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During the seventeenth century the Republic of Venice and its satellite university town of
Padua remained a relatively free-thinking island in the Catholic world. Due to the inter-
mingling of ideas from Catholic skeptics, Jewish philosophers, and various heterodox for-
eigners, who constituted what was perhaps the most diverse population in Western Eu-
rope, Venice was unusually cosmopolitan. Padua was the only university in Italy where
Protestants and Jews could actually study alongside Catholics despite the Council of
Trent’s prohibition of non-Catholics taking degrees. Venice had the largest publishing
industry in Italy and one of the largest in Europe. Especially after the epic confrontation
between Venice and Rome when Pope Paul V placed the Republic under Interdict (1606-
1607), the Republic tolerated and sometimes even encouraged unconventional religious
speculation and rabid anti-papal polemics. ¢
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