor and “one Ottavio who governs the post office,” calling him “a spy for His Excellency, the Count.”86 In a letter dated April 25, 1607, Pauluzzi provided further information on “Ottavio of the post,” who seemed so well informed, “particularly on Venetian matters.” He “marveled” that Ottavio had been the first to get ahold of printed versions of anti-Venetian propaganda.87 Pauluzzi investigated further and found that Ottavio regularly received information from “Vitale,” one of the couriers on the Rialto. “[Ottavio] attempts to overhear everything and has done much damage to me already in this matter,” Pauluzzi concluded darkly.88

The “Ottavio” in question can be identified as Ottavio Codogno, as Ottavio Tassis was serving in the Netherlands from 1606 to 1607. No other figure by the name Ottavio appears in the post office's financial records.89 Pauluzzi knew Codogno well because of the close relationship between the Venetian and Spanish state posts. The Venetian resident in Milan continued to oversee Venetian correspondence traveling west to France and Spain, as well as north to the Netherlands and England.90 Previously unknown to scholars, Pauluzzi's reporting offers new biographical detail on the author of the New Itinerary. It also offers a tantalizing secret history of the post office of Milan, which was deliberately kept hidden from the Spanish visitors.

The Venetian Inquisitori di Stato, who played a similar role to the Spanish visitors, directed Pauluzzi to learn “the kinds of intelligence that are captured by this Ottavio for the Governor.” They demanded to know Ottavio's nationality, the condition of his person, and the nature of his work in Milan, in addition to “what friendships and correspondents he has in Venice, if he receives letters regularly from others as from this Vitale; if these pass by his name or others, and to whom he writes, and addresses his letters in Venice.”91 The Venetians were on guard for these types of intelligence leaks.92 Budding state intelligence services saw spectacular successes and failures at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The Spanish were particularly hard-hit: rumors of embarrassing security compromises—often caused by carelessness in handling cipher keys—pervaded diplomatic correspondence. In 1605, it was revealed that the secretary to the Spanish governor of Genoa had been selling state secrets for more than two decades.93 Early modern states had seen the potential damage of intelligence leaks in their communications systems. The political inclinations of the acting postmaster of Milan were therefore a matter of state security to the Venetian inquisitors.

By May 6, Pauluzzi had some answers: “Ottavio is a man of the lowest condition,” he replied to the inquisitors, “born in the Netherlands and come as a young man to Italy.” Pauluzzi called his position in the post office a great “subterfuge,” commenting that “his brother is a cook, and now he governs the entire post, and is a spy for the Count, however, few like him. In Venice he has other correspondents of news, not just Vitale, who receives the letters from the Spanish Ambassador [Íñigo de Cárdenas y Zapata (d. 1617, o. 1603–1607)] and makes copies and sends them to him from there. Meanwhile Ottavio makes copies of the Count's letters and sends them to Vitale, who takes them where they are meant to go.”94 It was as the Venetians suspected: the Spanish post office maintained intelligencing contacts within the Serenissima on behalf of the Spanish governor.

Count Fuentes was not the first governor to benefit from an intelligencing alliance with the post house. Prior chapters have referenced Ruggero Tassis's off-the-books relationship with Governor Padilla, through which he provided Padilla with lists of correspondents from suspect regions. Count Fuentes and the postmaster lieutenant, Ottavio Codogno, regularly collaborated, including during an extensive effort to reroute Spanish mail away from traveling through Savoy.95 At times, Codogno even seemed to draft the governor's edicts, such as in responses to courier assaults.96 Pauluzzi's investigation had turned up something more concerning, however: the count's use of the post office to observe the correspondence of other Spanish officials. In other words, Frías may have used the Spanish visitation to have an inside channel on his rival, Count Fuentes, while the count may have used the post office to read Frías's letters to and from other Spanish officials in Italy.

The Milanese archives do preserve other suggestions of this alliance between postmaster lieutenant and governor, or at least of Codogno's attempts to make the most of their relationship. Codogno encouraged the governor that all decisions regarding the post office's privileges should be “at the judgment of Your Excellency.”97 Codogno also put himself forth for favors.98 In 1606, Codogno submitted a petition for monetary recognition of his years of service, first to Count Fuentes and then to Spain. The lieutenant recounted his work over the previous ten years, including “providing valuable services” as ordered by Frías and Haro.99

In an ill-advised gambit for favor, Codogno also laid claim to unmasking a spy. Codogno's petition described his discovery of Mario Quattrocavi, “who was a confidant of the Count Fuentes who advised both the Venetians and French of what he heard from court and in the Palace.”100 Count Fuentes was unlikely to admit to his employers that he had let a spy infiltrate his household, never mind to his enemy, Frías. The count's secretaries excised the cornerstone of Codogno's petition before forwarding it. Meeting minutes of the governor's council simply note that “it does not seem appropriate to put down in writing the treachery, and the part regarding the Venetian should be removed forthwith from this relation and from every other document.” No other mention of Quattrocavi appears in the documents of the period.101 Espionage and counterespionage were important parts of the post office's mandate, but as the Quattrocavi incident demonstrates, there was pressure and even active intervention to keep this activity undocumented. The governor had nothing to gain by sharing Codogno's spy-catching victories, and everything to lose.

Codogno's relationship with Count Fuentes had frayed by this time, and the indiscrete petition may have played a role. January 1607 marked the beginning of the Spanish visitor's investigation of the post office, which the governor was either unwilling or unable to fully prevent. The Venetian Pauluzzi also recorded a May 1607 incident in which the governor publicly berated Codogno, “scolding [him] mightily, saying that he must not send any further expedition without giving notice, nor write everything to Venice.”102 Count Fuentes distrusted Codogno's professional latitude. Like the Tassis before him, Codogno's Venetian ties made him both useful and untrustworthy as a confidante, especially as the possibility of renewed Spanish-Venetian warfare loomed on the horizon.103

Codogno's spying and spy-catching left trace evidence, but if the postmistress played a role, she left no traces at all. Lucina Cattanea Tassis and her sons passed unobserved by the Venetian resident. Only the Milanese notarial archives give a sense of the postmistress's activity, but records of financial arrangements preserve few backroom politics. Women's invisibility could prove a key advantage when it came to covert intelligencing, but their activities remain absent or obscured in the archive for the same reasons.104 If we take into account that Cattanea Tassis worked hand in hand with her lieutenant in all other aspects of the office—and that intelligencing was itself a core function of the “office of the postmaster”—it seems more likely than not that she did play a role in, or was at least aware of, Codogno's activity. That, however, is a story that remains undocumented.

On July 22, 1610, Milan's political terrain shifted once more. Count Fuentes passed away in office at the age of eighty-five, leading to administrative chaos. Milanese authorities sent an urgent dispatch to Spain seeking instructions. A surviving note in Codogno's handwriting indicates the ironic consequences of the visitation's scolding: “The Secretary has sent this dispatch through Vigevano, and because I have orders from the Council not to send couriers, or add to the King's bill without his consent, I’ve sent it back.”105 Civil war had exploded in France two months before with the assassination of King Henry IV and succession of his nine-year-old son as King Louis XIII. The disruptions of mail routes necessitated sending three different couriers to Spain, which increased postal expenses exorbitantly. Count Fuentes had previously covered the cost, but in his absence, the council hesitated, bowing to necessity only after long debate.106 As a result, it took much longer than usual for the crucial news of the governor's death to reach the royal court.

As travel options narrowed and costs increased, Milan bore the burden of supporting Spain's widely distributed communications network. The visitation's investigation over the following months showed that Count Fuentes had owed more than 13,794 lire and 50 soldi to the post office. Extraordinary letters to Spain constituted the minority of charges at 2,232 lire. By February of the next year, the total charges remained unpaid and had grown to 30,495 lire and 78 soldi. There were 608 charges labeled “expenses” (spese) in the inexact manner that so frustrated the post office auditors and may have disguised any number of intelligencing functions.107

Frías succeeded his rival as the governor of Milan in December 1610. That succession made it expedient for Frías to blame present bankruptcies on the extravagancy and secrecy of the deceased Count Fuentes. This provides key context for the accusations of corruption and incompetency that the visitation leveled at the post office of Milan in 1612. Furthermore, if the off-the-books alliance between Count Fuentes and Codogno was (as Antelmi reported) common knowledge, that may have trained the visitation's crosshairs on the post office. Like the Venetian diplomat, Frías may have even learned that Codogno had helped Count Fuentes to monitor Frías's own correspondence with other Spanish representatives in Italy.

The post office responded to the visitation by trying to shift the blame for their vast and vague expenditures to the Spanish governors of Milan. Cattanea Tassis and Codogno claimed that “express orders by both [the Duke of Frías] and Count Fuentes”—not their mismanagement of funds—had delayed the dispatch of ordinary couriers. They further defended themselves by pointing out that even these delays had been minimal, with the ordinaries still leaving the same day that they were scheduled. Codogno and Cattanea Tassis presented corroborating documents signed by the governor's secretaries. The Spanish ordinary was also rerouted through Genoa by gubernatorial command—“the governors wanted their letters more quickly.” The exercise of executive privilege and not administrative negligence, Codogno and Cattanea Tassis argued, had caused recent failings in postal service. Even “when the governors patiently waited,” delays and rerouting resulted from “rivers, bad horses, the arbitrariness of Princes, assaults, and many other ills, which occurred, at times, because [letters] came by sea.”108

Unfortunately, the archives do not offer a clear resolution of the case against the post office of Milan. The visitation records were recalled to Spain with the visitor, where they seem to have remained. The postmistress and Codogno continued to work together, only interrupted by Codogno's illness in 1618 and Cattanea Tassis's death in 1619. A payment on July 1, 1611, to Ottavio Codogno indicates that Frías continued his predecessor's practice of secret charges.109 Regardless of the fungibility of administrative ethics, the postmistress and her lieutenant had survived a significant tug-of-war between regimes, indicating that they were granted significant professional latitude—Frías evidently knew how difficult it would be to replace them.

The postmistress's death in 1619 may have provided the impetus to finally close the book on the visitation's charges, much as Count Fuentes's death had proved politically beneficial.110 Codogno had continued to enjoy a successful career as special procurator for the Tassis sons.111 He had overseen new publications of his itinerary in 1611 and 1616, and he undertook a 1623 reworking titled Compendium of the Posts. It was while he was present at the Spanish royal court in 1620 that Codogno received a letter of commendation for his twenty-six years of service. It was signed by the former visitor Felipe Haro, among others, providing perhaps the strongest sign that the matter had been laid to rest.

The story of the Spanish post office of Milan has often ended there. Following the infamous assassination of the count of Villamediana, the office gradually moved from Tassis control to that of the Serra and other leaseholders and their appointed lieutenants. Yet again, widening our lens to consider both the Spanish and Venetian sides of the Italian Road offers further clues regarding Codogno's intelligencing activities. Ottavio Codogno died at the age of sixty in the devastating plague of 1630, in mid-September of that year.112 On August 21, 1630, the Venetian diplomatic resident Piero Antonio Marioni (o. 1627–1631) wrote in cipher: “I have been unable to find out more, the corriero maggiore having died this past month, as well as all the principal officials of the post, who served me as the means and secure instrument of learning news which came from the army from time to time.”113 Venetian representatives frequently only encrypted the most sensitive portions of their dispatches; in this case, Marioni only encrypted the sentence describing his arrangement with the postmaster, suggesting that it was not aboveboard. While Codogno was actually still alive on August 21, he may have already been forced from office by illness. Or Marioni may have been misinformed, or alternatively, misdated the letter.114 Whether Marioni intended Codogno or another official, the letter demonstrates that the post office of Milan remained an intelligence hub.

Is it possible that later in life, Codogno continued to spy for the Venetians as he once had for the Spanish governor? National allegiances rarely overcame the potential profitability of serving multiple patrons. As prior chapters have explored, the Tassis had often succeeded by carefully balancing their identities as both imperials and Venetians. Postal officials used intelligence as valuable social currency, and it would not be surprising if Cattanea Tassis's lieutenant did the same. For all its ups and downs, the relationship between the Spanish post office of Milan and the Venetian Company of Couriers remained central to its functioning. Perhaps, spurned by his former ally, Count Fuentes, and then audited by his distant employer, Codogno determined that his Venetian ties were a more reliable source of income than the Spanish governors. Ultimately, the archive offers few definitive answers.

If the visitation ever discovered concrete proof of Count Fuentes's espionage and counterespionage alliance with the post office, it never made it into the final charges. But the dossiers at Simancas do preserve one strange piece of evidence, slid into the back of a case file: a single letter from March 1607, addressed to Count Fuentes from Cattanea Tassis's son, Ottavio Tassis. The letter seems normal enough at first glance: it recounts the most recent letters received and sent forthwith, with a polite request for reimbursement for “letters sent at my cost.” The third paragraph, however, complains about the visitation and its increasing inconvenience: “The visitor investigates this matter and thinks that couriers are always sent following procedure, and this is not true, as you know, and they will not find anything else in my ledgers that they have taken…. It would suit your Honor to tell everything that you have received specially (a fabor particulare) because I do not permit misconduct in this office.”115

On their surface, the complaints were those that would structure the post office's official rebuttal to the visitation—namely, that executive prerogative and everyday exigency required administrative leeway. There was something strange about the tone of the letter, however, which was familiar, even threatening. It clearly bothered Haro, who took it upon himself to investigate further. In fact, the cryptic letter was a forgery. Haro, who had pored over the post office's records, recognized the handwriting as Ottavio Codogno's. The visitor showed the forgery to others to confirm his suspicions, taking his notes on the original letter. Confronted, Ottavio Codogno confessed to having adopted the signature of Ottavio Tassis. He signed a confession to that effect, explaining that “I am practiced in the hand, having seen [Ottavio Tassis] write many times.” Cattanea Tassis defended her lieutenant, saying that “he was often ordered to similarly sign letters and other documents in his capacity as special procurator” and “at that time, Ottavio [Tassis] was in the Netherlands in service to his Majesty.”116 There is no evidence that the letter informed the official charges against the postal officials, but it concerned the visitor enough that he kept it on hand along with the signed confessions. While struggling to translate Codogno's malfeasance into a financial penalty, Haro suspected that deeper intrigues tied the post office to the Spanish governor of Milan.

Even if the letter was a simple miscommunication rather than a smoking gun, it speaks volumes regarding the shifts underway along the Italian Road and in the post office of Milan. The personal authority of the Tassis corriero maggiore had often been a rhetorical ideal rather than a reality. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the model seemed especially fractured. The postmaster was an alias: the office was exercised instead by a network of heirs, leaseholders, and lieutenants. Codogno lived and worked within the Tassis enterprise as part of the Tassis famiglia in all but name. Perhaps it simply did not seem that different for Codogno to assume the persona of Ottavio Tassis in the same way that he frequently assumed the title of corriero maggiore.

One thing is clear: the cultural, political, and administrative ties along the Italian Road determined both how mail traveled and why. Implementing the Italian Road postal ordinary amplified the longstanding collaboration between Venetian and Spanish-Milanese agents, as well as conflict between Tassis family branches. It ensured that the Spanish and Venetian postal systems continued to develop in tandem, with innovations in one system quickly replicated across a wider geography. Reading across the Venetian, Milanese, and Spanish archives proves essential for understanding how the individual offices worked, while diplomatic letters provide even further insight into telling absences in administrative and gubernatorial archives.

From the outset, social networks structured postal practice, but distrust played an equal if not greater role than trust in determining the channels by which intelligence traveled. A select network of postal officials benefited from the distrust that they cultivated against merchants and “foreigners,” however defined. Their alliances with executive powers could nonetheless make them objects of suspicion, especially to auditing bodies tasked with identifying corruption, such as the Spanish visitor and Venetian State Inquisitors.

Postal service remained deeply shaped by personal alliances and antipathies. Records diverge in ways that demonstrate the strength of what were often secretive social ties. But if relationships shaped the documentation of the Italian Road, documentation also shaped relationships. Chapter 5 will move to consider the quantitative and qualitative accounting of ordinary postal service. Here, we see how couriers, in addition to postal officials and politicians, intervened in foreign and domestic policy, advocated for their interests, and shaped new notions of a transparent public service.






CHAPTER 5Breaking RecordsCommercialization and Control on the Transalpine Roads


The official opening of international state postal services to private users came slowly in many parts of Europe. Scholars often infer the presence of private letters in postal mailbags from state efforts to forbid or limit carrying such mail.1 Rulers disliked that private mail might threaten the speed or security of state communications. In 1573, King Philip II of Spain (1527–1598) expressed concerns to his ambassador in Venice that “things intended for private persons (particolares, or in the Italian, particolari) pass within packages addressed to me.” Anxious recipients were rifling through the mailbag prior to its royal delivery.2 Brigands might similarly rip through the courier's mailbag searching for money or other valuables sent by private users.3 Both activities threatened the security of state letters.

The easiest way to determine whether private users employed state postal systems would be to open a mailbag directly. In 1889, Frankfurt city workers made a startling discovery in an old administrative building: they uncovered mail from two or more imperial mailbags from 1585. The letters within were delightfully mundane. A Hanseatic student in Rome teased his wealthy father. A merchant in Bologna informed his counterpart in Cologne about the latest trends in fabrics. Friends of many stripes (but especially wealthy Italian businessmen) shared news about the latest papal election, bread riots in Naples, and deaths in the family. These letters show that state postal systems were a practical option for private users, even if the cost remained high. But of course, the Frankfurt mail trove is a rare documentary cache: its very existence depended on failure of delivery, when far more mailbags were successfully dispersed.4

Another option would be to digitally reconstruct the original assemblages found within mailbags. The Cultures of Knowledge, Tudor Networks of Power, and Medici Archive cataloging projects facilitate large-scale quantitative analysis through extensive digitization and linked metadata.5 Letters, and especially early newspapers, featured datelines providing the time and place of dispatch, receipt, or both. When extracted, this data can support models of what traveled where and when across wide temporal and geographic spans. That is certainly true about the handwritten newsletters produced and shared among the associates of the Fugger family network of merchant bankers (known as the Fuggerzeitungen). Scholars can match information such as “the letters arrived from Rome this Tuesday” to postal timetables in order to find that the Fuggers indeed often relied on state postal couriers.6 At the same time, such individual examples do not indicate what proportion of the mailbag consisted of private letters.

Furthermore, these digital collections repeat and amplify the survival biases of their constituent archives. Letter collections are not random samples of early modern communications. Rather, cosmopolitan intelligentsia circulated, assembled, excised, and published their own correspondence. Digital catalogs draw upon these curated collections and edited volumes, which are themselves often “ego networks” constructed around a single person or a handful of well-connected individuals. Based upon the canonical cast of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century intellectual community known as the “Republic of Letters,” we might conclude that this remained a rarified milieu.7

Rather than relying on letters or legislation to understand private users of state postal systems, this chapter approaches the commercialization of postal service through post office administrative recordkeeping and publication. The seventeenth century marked a distinct shift in orientation from extraordinary to ordinary postal service. The partnership between the Spanish post office of Milan and the Venetian Company of Couriers expanded into a commercial sphere previously dominated by merchant carriers, municipal cavallari, and a variety of portalettere, pedoni, and procacci. The Italian Road postal ordinary was at the vanguard of this shift: it provided a model for international postal commerce whereby office leaseholders pursued more reliable sources of income than princely beneficences. State funding alone was increasingly insufficient to meet the demand of a pan-European communications system, never mind the pressure added by commercial competitors and the dawn of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648).

There were several structural reasons that quantitative recordkeeping improved along with the commercialization of international postal ordinaries. First, records were essential for maintaining oversight. Governments along the transalpine passes had appended recordkeeping requirements to monopolistic privileges by the end of the sixteenth century. Recordkeeping imposed fiscal oversight on powerful postmasters and their executive allies, much as it did in the case of the Spanish visitation of Milan, as discussed earlier in this book. That oversight could benefit postmasters in turn when records provided evidence in jurisdictional disputes with competitors or rebuttals to employee grievances.

Second, records stabilized practice across systems. Rulers often issued executive edicts providing new instructions to postmasters when approving new postal ordinaries. As chapter 4 showed, this was frequently a pro forma recognition of the treaties negotiated in the post house. Theprinted edicts nonetheless standardized and publicized timetables, routes, and postage, including for private senders. We see here a concern not just about recordkeeping, but about communicating its mechanisms to a wider, invested audience.

Finally, good records enabled mutual reimbursement across systems. Mail handoffs between post offices had to happen without delay. Instead of exchanging cash, postal officials recorded transactions and balanced their books on a quarterly basis. Rider receipts and dispatch notes helped postmasters to continually audit the routes they oversaw, identifying potential danger or proven tardiness. As this chapter will show, postal records also facilitated intelligencing and, increasingly, journalism.

The complexity of interlocking systems and their recordkeeping demanded new types of expertise—not just experience, but the ability to anticipate and shape the present based on a speculative future, especially using the language and tools of financial bookkeeping. An audit culture describes the employment of such expertise to study, measure, and iteratively intervene in complex systems.8 Postal systems were among the first domains of governance to experience the impact of a modernizing audit culture. Postal officials pioneered new forms of documentation of time and space, but that also meant that they were some of the first to experience the persistent dysfunctionality of poorly fit models.

To read the postal records, we must understand how contemporaries kept as well as read them. This chapter contextualizes recordkeeping within a rapidly shifting culture of expectation. Postal agents and their governor allies had defended working off the books as a matter of state security. By the seventeenth century, two up-and-coming groups were challenging this basic premise. First, the cosmopolitan businessmen to whom governments were increasingly beholden demanded reliable service. Sympathetic governments heard their complaints regarding mail interference and delays, and leaders pressured postal officials to optimize, rather than merely control, the posts. Second, ambitious new postal lieutenants, postmasters, and leaseholders in key commercial hubs such as Milan, Cologne, and Frankfurt challenged the dynastic family firm. Some even accused the Tassis of unsound decisions—including in their management of personnel—resulting from their dangerous “passions.”9 In publishing their claims to expertise, these new postal lieutenants challenged the dynastic claims of the Tassis family brand.

This chapter considers what three types of postal recordkeeping and publication tell us about commercialization along the transalpine postal roads (figure 11). This means looking beyond the individual gripes of misreported missions or price discrepancies in postal ledgers. Instead, ledgers can be read alongside the postal dispatch note, sometimes referred to as the “postal newsletter” (postavvisi). Correspondence among postmasters conveyed both quantitative and qualitative information in the closest early modern approximation to “real time.” In this sense, dispatches enabled postal officials to continually diagnose and address problems in the system.

Postal systems remained a human infrastructure, however, and assigning blame was frequently more fraught than fixing a machine would be. The postal newspaper became a particular point of tension as postal lieutenants, postmasters, and rulers debated the proper audience for post office records. From recordkeepers to record publishers, postal lieutenants adapted their expertise as communications professionals to print. That choice reflected the desire to communicate with the many private individuals—the particolari—whom they now saw as their clientele.

On paper, postal systems translated the abstract act of human communication into something measurable in weights, miles, hours, and funds.10 In fact, the transition from “the post of the king” to “the post of all” was neither straightforward nor peaceful.11 It added commercial profit to an already potent mix of religion and politics. Litigiousness over recordkeeping was a direct result of the runaway growth of private mail-carrying in the seventeenth century. In the words of Carolyn Boyes-Watson, “the concern about the power of record keeping emerges in response to the technological developments which appear to fundamentally alter the social relations among human beings.”12 Post office recordkeeping sat at the heart of the contemporary debate over whom postal systems should serve, and for what purpose.
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FIGURE 11. The transalpine roads as documented by Ottavio Codogno's Compendium of the Posts (1623). Transalpine postal routes can be grouped into three major arteries, here called the German Road, French Road, and Swiss Road, and their variants. The German Road ran along the Brenner Pass, passing from Venice through Bavaria and the Tyrol. The French Road linked Milan to Lyon through the Mont Cenis Pass and the duchy of Savoy. The Swiss Road linked both Lombardy and the Veneto north through the St. Gotthard, St. Bernard, Splügen, Simplon, and St. Gallen Passes. Map by the author and Stewart Scales.




Challenges to Post Office Bookkeeping

Postal accounting, like most information technologies, relies on redundancies. From the time of Simone Tassis, clerks (contrascrittore) worked with the postmaster of Milan as recordkeepers and intermediaries with the state treasury. Ideally, a postmaster submitted a request for a license (patenta) to the clerk before dispatching any extraordinary courier. After the mission, the post office paid the courier directly—sometimes requiring notarized proof of the courier's satisfaction—and submitted the signed license to the treasury for reimbursement. The process generated many records: the slip with the initial request and signed permission; the postmaster's record of the dispatch and arrival times; receipts documenting money changing hands among the treasury, postmaster, and courier; and the final record of reimbursement in the treasury's account books (mandati).

In 1607, the Spanish visitor Felipe de Haro began to gather all the records kept by the Milan post office. His duty was to reconcile them into a single narrative and investigate any discrepancies as evidence of corruption. Ottavio Codogno handed over his books. Codogno had worked as a postal clerk before his promotion to postmaster lieutenant. He even published his recordkeeping methods in his 1608 book, New Itinerary of the Posts of the World. There, he described the postal lieutenant as responsible for “the keeping of the double-entry books, master books, journals, and others.” The journals, or “daily books” (giornali), recorded “when any courier, ordinary, or staffetta leaves.” Codogno further instructed readers: “Diligently note it in the journal with the year, day, and hour from whence they depart, to where they go, at what price they are sent, to whom the letter is addressed, what packets they carry, from whom, and to whom they write. If they are the ordinary courier who leaves, note the state packets, especially how many, and to what places they are sent.”13 Postal journals could then be summarized in the “master books” (i.e., secondary and tertiary records).

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, postal service was a profession, with its own specialized knowledge. Literacy and accounting skills had always been preferred, but they were increasingly required of both postmasters and their staff. A 1593 petition described a “modern postiglione” as one who “writes down the staffette and cavalcate.”14 Contemporaries were aware that the postal system was undergoing a meaningful reinvention within their lifetimes. The growing complexity of postal service required a unique combination of book learning and hands-on experience. On the one hand, Italian state chancelleries, including that of Milan, kept similar registers (registri) for their own bookkeeping.15 On the other, the use of double-entry ledgers reflected the post office's position at the intersection of state and commerce. Double-entry bookkeeping features two columns corresponding to debit and credit and was widely utilized by merchants and bankers across Europe by the end of the fifteenth century. Central bodies of state did not adopt the method for financial management until the eighteenth century.16 Postal officials were early adopters because of their commercial ties. In publishing his recordkeeping practice, Codogno claimed his own expertise as a technocrat or an information infrastructure specialist who was embedded in state bureaucracy as well as the marketplace.

The journals and master books may still be buried in the Spanish archives at Simancas, but drafts of Codogno's accounting survive in Milan, stuffed in the back of the notebooks of the post office's preferred notary.17 Codogno's records for April 1605 to June 1606 show that couriers’ wages ranked alongside those of skilled artisans by 1600. Unskilled labor in Milan was recompensed at around 1 lira per day, while skilled labor earned closer to 2 lire.18 Worked out across a year, a median wage for Milanese couriers was around 2.6 lire per day of work, although this amount included reimbursement for the courier's expenditures on the road. Whereas couriers under Simone Tassis had received a flat 6 scudi per month (around 120 lire), by the end of the sixteenth century, the post office paid couriers for their journeys by using the number of postal way stations as a measure of distance. By 1599, couriers on state missions were promised 40 soldi for the shortest journeys of a single post, a scudo (120 soldi) for two, 12 lire (240 soldi) for three, and so forth. In practice, the postmistress, Lucina Cattanea Tassis, and her lieutenant, Codogno, often paid at an older, reduced wage (e.g., 9 lire, or 180 soldi for journeys of three posts).19 These stagnant wages also failed to account for steady inflation in the costs of food and lodging incurred by the couriers at home and on the road.

Codogno's records also show roughly three tiers of professional couriership. The first tier consisted of three couriers who were reimbursed more than 3,000 lire within the roughly yearlong period assessed. The Mariano family (Giovanni Battista and Ambrosio) ran several extraordinary journeys to Valladolid and Brussels. Couriers who took on these long-distance international journeys resembled the diplomatic couriers of past centuries. The position held higher status and required knowledge of various national customs and procedures, such as currency exchange, language, customs, and legal or political conditions that affected mobility. Such couriers interacted directly with their elite patrons and could receive generous tips if they carried good news or achieved record speeds. The records of the Venetian Company of Couriers show similar specialization, as couriers who accompanied ambassadors were often members of prominent company families and ascended to leadership positions in the company.20

Most of the Milanese couriers occupied a second tier, receiving between 1,000 and 1,400 lire, in the same period. Nine such couriers appear in the records, including multiple members of the San Martino and Maffei families. These couriers ran a long-distance journey at least once or twice (often to Lucerne, Prague, or Graz), but many of their journeys were south of the Alps. Short, consistent work may have led to a more reliable career. For instance, the courier Gerolamo Landriano ran two missions to Valladolid, but he earned more from many small missions within Italy, sometimes taking as many as four jobs in a month. When couriers were not on the road, there is also evidence that they acted as dogsbodies for the post office. Codogno frequently reimbursed Giovanni San Martino for purchases of bread and other staples.21 Similarly, Viano Marcandato was paid twice as a courier in April 1605, from which point forward he was only ever reimbursed for household purchases; this suggested a change in employment related to age, illness, or injury.

A final tier of couriers included a wide variety of individuals who received anything from just under 1,000 to less than 100 lire over the year. These likely included family members of couriers, who stepped in to run missions for their relatives or collected pay on their behalf.22 Some couriers served intensively for brief periods, like Giovanni Angelo di Rossi, who earned close to 140 lire in a four-month period. He ran many short (under 40-kilometer) missions to Novara, Cantù, Vigevano, and Alessandria. In the same period, Francesco Bellone rode longer-distance missions to Lucerne (245 kilometers) and Prague (870 kilometers), earning over 780 lire. Age, seniority, illness, injury, and simple preferences may have played a role in whether couriers took on greater risks.23 In contrast with the Venetian Company, few Milanese couriers were associated with single routes, indicating that the post office was not generally subcontracting to local messengers (procacci, portalettere, or pedoni). There were a few exceptions: members of the Secco family (i.e., Giuliano, Francesco, and Antonio) were only ever paid for missions run to Alessandria, and they do not otherwise appear in the post office archives, which suggests that they were more like subcontractors than direct employees.

The post office of Milan was a costly operation (figure 12). Total expenses between April 1605 and June 1606 totaled around 113,000 lire. The office's largest expenditures were the extraordinary couriers, sent on command for state officials.24 Extraordinary couriers to Rome and Spain each constituted about 20 percent of total costs, followed by couriers dispatched to Venice (7 percent), Brussels (7 percent), Lyon (4.7 percent), and Genoa (4.5 percent). The Milanese treasury remained the most important source of funds for the office, providing over 90 percent of recorded income. The post office received roughly 2,500 lire per month from the treasury to reimburse their expenditures.

Extraordinary couriers sent on behalf of the state continued to represent about half the post office of Milan's total expenses, but ordinary couriers now constituted about a third.25 Thirty-odd years after the formation of the Italian Road ordinary, the Venetian and Milanese postal systems were deeply interconnected. The Spanish post office of Milan paid nearly as much to the Venetian Company of Couriers as it did to its own ordinaries. Records of payments for letters carried by the Milan-Venice ordinary also recorded the weight of letters, which were often 200–300 postal ounces per trip—the rough equivalent of 1,000 letters traveling from Venice to Milan every week.26 Codogno even recorded payments to the ordinary couriers of Venice and Lyon by their given names, showing a special collegiality with them. By way of comparison, it is difficult to identify any direct payments made to the papal posts, although the Spanish ordinary did travel from Milan to Rome. The Italian Road remained uniquely interconnected by virtue of personal as well as professional ties.

A scribe writing on behalf of the Spanish visitation confirmed that Codogno “has a book where he keeps the notes of each month of the year, and the time at which the courier arrives and leaves.” However, he further noted that “this allows him to note things differently for any given interest (per alcuno Interesse).”27 Recordkeeping, the visitation seemed to recognize, meant the power to obscure as well as to record. Investigators pored over Codogno's books to locate discrepancies as well as missions run without correct instructions and permissions in place, especially those that might reflect the influence of dangerous “interests,” whether personal or commercial.
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FIGURE 12. Map of dispatched courier expenses as recorded by the Spanish post office of Milan from April 1605 to June 1606. Location marks are sized by the overall expenditure of missions run to a given location. Dispatches to the Habsburg capitals of Valladolid and Brussels remained relatively infrequent but constituted a high proportion of the office's expenditures. Couriers to Rome were frequent and high cost, while couriers to Lyon and Venice were high frequency and relatively low cost. Map by the author and Stewart Scales.



The adjective particolare, often used to refer to clients as “particular persons” (particolari), is often translated to the English “private.” The term distinguished nonofficeholding actors who could nonetheless wield significant power and influence in governance. In postal discourse, the term carried similar weight as “interests” in eighteenth-century England: it indicated individuals, most often wealthy businessmen and financiers, who were often involved with state business.28 Businessmen and traders (negotianti) had largely escaped the charges of heresy made against lower-status merchants (mercanti) in the 1580s, but the possibility that they might be receiving preferential service was nonetheless worrying.

The visitation found that the businessmen of Genoa, who financed much of the Spanish empire, were regular users of the state posts. Income from the international private letters of Genoa may even have motivated the establishment of the Spanish-Venetian postal ordinary. Venetian records often referred to the Italian Road ordinary as “the trip to Milan and Genoa,” and the agreement with the Spanish post office devoted an entire article to handling Genoese mail.29 If post offices were not charging the state for these private dispatches, there was little reason to include these missions in the records that they presented to the treasury. If they were charging the state—as visitors feared—they had every reason to hide that they were doing so.

In 1612, the Spanish visitation accused the post office of Milan of altering or misrepresenting their records, either to hide the amount of income from such interests, or to artificially inflate the weight of mail for which they billed the state. Postmistress Lucina Cattanea Tassis had allegedly sent unauthorized mail to and from Genoa for these businessmen, sometimes delaying the ordinary courier to Spain in order to do so. The visitation even alleged that the post office had received and distributed mail for these businessmen without notifying the governor and before distributing public (state) letters. The visitor estimated that the post office made more than 60,000 lire of essentially unreported income from carrying such private goods and letters and other favors.30 The post office defended any profit accrued off the books on the grounds that Cattanea Tassis owed Villamediana an annual rent of 6,000 gold Spanish scudi (roughly 36,000 lire) for the office. Simply put, the widow-postmistress needed a way to earn it.31

Another method that Cattanea Tassis and Codogno employed to accrue funds was leasing subordinate postmasterships through individual notarized agreements. Pietro Francesco Villano, the postmaster at Tortona, testified that he had initially paid the postmistress 12 lire per year for his office, then 300 per year for another three years, and most recently, 400 lire. His son, who was horrified by the rising cost, corroborated his statements. Giacomo Monte of Serravalle testified to paying 700 lire for his postmastership—equivalent to approximately a year of a skilled laborer's salary.32 Leaseholders nonetheless purchased the offices hoping to profit, whether from the mail itself or from the increased traffic that being the postal inn, for example, might bring. The fact that they accepted the raised rates, however begrudgingly, showed their faith that officeholding would eventually pay dividends.

The Spanish visitation found it difficult to reconcile this unabashed pursuit of private clientele with the post office's state affiliation. At the same time, Cattanea Tassis's status as a leaseholder and the push-pull forces that held the post office between the state and the market complicated a simple charge of corruption.33 The Tassis postmistress in Milan connected the Spanish state to key political and economic centers in Rome and the Spanish Netherlands. On paper, at least, the extraordinary couriers sent for state officials remained the focus of post office expenditures. Ordinaries, especially the Italian Road ordinary from Venice, nonetheless constituted a substantial and increasing source of revenue for officeholders.

Courier depositions provide further insight into the Spanish post office in ways that the financial records—deliberately or innately—do not. Haro and his secretaries conducted interviews with couriers and clients of the post throughout 1607, preserving many otherwise-lost voices of the post office of Milan.34 These included the seven couriers who had been fired in a general turnover in 1604, among them Giovanni Tirazzo of Genoa, Giovanni Poccapaglia of Genoa, Luigi (Alosius) Maranetto of Piedmont (called Piemontese), Hieronimo Violino, Horatio da Lodi, Giuseppe Rosso, and Cesare Appiano (called Meschino). Whereas Codogno and Tassis argued that these couriers were greenhorns fired for misconduct or other misdeeds (including being foreign immigrants to Milan, as their surnames suggest), the testimonies unanimously agreed that they were relatively experienced couriers who were dissatisfied with their pay.

The visitation was concerned about a pattern of delayed couriers, which threw a wrench into the increasingly complex patterns of interlocking routes. A courier who arrived late to Milan from Genoa might miss the departure of the next courier for Rome, for example. Couriers testified that the root cause was chronically unstable cash flow. Francesco dal Monte maintained that the ordinary couriers to Rome and other places were generally timely but had been delayed occasionally because of a shortage of funds. He confirmed that his fellow couriers resented Codogno and Tassis due to their low wages, which frequently did not cover the journey on horseback: “They have to return home on foot, but they don’t dare say so for fear that they will lose their place as couriers.”35 Giuseppino declared: “I remember four hundred times that the trip to Rome was delayed because of lack of money.”36 The courier Dioniseo Gallarato remembered when Postmistress Cattanea Tassis gave the courier Luigi Suardo a silver vase and cistern to sell to raise the funds to complete his journey. Another time, Cattanea Tassis had given the same Luigi a “brocade dress of silver and gold.”37 This was, to borrow a modern phrase, a “gig economy” without the safety nets provided by guild structures or the Venetian Company of Couriers.

Many of the couriers knew that the postmistress's shortage of funds came from the financial burden of leasing the office: “I know well that because of this tax it is in her interest to earn more than two thousand scudi than Ruggero Tasso, Olivero Panizzone, and Ercole Appiano ever did.”38 The couriers nonetheless argued that low wages forced them to carry unregistered private mail. Giuseppino recalled one instance in which the courier Baldessare Binaglio had been sent to Prague, and for fear of running out of money, had carried a clock for one “Don Guglielmo” to Trento.39 Couriers’ critiques were never framed in gendered terms: no courier implied that the failures of the office resulted from there being a postmistress rather than a postmaster. While the couriers resented the times that they had been berated or short-changed, their complaints focused on how the financial records and their associated timetables failed to represent the experiences and pressures of the postal service.

The couriers, guided by the investigators, did note the strong relationships between the post office and businessmen of Genoa. The visitor collected names and followed up with these private clients of the post office. Giuseppe de Caravaggio, who used the office to take care of affairs in “Genoa, Rome, Venice, Naples, the Netherlands, and Lyon,” was important enough to merit personalized postal service. Caravaggio testified, “I often go in person to the office, or they bring the mail to me in person, and often I send some servant to pick it up and take down a list of what I will pay when they wish.”40 The courier known as Giuseppino informed the visitors of the close ties between Tassis, Codogno, and a Genovese businessman known as Cesare Pallavicino. While Pallavicino died before he could be interviewed, Giuseppino recalled at least once when Codogno sent a courier to the Netherlands for Pallavicino without notifying the governor, saying, “I know this because Codogno has many similar merchants who give him bribes (dano le manze), in particular to see the letters that come from Genoa.”41

Genoa was the Spanish Wall Street of its day, and businessmen valued even the slight advantage that speed could provide.42 In fact, Codogno's 1608 guide emphasized the importance of speed and reliability for such clients, saying that “delay causes the greatest harm to businessmen, some who need letters to know how to conduct their business; others who await money or family matters; others who await news of defaults, purchases, deaths, inheritances, victories, offices, and a hundred other things.” He equally cautioned the postmaster against being a spreader of news (novellista) regarding the businessmen's letters, especially taking care around their rivals.43 While Haro concentrated on service to merchants, he had also turned up evidence of more dangerous clients: the courier Alosius Marinetto stated that Codogno occasionally gave similar preferential service to foreign ambassadors.44 Occasionally, the office had sent special extraordinaries on demand, including one for Alessandro Pico I (d. 1637), the prince of Mirandola and the agent of Prince Henry IV of France.45

Codogno's records for the post office of Milan are likely some of the best of their time. They nonetheless served the purposes of the postal officials who were caught between a cash-strapped government and an eager, wealthy, private clientele. Political leaders, postal officials, and even couriers reacted to, and at times rejected, the commercialization of postal service, especially for the historically state-dominated, long-distance transalpine postal routes. When these same stakeholders argued over the proper content and form of financial records, they were in fact waging a debate about the core purpose of postal service. They adapted an older language of concern for foreign influence and internal corruption of the post office to the relatively novel problems of the seventeenth century: office-leasing and the influence of private interests in the state.



Dispatch Diagnostics on the German Road

The ledgers of the post office of Milan show that it remained a nexus for connecting Genoa to Spain and the Spanish Netherlands at the beginning of the seventeenth century. The imperial post office of Venice sat at a second crux of transalpine communication by land, connecting Italy by way of alpine passes to central and eastern Europe. The Tassis postal infrastructure coopted preexisting transit and exchange networks where possible. The German Road, the Via Claudia Augusta, or the Roman Road (Roemerstrasse) historically linked the Tyrol to Italy by way of Trento and Verona. At an elevation of 1,370 meters, the Brenner Pass was far easier to cross than the Swiss passes, all of which topped 2,000 meters.46 Running the “German Road” (Via Alemania), as postal officials commonly referred to it, still involved coordination between three Tassis postmasters and several semi-independent subordinates, such as the postmasters licensed by the Gonzaga dukes in Mantua and the prince-bishop in Trento.47

Despite the perceived novelty of Genoa's negotianti, the German Road had always served private clients, including an earlier generation of merchant bankers financing the Habsburg states. The Tassis carried mail for the powerful patriarch Anton Welser (d. 1557) as early as 1506. In 1509, the Fugger offices in Milan served as the imperial postal headquarters.48 Augsburg-based patricians financed road improvements and collaborated with the Tassis family to convey large sums of money.49 The Fuggers even financed rebuilding the Augsburg portions of the German Road, as well as indirectly funding other major portions of the Tassis enterprise.50 The appointment of Antonio Tassis (d. 1543) as postmaster of Augsburg and Rheinhausen in 1515 and construction of the Augsburg post house in 1549 further cemented the partnership between the Tassis family and Augsburg merchant bankers.51

The postmaster verified the contents and timing of a given mailbag and kept an active tally of dues and payments between offices using dispatch notes. A series of such notes from 1608—the same year that the Spanish visitation began reviewing the post office books and Ottavio Codogno published his New Itinerary—recorded the weight of mail carried by the German Road ordinary.52 The notes categorized mail by its destinations, which included Augsburg, Antwerp, and Cologne.53 Based on these notes, the German Road carried more than 133,000 letters from Venice into the imperial system in 1608. At least 61,000 letters (46 percent) were destined for parts now unknown, but the remaining portion was nearly evenly divided among Antwerp (17 percent), Augsburg (18 percent), and Cologne (18 percent). On a weekly basis, this totaled around 2,500 letters—on top of the estimated 1,000 letters traveling weekly from Venice to Milan, many of which would then cross the Alps via Switzerland or Savoy, or depart by sea from Genoa.54

It would be hard to overstate the vast discrepancy between the quantities of surviving letters and the scale of the postal service as recorded in dispatch notes. Recorded weights enable only a very rough estimate of the number of letters, but even these approximations underscore the poor survival rates of correspondence. The largest digital union catalog for correspondence, Early Modern Letters Online, features records for 423 letters dated between December 1607 and January 1609 at the time of writing.55 Based on postal records, that number, encompassing all of Europe, constitutes significantly less than the contents of a single ordinary mailbag traveling a single route. At a weekly pace, the weight of 3,500 letters traveled into the Spanish and imperial posts from just Venice. Even if this weight included goods other than paper, dispatch notes record postal service at a very different scale than that suggested by surviving letters alone.

This is, of course, how a contemporary historian reads these records. For the postmasters who wrote, sent, and received dispatch notes, however, they served a different purpose. Ferdinando's intended audience included his family members and colleagues along the German Road, among them his counterpart, the imperial postmaster Octavio Tassis of Augsburg (1572–1626, o. 1604–1626).56 Large quantities of Octavio's dispatch notes and other correspondence survive in the Thurn und Taxis family archives. In contrast with the Italian Road, where family rivalries had split along political lines, the Augsburg office represented successful collaboration among offices aided by intermarriage.57 Furthermore, Octavio's biography captured the intersection of the private and public services of the Augsburg post office: his godfather was none other than Hans Fugger (1531–1598), and he briefly considered marrying into the distinguished Welser family of merchant bankers.58

If we think of intermarriage as a strong tie in network analysis terms, the dispatch notes represent the aggregate strength of many weak ones.59 The Tassis of the German Road used dispatch notes to affirm the familial bonds of their enterprise across Europe. Dispatches passed on local news, greetings from family members, and gifts such as favorite foodstuffs. In a typical missive to Lamoral I Tassis (d. 1624) in 1605, Octavio wrote:


With the opportunity of adding a dispatch note to the small package from my mother [Isabella Tassis] to Leonardo [either Leonardo I (d. 1612) or Leonardo II Tassis (d. 1628)], I would like to pay my respects to your Excellency and advise you that those in Trento write to say that they will send two mailbags, because otherwise the big mailbag will be ragged. I would regret it if the packages were treated poorly, and there would be the danger of losing something…. My sister [Ginevra Tassis] sends me a small package for the Count of Ferstenberg [likely Frederick IV of Fürstenberg-Heiligenberg], that I send with the note to your Excellency, as I have noted, and nothing else occurs to me just now, so I finish and wish you the best from Augsburg.60



Notes like these demonstrate the role that Tassis women played not only as administrators, but in maintaining the core structures of a family firm, especially across the Alps. These material and textual connections replicated friendships made in person, often at the family homestead in Camerata Cornello. In other notes, Ferdinando Tassis (d. 1648), the imperial postmaster in Venice, fondly recalled that Octavio's sister and Lamoral's wife, Ginevra Taxis, had cultivated a friendship with Ferdinando's mother, Angelica Albani, during their time “at our villa [in Bergamo].” He regularly conveyed Angelica's best wishes to Ginevra in his own letters to her husband. The letters of all three family branches—Augsburg, Venice, and Brussels—demonstrate constant contact that blended business and family.61 In this way, dispatch notes more closely resemble merchants’ letters, which also oiled the human components of commercial infrastructure.62

The letter weights provide valuable quantitative insight to the contemporary historian, but they say much more in combination with the appended text. There, we see that the quantity of goods being sent by the official posts, particularly across the Alps, overwhelmed post offices. Writing one 1609 dispatch note, Ferdinando Tassis passed on the complaints of the messengers of Cologne and Frankfurt that those offices were sending “too many money purses, which are heavy, and cause the postilions to complain of being overloaded…. What's worse, if bandits assault a single ordinary, every poor postilion will face the danger of being murdered.”63 Less than a year later, he reported an attack on a courier outside of Bassano, in which the robber “took several heavy packages, for which Signor Carlo [Charles Taxis] blames me. The merchants said that there were 400 gold ungari coins in one, 420 gold zecchini coins in the other, and in another, jewels worth 700 scudi—in total, around two thousand scudi in damages.” The assaulted courier was thrown in prison, and as the postmaster wrote rather disgustedly, he was “subject to such torments that he won’t serve [the post office] for any salary, even if I assure him that they won’t send heavy packages.”64

Dispatch notes reinforced the social networks that had structured mail exchange for more than a century (figure 13). With time, however, they also became a fundamental information technology for audit culture. That evolution is more visible when compared to a parallel form of documentation: rider receipts (figure 14). These slips of paper, signed by the postmaster, indicated when and where a rider had been dispatched. The Milan archives preserve rider receipts from as early as the Italian Wars.65 Postmasters signed off as the riders passed through their way stations, proving that the riders had kept to their scheduled routes or, when that was not possible, providing an authoritative explanation. By the end of the sixteenth century, the Tassis post offices of northern Italy were employing preprinted forms for transalpine routes that could be filled in with the day and hour. Rider receipts could then be compared against the promised timings and routes.


[image: A page with both print and manuscript text. A few lines of printed text have blanks that have been filled in by hand. The salutation and signature have been handwritten, as have several more lines of text in the lower-left corner listing locations and weights.]
FIGURE 13. An example of a printed postal record from the transalpine roads—a dispatch note describing letters sent to Germany by way of Trento (June 12, 1637), signed by the imperial postmaster of Venice, Ferdinando Tassis (d. 1648). Image from Tiroler Landesarchiv, Taxis-Bordogna, 22, 2.
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FIGURE 14. An example of a printed postal record from the transalpine roads—a printed rider receipt recording a journey from Milan to Trento (May 21, 1575), signed by the Spanish postmaster of Milan, Ruggero Tassis (d. 1588). Image from Tiroler Landesarchiv, Taxis-Bordogna, 22, 2.



While rider receipts continued to be used for courier accountability, dispatch notes were both a record of breakdown and diagnostic tools. Postmasters along the transalpine roads used them to collaboratively identify and rectify breakdowns in the system. Assigning blame was a key component of this documentation: in the aforementioned 1609 case, Ferdinando noted that while authorities blamed the courier for his own assault, Charles Taxis (d. 1610), in Antwerp, blamed Ferdinando for overburdening the courier in the first place. At the same time, the imperial postmaster in Venice was often between a rock and a hard place. In 1623, Ferdinando complained that Venetian authorities had given him a blistering dressing down, writing that “the letters from Holland are opened every week, including those of the Dutch ambassador. I must write to every Imperial postmaster to remedy these errors, or else they’ll seize my office.”66 Venice's substantial ultramontane commercial and diplomatic communities relied upon the imperial postal service, to the point of pressing for Venetian state intervention when the Tassis-run posts failed them.67

Overtasked couriers, bursting mailbags, and bloodthirsty bandits were downsides to operating at an economy of scale. The truth was that postal officials were not always able to say no to private clients. State funding was unreliable. Sometimes commercial patrons were also powerful political allies: in another set of dispatch notes, for example, Octavio Tassis referred to a clock carried over the Alps for his Fugger patrons.68 This type of service raised fundamental philosophical tensions in addition to logistical challenges. From the state's perspective, carrying private mail opened the Tassis up to the very dangers that they had promised to control. Money and fine goods overburdened couriers and attracted bandits, which threatened the speed and security of state mail. These private clients might themselves interfere in state letters or seek to spy upon one another.

In many cases, postmasters did not perceive any conflict between their duties to state and nonstate clients. It was a postmaster's job to ensure the speed, security, and reliability of all mail, as Codogno's 1608 guide stated. Protection of state missives continued to be a top priority, particularly at the dawn of the Thirty Years’ War. In a 1623 letter to the postmaster general, Octavio Tassis of Augsburg diagnosed recent delays in these terms: “in the matter of the Mantuan ordinary by which the letters come from Rome, which today arrived all ragged and ruined, with many letters ruined: there is no remedy because the jealousy of the Venetians does not permit it, nor do they wish to accept any blame.”69 Just as bandits looking for easy pickings would negatively affect state letters, political interference meant unwelcome delays of merchants’ letters. It was postal officials’ job to foresee and prevent letter interference of both varieties.

In the case of the German Road, there was, in fact, one possible remedy: shifting from reliance on the Via Alemania to the Via Svizzera (the Swiss Road). By utilizing the Swiss alpine passes, imperial couriers might avoid Venetian territory entirely. In a sign of the commercializing times, Octavio Tassis described having met with influential merchants in Milan to discuss the best alternative route. It would involve a significant shift of infrastructure, negotiations with the Swiss Grisons and the carriers of Lindau, and increased capacity of the imperial offices in Ulm and Nuremberg. Octavio graciously offered to take on the last task in exchange for postmasterships there for himself and his sons. It would be expensive, but as he recommended to the postmaster general, “I believe that your honor sees the great difficulty of leaving the Mantuan Road, to which I can only say a single reason: that all Catholic princes are loath to see their letters traveling by the Venetian road.”70

All the debate, negotiation, and decision-making regarding the shift in transalpine roads took place amid the unfolding political crisis of the Thirty Years’ War. In an audit culture, the act of recordkeeping is constantly shaped by a speculative future. Records are interpreted not just by what they show about the present, but by information that they provide about how the human machine might be further optimized in alignment with expert predictions. Dispatch notes were a key information technology that not only recorded and reported information, but also affirmed ties, assigned blame, and proposed solutions. Postal administrators had to guess both where their princes would need news delivered most urgently and reliably and where armies and other causes of upheaval might disrupt routes.

Yet dispatch notes were also understood as an internal diagnostic system. Frank and often contentious discussions of politics or personal matters indicate that Tassis postmasters still thought of postal systems as a family firm along the transalpine roads. At the same time, commercial clients had always been stakeholders in this system, and they often benefited in parallel with their princes. By the seventeenth century, particolari were holding the postmaster accountable to an ever-higher standard. Further challenges came from within the post house. The new lieutenants would confront the Tassis dynasty and the Bergamaschi cartel not just by keeping the books, but also by publishing them.



The Age of Confessional Warfare and the First Postal Newspaper

In a forward-looking article, the postal historian and Thurn und Taxis archivist Joseph Rübsam dubbed the dispatch notes “postavvisi.” By this, he meant that they resembled the manuscript newssheets shared among Italian expatriates beginning in the Renaissance, which have often been characterized as an early form of journalism.71 Journalism depended upon the post: as early as 1527, a German broadsheet cited a Tassis postmaster regarding the imperial sack of Rome. Letters from Constantinople, Vienna, and the New World frequently appeared in print as stand-alone newsletters.72 Even the term “journalism” indicates the importance of regular dispatches, originating from the Latin diurnalis (daily). In addition to their diagnostic role, dispatch notes served an important intelligencing role, as postmasters passed news bulletins to one another and their favored patrons.

The first decades of the seventeenth century brought the newspaper, which introduced the dateline format of its manuscript predecessors to the sensationalism and scale of print distribution. The Frankfurt post office gave rise to the first printed postal newspaper beginning in 1619, after the outset of the Thirty Years’ War. The periodical was later dubbed the Frankfurter Postzeitung.73 This early example of a postal newspaper inspired imitators in Leipzig (1632), Stettin (1632), Stockholm (1643), and Danzig (1657). By the end of the seventeenth century, more than 200 printed newspapers had appeared across central Europe, reporting on everything from miracles to military maneuvers.74 The strong and early ties between postal networks and newspaper production are echoed in modern mastheads, such as the Daily Mail or the Washington Post. The case of the Frankfurt post office, home to the first printed postal newspaper, shows us that by the mid-seventeenth century, states were no longer as preoccupied with forbidding private use as they were with regulating it.75

The Frankfurt post office was relatively new when the Tassis leased it to the Aachen-born Johann von den Birghden in 1615. Birghden was one of several postal lieutenants who earned their stripes under the Tassis, running missions, apprenticing at a major office, and finally attaining a postmastership. He had earned additional honors for his service in the Spanish military. As early as 1615, the elector prince-bishop of Mainz paid Birghden 100 gulden a year for carrying his mail and another 40 for the regular provision of a “weekly newsletter,” which Birghden produced. This was likely a type of manuscript avvisi in the style of news sent by Simone Tassis to his northern patrons a hundred years before.76

Birghden had received an imperial commendation and coat of arms as recently as 1625. Yet just two years later, the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand II of Habsburg (d. 1637) called for his resignation. The emperor cited Birghden's inclusion of “suspicious and dangerous correspondence with the supporters of the Count Palatine, Frederick V (1596–1632), in Strasbourg, Basel, Durlach, and Holland in his weekly prints. These newspapers, some of which were spotted in France, have interfered with many matters.”77 Birghden allegedly had a network of distributors and received payment from the Protestant Union. The edict accused him of receiving a medal from the Count Palatine himself, the Winter King of Bohemia and an open rebel against the empire.78

Birghden's biographers have interpreted the charges of espionage as a mere pretext for action against the postmaster. They see religious intolerance instead as motivating the Tassis in their machinations against the Lutheran Birghden. From the outset, Birghden's appointment had been a point of tension between the postmaster general, Count Lamoral I Tassis (d. 1624), and his son, Leonardo II (d. 1628).79 Leonardo routinely attempted to oust Birghden, seeking to replace him in the office with Gerard Vrints, a longtime (and Catholic) lieutenant of the postmaster general.

Operating at an economy of scale meant bringing non-Tassis family members into positions of power and eventual competition. Many of these new administrators originated from the Spanish Netherlands, where they had come of age in the aftermath of the Dutch Revolt. In 1566, the largely Protestant United Provinces of the Netherlands (or Dutch Republic) declared independence from the domains of the Spanish king, Philip II. The resulting conflict led to an exodus of well-educated administrators from the north.80 Bloody campaigns such as the “Spanish Fury” (1572–1579) were within living memory for the generation of emigrants employed by the Tassis posts. Even Octavio Tassis in Augsburg, who would routinely butt heads with foreign rivals, asked his cousin to send a “youth” to help him with office work, but noted, “I would prefer that he be Flemish to German, because the Germans are given to wine, and therefore not as suitable as the Flemish.”81 Northern émigrés found steady employment in the rapidly expanding postal systems of central Europe and Italy, much as the Bergamaschi diaspora had a century earlier.

Another up-and-coming Dutch refugee prefigured Birghden's rise and fall. Jakob Henot began working at the post office of Cologne three months after its opening in 1577.82 He eventually gained the postmastership of Cologne from Emperor Rudolph, bypassing Seraphin Taxis of Augsburg, the father of Octavio. Henot went on to oversee much of the “Postal Reformation” of 1595–1596, financially restructuring the imperial posts and negotiating new agreements among the post offices of Milan, Venice, Mantua, Augsburg, and Frankfurt. That work put him in good company, working with the Fuggers and Welsers, among other notables.83 Henot's son, Hartger, was later appointed imperial counselor and served in several prestigious positions across the Holy Roman Empire.84

The postmaster general, Baron Leonardo I Tassis (d. 1612), worked well with Henot, relying on his administrative and diplomatic acumen. Henot still had significant detractors, though, including the Tassis branch in Augsburg. Leonardo's son, Lamoral I (d. 1624), was naturally allied with the Tassis of Augsburg through his marriage to Octavio's sister Ginevra. Lamoral virulently opposed the Cologne postmaster, as did Octavio.85 The two frequently referred to “Henotisti” and “clowns” in their correspondence.86 Most revealingly, Octavio described that he “prayed to God that [the postmaster general] would trust his family over foreigners,” and “it is the ruin of this house when foreigners come to know how to manage these offices.”87 Such statements made clear that the Tassis family concerns remained dynastic in nature. The rise of ambitious postal lieutenants to postmasterships fundamentally challenged the family nature of the Tassis firm. Octavio Tassis expressed that sentiment in 1604, a mere four years before Ottavio Codogno published his New Itinerary, which promised to reveal to all the method behind a post house, even providing mock examples of the type of bookkeeping for which a postal official was responsible.

Unlike Birghden, Jakob Henot never launched an explicit attack on the Tassis family or their Habsburg patrons. All the same, the Henots’ ascendancy was itself a threat to the Tassis “brand.” The Henots gained powerful defenders among the private clientele of the post, including Tassis allies—in 1604, Octavio warned that the Welsers regarded the Tassis treatment of Henot as “ingratitude.”88 The Tassis perception of a zero-sum game set the postmasters against their lieutenants. In 1604, Lamoral made his move, now attempting to replace Henot in the post office of Cologne with Johann von Coesfeld (the husband of an Anna Taxis). While Hartger and his sister Katharine triumphed in reinstating their father to the postmastership of Cologne in 1623, the victory was short-lived. Both faced accusations of witchcraft in coming years. Katherine Henot would be burned at the stake, along with another Henot sister.89 It is impossible to draw any direct connection between the two sets of events, but whatever political capital the Henots had accrued appears to have been exhausted in earlier battles.

Octavio Tassis's conflicts with Birghden certainly echoed his earlier conflicts with Henot. He accused Birghden of capriciousness, “doing one thing one day and undoing it the next,” but he bitterly commented that his opinion never seemed to matter since Birghden was among “the favorites.” With the death of the postmaster general Lamoral in 1624, however, Octavio made his true feelings known: “I have never shared it,” Octavio wrote to the more sympathetic Leonardo II, “but I know it well from rebel correspondence in the Palatinate, and I have it from Rheinhausen that [the rebels] have complained about not being able to control [the Swiss Road] due to the number of routes on which people arrive. But then I saw Birghden's reply that having considered the current circumstances, it would be difficult to alter the route not knowing where the storm is about to go.”90 While rarely explicitly suggesting that Birghden sabotaged the postal service, Octavio implied again and again that Birghden was a liability, and perhaps even an abettor to Protestant forces. At the same time, he admitted that he was jealous of Birghden's station. The success of the Frankfurt office had come at Augsburg's expense. Frankfurt steadily overshadowed the city as the crux of not just a north–south route but also a newly important east–west axis that would connect Prague to Cologne.91

In 1629, the Swedish Lutheran king, Gustavus Adolphus (r. 1611–1632), invaded central Europe, much to the benefit of the Protestant Union. Birghden had not given up the fight after the Tassis succeeded in ousting him. In the following years, he had continued to handle mail for the city of Frankfurt and the elector of Mainz, despite complaining that the imperial Vrints withheld his mail and insulted him.92 Upon the Swedish arrival, Vrints fled his office, allegedly leaving it in a state of complete disrepair. Swedish forces occupied Hamburg, Frankfurt, Augsburg, and Nuremberg. By 1632, Adolphus had designated Frankfurt the center of the Swedish posts and reinstated Birghden, establishing a Swedish system across central Europe that generally emulated the Tassis model.93

In a 1632 letter, the postal lieutenant David Fray (o. 1615–1656) in Augsburg described Europe as being divided into faithful agents and “Birghden's faction.” Fray continued Octavio Tassis's campaign to shift portions of the German Road westward, this time adding new posts between Cologne and Nantes. By securing and speeding the posts, he hoped to move business away from Nuremberg and Frankfurt, thereby “playing a lovely trick (una bella burla) on the heretic messengers who traffic through Nuremberg.”94 “It really is a shame,” he noted about Birghden, “that there be a person so perfidious and inimical … because if this was not the case, we could send everything that way, especially the merchant's letters.”95 By 1628, the imperial post office sought to avoid Frankfurt as well as active battlefronts. Rather than crossing the Brenner Pass, the new course would run north from Milan through Lindau and Memmingen.96

Accusations of espionage and foreign treachery were not new in the battle to control post offices. For decades, Tassis officials had advocated for monopolistic privileges based on the danger of an open communications ecosystem and information economy. The desire to control “pernicious newsletters” had motivated Governor Don Sancho de Padilla of Milan to consolidate the Spanish postmaster's monopoly. Birghden could be tarred by Lutheranism in the same way that Milan's merchants,and even the Henots, were associated with dangerous heterodoxy. Birghden's newspaper simply came to represent the newest threat, part of a longer trajectory of subversive intelligencing in the post office. And while the royal edict gave Birghden's “espionage” top billing, the ongoing legal contestation of his firing—which continued all the way through the Peace Conferences of Westphalia—boiled down to bookkeeping. As with the case of Ottavio Codogno and Lucina Cattanea Tassis in Milan, disputes about inaccurate ledgers stemmed from deeper discomfort about who was using the posts and for what purpose.97

We might also compare Birghden's newspaper to Ottavio Codogno's New Itinerary. Whereas later authors praised Codogno for making clear all the operations of the post office, doing so was akin to publishing the corporate secrets of the Tassis family firm. Octavio Tassis had warned that it would be the “ruin of this house” if foreigners learned how to run post offices. Birghden's Swedish ascendancy certainly seemed to fulfill this prophecy. Similarly, if we consider intelligence as one of the “goods” trafficked by the Tassis, Birghden's newspaper was like selling on the side, or even on the black market. Furthermore, Codogno and Birghden both expressed sincere belief in both the public service element of their profession and an ecumenical approach to their clientele, perhaps shaped by their shared experience in the Netherlands.98 It is undeniable that their side ventures also provided them with additional income, status, and patrons, which in turn rendered them a greater competitive threat to their Tassis employers.

Shifting postal service toward an economy of scale had brought decades of logistical and philosophical crises, which are well represented in the debates over post office records and officeholding. Returning to the question of the significance of Birghden's newspaper, we should add a final development: Gerard Vrints, Birghden's successor as postmaster, continued to produce Birghden's postal newspaper after taking office in 1627. Vrints did turn its focus toward imperial propaganda and no longer included France in the distribution, but it was nonetheless an important signal of a sea change on the part of the Tassis and their agents toward public-facing service.99 As the Thirty Years’ War began to resolve, so did the question of whether a postal service might be both private and public. A new ideology of free commerce incorporated the ideas floated by postal lieutenants like Codogno, Henot, and Birghden. The postal itinerary and the postal newspaper were the early markers of an orientation shift toward postal service as civil service.

Surviving records—and the recordkeeping habits that they evidence—show how postal service worked on a day-to-day basis as a bureaucracy, business, and social network. On a strictly quantitative basis, we see the impressive scale of a system that not only reached far and wide but also did so on a roughly predictable basis. Predictability was essential for running the machine of state, but regularity of information flow was becoming equally essential to the global markets that sustained empires. The post was undeniably beholden to both public governance and the commercial sphere. That was true for the letters that the post office handled, but also the information technologies that it employed, and perhaps most importantly, the money that paid for both office leases and nights on the road.

Beyond letter weights and courier schedules, postal records were a key technology of a dynamic postal administration. Audit culture meant that recordkeeping skills and the ability to diagnose, predict, and optimize performance became the new measures of postal professionalism. Arguments over recordkeeping, therefore, went beyond accounting quibbles. Officials competed and collaborated through their records. Contesting the accuracy of a post office's recordkeeping meant attacking the core of the office's information management function. Validation of recordkeeping legitimized one's approach to postal service as both profitable and honorable. Challenges to recordkeeping, whether because of its accuracy or its legitimacy as a pursuit, threw into question the expertise of the officeholder. Debates like these later came to characterize the modern technocratic state, but they made an early appearance in the post office.

Criticizing the post office's books was thus shorthand for critiquing the shifting purpose and ethos of state postal service. Ordinary postal service as public service, in the sense of a utility, marked a major transition from the extraordinary couriers of the Renaissance. The very process of establishing ordinary couriers marked formal recognition of private mail-carrying by state postal services. As Ottavio Codogno recognized in his New Itinerary, states of antiquity needed only the “fastest couriers.” It was the “businessmen, lawyers, and merchants” that demanded a slower, regular, and affordable service.100

Chapter 4 explored how Spanish state auditors objected to the influence of executive prerogatives on the system; they were equally concerned by the role of private interests (namely, powerful businessmen). By the end of the Thirty Years’ War, however, private use of state posts was widespread, and states even began to embrace such service as a potential source of revenue.

Debates among postal officials focused on recordkeeping discrepancies, but always with an eye to an increasingly invested audience. Post office print publication shows early communication to a wider audience of stakeholders. As early as 1612, the post office of Milan had rebutted the charges of the Spanish visitation in print. The disgruntled postmaster of Frankfurt did the same in the 1640s. Even Birghden's postal newspaper essentially opened up post office records, advertising his expertise in ways similar to Codogno's work. This widened audience was not only a sought-after clientele for state postal services; it was also an increasingly vocal one. Dispatch notes show how officials felt the daily pressure of demand for reliable, secure, and affordable postal service in peace and war. A new generation of postal lieutenants cannily wielded this pressure for their own professional advancement, with greater and lesser degrees of direct conflict with the Tassis family.






CHAPTER 6The Sinews of SocietyCoach Travel and the Postal Guide in the Seventeenth Century


Knowledge of and access to good mobility infrastructure were basic obstacles to travel in the early modern world. Travelers expected to be pursued by bandits, harassed by guards, defrauded by innkeepers, and delayed by warfare or their own dwindling funds. One author compared his experience in a leaking French stagecoach unfavorably to riding a snail. Another put a rare positive spin on the trip between Rome and Naples: “It's true, a man is ill lodged, and badly treated in that journey, but it doth a gentle man good to be acquainted with hardship.”1 The history of travel has long been written from similar complaints.2

At the same time, during the late seventeenth century, two relatively new phenomena reached a new scale: public transportation and tourism. The commercialization of postal travel (known as “posting”) took place in parallel with the commercialization of mail service discussed in chapter 5. If the coach was the major innovation in public transportation, the postal guide was a turning point in the history of tourism. Early modern Europeans associated the sign of the post house with their own travel, as well as that of their letters and goods. How and why did two seemingly distinct functions—carrying state correspondence and ferrying private passengers—merge so widely?

Both seventeenth-century developments further integrated a comprehensive mobility infrastructure involving hospitality, transit, and exchange under the sign of the post house. Mobility infrastructure often falls into one of two categories: the “hard” infrastructure of physical assets such as roads, bridges, and way stations, and “soft” infrastructure, such as training, personnel, and centralized organization and administration. Postal infrastructure defies easy categorization. Take the earlier titles of the master of the posts (maestro delle poste) and the master of couriers (maestro dei corrieri): state officials often perceived this as a division between administering the hard infrastructure of way stations and the soft infrastructure of personnel. The Tassis corrieri maggiori brand succeeded in large part because it blended these predecessor offices. Access to and the security of hard infrastructure depended upon constant brokering among people. Innkeepers, coach drivers, and couriers shared family ties and managed shared assets, such as horses and roads. Information technologies such as the ledgers, rider receipts, and dispatch notes discussed in chapter 5 reinforced both the social networks of postal systems and the material networks of mailbags and routes.

This chapter contends that postal officials and their representatives were held to a high standard precisely because they had become prominent guides to the world of European culture, commerce, and geography. Or, put another way, the post office contributed a pre-Westphalian soft infrastructure that would be essential for the development of the post-Westphalian state's hard infrastructure. By the 1620s, postal systems were well positioned to dominate travel in the same way that they had monopolized mail-carrying. This time, they made their case to the public as well as the prince. Published postal documentation administered and publicized the sprawling clockwork of the international courier routes. Officials created innovative postal forms, timetables, itineraries, and conversion tools. They published this documentation in many forms, including popular itinerary books for travelers to carry on the road (known as the “post-book”). From the timed stagecoach to standardized postage rates, postal officials promoted their systems as more accessible and reliable options for transit and exchange, especially in contrast with private providers.

It was, by and large, a marketing success if not a fully realized reality. Clients were dismayed by the difference between the precision that they saw on paper and their experiences of poor service, inadequate infrastructure, and faulty communication.3 Messengers were also frequently “unruly” and postage “extortionate,” but the greatest ire was reserved for the postilion.4 The postilion and his private counterpart, the hackneyman (vetturino), showed visitors the sights, helped them navigate local customs and geography, and liaised with local authorities and businesses. This was a transition from public relations to full customer service. From the middle of the seventeenth century forward, the postilion thus replaced the postmaster as the public face of the post house.5

It is easy to underestimate the value of accessibility and predictability in daily life. When it works well, an ideal infrastructure is an almost invisible scaffold for routine. It is only when we break patterns that we become keenly aware of flaws, such as when we travel abroad. The “culture shock” experiences of early modern tourists illustrate as much about the expectations of postal service as they do about the experience of it—this is why northern travelers, or tramontani, are featured heavily here and in chapter 7. The “Grand Tour” describes a pattern of travel by northern Europeans to southern Europe, especially Italy, as a means of acquiring education, experiences, and collections of art and artifacts.6 By the mid-seventeenth century, British postmasters worked with the Tassis to link the British and imperial systems, extending service coverage for letters throughout Germany, Scandinavia, eastern Europe, Italy, and beyond.7 Travelers were encouraged to produce journals and letters, many of which appeared in print. Their accounts offer valuable outsider insight, while indicating how pan-European postal culture spread through expatriates’ experiences.

A wide clientele took postal officials at their word that the monopolistic services were to their benefit and did not shy away from voicing their opinions as stakeholders. Travel by post furthered the notion of postal service as a public service, or a utility. Far from their martial origins, postal systems now featured in political economic debates about roads, waterways, and free commerce, in everything from traveler's letters to debates at the Westphalian Peace Conferences.8 States turned to technocratic administrators to provide infrastructure for surveilling, controlling, and taxing mobility. By the end of the seventeenth century, states embraced distinct classes of postal service, using associated fees as a means of privileging certain uses over others. This proved to be a promising source of revenue, but also a way of subsidizing activities perceived as politically and economically advantageous to the state.

Before the Thirty Years’ War, states feared that private and especially foreign users might take advantage of state infrastructure. By the eighteenth century, they actively guided such users to their postal systems as both a source of revenue and a showpiece of technological advancement. This reinvention, like so many before it, had its origins in grassroots lobbying by postal officials. Yet by the mid-seventeenth century, the Tassis and their Bergamaschi compatriots were no longer leading the field. Northern Italy and the transalpine roads continued to innovate, but the Tassis will be largely absent from this chapter: instead, their efforts would go toward shoring up their existing titles, as discussed in chapter 7. The promotion of the postilion filled in for the aristocratic withdrawal of the postmaster and postmaster general. This was a longer trend that began with office-leasing at the end of the sixteenth century and culminated in the ennobling of the postmaster general by the beginning of the eighteenth century.


The Post-Book in Your Pocket

Language evolves in parallel with the technologies that it describes. Postal systems naturally evoke movement, but the name “postal” derived from its hard infrastructure: the post (posta), or the way station. The modern use derived from the Italian posto/a, commonly designating a place, or in the phrase “at the ready” (a posto). The traveler John Evelyn recorded the wordplay found on a sign outside the Italian city of Acquapendente in the 1640s:


L’insegna della Posta, é posta a posta

In questa posta, fin che habbia à sua Posta.

Ogn’ un cavallo a Vetturi in posta.

The sign of the Post, is posted at post

In this post, until you arrive at your Post.

Every horse rentable by post.9



Locating postal way stations at inns was mutually beneficial. Postmasters were often either innkeepers themselves or their family members were, and foreign inns had often served as mail hubs before the formal establishment of post houses and postmasters-in-residence.10 Innkeepers had stables to keep horses at the ready for couriers riding in relay, but as advertised on the sign at Acquapendente, they also regularly rented horses to other travelers. There was evidently ample demand: couriers often complained about arriving to find that no horses were available. This practice flouted regulations that required innkeepers to maintain postal horses at the ready.11

Renting a horse from the postmaster or innkeeper was the earliest and most common meaning of “going by post” or “posting.” The postmaster himself or a trusted lieutenant would accompany elite travelers. There was safety in numbers, especially in regions known for banditry.12 The postal guide could also return both mounts to the post house. Diplomatic letters show that posting was a common practice for rulers and other important officials by the end of the sixteenth century. Passports provided authorization for travel using postal horses, roads, or inns.13 This assured a monitored itinerary for foreign dignitaries, as well as a baseline standard for service. The French scholar Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592) found postal inns especially commodious when he traveled in the 1580s. He praised one at Piacenza as “the best inn that I came across between this and Rome.”14

A well-developed postal travel infrastructure composed of networks of inns, post houses, and transportation professionals could be found across continental Europe by the end of the sixteenth century. This was especially true on either side of the Alps and along well-traveled mercantile and pilgrimage routes. Despite hearing tales of bandits and “savage” inns, Montaigne judged the Alpine roads so safe and well provisioned that he would have trusted his eight-year-old daughter to travel along them.15 In Milan, the Inn of the Three Kings served as an additional post house for mail to and from Germany. Located between the cathedral and the Roman gate, it was the most internationally famous of the city's fifty-eight inns. The mid-seventeenth-century traveler Richard Lassels described it as “the best and handsomest Inn in Europe.”16 At the same time, locating postal way stations at inns naturally embedded the post in commerce. Channeling travelers, and most importantly, their funds, was a profitable endeavor. Keeping a postal inn could merit additional privileges, such as the right to produce and sell food or wine.17 We see, for example, why the Spanish visitation of Milan found that postal leaseholders were willing and able to pay higher and higher leases for their offices.18

Yet while making the most of postal inns, sixteenth-century travelers rarely traveled by post. The availability of travel “posthaste”—changing horses in relay—remained limited to state officials by law in much of Europe. Even the price for renting a horse from the post office of Milan was a half ducatone—a substantial cost for even a wealthy traveler.19 The English writer Thomas Coryate claimed to have walked for much of his pan-European journey, likely to avoid such costs. The Scotsman traveler Fynes Moryson bargained with whoever had a vehicle headed in the right direction, often organizing impromptu groups to share costs rather than finding a ready means of public transportation or hiring an individual means of travel.20

Accessing hard infrastructure went beyond legal or financial feasibility. It required knowledge and often a personal connection. Montaigne lamented two aspects of his transalpine travel in the 1580s. First, he had not found or brought a proper companion, “for to live at the mercy of a blockhead of a guide I found to be an amazing inconvenience.” Second, he had not brought or read more books pointing out “the rare and noticeable features in each place.”21 Traveling abroad always involved information asymmetry that was inconvenient at best and dangerous at worst.

Postal officials, however, saw information asymmetry as a commercial opportunity. They had always traded in information and provided logistical expertise. When a new generation of postal officials sought to open their infrastructure to the traveling as well as corresponding public, they turned to the printing press. Printed itinerary books popularized postal systems as an infrastructure for public transportation and tourism. We have already introduced one such book: Ottavio Codogno's New Itinerary of the Posts of the World (1608) (figures 15 and 16), and its reworking, Compendium of the Posts (1623). In addition to his prose chapters on the history of postal service and instructions to would-be postmasters or couriers, Codogno included tables of routes across Europe. He punctuated these with his own opinions about the quality of the roads, inns, and even local sights. He advertised his book on the front page as “most useful not just to secretaries, but to clerics and merchants.”

Codogno's itinerary is perhaps the most famous of the genre, but overall, the postal itinerary has received little attention in histories of travel in comparison with traveler accounts. Nonetheless, itineraries are rich sources for understanding the fungibility of hard and soft infrastructure in the early modern context. Several titles were published continuously for close to two centuries, including the New Itinerary. Often produced by couriers and postmasters, these books catered to diverse audiences of private and professional correspondents, merchants, and travelers. They popularized the verb “to post,” but also the use of “post” as a noun to describe the distance unit between each way station as regulated by a given state. Intended as reference literature, they propagandized state postal routes and agents as the most professional, and therefore most reliable, means of travel and exchange.
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FIGURE 15. A page from a Venetian edition of Ottavio Codogno's New Itinerary published in 1611. The front page advertised the book as “useful not just to secretaries, but to clerics and merchants.” Image from Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München, Res/Geo.u. 87.
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FIGURE 16. A page from a Venetian edition of New Itinerary. Route tables frequently featured observations on borders, scenery, and historical or religious sites of interest. Image from Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München, Res/Geo.u. 87.



Antecedents to the postal itinerary include pilgrimage guidebooks, like the Marvels of Rome, and the Pilgrim's Guide to the Path of Saint James, which mixed routes with prose descriptions of notable sites.22 The word “itinerary,” from itinerarium, originally described a list of cities with their relative distances. Three postal itineraries survive from the mid-sixteenth century in Italy. They appeared in quick succession along the Italian Road. Damiano Turlano and Giovanni Battista Bozola first published The Necessary Posts (1562) in Brescia. Within a year, Cherubino Stella, the former postmaster of Perugia, published Itinerary of the Posts throughout Different Parts of the World under the patronage of the Genoese postmaster of Rome, Giovanni da l’Herba (to whom it is often attributed). An anonymous author produced Different Posts of Italy, Germany, Spain, and France in Milan, likely in the first decades of the seventeenth century.23 Unlike earlier guidebooks, postal itineraries were firmly based in the travel infrastructure provided by the Spanish, imperial, papal, and Venetian postal systems, featuring routes that were run by postal ordinaries.24 Pilgrimage guidebooks tended to be narrative prose, but itineraries were often simple lists punctuated by annotated observations. Their authors prioritized speed and comfort as measured by the relative density and maintenance of postal way stations.

Postal itineraries were intended to be carried on the road and accordingly printed in pocket-sized octavo or sextodecimo formats. The books were likely more affordable and more legible to the common traveler than unwieldy cosmographies or maps. Giovanni Torriano's Introduction to the Italian Tongue (1657) offers a rare example of a postal itinerary in use. The book provided English travelers learning Italian with several practice dialogues in both Italian and English. In one of these, a traveler asks his companion if he fears he will lose his way. His companion responds: “I have the giurnal (l’Itinerario) in my pocket / What, Scottus? /No, the post-book.”25 “Scottus” referred to Franciscus Schottus's Itinerary, which more closely resembled older pilgrimage guides with its narrative prose, urban perambulations, and small illustrations.26 The post-book was similar but functionally distinct, and it was the post-book in his pocket that gave the traveler the confidence to navigate Italy's roads and major cities.

Spanish and German itineraries began to incorporate postal routes soon after the publication of the first Italian postal itineraries. Their places of publication were also hubs of the Tassis postal network. Jörg Gail's Travel Booklet (Raißbuechlin) (Augsburg, 1563) was more like the postal itineraries than a traditional German Reisebuch, or travel journal. The Booklet was a palm-sized book organized in an easy-to-reference format. Gail, its creator, was a schoolmaster and notary in Augsburg who sought imperial permission for his book from Ferdinand I of Habsburg.27 Gail quickly faced publishing competition from Georg Mayr's Route Booklet (Augsburg, 1576) and Daniel Witzenberger's New Travel Booklet (Dresden, 1578). Witzenberger identified himself as a postal official on the front page and included several postal routes centered around his home in Dresden.28

From its roots in pilgrimage, mercantile, and humanist reference literature, the postal itinerary came into its own as a subgenre in the second half of the sixteenth century. Creators translated, replicated, and supplemented one another's books, building a canon of geographic knowledge based on postal systems. Publishers experimented with targeting different audiences through illustrations or religious and historical supplements. Italian books also incorporated texts and maps from the Netherlands, Holy Roman Empire, and Spain. They were translated and imitated in those locations in turn. The postal itinerary even made it to the British Isles before the public-serving state postal system did; see, for example, The Post of the World (London, 1576) and The European Mercury (London, 1641). In fact, the English renegade Richard Verstegan's The Post of the World (1576) was a close translation of Mayr's Route Booklet (1576).29 Histories of travel have often concentrated on select nationalities of travelers and destinations, but the published itineraries, and the postal travel infrastructure that they advertised, were transnational phenomena.

Despite their pocketability, itineraries were increasingly dense with information. Publishers frequently appended popular ephemeral works to new publications. When Stella and Herba included a calendar of trade fairs in 1563, it was republished in dozens of titles for the next hundred years. Sometimes these supplements were reprinted exactly, but more often they were translated culturally as well as linguistically, much in the way that modern books or movies are both internationalized and localized. The Post of the World, for example, featured a list of Welsh and English fairs, and the Germans Gail and Witzenberger included the electors of the Holy Roman Empire. Many seventeenth-century itineraries included prose guides to pilgrimage, conversion tools for currency and mileage, and even quick-reference vocabularies in multiple languages, including Polish and Turkish. Utility remained the guiding principle: publishers kept formats pocket-sized, despite adding tools such as glossaries, tables, clear headings, and multiple indexes.30

Marginalia in postal itineraries allow us to peek through the window of the postal inn, much as other postal records conjure the missing mailbag.31 Many readers were foreign travelers and often were associated with state business. A blank leaf of a 1615 example of Schottus's Itinerary reads “I, Guliellmo Jeffera [William Jeffrey] bought this book in Venice July 1617 for 2 lire” in Italian, as well as “I came to Naples from Venice” in English.32 Further marginalia indicate that Jeffrey then gave it to a female friend or relative. In another example, “D. Juan Gaspar Zorrila de S. Mta de el consejo de S.M.” signed a 1673 French itinerary, suggesting that the royal Spanish counselor relied on the book several decades after its publication.33

Reader additions could also be poetic. In a 1553 French book, we find Canto 7 from Ariosto's Orlando Furioso on the first blank page: “He who travels far from his home sees / things, which are far from what he once believed.” In a 1568 Spanish itinerary, a reader wrote several Bible verses that addressed death, memory, and law—topics that were never far from the mind of a traveler on the road.34 Many marks seem to track readers’ journeys and show that they relied on the books abroad, sometimes many years after their initial publication. A 1563 copy of Stella and Herba's itinerary shows numerous examples, includes many checked-off intermediary stops along journeys, most likely marked as the traveler reached them (figures 17 and 18). Similarly, Robert Ashley annotated his copy of Itinerarium Galliae with his Paris sightseeing notes in 1617.35 These examples illustrate that itinerary texts had long and dynamic lives, as titles were continually corrected and supplemented by both publishers and readers over decades.

Even before reader contributions, book dedications expressed and reinforced a key element of soft infrastructure: they described administrative relationships that made hard infrastructure possible. The Milanese postal lieutenant Ottavio Codogno printed his itineraries at a pivotal moment in his career trajectory. He dedicated the book to his important patrons: the Spanish postmaster general and the governor of Milan. Under fire from the Spanish visitation, Codogno had defended the dual public-private service of his post office. The book extended Codogno's legal defense back in time, presenting the Tassis postal network as a pinnacle of administrative achievement originating from the alliance among the Tassis family, princes, and businessmen. Furthermore, Codogno took every opportunity in the book to advertise the state posts over his great rivals, the merchant mail and independent procacci. While such freelancers might casually delay or misplace the mail, Codogno related his own great efforts to correctly deliver “a pearl worth thirty scudi, which had been sent to jeweler Battista Parisi in Venice, and through inattention, had been posted without the name of the city.”36 His narrative advertised the professionalism of the postal official, as well as Codogno's personal dedication to public service.
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FIGURE 17. Examples of marginalia from the 1563 copy of Cherubino Stella and Giovanni Herba, L’Itinerario per diverse parte del mondo (Rome: Valerico Dorico, 1563). An anonymous reader has made check marks next to the cities of Terni and Nocera Umbra on the route from Rome to Venice. Image from Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München, Rar. 1073.
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FIGURE 18. Additional examples of marginalia from the 1563 copy of L’Itinerario per diverse parte del mondo. An anonymous Spanish-speaking reader has underlined cities, indicated where half posts could be found, and added a stop (Borghetto) to the journey from Rome to Ancona. “Julio” (July) appears next to Rignano Flaminio. Image from Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München, Rar. 1073.



Postal itineraries from before the Thirty Years’ War laid the groundwork for the post-Westphalian realization of postal travel infrastructure across Europe. Building on the longstanding relationship among postal systems, inns, and horse rentals, subordinate postmasters and postilions advertised postal infrastructure. Yet on a more conceptual level, they also staked the postal official's claim to the geographic, administrative, and even public relations expertise essential to posting people. Itineraries advertised the postal official himself as a personable guide who would offer advice on the best inns, easy river crossings, fine wines, and not-to-be-missed destinations of historical or religious significance. That guidance could be accessed as easily as by stopping by the post house or consulting the book in one's pocket.



The Appeal of the Postilion and Postal Coach

If sixteenth-century travelers had one reason to complain, it was simple extortion. A foreign traveler was at a natural disadvantage abroad, naive to local customs and thus an easy target for scams. Montaigne noted that interpreters and guides worked in concert with innkeepers and other services, splitting their profits. The tourism industry was especially aggressive on the postal route to Rome, where Montaigne observed that landlords sent guides far along the road to promote their services and lead travelers to their door. He fatalistically concluded that it was “impossible to escape being cheated by them in some way or other; for if you keep them to their agreement in one thing, they rob you in another.”37 The human element of the travel infrastructure was by far the most variable in quality.

“Postilion” is the most direct English translation of postiglione. Entering the lexicon by the end of the sixteenth century, “postilion” described the outrider or forerunner who accompanied the postal coach. Ottavio Codogno had defined the postal lieutenant as “exercising the entirety of the office in the absence of the postmaster general,” but over time, the postilion-as-guide became the public face of the post office.38 Northern travelers frequently mixed postiglioni up with their private counterparts, hackneymen (vetturini).39 Postilions and hackneymen competed with one another by advertising themselves as fonts of local information, from the safest routes to the best entertainment and lodging. Once again, the practice dialogues of Introduction to the Italian Tongue (1657) are illustrative. In one, an English traveler complains that despite being promised “a notable hackneyman (vetturino), a jester that will make ye burst with laughing every foot,” he had found his guide “ill vers’d.” The hackneyman had not instructed his client about “Custom-house men, & Waiters,” and thus failed to protect him from traps designed for unsuspecting travelers.40 When confronted with such “blockhead” guides, the next best alternative was to educate oneself. In another dialogue, when asked to cover the cost of the meal and boarding of his hackneyman, the Englishman snaps back, “‘Do not thou make me believe this flam, do not I know that the hackney-man is scot-free, wherever he goes?’” Many polities specified a set rate for postilions, but in this case, the Englishman knows that common custom (and collusion) mean that the hackneyman will not shoulder any cost. The suspicion is confirmed when the put-upon hackneyman spits, “‘Ye Northerners (tramontani) are Romanized (Romanescati) to that trick, that there's no good to be done with you,’” lamenting that travelers have grown too experienced to be duped.41

With much of Europe speaking the lingua postale, postal officials were well positioned to shape the overall politics and economics of mobility in the age of the stagecoach. Partnerships between post offices and coach lines were developing across Europe by the first decades of the seventeenth century. The term “stage” derived from the ancient distance measurement of the stadia, and “coach” from the Hungarian kocsi (“carriage from Kocs”).42 Together they became the most common English variant: the stagecoach.

From 1650 onward, the postal stagecoach—with its postilion and set routes, rates, and timetables—became the symbol of European travel and tourism. Traditionally, France has held the title of the first public postal travel system: Henry IV (1553–1610) had established a public stage system for travel by 1597, which had fully merged with the official posts by 1602.43 By the 1620s, chief minister Cardinal Richelieu (1585–1642) had reformed the French postal system to fully integrate the newspaper, travel, and postal infrastructures. Public coach systems had cropped up as far afield as London, where John Taylor's Carrier's Cosmography—a compendium like the continental itineraries—listed several coach lines running to and from London.44

Yet northern Italy saw key early developments in postal coach travel percolate from the ground up. By the end of the sixteenth century, the busiest routes in northern Italy merited a carriage or “cart” (carro), including the routes connecting Milan, Venice, and Rome. Small vehicles pulled by two horses known as the sedie or selle della posta were common enough to be employed as a literary metaphor by the late sixteenth century.45 Like other travelers, couriers were inclined to hitch a ride when possible. For instance, a 1601 letter reporting an assault on a Venetian Company courier mentioned “the carriageman (carozzero) who carried him” near Salvaterra, outside of Mantua.46 While coaches offered the advantages of relative comfort and carrying capacity, they were appropriate only for certain roads, such as the relatively flat terrain of the Po Valley. It was not until the eighteenth century that carriages crossed the Alps at locations other than the relatively low-elevation Brenner Pass. Postal coaches continued to hand passengers off to ferries or muleteers and even porters who carried sedan chairs over more challenging terrain.47

Northern Italian post offices competed and collaborated with other horse-letters (nolesini), carriagemen (carozzeri), and bargemen (barcaroli). Earlier edicts focused on preventing these agents from smuggling mail or their unauthorized use of postal insignia, but by the beginning of the seventeenth century, postmasters began to assert privileges regarding transporting people as well as mail. A 1599 Venetian edict forbade coachmen from renting horses for travel on postal routes without licensing by the postmaster.48 The post office in Milan under Lucina Cattanea Tassis (d. 1619) owned two carriages and held privileges related to renting coaches in nearby Pavia.49 Hackneymen were known to hide letters in the seats, but passengers and heavy baggage were presumably harder to conceal, which didn’t stop the carriers from trying. In 1611, Ottavio Codogno complained that coachmen were asking passengers to dismount as they approached the city to evade licensing fees paid to the post office. He indicated that Bologna and Parma had recently issued edicts prohibiting these practices.50

Unlike the private carriages on increasingly crowded roads, postal coaches were granted a few unique privileges, even within cities. Given the strict timetables of postal delivery, postal coaches were granted the right to sound the postal horn to signal that private carriages should give way. Eighteenth-century edicts in Milan specified that vehicles stop in place and move to the side when the horn sounded, much as modern vehicles are required to give way to emergency responders. Yet it was widespread disregard that necessitated the edict, especially by “nobles who don’t respect the financial penalty and believe that they can keep doing as they have always done.” Instead, the Milanese postal lieutenant proposed that a revised edict clarify that “all are encompassed by the state.”51 As officers of a public utility, postal officials saw their traffic as superseding even that of an aristocratic elite.

In addition to increased policing of private travel agents, travelers turned to public transportation for the same reasons that modern tourists might: information about times, rates, and itineraries were available and verifiable, even from abroad. Patterned after the international “ordinary” couriers, postal coaches traveled on timetables that were clearly posted and communicated, and of which many printed copies survive. Decades of postal service and communications, from itineraries to posted regulation, successfully sold postal service as uniquely accessible and reliable, especially to foreigners. The turning point toward postal stagecoaches came soon after the end of the Thirty Years’ War (1648), when, less than a year later, a postmaster in Kassel applied fora patent to establish a regular post coach (calling it an ordinari-fahrpost) between Kassel and Frankfurt.52 The enterprising Maffeo Tasso (d. 1677), a member of the Venetian Company of Couriers, sought permission to establish carriage systems across northern Italy in 1653.53 In German territories postal coaches were often called “diligences,” which reflected that they were defined primarily by their reliability. By the 1680s, diligences were widely available across Europe and included new rivals to the Tassis, such as Saxony's postal system.54

The postal itinerary genre also adapted to reflect the widespread availability of the postal coach. Burattino's Directions (1682) and Practical Travel (1718) devoted long sections to the arrival and departure times of ordinaries and coaches—vital information for travelers as well as administrators.55 Even prominent officials who traveled a vettura or in personal vehicles relied on postilions by the eighteenth century. In Practical Travel, the Venetian postal official Giovanni Maria Vidari wrote from several decades of experience accompanying ambassadors abroad. He routinely negotiated with each of the individual transportation agents, most often the capo vetturino—the chief hackneyman. Vidari warned travelers that they would face routine extortion, especially at customs points. He nonetheless asserted that the informed postilion could ensure that previously agreed-upon rates and privileges would be honored. He supported this with day-by-day accounts of his own journeys, demonstrating how he combined modes of travel for the best value. While the Venetian ambassador traveled by post-chaise (in sedia) in France, accompanied by a few riders, the remainder of the party traveled by a combination of the diligence and a coach for hire.56

Then, as now, customer service was not always easy-going. Relationships were complicated by financial transactions, class differences, and mutual xenophobia. The traveler and novelist Tobias Smollet found that “the hostlers, postilions, and other fellows hanging about the post-houses in Italy are the most greedy, impertinent, and provoking.” Samuel Sharp similarly informed a correspondent, “You will never imagine half the disagreeableness that Italian beds, Italian cooks, Italian post-horses, Italian postilions, and Italian nastiness, offer to an Englishman … much more to an English woman.”57 Like many service workers, Italian guides relied on tips to supplement their meager wages. Vidari recommended that the traveler tip “in order to be well-served” but indicated that tipping was to the taste of the traveler.58 Many northerners found tipping to be the height of distastefulness, resenting what they viewed as grifting.59 Travel tensions could erupt into full brawls. Fights with, between, and among postilions and travelers might be incited by bravado, alcohol, or traffic incidents. Sharp relayed that a fight between postilions on the road between Rome and Naples ended with one stabbing the other to death.60

The postilions’ growing reputation for short tempers and reckless disregard for authority might be explained by the fact that most were young men. This reputation also seemed to reflect deeper social anxiety regarding the apparent rootlessness of these agents of mobility. Broadsheet ballads like “The Knight Out Rid; or, The Postilion in His Master's Saddle” adopted the postilion for satirical, political, or social commentary.61 A short serial story, “The History of Tom White, the Postillion” (c. 1795), used the trope of a misbehaving postilion for a morality tale. Enamored by the “smart red jackets and tight boots of the Post-boys,” Tom White was determined to drive a post-chaise. He fell in among the “evil company” of the drunk, foul-mouthed, street-racing chaise-boys, only to eventually be redeemed “from an idle post-boy to a respectable farmer.”62 Travelers may have hoped for a seasoned guide and entertaining companion, but the adventurous job also attracted young men with high risk tolerance.

Despite inconveniences such as having to interact with unreliable guides, soft infrastructure had its benefits. As early as the 1580s, Montaigne was especially enamored with a system that he encountered along the route to Rome:


They charge you five Julios a horse, each post of two miles, and you can hire one at the same rate for two or three posts, or for several days, without putting you to any trouble about the care of the horse at the end of the journey, for all the landlords here all take charge of one another's horses; and if the one you have hired fails you before it has reached its destination, you are entitled, by the terms of the agreements in all these cases, to replace it by another, at any of the inns on your route.63



In addition to its simple convenience, Montaigne was fascinated that such a system could rely on trust alone, granting the rental of an expensive asset to a stranger “altogether unknown to every person there … the horse is wholly at your mercy, and it entirely depends upon your sense of honesty to leave him at the place you have undertaken to deposit him.” In fact, it was a measure of the confidence that providers had in one another to maintain surveillance and insure against abuse.64

By the 1680s, the system had been formalized into the little-known financial instrument known as the polizza di cambiatura, or roughly, the “relay policy.” Upon arrival at their first postal inn, travelers could purchase “a letter of credit addressed to the corresponding innkeeper, to be renewed every two posts where an exchange [i.e., horse relay] is made.”65 The instrument bore a clear relation to the more common “bills of exchange” (polizza or lettere di cambio), an early credit instrument that proliferated during the period.66 By the eighteenth century, the practice of cambiatura could be found in other parts of Italy.67 Historians of capitalism have long indicated the importance of credit relations to the development of eighteenth-century commerce. The cambiatura models a very early trust-based infrastructure for travel commerce. While coopted and later guaranteed by the state, all evidence indicates that the system arose out of the mutual interest of private and public transportation professionals, much as the postal ordinary had a century earlier.

Traveler accounts indicate that public coaches were spaces where class, gender, status, and nationality mixed. British tourists often first encountered such coaches in France and remarked upon the unique milieu within them. The traveler Peter Heylyn (d. 1662) bemoaned the state of the coach itself, in which travelers were alternately soaked by rain, plastered with dust, and jolted about on poor roads. But for all his complaints, Heylyn marveled at the company: “A man may be sure to be merry in them, were he as certain to be wholesome. This, in which we travelled, contained ten persons, as all of them commonly do; and amongst these ten, one might have found English, Scots, French, Normans, Dutch, and Italians, a jolly medley … men and women, lords and serving men, scholars and clowns, ladies and chambermaids, priests and lay-men, gentlemen and artificers, people of all sexes and almost all ages.” He concluded that “seriously, I think our coach to have been no unfit representation of the Ark.”68 The same was often remarked of postal inns. For all its dangers, public transportation infrastructure exposed travelers to an unmatched variety of society, much as a modern traveler might experience on a long-distance bus or train.

Subsidies and penalties also served to incentivize or limit forms of travel. Moryson recalled paying a tax to the duke of Florence upon hiring a hackneyman to journey to Ponte a Cappiano, “which taxe they say the Duke imposed, to withdraw Merchants from trading that way, leading to Lucca.” With his usual frugal eye, Moryson remarked, “Let no man marvel, that these Princes favour the Post-masters and Innkeepers to the prejudice of strangers, because in that respect they extort great rents from them.”69 The Savoyards even contemplated requiring private carriers to bring travelers to the postmaster first to see if he could meet their offered rates. That same set of regulations prevented private carriers from also acting as guides. The state granted that privilege to postmasters exclusively, “in recognition of the service that these postmasters do.”70 This postal system was a utility that served the public, but on behalf of their prince.



Profit in Free Commerce

In addition to the lingua postale, the seventeenth century brought another pan-European language: that of political economy. Statesmen from Francis Bacon (d. 1626) to Jean Baptiste de Colbert (d. 1683) advocated for the state to develop national industrial and commercial power. Calling upon Cicero's characterization of finances as the “sinews of war,” reformers sought to expand revenue-generating institutions.71 Postal systems, which operated at one of the first great economies of scale, modeled private-public reinvention. Leaders no longer sought to exclude private or foreign participation in postal service but rather to channel and, most importantly, tax it.

Postal itineraries communicated the new institutional role of the post by reframing its history as the origins of the fiscal state. Early itinerary authors such as Ottavio Codogno emphasized the driving need for princes to communicate with their armies. Exemplary stories focused on couriers overcoming great obstacles to travel with the greatest speed and reliability. By contrast, in 1683, Giuseppe Miselli presented a new (and somewhat forced) view of their origins: “The head courier was called the prefect of taxes (prefetto de fisco). In later centuries, he was called ‘curious’ (curioso) for the responsibility he bore for the public roads, and his service to the curia, to whom he brought all news.” Instead of a traditional connection to feats of horsemanship and military service, Miselli tied couriership to the day-to-day operations of a state fiscal system.72

At the same time, as late as 1585, postmasters expressed disbelief that the state could standardize postage, let alone tax it.73 They believed that such interventions would drive customers into the eager arms of merchant carriers and foreign couriers. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, offices across the Tassis postal systems nonetheless published standardized rates that included a tax on letters. By law, the printed placard was hung on the door of the post office and above any marketplace bench. Both the Tassis and Venetian systems expressed the standardization and prosecution of violators as a means of protecting travelers and correspondents from precisely the kinds of extortions lamented by Montaigne. That transparency also manifested in the postage mark—a predecessor to the modern stamp. Officials introduced ink stamps (bolli) indicating the city of origin on the route between Milan and Venice around the same period.74 These marks were intended to make the charges and record of payment to customers as well as postmen as clear as possible.75 New generations of officials pushed for radical transparency as the best competitive strategy to secure the growing clientele of private correspondents.

By the later seventeenth century, the public demanded even further transparency and standardization from this system. Postage complaints proliferated in contemporary correspondence, as letters in the Early Modern Letters Online Union Catalog reveal. In 1679, the Dutch author Nicolaas Heinsius decried the Amsterdam city messengers as “poisonous” and “extortionate,” asking instead that his correspondent utilize the twice-weekly postal packet boat. In 1728, the Dutch scholar Pieter Burman wrote to the philosopher Jacques-Philippe d’Orville to determine “whether the controllers of the public courier post are extortionate in their charges,” and he quoted a price encountered in Dijon.76 Quibbling about the cost of service nonetheless indicated acceptance of and even high expectations for service. Circumventing postage was a far preferable form of resistance to utilizing unlicensed competitors or assaulting the courier.

Running ordinaries and providing travel services further lodged the postal service—and by extension, the state—in the commercial sphere. Canny postal officials had always marketed the mutual benefit of such an arrangement, especially regarding state surveillance of and intervention in communications. The post-Westphalian shift was that of rhetoric, away from confessional control and toward mutual so-called conveniences that benefited the prince as well as the public. By 1660, Venice had instituted a public tax on foreign letters received in the city, which initially consisted of a uniform soldo per ounce.77 The Provveditori di Comun's 1662 postal tariffs explained such costs as subsidies of the system, which served “private persons as well as businessmen.” As the Venetians formulated their postage rates, they looked to other states for examples, noting how “in foreign states [these measures] add considerable gains to their treasuries.”78 In 1672, control over the French posts was similarly transferred to the Fermé Generale, the state revenue-gathering service.79 The English and Swedish systems, which originated in the mid-seventeenth century, held that public-private postal systems must be self-funding as a basic premise. Authorities further hoped to generate profit that could be channeled to other arms of governance.80

Free commerce was also in the air at Westphalia. The Peace Conferences of Westphalia (1645–1648) brought together representatives from across Europe. Münster and Osnabrück were geographically central but distant backwaters in comparison with the hubs of pan-European commerce and communication. At the request of his envoys, Ferdinand III (1608–1657) wrote to the postmistress general Alexandrine von Rye und Taxis (d. 1666, o. 1628–1645) to shift postal routes from Cologne and establish a post house in Münster.81 In 1645, Ferdinand ordered that biweekly ordinary couriers travel between the imperial delegation and court as further affirmation of his desire to “get to the bottom of things, about whether the French are serious about peace and with what conditions.”82 The establishment of postal routes symbolized the first step toward repairing diplomatic relations.

At the conferences, the Hanseatic states joined the Swedes as some of the loudest proponents of free commerce. A 1646 manifesto titled “Memorial for Free Trade” demanded that the “free exercise of commerce” be reinstated as it was believed to have existed in 1618. “Without the liberty and security of cities and routes on water and land, the freedom of commerce (along with soul, life, and growth) cannot exist, but rather like the bees are driven away by smoke, flees to foreign free places with notable harm.” Along with the removal of customs houses and blockades, the manifesto called for “affordable postage” and guarantees that postal routes would be “unhindered.”83 The fact that a Westphalian rhetoric of free commerce now grouped postal service with safe access to roads and waterways underscored the diversity of stakeholders in communications systems. Ordinary postal service as public service—in the sense of a utility—marked a major transition from the extraordinary couriers of the Renaissance.

Much as postal routes represented good conversation among states, they had come to symbolize the strength of social ties more generally. Postage was not just a tax: it involved the state in a measure of relationships. A book could be deemed “not worth the cost of postage,” while letters might be complimented by saying that “no money is better spent than that paid for postage.”84 The English cleric Edmund Elys showed his great admiration for the scholar Thomas Smith when he offered to cover the full postage for any letters that Smith might deign to send him.85 Despite the common practice in which a recipient paid to receive a letter—much like the twentieth-century collect call—by the eighteenth century, it could be rude to leave one's correspondent responsible for the postage.86

While serving both prince and public, postal service was never intended to be a level playing field. Private letters subsidized state letters. Post offices carried public (state) letters “freely franked” (franca libero) in return for the state's guarantee of their privileges.87 The selective extension of free or reduced franking was the carrot to censorship's stick: governments could intervene in society by subsidizing some mail and penalizing other mail, much as they channeled travel. Clergy, for example, often received franking privileges throughout the eighteenth century.88

State bureaucracies had also ballooned across the seventeenth century, and by the eighteenth, many more officials claimed franking privileges. English correspondents regularly traded favors so their mail might travel freely franked. Members of Parliament used their signature in place of a postage stamp. This loophole was so widely exploited that William Bishop concluded that “a daily post from Bath is not likely to be granted for ’tis said three parts of the letters from thence are franked.”89 In later centuries, the free or reduced franking of newspapers encouraged a journalism boom in the United States, where putting its citizens into “good conversation” with one another became part and parcel of a nation-building campaign.90

In fact, postal service was increasingly approached more as a right than a privilege. In 1659, the English attorney John Hill authored a scathing polemic against state postal monopoly. He described the imported continental practice as impinging on the “liberty and birthright of every Englishman.”91 Hill framed his arguments in terms of English common law but advanced the same argument as any German Landespost or Italian cavallari would: that monopoly and the administration of tax-farmers that it enabled were harmful to society. The public deserved the greatest possible access at the lowest price, or a “Penny Post.” A few decades later, a former customs house official made the London Penny Post a reality. William Dockwra established a packet service that would carry deliveries several times a day within the city boundaries for the low price of a penny.92 An advertising pamphlet listed its “conveniences,” or the many day-to-day uses of such a system:



	All Gentlemen, Countrey-Chapmen, &c. can give notice of their Arrival to Town.


	Shopkeepers and Tradesmen send for what they want to their Workmen.


	Much time saved in Sollicitation for Money.


	Appointments of Meetings among men of Business.


	Bills dispersed for Publication of any Concern.


	Summons or Tickets convey’d to all parts.


	Brewers Entries safely sent to the Excise-Office.


	Lawyers and Clients mutually correspond.


	Patients send to Doctors, Apothecaries, &c. for what they want.


	…


	And the Poor Prisoners can now address to their Creditors or Benefactors for one Penny, and save 5 pence to buy them a Dinner.


	Many other Benefits are to be had by this Conveyance, which (though for brevity omitted) the Ingenious will find out.93






Letters manifested the relationships that bound together commercial society. Such conveniences had gone from luxuries to essentials within the space of a century. In fact, Dockwra's service competed with the Royal Posts before being absorbed by them. The ensuing legal conflict between the Penny Post and the Royal Posts paralleled similar agents, services, and debates across Europe.94 Perhaps unsurprisingly, free commerce by way of monopoly remains the contradiction at the heart of utilities even today.

It is true that postal service had been fundamentally reinvented during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The reluctant opening of state-sponsored postal routes to private travelers as well as correspondents—advanced, as always, by postal officials and their competitors—had become a foundation of the new fiscal state, alongside other guarantees of free commerce. The same postal officials who produced itineraries conceived of providing expansive public services to private patrons under the auspices of state privileges. The state archives of Turin, Venice, and Milan all preserve “grand plans” submitted to states in the 1620s by postal officials claiming the ability to renew infrastructure and thus make local services not only possible, but profitable.95 The Thirty Years’ War may have delayed implementation, but the speed with which the stagecoach overtook Europe demonstrated the successful exportation of soft infrastructure and the perception of postal networks as the sinews of European society.96

By the end of the seventeenth and beginning of the eighteenth century, a vast swath of European society shared familiarity with the language and culture of the post. Administrative techniques that first developed in the transalpine posts had been exported as far as Sweden and England. The result was a truly international lexicon: post, posting, traveling posthaste; by diligence, ordinary, or stagecoach; with postmaster or postilion; paying postage or franking, and so on. The similarities among postal systems invited constant comparison and contrast as travelers were surprised to find differences in the quality and cost of services on their journeys. The postal guide smoothed the way, whether embodied by the postilion or as a post-book in a traveler's pocket.

Print publicized the professional expertise of couriers and officials. This radical transparency was strategic: it advertised with precision the accessibility and predictability of postal infrastructure, especially when contrasted with the extortion and scams to which a traveler otherwise might fall prey. Predictability was in the very name of the postal coach known as the “diligence.” Itineraries accompanied and amplified the clear communication of routes and rates in posted placards. They advanced the personal prospects of postmasters like Ottavio Codogno, and later Giuseppe Miselli and Giovanni Maria Vidari, who used their books to advertise state postal commercial activity and their own ability to balance patronage from princes with public commerce. They integrated postal service into the history of the fiscal state, in line with the new interest in political economy.

This free commerce model of postal service of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries introduced many of the tropes associated with postal systems today. It brought the postage stamp, the postman, and an enduring association between postal service and nation-building, from connecting cities to one another to integrating the hinterlands by way of letters and newspapers. Early modern postal systems were primarily concerned with regulating international rather than domestic mail, although the distinction was never clear-cut. Local letter carriers had likely always been employed in some capacity, but they began to make more frequent appearance in post office records as full employees, akin to couriers. Artistic depictions of such letter dispensers (dispensatori) appeared alongside the more heroic galloping couriers.97 By the eighteenth century, political leaders paid new attention to the matter of tying the outskirts to the urban center in new plans for local services. Enlightened despots rebuilt the hubs and aligned the long spokes of empire.

Take, for example, Austrian Milan. The War of Spanish Succession (1701–1714) shifted the duchy of Milan from the Spanish to the Austrian branch of Habsburg rulers. While overseen by the Austrian-appointed general director of the posts, the post office of Milan remained a network of proprietors. The postmaster general was a distant and largely uninvolved figurehead.98 The postal lieutenant, Giovanni Battista Balbi, earned a sizable salary of 3,300 lire and, as Ottavio Codogno had, oversaw an extensive staff, including fourteen couriers and additional servants, notaries, and lawyers. In addition to the post house, there was a full shop (bottegha) at the Piazza dei Mercanti, described as “the office on the Piazza, or where they distribute the letters.” That office was run by a different person, called the “head” (capo), who oversaw an additional seven staff members who likely acted as letter distributors.99

Balbi had grand plans for a more comprehensive local postal service. As it stood, foot messengers received and distributed mail in Milan's inns. His plan listed the messengers by name, the regions they served, and even details about the inns where they distributed letters. A brief excerpt represents the network's thoroughness, as well as its reliance on a wider hospitality industry: messengers for Romagnano, Valsesia, Verallo, Borgo Mangero, Oleggio, Riviera d’Orta, Novara, and Vigevano could be found in the Inn of the Falcon. Additional messengers for Novara, Miasino, and Vigevano lodged at the Inn of the Hat. Those for Caravaggio, Treviglio, Gerra d’Adda, Bergamo, Como, Crema, and the Valtellina lodged at the Inn of the Crown. Messengers for Lodi could be found in the Two Blades, while those of Lindau and Lugano were in the historic postal inn of the Three Kings.100 Balbi proposed to Milan's new rulers that the post office incorporate these, as well as services to local villages, while explicitly recognizing that “such business” had not preoccupied the office in the past.101

Most postal histories take officials at their word that expanding into local coverage fulfilled a cherished public service mandate. That may well have been true, but there was also new hope for the financial profitability of postal services. Private competitors such as the London Penny Post demonstrated the existence of a promising market sector, and population and literacy rates were on the rise. Nonetheless, market takeovers of domestic mail services resembled those of the international ordinaries of earlier decades, in that they could feel disastrous and even tyrannical to the original proprietors. The expansion of the postal service came at the cost of both long-standing and innovative alternative systems of mail-carrying.

Despite the rising rhetoric of “free commerce,” postal systems remained tied to competitive international relations. Then, as now, tourists and foreigners were hit by fees and restrictions harder than native residents were. The public coach and Roman cambiatura had a reputation for being remarkably egalitarian, but they also enabled travel surveillance. The next chapter will follow these developments into the final bifurcation of the modern postal system into domestic civil service and foreign intelligence operations.






CHAPTER 7High Towers and Black ChambersTwin Legends of Postal Service


Postal interference featured prominently in the manifesto that the Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus (d. 1632) issued upon entering the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). The declaration achieved the widest-known circulation of a pamphlet up to that time, appearing in five languages and twenty-three editions.1 It alleged that Habsburg agents had seized Gustavus's letters to the prince of Transylvania, and “after they had been opened, and false glosses put upon them, to load His Majesty with the people's hatred, and render him odious everywhere, they were maliciously published; and the courier who carried them was put in prison and treated as a criminal by open and public violence contrary to the law of nations.” In this sense, the manifesto advanced the unprecedented claim that letter interception and republication constituted a casus belli.2

The Swedish pamphlet explicitly called postal interference a breach of an overarching code of conduct of international relations. The Transylvanian intercept was just one example of the “thousands of secret and open practices and threats made use of by the Spaniards and their partisans.”3 Several such letter interceptions and publications took place over the course of the war, including the publication of entire chancelleries left behind in the aftermath of battle.4 Intercepting letters and arresting their courier nonetheless contravened the common custom of sanctity for postal service and its agents.

This chapter looks to the later Baroque period as the source of both a legend and a black legend of postal service: whereas the first emphasized the heroism, nobility, and self-sacrifice of postal agents, the second proclaimed their villainy, pettiness, and self-service. Both spins on the history relied on shifting notions of privacy and publicity to make their case, as proponents and critics of state postal service disagreed about for whom and from whom letters should be kept guarded. The private-public function of the post seemed to be at a breaking point: either postmasters served a broad public impartially, guarding letters against such interference, or they only served the jealousy of princes.

We can understand early modern and especially post-Westphalian views on the default publicity or privacy of letters as whether states should have default access to the content of letters sent by state posts—namely, whether postal services should observe secrecy of correspondence, or “official secrecy.” Secrecy of correspondence dictates a default privacy, or protection from the state: letters do not concern state authorities until adequately shown to do so. Private and foreign users of postal service often claimed that all users of state postal service should be accorded secrecy of correspondence. Yet official secrecy describes a state's right to undertake surveillance in the interest of national security. Official secrecy is often extended to include the identities of the individuals carrying out this surveillance and their means of doing so. In practice, this means a default “publicity”: correspondents must assume that their letters concern the state unless they have ascertained otherwise—or Schrodinger's letter.

Despite subsequent advances in communications technologies, balancing the secrecy of correspondence and official secrecy remains a quandary for modern signals intelligence.5 Official secrecy dictates the de facto publicity of the private letter, but it also protects the secrecy of intelligence operations. Here, we find a second axis, with official secrecy on one end and the public's right to know on the other. Whereas official secrecy shields intelligence operations from scrutiny, the public's right to know sees the state's desire to shield its operations as corruption and conspiracy. In this view, only full transparency of the state to its citizens or an international audience can prevent evil. Later philosophers such as Jeremy Bentham fully realized these ideas as theory, and yet such dilemmas preoccupied postal officials much earlier, as well as critics who went so far as to claim that state letters should be thrown open to a wider public.6

At the core of these debates lay the fact that despite their reliance on the Tassis systems, Protestants and foreign nationals were never entirely comfortable with them. The 1629 Swedish invasion of central Europe and the appointment of Johann von den Birghden as the Swedish postmaster in Frankfurt had briefly established a system capable of challenging Tassis primacy.7 Protestants were not willing to turn back the clock to the prewar monopolization of state postal service by imperial appointees. In 1658, Brunswick-Lüneburg, Hessen-Kassel, Brandenburg, and Sweden held their own postal conference in Hildesheim, with the goal of cementing an alternative postal union.8 Postilions, postmasters, and the wider public had advocated for brand renewal for the Tassis international postal system for several decades. The collaboration of new rivals with state mandates meant that the Tassis international postal system needed postwar revitalization, without delay.

Chapter 6 showed how postal guides advertised new transparency to travelers. This chapter addresses how postal systems offered secrecy of correspondence—meaning the protection of letter privacy—to correspondents. Following the example set by their employees and competitors, the Tassis embraced print to advertise their services to Protestant Europe, including Britain. They commissioned cartography and genealogies to depict a family above imputations of espionage and responsible for a legendary postal service. The reinvention of the Tassis family as Thurn und Taxis went hand in hand with the reinvention of postal service as state beneficence for universal utility. This final reinvention of the international posts proved to be a mixed success. While Thurn und Taxis remains German aristocracy today, this final reinvention was, in many ways, the beginning of the end for the Bergamaschi international posts. Europe's postmasters and postmistress generals recast themselves as nobility rather than the descendants of servants to many masters.

Commissioning genealogies and embracing postal cartography memorialized a Tassis legacy as inventors and exporters of the posts. Nobility aided Tassis postmasters and their French counterparts as they moved among the status-conscious circles of the post-Westphalian diplomatic era. In combination with new (recognized, if not always obeyed) limits upon state surveillance, postal propaganda emphasized the nobility of public service. This legacy was itself attuned to the modernizing efforts of absolutist courts.9 Postal maps and related literature evoked both a neoclassical tradition and a novel focus on infrastructure as a national project intended for a largely domestic usership. New genealogies rewrote the Tassis family's origins as aristocratic, even royal. This was the era of domestication of postal practice, which eventually culminated in a partnership between postal service and the nation-state. Duncan Campbell-Smith characterizes this mythos as “the enduring perception of the Post Office as the friendly face of the state, and of local post offices as one of the last bastions of village life in many areas.”10 The centralization and nationalization of postal infrastructure—of what had been a fundamentally international system—divorced the domestic from the international mails.

This reinvention took place even as postal intelligencing operations reached new levels of sophistication with the advent of the cryptanalysis operation known as the “black chamber,” or postal lodge. The late seventeenth through nineteenth centuries was a new age of systematic mail interception and intelligence-gathering operations based in post offices. Official secrecy continued a long vein of arcana imperii, or secrets of state, in the governance of postal systems. The black chambers that operated in Vienna and Paris were open secrets among diplomats and even well-versed private correspondents. The result was a Janus-faced postal service: espionage, counterespionage, censorship, and surveillance were known risks, and yet they were gradually displaced from the public eye by the visibility of the postal newspaper, stagecoach, or increasingly the friendly local letter dispenser. From the outset, the invention of modern privacy was intrinsically linked to bureaucratic doublespeak surrounding it.

Black chambers remain largely absent from postal historiography or are treated as a perversion of postal practice therein. They are primarily associated with the interference of powerful (continental) chancellors and secretaries of state in communications infrastructure. Anglo-American postal histories emphasize instead the role of the postal service in building the nation-state and expanding public services. Placing the black chambers in a longer historical trajectory reveals that they were merely the latest guise of postal intelligencing. Signals intelligence operations were rumored to exist in key postal hubs such as Augsburg, Milan, and Turin as early as the 1580s. The international postal ordinaries established in that decade routed all mailbags through a central post house under a single postmaster for purposes of surveillance. Postal officials emphasized to governors the danger of messengers going to and fro as a matter of state security. They explained channeling mail through a central post office as bookkeeping, but it was well known that the practice also aided intelligence gathering. This was precisely why postmasters abroad worked with embassy officials to defend the ambassador's letters from similar incursion—a privileged status that diplomatic pouches retain today.

Whether it was framed as secrecy of correspondence, official secrecy, or the right to know, the mailbag remained at the center of the tug-of-war between the state and civil society. The expansion of mail-carrying to private clients—now increasingly termed the “public” and a “public service”—meant involving many more stakeholders in the state, for whom such debates became very personal. This chapter explores how nobility inflated the importance of postal public service on the one hand, while satirical literature punctured it on the other. The mailbag novel, a subgenre of epistolary literature, used the postal service to mock mutually exclusive expectations. How could you claim secrecy for your letters and yet justify opening another's?


Postal Propaganda: Pamphlets, Genealogies, and Maps

By the mid-seventeenth century, postmaster and postmistress generals were no longer the day-to-day faces of the post house. The Tassis had stepped back from the new incarnation of the postal service as a service industry. They continued to manage public relations for their family brand and their rulers, but they did so through lease-holding lieutenants and new media, including print. They also employed language more consistent with the post-Westphalian culture of international relations, which emphasized highly orchestrated harmony among the European elite.

Participants in the Westphalian Peace Conferences (1645–1648) by and large sought to roll back the changes wrought by decades of war. The notion of an international order composed of largely independent, sovereign nation-states would take several more decades to crystallize.11 Instead, dynastic politics and composite monarchies remained driving forces in international relations. The Peace Conferences nonetheless brought a new format for international diplomacy: the aristocratic congress. Noble representatives and their bureaucratic staff conducted diplomacy with all the pomp, circumstance, and jostling of any Baroque court. The international conference set the mold for later august assemblies, from the Congress of Vienna (1814–1815) to the Paris Peace Conference (1919–1920).12

Postal practice continued to evolve in parallel with diplomacy. The later seventeenth century was also the age of the grand international postal congress and resulting postal union. Whereas earlier postal treaties took place in the post house—haggled among family members—finalizing a French Road was a more aristocratic affair.13 Representatives of the Spanish Countess of Oñate and Villamediana (d. 1684) and of the imperial Count of Thurn und Taxis (d. 1676) gathered at the house of the French general intendant, Baron de Ligniéres (d. 1668, o. 1651–1668). The conference closely followed the Peace of the Pyrenees (1659), which settled armed conflict between France and Spain. Representatives agreed on new postal relations between France, Spain, and the Netherlands. Mail would travel between Irun (in the Basque region) and Paris in 5 to 5.5 days (6 to 6.5 in winter) and Paris and Brussels in 40 to 42 (48 to 50) hours.14 The accord guaranteed interlocking postal service like that of the Italian and German roads.

Such new agreements also showed that Tassis brand revitalization was well underway. As early as the spring of 1633, the postmistress general, Alexandrine von Rye und Taxis (1589–1666, o. 1628–1645), had negotiated a treaty with the postmaster of foreign mails, Thomas Witherings (d. 1651, o. 1632–1640), for English mail to travel by the posts of Antwerp and Calais.15 A surviving inventory of correspondents in the Tassis mailbag attests to the postal service's wide range of clients. It included hard-line Puritan members of Parliament, Charles II's secretary of state, and prominent members of London's merchant community.16

In 1660, the imperial branch of the family in Brussels produced an English-language pamphlet. That advertisement survives in two places today: the Thurn und Taxis family archives and the British National Archives. Commissioned by the “Count de la Tour & Tassis, General Hereditary of the Post for his Imperial Majesty,” the pamphlet endorsed the expansion of existing service between London, Antwerp, and Brussels. It promised improvement in speed and security “for the benefit of the Merchants, particularly the English.”17 Printed pamphlets like this one were likely aimed at members of Parliament and meant to encourage their approval of a pending agreement between the Tassis postmistress general and the English postmaster general Henry Bishop (d. 1691, o. 1660–1663). The Tassis offered increased frequency of service to ensure that letters to London that had been “four or five days on the way, sometimes longer” would now arrive in just two days and nights, “all this upon the condition that in England they do the like” of dispatching mail to Flanders twice a week. Commercial advantage held top billing: more frequent mail meant “so much the fresher advises wherein the merchants on this side of the sea, & especially the Hollanders, have hitherto had a great advantage of the English.” The speed of news had relative, as well as absolute, value: the pamphlet made the case that the English could not compete with their Dutch rivals without equally fast mail. Not only were the Tassis continuing to bid for Protestant business, but they were also doing so using this language of political economy, and in countries outside their traditional sphere of influence.

Competitive advantage was marketed more explicitly than political surveillance. “Not to speak of the interest of the State,” the pamphlet added, almost as an afterthought, “wherein, in point of honor, how far the King of England may think himself concerned.”18 The flipped priority is fascinating when we consider the context of Restoration Britain in which it was received. Charles II (1630–1685) was just establishing his rule after the revolutionary English protectorate. Signals intelligence had played a decisive role in the preceding decades of conflict between British royalists and republicans. Charles and his successor, James II (1633–1701), would continue to monitor conspiracies that stretched across the English Channel.19 The Tassis campaign took a different tack, however, distancing their postal service from political interference with the mailbag. This was likely a wise move and aligned with the mixed sympathies of their foreign audiences. Winning over new clientele such as the English and maintaining their dominant role required a public relations campaign that portrayed Thurn und Taxis as above the dirty business of espionage.

In fact, the 1660 pamphlet was just the latest salvo in a long-standing campaign to refine and redeem the Tassis brand. When the Countess Rye und Taxis inherited the administration of the Thurn und Taxis imperial postal system from her husband, she also suffered from his public relations headaches. This included the ongoing and highly publicized court battle with the Frankfurt postmaster Johann von den Birghden over his dismissal, featured in chapter 5 of this book. It also encompassed new claims against the imperial post pressed by regional competitors (Landesposts) across the Holy Roman Empire and the Netherlands at the Westphalian Peace Conferences. Countess Rye und Taxis nominally held her office on behalf of her minor son (the count of Thurn und Taxis of the 1660 pamphlet), but in a common pattern of widow-postmistresses, she played an active administrative role until her death in 1666.

Soon after the end of the war and the death of her husband, Countess Rye und Taxis commissioned a recent young graduate at Leuven, Jules Chifflet, to create a finely illustrated genealogy of the family dedicated to her young son.20 Chifflet and the later genealogist Engelbert Flacchio adopted many aspects of an earlier Neapolitan work, Francesco Zazzera's Della nobilità dell’Italia (1628). Zazzera posited the marriage of a “Taccio,” count of Valsassina (north of Camerata Cornello), to Milanese nobility, a member of the della Torre family. Chifflet further added that the Tassis descended from a Hungarian king, “Taxis,” located far back in antiquity.21 Zazzera and Chifflet worked with both the Tassis family and their agents to gather evidence of their noble descent and a family tradition of public service. Relying on both Zazzera and Chifflet as references, the postmaster general Lamoral II Tassis (d. 1677) received imperial approval for the adoption of the name Thurn (German for Torre, meaning “tower”) und Taxis in 1649/1650.22 It was a key step toward securing a seat for the postmaster and postmistress generals among the elite post-Westphalian diplomatic order.

Offering commercial competitive advantage was one public relations tactic, but so was this reframing of the Tassis family history. Scandals of past decades had rendered Tassis postal services distasteful to a foreign, Protestant audience. Critics especially resented what they viewed as postal officials’ partisan interference in the mail. Emphasizing the family's history of imperial service solidified its contemporary credentials by recasting celebration of Habsburg symbology as family pride, even when such symbols had clear contemporary political implications for the character of a post-Westphalian European order.

The lavishly engraved illustrations of Chifflet's Les marques d’honneur de la maison de Tassis (1645) evoked Baroque neoclassicism (figure 19), but Chifflet and especially Flacchio also drew upon a medieval, crusading past. The Lombard progenitor Taxis had allegedly married his two daughters to two della Torre brothers out of admiration for their chivalry and peacekeeping. Flacchio described them as “two young Frenchmen of royal blood … who lived civilly in the [Valle Sassina] and who conducted themselves so well that they were loved by all.” The della Torre family combatted an undisputed enemy, the “infamous heretics called Fratticelli, the Anabaptists of Munster,” as well as “purging the crimes of some Milanese who had been infected with such disorders.”23 Despite the crusading rhetoric, emphasizing the pious loyalty of the Tassis over their national allegiances made for a more ecumenical history in post-Westphalian Europe.

Claiming unfailing loyalty to the Catholic faith also provided a history consistent with the new interreliance of Bourbon and Habsburg postal systems. European diplomatic communications trended French in the decades to come. Countess Rye und Taxis kept much of her correspondence in French and appeared to struggle with Italian. Both Chifflet's and Flacchio's genealogies were published in French.24 Their target audience was a Francophone cosmopolitan elite from Brussels to Paris and even London.


[image: An engraving of a man in full armor who stands in front of two lions and a partially ruined building. He wields a sword and a shield displaying a badger and a tower. He wears a headpiece composed of peacock feathers and a curved horn. Above the man, two double-headed eagles carry shields with badgers on them.]
FIGURE 19. An elaborate allegorical image from Jules Chifflet, Les marques d’honneur de la maison de Tassis (1645). The badger (tasso), double-headed Habsburg eagle, and tower (della Torre) are featured liberally, while the fantastical neoclassical design speaks to the Roman legacy inherited by the Tassis family. Image from Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, München, 2 Geneal. 38.



In making their case for the nobility of the Tassis, the genealogists largely dropped any reference to banking, trade, or even postal service. Zazzera postulated that the Tassis family prefigured, rather than derived from, the postal tradition: the inclusion of a horn derived from the ample game in their home valley (including badgers, or tassi), “although many err in believing that they took the horn as fathers of the posts.”25 Hunting evoked a more aristocratic activity than did couriers riding in relay. For more recent generations, Zazzera noted every Tassis family member who was the ambassador for various notables, especially “Il Colonnello” Giovanni Battista Tassis (d. 1588), who had died in battle.26 Chifflet and Flacchio placed an even greater emphasis on military and ambassadorial service, and Flacchio especially highlighted the marriage alliances that had further linked the Tassis to nobility and even royalty across Europe. Commissioned by the Brussels-based branch of the family, the books devoted relatively little space to family branches that remained in Italy. In this respect, the campaign continued the century-long rivalry for the singular patrimony of the imperial postmaster general.

How was this public relations campaign received? We see some successes, notably represented in the postal itinerary genre. Take, for example, the comparison between New Itinerary of the Posts of the World (1608) and Burattino's Directions (1682). In New Itinerary, Ottavio Codogno described an ideal postal official primarily in terms of his administrative acumen and prudence. In Burattino's Directions, Giuseppe Miselli described the ideal postmaster as “illustrious through clarity of blood,” in addition to being “practiced in foreign places and tongues, and well-informed as to politics and the state.”27 While Miselli's own background was in the papal post, he admired above all “the Lord Barons Tassis, who possess the advantage of centuries of enjoyment of the prerogatives of their position, the inheritance of their most illustrious family, made so in return for the best service rendered to the Emperors and Austrian Princes in regulating, building, and enriching that wonderful invention of the Post throughout the Empire, Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, and Burgundy.”28 He finished this high praise by referencing Zazzera's account of the family's long-held noble status. Whereas Codogno had repeatedly emphasized the Tassis family's service to both prince and public, Miselli's account stressed that the elite social standing of the postal service matched that of its most famous patrons.29

The greatest evidence of international reception is emulation. The Tassis continued to set an example for postmastership as far abroad as England, where leaders anxiously sought equal social footing on the international stage to remain commercially competitive. The first English postmaster general with whom the Countess Rye und Taxis worked in 1633 had been Thomas Witherings, who was previously a mercer by trade. In calling for Witherings's removal in 1640, the English secretary of state claimed that the noble foreign postmasters were disinclined to deal with the low-born Witherings. Witherings's successor, the postmaster general Henry Bishop, was the second son of a baronet, and therefore somewhat closer in social standing to his continental counterparts.30 From Bishop's appointment onward, postmaster generals were forbidden from taking part in foreign trade, despite the origins of foreign mail service with the Guild of Merchant Adventurers and the Stranger's Post.31

Canonization of family lore was also a natural extension of the legal defenses that the Tassis had mounted for decades. From their first publications into the nineteenth century, Zazzera and Chifflet's genealogies were a touchstone in the defense of the Tassis family monopoly. The Biblioteca Civica Angelo Mai in Bergamo holds a representative collection called the Raccolta Tassiana.32 A manuscript note on one collection of documents reads “against those who argue that the municipal messengers do not oppose the nobility.” A long-standing rivalry between merchant messengers, or cavallari, and the Tassis could now be reframed as commoners challenging their social betters. The preserved legal cases feature elaborate printed family trees alongside the usual notarial evidence.33 Genealogies were valuable, admissible evidence in the legal struggle to control the posts.

To the pamphlet, genealogies, and family trees, we can add a final propagandizing genre: postal cartography. Michele Tassis (d. 1711), a descendant of the Tassis family of Milan, sponsored the first postal map of Italy in 1695, Giacomo Cantelli's L’Italia con le sue poste (figure 20).34 Like the genealogies, the map promoted the historical accomplishments of the family and their strong association with Habsburg power in Italy. The cartouche featuring two riders declared the maps’ patron as the “corriero maggiore in perpetuity of His Catholic Majesty.” Much as the inventor of the boat had “united the most divided provinces with a piece of wood,” so should the people “applaud with grateful voices your Most Excellent House, from which the introduction of the post they have reaped the benefit of becoming a Patria commune.” Several centuries before the realization of a national unity, the mapmaker advanced the claim that the Tassis, as inventors of the posts, had brought cultural unity to Italy's politically divided landscape.

The administrative units of the 1690s and beyond were nation-states, borders, and grand roads. The organization of printed postal itineraries was comparatively chaotic, but there seems to have been a strong contemporaneous trend to organize space in more national terms after the 1680s, most likely influenced by these maps.35 Creators consolidated smaller routes or left them out entirely. Cantelli focused attention on the Brenner Pass postal route—the administration of which was a point of pride for the Tassis of Milan and Venice, as well as the Tassis-Bordogna of Trento. By comparison to the small, ephemeral itineraries with their handwritten notes, the Cantelli map was an elegant engraving. A copy printed on fabric held at the British Library seems like a luxurious souvenir brought back by a Grand Tourist, a diplomatic gift, or the latest innovation in the pocketable post-book, but with an elite owner in mind.36 Such postal maps preceded the golden age of grand state-sponsored cartography projects, but they also advanced similarly nationalistic goals and marked a distinct shift from the catch-as-catch-can publication of itineraries.
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FIGURE 20. Giacomo Cantelli, L’Italia con le sue poste (1695). The cartouche features a passenger traveling by post, accompanied by a postilion wielding a whip. The text lauds the service provided to Italy by the Tassis family. Map from David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford University Libraries.



Postal maps tied together a history of establishing postal systems with the modernizing projects of the late Baroque and early Enlightenment states. We can look to the 1660 English-language pamphlet as evidence of a commerce-oriented ecumenicism, whereas genealogies illustrated the nobility of public service. Maps monumentalized the postal service, but they also—significantly—portrayed postal infrastructure as a form of territorial sovereignty. Similar arguments have long been advanced about roadbuilding and road-mapping projects in France and Britain, or the US Postal Service.37

The Cantelli map was intended to celebrate the Tassis legacy, but it soon came to symbolize the changing of the guard. Rationalized depiction of postal systems preceded and accompanied many administrative efforts toward centralization and renewal. The Treaty of Utrecht (1714) gave possession of Mantua, Milan, Sardinia, Naples, and Sicily to the Austrian Habsburgs. Emperor Charles VI (1685–1740) sought to create a unified postal service throughout his expanded domain as early as 1718. By 1722, he had awarded the Austrian von Paar family new monopoly rights.38 By 1747, Empress Maria Theresa (1717–1780) seized the Tyrolean posts from the Taxis-Bordogna family branch and the Italian posts soon after, subordinating them to the general post office of Vienna. She appointed an imperial postmaster of Italy, and by 1751, new campaigns to reform and consolidate the Italian posts were well underway.39 The cartouches of later postal maps no longer celebrated the postmasters, by and large; instead, they lauded the rulers who had commissioned both the postal systems and cartography. Campaigns to render public-private postal service synonymous with state power had come to their natural resolution. Like roads or taxes, rulers now lay direct claim to their postal services as a mark of territorial sovereignty.



Official Secrecy: The State's Hidden Face

Toward the end of the Thirty Years’ War, postal officials themselves applied an increasingly commercial rather than political logic to information security. Even the aging imperial postmaster of Venice, Ferdinando Tassis (d. 1648), became increasingly opposed to interfering with the mail. In 1643, he sent a dispatch note to the postmistress general's lieutenant:


This week the Dutch and German merchants called me before the Doge to complain that they are dismayed by the packages arriving opened from Augsburg and even more so those that come from Cologne. They send letters to Amsterdam by a different road which takes an additional eight days, by which they have experienced some business losses. They seek another option because the opening of packages of another is a barbarous thing and not to be practiced in any part of the world…. I beg your Honor to tell me how this has come to pass and what I might do, as I have a bad feeling about this matter, for my part.40



Tassis received a standard response that the letters had to be opened in order to be correctly sorted and priced. Ferdinando was not satisfied, expressing his opinion: “This seems badly conceived, and I have made a complaint to His Majesty and await a response from the Countess [Rye und Taxis], because the breaking of merchant's seals and those of others goes against every conscience and duty.” The surviving letter of complaint employed similarly strong language, calling the breaking of seals “a barbarous and strange thing.”41

Since antiquity, merchants had employed wax seals as a means of quality control over goods. Seals marked ownership and attested to the untampered nature of the goods within. Composed of beeswax, resin, tallow, or shellac, letter seals served a similar purpose for letter writers by the seventeenth century. Pressing the hot wax with a signet, such as on a ring or fob, authenticated the sender. An intact seal had been used to indicate the authority of state or notarized documents, but the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries saw its increasing use to indicate the privacy of correspondence.42 The seal served as material evidence of a new cultural expectation, as did the occasional additional expense of utilizing a blank sheet of paper to provide an envelope. The recent rediscovery of the Brienne trove, a chest of around 2,600 undelivered letters in the Hague dating to between 1689 and 1706, illuminated another practice, called “letter-locking.” Through intricate folding and occasional additions of wax or thread, a letter could be transformed into its own secure container. Researchers of the Brienne trove have categorized several such locks in terms of their relative security, even identifying a select few as potentially self-destructing in the event of tampering. In general, however, the locking served a similar purpose to the seal: providing a means of authentication and the ability to identify tampering quickly.43

The postmistress general and her lieutenant justified opening mail as an accounting practice. The English ambassador Sir Balthazar Gerbier (1592–1663) was nonetheless convinced that the postmistress was systematically copying, deciphering, and forwarding mail as well as opening it. He even wrote a treatise for his successor on how to circumvent the postmistress's operations in Brussels.44 Gerbier echoed and amplified the Tassis postmasters’ complaints in describing the opening of mail as even a type of sexual violation.45 In fact, postal subterfuge served both espionage and counterespionage purposes. Nadine Akkerman has found, for example, that the postmistress helped to carry the correspondence of the queen of Bohemia, Elizabeth Stuart, thus avoiding surveillance by her brother, the king of England.46

Akkerman credits the postmistress general with making the Taxis postal system cross-confessional as well as international.47 In fact, postal officials along the German and Swiss roads had long carried Protestant mail, although perhaps not always to its intended destination. Whereas the prewar years of Counter-Reformation had delineated trustworthiness along the lines of national and religious identity, by the mid-seventeenth century, the entire framework had shifted. With the cessation of open conflict and an increasing intellectual movement toward freedom of commerce, the Tassis pivoted once again. Postmasters along the German and Swiss roads shied away from the appearance of impropriety. Impartiality, speed, and security had come to characterize the ideal postmaster, who served the state by serving its cosmopolitan businessmen.48 At the same time, the postmistress was defending against renewed appeals by Birghden for recompense; Birghden astutely continued to direct popular pressure against the Tassis by publishing pamphlets proclaiming their wrongdoing.49

The Tassis family's internal correspondence should also always be read considering intrafirm jostling. In forwarding his client's complaints, the middle-aged Ferdinando may have been expressing his own resentment toward the young postmistress general, a Tassis by marriage. Yet in his decades of serving powerful businessmen, Ferdinando had risen within Venetian society. He had cultivated relationships with his German and Dutch clients and felt personally embarrassed by the perceived impropriety. Letter interception earned him no favors among his religiously and nationally diverse clientele. Faced with new competitors and enjoying new titles, the Tassis paid new attention to the impact of such interference on public opinion with regard to personal and family reputation.50

The fact remained that the post office was the heart of seventeenth-century European intelligence agencies. The term “black chamber” describes the systematic interception, decryption, and extraction of intelligence from postal systems. It originates as a direct translation from the French cabinet noire, sometimes translated as “black room” or “dark chamber.” The appellation was rarely used by contemporaries, who referred obliquely to the “secret of the post.”51 Black chambers were the original signals intelligence offices, meaning that their constituting purpose was to extract politically sensitive information from letters. Still, the relative scarcity of scholarship on the origins of the black chamber reflects the sparseness of primary sources. Black chambers are concealed from both the public eye and archival records. In keeping with the principle of official secrecy, states denied the existence of intelligence operations tied to the postal systems. Historians have accordingly attributed the advent of “systematic letter espionage” to France in the second half of the seventeenth century. In an essay addressing the origins of black chamber operations, the historian of the Dutch Republic, Karl de Leeuw, calls the War of Spanish Succession (1702–1713) the “watershed” for Habsburg efforts, asserting “the whole practice of using information, based on covertly intercepted messages, was well established after the turn of the century, but not earlier.” However, this periodization often relies on proof of the standardized employment of professional, full-time cryptanalysts.52

The material evolutions of the letter make it clear, by contrast, that correspondents expected systematic interception far earlier than the documented proof of systematic operations would suggest. For instance, the letter network of the English scholar Thomas Smith (1638–1710) spanned much of the continent in the 1670s. A librarian friend of Smith's residing in Florence asked that the well-connected scholar convey a message: “please inform all his friends if they write to him to make no mention of the R.C. [Roman Catholic] Church, for letters are opened by both the Inquisition and the Post House.” The same correspondent reiterated the warning later that year when writing from Rome. A foreign Protestant was able to keep regular correspondence from the heart of the Catholic world, but at some risk. The threat of letter interception between France and England—which saw a prohibition of trade that year—also led to dwindling correspondence across Smith's network. He admitted to taking a guarded approach in his own letters, “lest they bring him into bad odor with the government.” The thwarted scholar wrote of his “hopes for a future when men will be less stupid.”53 By the end of the century, the “secret of the post”—that is, the opening and inspection of letters for intelligence purposes—was hardly secret to Europe's cosmopolitan elite. Letter writers also occasionally expressed their suspicion. The prolific correspondent Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, Madame de Sévigné (1626–1696), for example, preemptively scolded the interceptor in the text of her letter to “at least take the trouble to put [the letters] back in their envelopes.”54

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, postmaster generals had monitored correspondence on behalf of their employers for more than a century. But while past generations had published intercepted letters and bragged of broken ciphers, the postal systems of later decades sought to distance themselves from this legacy. Postal officials could not deliver the revenue-generating machines that they promised without courting usership, especially foreign clientele. Fiscal-minded states equally wanted commercial clients to subsidize their freely franked mail.55 To succeed against their new competitors, international posts needed to be the most trusted option. Outwardly, then, interference—at least in domestic correspondence—did not happen. States passed new legislation giving legal backing to the principle of secrecy of correspondence. In 1711, the English passed legislation requiring the post office to obtain a warrant for opening letters.56 Reflecting the influence of such thinking, the 1792 Post Office Act in the new United States of America set high penalties for postal officials who interfered with the mail, up to and including death.57

Yet this was bureaucratic doublespeak, the logic of which depended upon a key distinction: domestic mail would be treated differently from international mail. The logic of official secrecy continued to allow the state to act against the potential of “foreign threat.” The decision to break a letter's seal depended upon its origin and destination, as well as the citizen-subject status of the correspondents. The division of international from domestic mail mirrored a new bureaucratic division more broadly: even today, most nations maintain separate agencies for domestic or international intelligence gathering.58 Privacy of communications is not enjoyed by all by default.

The goal of letter-locking, seals, and even the latest adaptation, the envelope, was not to prevent interception, but rather to make the correspondents aware that interference had taken place. This was, in a sense, a material practice of the public's right to know: letter closures forced the state to admit to the secret of the post. States adapted in response. Samuel Morland bragged of bringing a “Spanish method” to the British post office to seamlessly remove and reapply seals. He later submitted a proposal to prototype a machine that would execute the method.59 Louis XIV's secretary of war, François Michel Le Tellier, the marquis de Louvois (1641–1691), reportedly used quicksilver to remove a seal intact. National security was not the only motive for such actions. The published memoir of a lady's maid to the king's chief mistress (maîtresse-en-titre) recounts in detail how post office clerks worked to open mail: “Six or seven clerks of the post office picked out the letters they were ordered to break open and took the impression of the seals with a ball of quicksilver. Then they put each letter, with the seal downwards, over a glass of hot water, which melted the wax without injuring the paper. It was then opened, the desired matter extracted, and it was sealed again, by means of the impression.” The lieutenant of police and the postmaster general supposedly reveled in sharing the “ludicrous stories and love affairs” that appeared in the letters.60 There was no such thing as depersonalized surveillance.

These most famous sources about intelligence practices are often retrospective and semifictionalized, making periodizing the development of the black chamber even more difficult. The best-known centralized operations date to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, such as the Vienna Geheime Ziffernkanzlei. Smaller-scale black chambers were often referred to as “post lodges” (Postloge). Employing deft “bone knives” and novel methods of steaming open letters and forging seals, the interceptors worked with postmasters to minimize delay of mail delivery and thus avoid raising suspicion.61 Vito Salierno finds that there was an Austrian operation in Milan by 1707, while an equivalent can be found for the Saxon posts at Celle as early as the 1690s.62 The cases of letter interception discussed in previous chapters give every indication that these operations were underway by the beginning of the seventeenth century in Frankfurt, Augsburg, and Nuremberg.63 Every early modern reinvention of the postal service to date had begun first with postal officials. The postmaster-in-residence, the international ordinaries, and infrastructure for tourism: each was practiced on the ground long before it was given formal recognition. It seems only natural that the same would be true for the black chamber.

While it is difficult to give precise dates, we can safely conclude that systematic signals intelligence was well underway long before the eighteenth century. The novelty of later decades was not the practice or professionalization of interception, but rather the veil of official secrecy. Technologies of letter interception evolved to be subtler, perpetuating the notion of postal service as uninterrupted. The distinction of international from domestic mail services maintained the image of the state's friendly face toward native subjects. But authoritarian regimes throughout history have used ambiguity to powerful effect. If you can never know when the state is watching, you must assume that it always is.



The Mailbag Novel and a Public Right to Know

By the later Baroque and early Enlightenment periods, postal service had many faces. One was the postal service of itinerary books, printed newspapers, and even travel journals. This postal service was more transparent and personable than ever. From the postilion who guided travelers to the courier who brought the letter to your town, or even the dispenser who came to your door, the professional staff of the post office embodied the state's friendly, familiar face.

Familiarity, however, can also breed contempt. New genres of literature explored the ambivalence and ambiguities of state involvement in communications. Secret histories, and especially epistolary novels, demonstrate a popular fascination with the contents of the mailbag. Satirists exploited the public-private mailbag for carnivalesque inversions of power.64 Rather than recognizing communications agents and systems as being above the fray, such authors depicted them as both the victims and instigators of conflict. “Mailbag novels,” as I term them, consisted of letters allegedly found in a single mailbag, usually violently wrested from the messenger.65 Rather than weaving letters together into singular, diachronic narrative (like most epistolary novels), mailbag novels reveled in chaotic conjuncture. At their most radical, these novels even advanced a preliminary notion of a public right to know.66 If the state could read private letters, why couldn’t the public read state correspondence?

Ferrante Pallavicino (1615–1644)—a prolific author of satirical, political, and occasionally pornographic publications—produced the best-known mailbag novel, The Courier Waylaid (Il corriero svaligiato), in 1641. The seventh son of a minor Italian noble, Pallavicino belonged to a cosmopolitan milieu.67 He and Ottavio Codogno shared a geopolitical context on either side of the Thirty Years’ War, but they had very different takes on the role of official secrecy. When he wrote The Courier Waylaid, Pallavicino was already on the lam because of his scandalous publications. He remained just steps ahead of censors in northern Italy and Germany. He traveled alongside couriers, very likely hearing firsthand and secondhand tales of highway robberies that may have inspired the novel's premise.68 While his novel is often discussed as the first of its type, Pallavicino may have drawn inspiration from earlier mailbag novels. The earliest example that I have identified is Nicholas Breton's A Poste with a Mad Packet of Letters (1602). The English author, who had strong ties to a local Italian community and had previously translated Italian works, may also have drawn upon earlier examples, which are now unknown.69 On the whole, however, the mailbag novel came into its own in the later seventeenth century, following Pallavicino's example. Italian novels included Il postiglione (1666) and Degli avanzi delle poste (1677). Similar books in France and England included a reworking of The Courier Waylaid by Charles Gildon, The Post-Boy Robbed of His Bag (1692).70

The Courier Waylaid has a convoluted frame story of conspiracy, surveillance, and resulting paranoia in northern Italy. Pallavicino depicts a world in which all parties watch one another via mail interception. The (fictional) publisher, Gironfaccio Spironcini, explains to the reader that the letters within the novel were taken from the ordinary courier of Milan. A German baron seized the messenger when he unwisely wandered off course. The baron discarded the letters that did not interest him, which were then reassembled by various court wits (ingegni vivaci) into the novel. These wits supplied additional letters and, the fictional publisher states, a fictional account of another court and waylaid courier, obscuring their crime. In the second concocted scenario, the letters were seized instead by an Italian prince seeking to spy on the Spanish governor of Milan.71

The Courier Waylaid's labyrinthine premise reflects a popular Baroque fascination with truth, secrecy, and the human capacity for simulation and dissimulation.72 After parsing these layers of deception—no doubt confusing contemporary censors—the basic frame-within-a-frame bears remarkable similarity to the espionage operations recounted in chapter 4. There, the Venetian resident in Milan claimed that the governor of Milan worked with the post office to spy on the letters of the Spanish ambassador in Venice. In The Courier Waylaid, the letters were either taken by a German baron, “Hochenberg” (perhaps a play on “Habsburg”) or an Italian prince who wished to spy on the Spanish governor of Milan. Much like the German, Italian, and Spanish actors who populate “Spironcini's” world, even nominal allies kept tabs on one another by peeking in the mailbag.

Libertines like Pallavicino delighted in lampooning the grand claims of northern Italy's political and religious institutions.73 Northern Italy frequently set French, Spanish, Italian, papal, and imperial interests at odds with one another and among their own ranks. Debates about privacy and publicity in postal service involved every user. Pallavicino's readers also sought to send letters, traffic goods, and communicate personal matters without the threat of robbery or interference. Pallavicino even jokingly suggested that readers who sent packages by the post put the book down, as the following discussion might be “too painful.”74 The chaotic reality often betrayed the rhetoric of a professional and impenetrable system advertised by Codogno, among others.

Mailbag authors dramatically depicted how a human element would always compromise systems, beginning with blaming the unwary courier for his own predicament. The assailants, after all, “only took what suited their intent, in this interest of politics.”75 Breton also blamed his courier's “lacke of heed, to let fall a Packet of Idle Papers.”76 Given the inevitability of interference, sharing the mailbag more widely—including the letters of so-called superiors—could only benefit the public. By reading letters, people would realize the true, petty nature of society and dispel the climate of secrecy and fear created by institutional surveillance. Tricks, traps, and elaborate backstories were more common than brute force. The mailbag novel reversed the logic of the postal itineraries, implying that the secrecy of the mailbag prevented, rather than aided, public service.77

The letters assembled in The Courier Waylaid vary widely in tone and from edition to edition. The first edition contained thirteen letters that were viciously polemical: the writers included an executioner seeking a soon-to-be-vacated office in Rome, a Jesuit priest confessing the misdeeds of his order, and anonymous writers railing against the censorship of books, Spanish tyranny in Italy, and sodomy in the monasteries. The wits provided minimal commentary, usually echoing the points made within the letters. Mailbag novels resembled the “news from Parnassus” genre, in which gods from the Greek pantheon or allegorical figures debated current events. That genre also originated in Pallavicino's Venice and confronted the hypocrisy of church and state.78 Despite sharp barbs, mailbag novels conjured a fantasy world in which letters led to plenty of mockery, but not executions.

A 1646 edition of The Courier Waylaid retained the original thirteen and included another thirty-seven letters, with expanded commentary. The novel now included many letters from secretaries, merchants, scholars, and lovers, both young and mature. In short, it included the full range of everyday behavior that might end up in a mailbag. The amorous, misogynistic, mundane, and absurd diluted the religious and political polemic. Many of these additions heightened the verisimilitude, including the viceroy of Naples's order for glasses, a creditor's debt dispute, and a receipt for a cardinal's shipment of soap.79 These also provided the wits with metaphors to milk for further satire.80 This edition aligned more with the appeal of mailbag novels to readers who did not seek to know the secrets of church and state, but rather to experience the mailbag as a mirror of society. As a later novelist, Antonio Lupis, put it, the mailbag was “a universal table, at which the woman, the cavalier, the theologian, and the lover may all dine.”81 The mailbag novels were thus capacious containers that shrunk, expanded, and were reworked to appeal to readers.

The success of the mailbag novel as a genre hinged upon common knowledge of postal culture. In many cases, humor arose from the contrast with an ideal postal service. For example, the gullible wandering courier, the pomposity of the correspondents, and the jocularity with which the court wits broke seals clearly strayed from the ideal depicted by postal propaganda. In one of Courier's letters, a writer told a fantastical story of how a snail arrived as a courier for the king of Transylvania, carrying “a valise full of shadows and chimeras,” perhaps a reference to the phenomenon of fake war news.82 The wits addressed the “cryptic” style of one secretary's requests in another letter: “It is from some great man,” added the marquis, “because like princes, he uses signs in order to not be understood, like ciphers…. Perhaps whoever was to receive this letter was a pharmacist, who would have found aromatics to discover his ambitious designs.”83 Here, the humor depended on the contemporary use of invisible ink and chemicals to reveal them. Gildon similarly referenced a “letter in figures,” hinting that “one of the Company having found a Key for it, but too late to have it inserted, the whole being printed off,” and promised instead that one might find “letters of a very surprizing nature, and many that discover abundance of secret Intrigues” in future editions.84 Ciphers, invisible inks, and “fake news” were familiar enough to be joking matters to readers.

Pallavicino's mailbag represented postal culture as an essential structure for contemporary civility, but the news hunger that it both stirred and fed was shared across lines of gender, class, and status. A letter relates how an old man, driven by paranoia, sought to steal the mail to prevent his enemies from discussing him. In reading about his trial, the wits mock the man, agreeing with the judge's verdict of insanity. The irony of their own waylaying of the courier, ordered by their paranoid patron, is completely lost on all but the author and reader.85 The desire to know that which was secret, or believed to be secret, defied rational explanation.

Whether fictional or real, intelligence was a dangerous game. Papal representatives demanded, for instance, that the author Ferrante Pallavicino be executed for his obscene and libelous corpora. Unsure of his allies, he later fled Venice to relatives in Bergamo. In fact, the future imperial postmaster of Venice, Ottavio Tassis (d. 1691) and his brother, Ruggero, were distantly related to the unfortunate Pallavicino. After the author's betrayal and arrest in France, the Tassis waged a letter-writing campaign to secure his release.86 Pallavicino was nonetheless executed in Avignon in March of 1644.87

We end this journey by jumping ahead to another fugitive story in the 1840s, a fateful decade for social revolutions across Europe. Italian nationalists fought the Austrian-Hungarian Habsburg Empire in northern Italy. Continental exiles, including Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–1872), took refuge in the relatively liberal United Kingdom. Mazzini nonetheless began to suspect that the British Post Office was monitoring his correspondence. He tested his theory by placing seeds, hair, and sand in his envelopes and observing whether they were still there when the letters arrived. Mazzini's suspicions were soon confirmed. He turned to a radical member of Parliament, who brought the matter to the parliamentary floor in June 1844. Enraged parliamentarians demanded a full inquiry into the black chamber operating in the London post office. As it turned out, Austrian-Hungarian intelligence services had asked the English to monitor the revolutionary-in-exile. Parliament passed new regulations demanding and enforcing secrecy of correspondence.88

An editorial appeared shortly thereafter in the Westminster Review, titled “Mazzini and the Ethics of Politicians.” The piece notably accompanied several others about the technological revolution of the day: the railways. In contrast to its praise for the railways, roads, and British press as advances of civilization, the journal condemned the post office, calling it “PETTY LARCENY,” “Fraud, Forgery, and Felony” (emphasis in the original).89 It decried that “the vices of the rulers of a people inevitably become national vices. The position occupied by a minister is more exposed to observation than that of any other human being. Every action is watched, every word is chronicled.”90 Satirists could not have written a better juxtaposition of the ideals governing postal service with the darker politics that it in fact served on the world stage.

The “Post Office Scandal” of 1844, also called “the Mazzini affair,” showed that despite new presumptions of secrecy of correspondence, the hidden face of the state was alive and well. The literary scholar James Purdon identifies it as the first appearance of the term “official secrecy” in parliamentary debates employed to defend the post office's intelligencing role.91 Authorities claimed that the office distinguished between British citizens and foreign nationals but asked for public trust in the bureaucratic professionalism of the office. The revelation that letter monitoring was regularly practiced upon Irish letters, especially by the Lords Lieutenant, undermined such arguments. The author of the Westminster Review op-ed found cold comfort in the knowledge that postal intelligencing had been a common practice during the previous three hundred years. He argued that the logic of official secrecy boiled down to a power of precedence and to the old Machiavellian chestnut, “the ends justify the means.”92 Ultimately, public opinion sided with these critics, and within two months of the debacle, the administration disbanded the Secret Department of the Post Office and pensioned off its longtime cryptanalysts.93

The Mazzini affair, like other turning points in Anglo-American postal history, takes on new significance when considered in a longer European context. Arguments against surveillance and for the public right to know developed from ideas first advanced in the decades surrounding the Thirty Years’ War. Parliamentarians decried letter interference as “repugnant to every principle of the British constitution,” but they specifically emphasized its harm to British commerce.94 Such ideas had been introduced nearly two centuries earlier by postal lieutenants, among others. Secrecy of correspondence was essential for maintaining the business of the cosmopolitan commercial community. The same logic shaped protections enshrined in new laws in the young United States: early regulation of secrecy of correspondence seeking “primarily to improve trust in the post so as to facilitate the circulation of high-value commercial correspondence became a cornerstone of U.S. communications policy—and a precedent for the present-day liberal norm of communicative privacy.”95 From Codogno's negotianti to colonial entrepreneurs, the financial success of the postal service—and by extension, the nation-state—came to rely upon the merchant's unbroken seal.

Print offered new ways to communicate to a wider public, but it did not revolutionize postal services. Postal officials were fundamentally public facing across the early modern period, even before their adoption of print. The earliest appointments of postmasters underwent public scrutiny and debate, and postal officials’ correspondence shows increasing sensitivity to their public reputation—especially among wealthy, private patrons—alongside the rise of commercial service and print publication. Postmasters like Simone Tassis of Milan and Ruggero Tassis of Venice were information managers in this sense, as well as the administrators of a communications infrastructure. Regardless of its true political power, public opinion mattered to state-building agents.96

Public outrage, however, might lead only to public disavowal. Several decades after the explosive public reaction to the Mazzini affair, those in the know admitted that letter interference was still “more usual than is generally supposed.”97 At the conclusion of World War I, the United States dabbled in its own “Black Chamber” operation. The Cipher Bureau chief Herbert Yardley borrowed the name for the title of his 1931 memoir.98 That operation had been shuttered by 1929. The secretary of state, Henry Stimson, reportedly declared that “gentlemen do not read each other's mail.”99 The quote well represents the public face of post-Westphalian international relations, which took for granted the existence of a shared code of honor among the international elite that included the presumption of secrecy of correspondence.

The neoclassical postal service has perhaps held the greatest traction in historical memory, but it was one of many historical guises. The postal service might be the postal official, who was too refined to open letters but not above collecting a tidy profit. It might be embodied by the familiar mail carrier, dispensing letters to inns and cafés. It was the increasingly nationalistic symbols of guaranteed diligence in public service, from the postal horn to the postage stamp. Postal service was also the responsibility of the staff of the black chambers, who worked late into the night, carefully unsealing and resealing letters to monitor correspondents and surveil dissent. The seventeenth century gave birth to public representations of the post that predominate even in the modern day. Apart from cyclical scandals over letter interference, state postal services largely succeeded in balancing the monumental, the mundane, and the murky.

While seventeenth-century postal officials would not have employed the term “official secrecy,” it well represents the political doublespeak that surrounded the development of black chambers. Intelligence gathering via letter interception remained a core component of postmastership and postal service. Later incidents such as the Mazzini affair depicted such interference incidents as highly anomalous departures from dedication to transparent public service. Even today, the ramifications of communications companies collecting, storing, and selling personal data (especially in cooperation with governments) remain poorly understood or regulated. Violations are often characterized as the bleeding of politics into public service; however, the history of communications technologies has always been about intelligence gathering as well as state-building.






ConclusionReinventing Revolutions


A sixteenth- or seventeenth-century individual, plucked out of his or her own time, would find the contemporary world fundamentally foreign. At the same time, an early modern postmaster or postmistress might find many aspects of modern postal service shockingly familiar. Most national postal systems still rely on a politically appointed postmaster general. Postal services handle mail, but also the logistics of collection and distribution more broadly, from taxes to passports and newspapers. They serve both governments and private clients. Current headlines (much like the avvisi of a prior age) feature corruption scandals, political interference in the mail, and debate over the sources of funding for postal systems. The postal service has taken on new functions with the advent of new transportation technologies, but it always has, from stagecoaches to railroads and autonomous vehicles.

The term “revolution” can indicate the wheel of fate that topples a king, but it can also refer to a full orbit, such as that of a planet that circles the sun in predictable, repeating patterns. “Revolution” took on new meaning in the seventeenth century as “a way of describing the tortuous but ultimately triumphant chain of ruptures, reversals, and political upheavals.”1 Early modern writers understood that they lived in revolutionary times, as evidenced by the prevalence of “the world turned upside down” trope across art and literature.2 Mail services altered the horizon of possibility in the age of empires. Postal networks radicalized the impact of text on early modern international relations and popular politics, much as the internet has transformed computing in an age of globalization. What, then, can the early modern communications revolution tell us about such revolutions across time, including in our own moment?

There are general patterns that contextualize how any communications revolution looks, feels, and moves. These rhythms do not depend, by and large, on the specifics of the technologies, but rather on their role in social systems. Three such patterns carry us from Codogno's world of the post into our own age. The first is the constant reinvention of both what communications technologies can be and whom they might serve. The second is the shifting status of technocrats, especially in relation to statecraft and international relations. Third are the respective boundaries of public and private knowledge and the importance of intelligencing to shaping the structures and practices of communication.


Scope and Scale of Service

Communications infrastructure is expensive. Establishing postal way stations, provisioning stables, and training and paying staff all required an enormous financial outlay. Much like war-making, the spending power of rulers and the government contractors they employed necessarily facilitated this investment. As a result, the right to send mail or travel by post was initially a jealously guarded privilege. Governments disallowed private interference that might compromise the speed and security of the mail and, in the case of brigandage, punished it with increasing severity.

The expansion of governing and diplomatic institutions extended the licit use of postal systems. While quantitative records remain difficult to compare across time, state archives alone contain hundreds of thousands of letters exchanged among rulers, councils, governors, and ambassadors. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries marked an overall historical trend toward the creation of an enormous apparatus of state. The coincidence of information war with the social crises of the late sixteenth century drove rulers toward further dependence upon state-sponsored posts as essential personnel for managing vast composite monarchies.

Crises both test and renew infrastructures. The postal wars and years of plague, brigandage, and bankruptcy that followed invigorated investment in postal systems, but the greatest initiative to expand postal service to private mail came from postal officials themselves. Financial necessity (and self-interest, or even avarice) drove the shift from reliance on state-paid extraordinary service toward subsidized ordinary postal service. The 1612 prosecution of the postmistress of Milan and her lieutenant discussed in chapter 4 demonstrated that states initially viewed this commercial orientation as signaling corruption. The mid-seventeenth-century shift toward welcoming more businesslike aspects to postal services was in part grudging recognition and in part the result of successful lobbying by postal officials.

The arguments that postal officials made to keep and extend monopolistic privileges changed with the political theory de jure. Justifications of postal monopoly began with the Counter-Reformation control of communications, as well as the intelligencing benefit offered to states. Couriers and other messengers, such as the cavallari of the Venetian terraferma, petitioned states based on legal precedence and the preservation of their livelihoods. Office leasing added new pressure to these petitions: leaseholders were more likely to ask forgiveness than permission for implementing innovations geared toward increasing the commercial viability of postal service.

It was not until the close of the Thirty Years’ War that the rhetoric of “free commerce” gained traction at higher levels of government, but these ideas were already at play among postal lieutenants of the 1620s. Free commerce and ideological ecumenicalism characterized the writing of up-and-comer postal lieutenants, including Ottavio Codogno. Even dyed-in-the-wool intelligencers like the imperial postmasters of Venice were newly conscious of their public reputations among a cosmopolitan elite. The reinvention of the Tassis family as Thurn und Taxis was one of many rhetorical moves to distance postal service from the espionage and counterespionage of prior decades. Another was to reframe the origins of postal service as part of the fiscal rather than political apparatus of state. And a final move was to emphasize the distinction between domestic and foreign mail services, which continues even today. All in all, the business of postal service modeled the political economic cultivation of both revenue and public service.

Traditional postal historiography undeniably portrays the postal revolution as a triumph: a system intended for an elite became the foundation of a mobile civil society. The birth of the printed newspaper was a further populist victory, made possible by the regular arrival of news and distribution of news publications. This is a remarkably standard narrative across national postal historiographies. It shows the fingerprints of the nineteenth-century age of nation building, but the essential form was in place by the close of the early modern period.

In fact, every incarnation of a communications system has undergone several centuries of invention, adaptation, and reinvention. The many functions of the postal service—from international couriership to ordinary messengership to local letter dispensing, and even to ferrying travelers—derived from aggressive market interventions, with a set of justifications that mirrored the political culture of the time. Postal monopoly was never a true monopoly in this sense—it arguably moved too quickly—but it was invariably monopolistic in its goals. Excluding alternative providers remained a constant concern and even a prerequisite to postal expansion. And the first step toward legislation to restrict the activities of miscellaneous messengers was to sow distrust of the dangers and harm such messengers might wreak among policymakers. This offers, in many ways, the darker side of the triumphalist narrative of postal public service: trust in the postal carrier followed, rather than preceded, cultivated distrust of any alternative.3



Postal Officials as Technocrats

The story of Europe's transnational postal services is also the story of the Bergamaschi—indeed, of a mere handful of families from the Valle Brembana. Living at the geographic, economic, and political intersection of empires meant acting as brokers. The Bergamaschi could be imperial, Lombard, or Venetian all at once. The Tassis were one of several such families whose names appear and reappear across generations of couriers. Such early training in brokerage led the Bergamaschi to wield an undeniably disproportionate influence on Europe's communications revolution.

The fate of the Tassis diverged from their brethren at the end of the fifteenth century, when they landed the first lucrative contracts to act as postmasters to the Habsburg dynasty of imperial and Spanish rulers. Tassis postal systems were deeply entangled with international relations from the outset. The Italian Wars brought Europe's great dynasties to vie for power in the Italian peninsula. Monarchs, armies, and messengers crossed the Alps with frequency. These were international routes that necessitated passing through many jurisdictions and so required postal officials to work with many different authorities. The new cursus honorum saw Tassis family members rise from messengers to administrators, and even become ambassadors. But Italian imperials still walked a dangerous path. Particularly traumatic incidents included the expulsion of the Sandri branch of the family from the Venetian Company of Couriers, the arrest and exile of Janetto Tassis, and the arrest and torture of Giovan Antonio Tassis in Rome.

The advent of the corriero maggiore meant reconfiguring centuries-long traditions of messengership into new administrative hierarchies. The Tassis, whose name became nearly synonymous with this office, combined the traits of a family firm with state officeholding. Contemporaries recognized the power of this position and the Tassis also advertised it through their elite marriages, new knighthoods and fiefdoms, and patronage of art, literature, and cartography. Postmastership brought social and financial mobility, but it relied upon maintaining a strong social network. Outsiders, such as the deputized postmaster Francesco Tassignano in Milan or the newcomer corriero maggiore Ludovico Fioravante in Venice, struggled to gain a foothold. The power of the Bergamaschi cartel lay in exclusive access to a network girded by social solidarities.

New information technologies yield new terminology, and yet older terms also take fundamentally new meanings. The significance of the maestro delle poste changed with the delegation of foreign postmasters to reside abroad. The institutionalization of resident ambassadors was itself relatively novel in the sixteenth century.4 From Rome to Venice, post houses forced larger discussions about extraterritoriality, information sovereignty, and communications monopoly. Diplomatic letters naturally emphasize the role of official representatives and embassies, but we also see the power and personality of individual postal officials. The papal postmaster Mattia Gherardi drove the postal wars of the 1550s to 1570s, sometimes in agreement with political leaders, but often in conflict with them.

Postal officials showed great agency in determining the who, where, when, and why of postal services across time. Resulting ley lines of communication had a wider impact than the postal service alone: they shaped the domestic and foreign policies of early modern states. Sometimes their impact was feeding an insatiable hunger for information: governors, diplomats, and businesspeople came to depend upon the state-sponsored posts to meet their demand for news on a weekly or even daily basis. By 1575–1576, rulers and governors were unwilling to interrupt the flow of news even during plague. Spying cavallari, gossiping postilions, and postmasters-turned-newswriters also fed the wider popular demand for intelligence from abroad.

Contemporaries may not have used the term “technocrat,” but it offers the best description of how and why postal administrators exercised their powers. Postmasters and couriers drove new treaties, unions, and laws by influencing governing bodies. This was the case for the Italian Road when the Venetian Company of Couriers worked with the Spanish postmaster of Milan to formulate a communications condominium in northern Italy. Petitions from couriers and proposed legislation from postmasters shaped policy, defining contraband letters and other crimes against the state. From the cisalpine to the transalpine routes, postal infrastructure had a long-term impact on travel and exchange, further amplified by its advertisement in new genres of print publication, such as itineraries and travel journals.

Given all of this, why have postal officials remained largely anonymous in history? The answer lies in part with the sources that we use to tell the story of communication. When it works best, infrastructure is invisible: its customs and modes become so universal that they are taken for granted and commented upon only in moments of breakdown, as historians of travel have long known. Even at abysmal survival rates, letters themselves are easily the most plentiful sources for early modern history. Couriers and postal officials are simply rarely named in letters outside of diplomatic incidents or other scandals.

The mythos of postal service provides further answers. Political activity on the part of the postmaster always brings discomfort. Much like the self-interest or multiple allegiances of diplomats, the personal involvement of messengers undermines their role as avatars for correspondents. It throws into doubt the letter as a direct transcription of the sender's voice. Faced with new challenges, state postal services deliberately deemphasized the partisan history of postal service in policymaking. They favored instead a kind of neoclassical ecumenicalism. This was the friendly face of the state, further achieved by the substitution of the postilion for the socially and geographically removed postmaster general. Even the general's martial origins were erased with time, rewritten to reflect the sheer variety of functions overseen by one state appointee. The “diligence of the courier” became a turn of phrase, much as the postal stagecoach took on the name of the “diligence” coach in many parts of Europe. Speed, security, and reliability defined ideal services, with aspects like the black chamber relegated to the margins of their history.

Anonymity served other goals. From the eighteenth century onward, the postal service has traditionally fit neatly within the models of bureaucratization sketched by Max Weber.5 Depersonalization of the postmaster mirrored that of all bureaucrats. The office of the postmaster distributed—some might even say “evaded”—individuality, much in the way that modern corporate structures do. It became harder to hold any individual officeholder liable for failures in the system. The impartial bureaucrat became curiously divorced from policy and its impact, especially social upheaval.6

That legacy resonates in how we discuss a digital information revolution today. Much like the postal system, the internet often exists in regulatory limbo, as legislation fails to keep up with the rapid pace of change. In the United States, internet services are grouped with other utilities provided by semipublic, semiprivate service providers. Silicon Valley technocracy enacts an undeniable influence on domestic and foreign politics. Much as the Tassis did, “Big Tech” mediates between commercial society and political power.7 The impact is nonetheless described as both unprecedented and unpredictable by journalists and policymakers alike. In the first decades of the twenty-first century, social media took on a near-mystical, depersonalized power, not unlike that of the madness of the mailbag.8 Grappling with such a revolutionary social impact often obscures the point that information technologies and systems are shaped by the deeply personal choices, allegiances, and enmities of the individuals who build and manage them. Reintegrating the day-to-day agents of infrastructure—not just its inventors—draws attention to the social transformations rather the big technological breaks in communications.



Public and Private Knowledge

We add power back into the history of communications by reading it as a history of both intelligence and technological revolution. Postal officials traded in politically sensitive information as a profession. The espionage, counterespionage, surveillance, and other interventions of postmasters and mistresses into the mailbag show that postal routes were far from dormant channels. Letters that traveled by post were designated as public or private, and each variation determined intelligencing as well as administrative practices.

Northern Italians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries used a variety of terms to describe the concepts that we now associate with the term “privacy.” Chief among them was segretezza, more commonly translated as the English “secrecy.” Postal officials trafficked in official secrets from an early date, but secrets gain much of their value from the in-groups and out-groups that they help to create.9 The Carafa, the Venetian ambassadors in Milan, and satirists like Ferrante Pallavicino sought to disrupt secret channels as a means of challenging the conspiracies they supported. To protect secrets, it was often necessary to hide their very existence. For instance, Count Fuentes used secret charges (gastos segretos) to evade observation, but Spanish visitors feared that this also evaded accountability and perhaps worked against personal political rivals.

Some groups could not be trusted to traffic in secrets, and powerful postal officials used this fear of unfettered communications to their advantage. Distrust was ever-present in the family firm infrastructure as members competed for honors and influence, often at a long distance from the courts that provided them. Familial distrust threatened total system breakdown at several points, including when the cousins Ruggero of Milan and Venice turned to new allies. However, distrust of the innovative foreigner often won out, conveniently edging out rival leaseholders and, eventually, postal lieutenants like Johann von den Birghden. “Foreign” was nonetheless a capacious and flexible category, and postmasters often wielded it against local groups like merchants, who were potential abettors to dissent, rebellion, or invasion.

Another permutation of “private” in the Italian was particolare, which described things that did not pertain to state business. The modern legal understanding of privacy carries this idea into terms such as “private business” or “private parties.” Lettere particolari were described as such because they did not directly serve the needs of governing authorities, and so were not charged to the state, as opposed to the lettere pubbliche. Even this seemingly straightforward definition quickly broke down, as contemporary postal records reveal. Were the letters sent between two administrators who were also brothers public or private? What about the funds carried for the Fuggers, Welsers, or negotianti of Genoa? Were letters public or private when states sent secrets through merchant factors to avoid foreign interference?

The English term “privacy” transformed in these same key decades to mean matters that should not preoccupy the state.10 In Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida (1602), Achilles hides his emotions, saying “of this my privacy, I have strong reasons.” His companion, Ulysses, begs to differ: “But ’gainst your privacy / The reasons are more potent and heroical.” Ulysses continues: “The providence that's in a watchful state / keeps place with thought and almost, like the gods, / do thoughts unveil in their dumb cradles.”11 Contrary to Achilles's assertion of privacy, Ulysses asserts that the love that Achilles bears for Priam's daughter is a matter of state. An individual's conscience cannot be separated from the acts that they might take: that assumption drove over a century of religious warfare in Europe.12 Such sentiments of both private violation and public right echoed those of contemporary correspondents, authors, and politicians regarding the mail.

The central dilemma remains essentially the same for modern intelligence services: How do you determine what constitutes a threat to the state worthy of incurring feelings of violation in civil society? Public disapprobation has always defined the boundary of privacy, but through reactive rather than proactive policing. Many modern intelligence agencies practice the same division that postal officials made between “native” and “foreign” actors, with the latter constituting an increased threat meriting decreased rights.13 Yet if we take anything away from the “us versus them” rhetoric of past centuries, it should be how contextual and shifting these distinctions are. Ultimately, the wide-net approach of black chambers and letter interception eroded the protections of all groups, as well as the trust of users. The same issues that preoccupied the Tassis as businesspeople challenge technocracy today. Communications technocrats frequently part ways with governments when it comes to the issue of eroding consumer trust.14

Published secrets become revelations, and then records. Ottavio Codogno certainly advocated that postmasters avoid gaining a reputation as gossips in order to protect private as much as public clients, but postal officials had always trafficked in strategically publicizing knowledge, much as the postmaster Simone Tassis controlled the imperial narrative in Italy. Codogno did as well, both as an intelligencer and the author of a celebrated book. The northern Enlightenment would in turn tie the notion of public knowledge, and even public record, to the ideals of democracy. Jeremy Bentham even framed it as a counterinsurgency principle when he wrote, “Publicity is the fittest law for securing the public confidence … without publicity, no good is permanent: under the auspices of publicity, no evil can continue.”15 Pallavicino and the other authors of mailbag novels endorsed a similar idea by ripping away control of the mailbag.

The best takeaways are simple ones. First, context determines privacy and publicity, and a communications system, by its nature, translates information across contexts. Postal services remain at the center of debates about publicity and privacy because they give an abstracted debate a very material form, whether in the shape of the assaulted messenger or the unsealed letter. Second, postal history shows us the folly of assuming universal ethics and norms when it comes to protecting correspondence or the means of its conveyance. A “gentleman's code” rarely holds up against the power and profit of trading in secrets.





GLOSSARY

The following are terms referring to offices, types of messengers, types of mail, and travel modes as used in this volume. Postal terminology was often adapted and reapplied, causing considerable confusion even at the time.


Officials

Corriero maggiore:“Postmaster general”; a state appointee acting as postmaster or postmistress and overseeing a hierarchy of subordinates.

Maestro delle poste:“Postmaster”; responsible for staffing and maintaining a postal infrastructure, meaning regularly spaced way stations for messengers in relay. I use the term “postmaster-in-residence” to describe when such an official is stationed abroad, such as the imperial postmasters and postmistresses who resided in places like Rome and Venice.

Postiglione:“Postilion”; among many other responsibilities, a postilion was responsible for acting as a guide and travel companion to couriers and notables traveling by post.

Postino, postiere:“Postman”; general-purpose terms referring to the staff of the post office. The term appears more commonly from the eighteenth century onward.



Messengers

Cavallaro:Municipal messenger licensed to carry letters and funds between local governments and capital cities.

Corriere:“Courier”; for the sake of clarity, I have reserved the use of this term to describe individuals belonging to state-licensed corporate bodies and primarily responsible for carrying letters and money, as opposed to more general-purpose “carriers.”

Distributore:“Distributor”; a person responsible for running an additional distribution bench in the marketplace or making home deliveries.

Ordinario:“Ordinary”; a messenger traveling on a set route and regulated timetable. While merchant ordinaries predated postal ordinaries, by the seventeenth century the term was often used to refer to postal ordinaries.

Pedone/fante:A messenger traveling on foot.

Portalettere:“Letter carrier”; generally responsible for door-to-door delivery. The term is often used to refer to unlicensed carriers, by comparison to municipal messengers and postal couriers.

Procaccio:A single-route carrier; procacci might hold state-granted privileges, as was the case for the Florentine procaccio to and from Venice. However, their primary clients were merchants. Procacci might travel by any mode but generally did so only by day.

Staffetta:A postal messenger traveling by horse in relay; see “a staffetta.”

Straordinaro:“Extraordinary”; an ad hoc messenger traveling by post, see “a posta.”

Vetturino/nolesino:“Hackney”; a private carrier providing travel services by horse or coach.



Letters

Lettere particolari:“Private letters”; refers to all correspondence not categorized as lettere pubbliche, and postage of letters charged to individuals rather than the state.

Lettere pubbliche:“Public letters”; refers to correspondence of state officials, and postage of letters charged to state treasuries or freely franked as a condition of state-backed mail-carrying privileges.



Travel Modes

A cambiatura:“Changing”; this term refers to changing horses every thirty or forty miles (roughly every ten posts).

A giornata:“By day”; that is, resting at night.

A posta:“By post”; this term means utilizing postal way stations.

A staffetta:“In relay”; traveling at a gallop or trot and changing horses at every way station while accompanied by the postilion.

Cavalcata:An alternative form of relay to a staffetta, at a reduced cost and taking roughly twice as long.

In diligenza:“Diligently”; refers to traveling by day and night and changing horses at every postal way station. By the mid-seventeenth century, the term diligenza might also refer to the postal coach.





ABBREVIATIONS




	ADB
	Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie (Online)




	ADN
	Archives départementales du Nord




	AGS
	Archivo General de Simancas




	 
	Consejo Real de Castilla (CRC)




	 
	Consejo de Estado (Estado)




	 
	Consejo de Italia (Italia)




	 
	Patronato Real (PR)




	 
	Secretarías Provinciales (SP)




	 
	Visitas de Italia (Visitas)




	ASBg
	Archivio di Stato di Bergamo




	ASBr
	Archivio di Stato di Brescia




	 
	Atti dei deputati (Deputati)




	 
	Atti notarili (Notarili)




	ASC
	Archivio Storico Civico di Milano




	 
	Famiglie




	 
	Materie, Finanze




	 
	Materie, Poste




	ASDMi
	Archivio Storico Diocesano di Milano




	ASF
	Archivio di Stato di Firenze




	 
	Mediceo del Principato (Mediceo)




	ASMi
	Archivio di Stato di Milano




	 
	Atti di Governo (AG)




	 
	Carteggio delle cancellerie dello Stato (Carteggio)




	 
	Dispacci Reali (Dispacci)




	 
	Registri delle cancellerie dello Stato (Registri)




	 
	Miscellanea Storica (MS)




	 
	Notarile




	ASR
	Archivio di Stato di Rimini




	ASTo
	Archivio di Stato di Torino




	 
	Materie economiche (ME)




	 
	Materie politiche (MP)




	ASV
	Archivio Apostolico Vaticano (formerly Archivio Segreto Vaticano)




	ASVe
	Archivio di Stato di Venezia




	 
	Compagnia dei Corrieri (Corrieri)*



	 
	Capi del consiglio di dieci (CCX)




	 
	Consiglio di dieci (CX)




	 
	Consiglio di dieci, Deliberazioni, Parti secreti (CX, Deliberazioni)




	 
	Consiglio di dieci, Processi (CX, Processi)




	 
	Consiglio di dieci, Registri, Parti secreti (CX, Registri)




	 
	Inquisitori di Stato (IS)




	ASVer
	Archivio di Stato di Verona




	 
	Processi, Uffici pubblici, Cavallari e portalettere (Cavallari)




	BAM
	Biblioteca Civico Angelo Mai (Bergamo)




	 
	Raccolta tassiana (Tass.)




	BDG
	Banchedati Gonzaga (Online)




	BL
	British Library




	BNE
	Biblioteca Nacional de España




	BNF
	Bibliothèque nationale de France




	BSB
	Bayerische Staatsbibliothek




	Corr.
	Biblioteca del Museo Correr




	DBE
	Diccionario Biográfico Electrónico (Online)




	DBI
	Dizionario Biografico Italiano (Online)




	FTTZA
	Fürst Thurn und Taxis Hofbibliothek und Zentralarchiv




	 
	Haus- und Familiensachen (HFS)




	 
	Postakten (PA)




	 
	Posturkunden (PU)




	Herzog.
	Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel




	MAP
	Medici Archive Project (Online)




	Marc.
	Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana




	ODNB
	Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Online)




	Querr.
	Biblioteca della Fondazione Querini Stampalia




	RB
	Real Biblioteca




	SP
	British State Papers (Online)




	TLA
	Tiroler Landesarchiv




	 
	Adelsarchiv, Taxis-Bordogna (TB)






______________

* This collection is divided into two series, the first of which is distinguished by the use of Roman numerals (i.e., ASVe, Corrieri, IV).
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