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A defeat that came from the sea:
the Venetian loss of the Morea, 1715

by Guido Candiani

Abstract. Usually, the loss of the Morea Reign by the Republic of Venice in 1715 
is attributed to the weakness of its land forces. A closer analysis suggests that the 
primary responsibility for the defeat was the Venetian navy and chiefly his sailing 
battle fleet, which at the time had become the backbone of Venetian naval power.

Keywords. Second War of Morea; Venetian Navy; Naval Mediterranean His-
tory

T he loss of the Peloponnese peninsula by the Republic of Venice in 1715 
is commonly attributed to the weakness of the Venetian forces stationed 
there and to the lack of fighting spirit among the commanders and troops 

deployed to defend it. These shortcomings certainly played a role in the rapid - 
and in some respect unexpected – collapse of the Republic’s last remaining King-
dom. However, a closer analysis suggests that the primary responsibility for the 
defeat lies with the Venetian navy, and in particular with the sailing fleet, the so-
called Armata Grossa, which had become the backbone of Venetian naval power 
from the third quarter of the 17th century onward.

During the first phase of the First Morean War (1684-99), the Republic of 
Venice had invested significant effort in strengthening the Armata Grossa, both 
in terms of shipbuilding and organisational reform.1 This initiative produced a 
considerable number of ships of the line. Yet in the fifteen years that followed, 
precisely because of its apparent strength, the Armata Grossa was allowed to fall 
into relative neglect. Meanwhile, during the same peaceful period, the Ottoman 

1	 On the evolution of the Armata Grossa in the 1690s, see Guido Candiani, I vascelli della 
Serenissima: guerra, politica e costruzioni navali a Venezia in età moderna, 1650-1720, 
Venezia, Isituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti, 2009, pp. 291-405.
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navy had benefitted from a major modernisation effort, with the launching of a 
series of newly-built warships that revitalised its sailing fleet.2 Because of the 
growing disparity, the Venetian navy found itself outmatched during the early 
campaigns of the Second Morean War (1714-18). The Ottoman fleet – an increas-
ingly modern and effective force of ships of the line – was able to dominate the 
sea and neutralise its Venetian counterpart. In a paradigmatic example of modern 
naval warfare, the Ottoman battle fleet effectively «hypnotised» and immobilised 
the Venetians, allowing the Sultan’s army to operate freely in the Morea. De-
prived of naval support, the Venetian army was left isolated, and morale among 
the garrisons plummeted. While some fortresses offered valiant resistance, their 
eventual fall was inevitable due to the absence of any relief from the sea. 

The immediate origins of the Second Morean War can be traced back to the 
peace concluded between the Ottoman Empire and Russia on 24 June 1713 (Trea-
ty of Adrianople) and to the subsequent expulsion of Charles XII of Sweden from 
Ottoman territory. Since taking refuge with the Porte following his defeat at Pol-
tava, Charles had pursued an anti-Russian policy.3 Once freed from their northern 
entanglements, the Ottomans redirected their focus to their south-western fron-
tier, where the Venetian presence in the Peloponnese remained a persistent and 
provocative obstacle.

Both the Venetian ambassador in Istanbul (Bailo), Andrea Memo, and the Re-
public’s commanders in the Levant underestimated the looming threat – contrib-
uting significantly to Venice’s lack of preparedness.4 Memo did not issue a seri-

2	 On the development of the Ottoman fleet in this period, see Yusuf A. Aydin, Sultanin 
kalyonlari: Osmanli donanmasinin yelkenli savas gemileri, 1701–1770, Istanbul, Küre 
Yayınları, 2011, pp. 51-66, 117-121, 330-336. 2011); for a Venetian perspective, see Gui-
do Candiani, «A New Battle Fleet: The evolution of the Ottoman sailing navy, 1650–1718, 
revealed through Venetian sources», Mariner’s Mirror, 104 (2018), pp. 18-26.

3	 On the peace negotiations of Adrianople, see Tatiana Bazarova, «The Process of Estab-
lishing the Border between Russia and the Ottoman Empire in the Peace Treaty of Adri-
anople (1713)», in Ivan Parvev-Maria Baramova-Grigor Boykov (eds.), Bordering Early 
Modern Europe, Wiesbaden, Harassowitz, 2015, pp. 121-132. On the consequences of the 
Russian-Ottoman War for Venice, see Domenico Caccamo, «Venezia, Pietro il Grande e 
i Balcani», in Francesco Guida-Luisa Valmarin (cur.), Studi Balcanici pubblicati in occa-
sione del VI Congresso Internazionale dell’Association Internationale d’Études Sud-Est 
Européennes (AIESEE), Roma, Carocci, 1989, pp. 61-83.

4	 See for example the dispatches of the Provveditore Generale of the Morea Antonio Lore-
dan no. 42, 27.3.1714, and no. 43, 20.4.1714, in Archivio di Stato di Venezia (henceforth 
ASV), PTM, filza 856.
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ous warning to the Venetian Senate until the autumn of 1714, mere weeks before 
the formal Ottoman declaration of war on 8 December.5 Notably, this marked the 
first official declaration of war between the two powers, signalling the Ottoman’s 
increasing adherence to European diplomatic conventions.

Venetian military weakness was apparent, yet the gravest concern was not 
the limited number of troops stationed in the Morea’s fortresses6 nor the fact 

5	 ASV, Dispacci ambasciatori Costantinopoli, filza 172, dispatch (henceforth disp.) no. 14, 
24.10.1714; no. 16, 25.11.1714; no. 18, 20.12.1714.

6	 On the eve of the Ottoman attack, the Morea had a total of 4,557 soldiers, although this 
figure does not include the local militias, which may have doubled that number. The cap-
ital, Nauplia (Nafplio) had only 1,774 of the 3,000 regular troops considered necessary 

Fig. 1 The administrative divisions of the Venetian Kingdom of the Morea in 
the Peloponnese, 1688-1715. Basemap from Peloponnese Middle Ages map-en.
svg, information from Βασίλης Παναγιωτόπουλος, Πληθυσμός και οικισμοί της 

Πελοποννήσου, 13ος - 18ος αιώνας [Population and Settlements in the Peloponnese, 
13th-18th Century]”, Athens 1985, page 165.C. Plakidas 2013 own work. CC SA 3.0 

Wikimedia Commons
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that many defensive works begun in the previous decade remained incomplete.7 
Rather, it was the lack of available naval forces that posed the most critical stra-
tegic liability. Without sufficient maritime support, Venice’s entire defensive doc-
trine – based on a system of fortified coastal positions supplied and reinforced by 
sea, a model successfully used in both Dalmatia and Crete – was bound to fail.8 
The Venetian’s strategic plan did in fact contemplate abandoning rural areas and 
undefended towns to the enemy,9 with resistance concentrated in well-fortified 
strongholds accessible to the fleet. The primary centres of defence were to be 
Nafplio (the capital of the Kingdom of the Morea), Modon and the so-called Cas-
tle of Morea (Rion), on the northern coast of the Peloponnese;10 with two second-
ary fortresses at Acrocorinth (near Corinth) and Monemvasia. Additionally, two 
small outposts - Zarnata and Chielefà, located in the rugged Mani region (“the 
middle finger of the Peloponnese”), were manned with expectation of support 
from the fiercely independent and traditionally anti-Ottoman local population.11

for its defence. In total, Venetian forces in the Levant numbered 12,443 regular soldiers, 
5,481 of whom were assigned to the fleet. While it might appear that the embarked troops 
were available for land operations, it is important to note that 3,443 soldiers were aboard 
the sixteen ships then in service. Given the particular manning system used on Venetian 
warships – where soldiers also performed many duties that in other navies were carried 
out by sailors – their deployment on land would have been highly problematic, as it would 
have dramatically weakened the Armata Grossa. ASV, PTM, filza 959, disp. from the 
Capitano Generale da Mar Daniele Dolfin no. 53, 12.5.1715, attachment (henceforth att.) 
10.5.1715; filza 857, disp. from the Provveditore Generale in Morea Alessandro Bon no. 
6, 7.2.1715

7	 The Provveditore Generale of Morea, Alessandro Bon calculated that only two thirds of 
the planned works had been completed. ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. no. 3, 4.11.1714. 

8	 For an analysis of the relationship between the defensive system of the Morea and the fleet, 
see Fausto Lanfranchi, «Porti e approdi per la difesa della Morea nella strategia e logistica 
dell’Armata veneziana», Studi Veneziani, n.s., LXVIII (2013), pp. 431-448 (420-463).

9	 Cf. ASV, PTM, filza 959, disp. D. Dolfin no. 39, 24.2.1715.
10	 According to a 1710 decree that classified all Venetian fortresses into three categories, on-

ly Nafplio was considered a first-class fortress, along with Verona, Brescia, Palmanova, 
Zara, Knin, and Corfu. Eric Pinzelli, «Le forteresses de Morée. Projets de restaurations 
et de démantèlements durant la seconde période venitienne (1687-1715)», Thesaurismata, 
30 (2000), p. 425 (379-427).

11	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 6, 7.2.1715. Eric Pinzelli distinguishes between 
coastal and inland strongholds (Acrocorinth, Zarnata and Chielefà), but even the latter, in 
particular Acrocorinth, would have had to rely on the support of the fleet. Pinzelli, Le for-
teresses de Morée, pp. 392, 399. On Venetian rule in Mani, see Marco Romio: «”Una sca-
brosità giurisdizionale”. Sistema consuetudinario e giustizia veneziana in Maina (XVIII 
secolo)», Acta Histriae, 25 (2017), pp. 335-348. Regarding the effects of the first Mor-
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However, the weakness of the Venetian fleet quickly undermined this entire 
plan. At the outbreak of hostilities, only eight ships stationed in the Levant and 
merely five of them were operational.12 The shortage of sailors was particularly 
acute, worsened by the inability to recruit as usual from the Ottoman-controlled 
islands in the Aegean. Concerned that the Ottoman fleet might cut off his small 

ean war on the population of Mani, see Jim M. Wagstaff, «War and Settlement Deser-
tion in the Morea, 1685-1830», Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, n.s. 3 
(1998), pp. 297-298 (295-308). On the 18th-century considerations on the characters of the 
Maina, see Alfredo Viggiano, «Religion and Borders in Venetian Stato da Mar in the late 
18th Century», in Egidio Ivetic-Drago Roksandic, Tolerance and Intolerance on the Triplex 
Confinium. Approaching the “Other” on the Borderlands. Eastern Adriatic and beyond, 
1500-1800, Padova, Cleup, 2007, pp. 234-242 (223-242).

12	 ASV, PTM, filza 1340, disp. Capitano delle Navi Francesco Correr no. 18, 25.12.1714.

Fig. 2 Castle of Acrocorinth. Foto MM 2006. Own work. Public domain. 
Wikimedia Commons.
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squadron from his Adriatic bases, the Capitano Generale Da Mar (General Cap-
tain of the Sea) Daniele Dolfin ordered the fleet to withdraw from Nafplio as 
early as the beginning of 1715, relocating first to Modon and then further to the 
Ionian Islands.13 Though arguably defensible from a purely military standpoint, 
the withdrawal of the Armata Grossa severely undermined morale among the 
defenders in the Morea. This situation deteriorated further when Dolfin decided 
to also evacuate the galleys of the Armata Sottile (Light Army) from Nafplio and 
to remove civilians from the strongholds of the Kingdom.14

The weakness of Venice was countered by extensive Ottoman military prepa-
rations, which had already begun in the summer of 1714. Troops coming from 
both Anatolia and the Balkans were to gather in Thrace, then march through Mac-
edonia and Thessaly down to Thebes, in Boeotia, from where the offensive – led 
personally by the Grand Vizier Silahdar Damad Alì – would be launched.15 The 
supply depot and artillery park, most of which was transported by sea, were es-
tablished at the port of Negroponte – the capital of the island of Euboea, connect-
ed to the mainland by a bridge – about thirty kilometres from Thebes. To facilitate 
the advance and ensure the passage of troops and artillery, the Ottomans repaired 
and widened the roads from Thebes to the Isthmus of Corinth, and set up wells 
and ovens to guarantee supplies.16

By the end of spring 1715, the Sultan’s army had largely concentrated in The-
bes. However, additional troops were dispatched toward Lepanto, leading the 
Venetians to believe that an attack would also come from the north-western Pe-
loponnese, targeting the Morea Castle via the Strait of Rion. 17 In reality, the 
Porte’s military strategy initially focused on a single advance across the Isthmus 
of Corinth. Only later did the campaign split into two fronts: one pushing south 
towards Nafplio and the other moving north towards the Morea Castle and Patras.

13	 ASV, PTM, filza 959, disp. D. Dolfin no. 35, 7.2.1715, att. 1, 31.1.1715. Dolfin had been 
appointed Provveditore Generale da Mar, the highest rank in peace time, in July 1714; 
once the war began, he became Capitano Generale da Mar, the highest rank in wartime.

14	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 7, 17.3.1715.
15	 Damad was killed a year later during the battle of Peterwardin. See Robert Mantran, «Ali 

Pasha Damad», The Encyclopaedia of Islam, I, Leiden, Brill, 1986, p. 395.
16	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 14, 22.5.1715; no. 16, 20.6.1715; Dionysios Hatz-

opoulos, La dernière guerre entre la République de Venise et l’Empire Ottoman (1714-
1718), Montreal, College Dawson, 1999, p. 9.

17	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 16, 20.6.1715
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While the Ottomans concentrated their forces in Boeotia, the bulk of the Vene-
tian fleet remained stationed at the rear, lingering for two months at Port Climinò 
(Killini), on the island of Santa Maura (Lefkada). During this time, the fleet gradu-
ally expanded to around twenty ships – but this total also included several vessels 
that had been hastily purchased or leased and were poorly suited for line combat. 
More broadly, the entire fleet suffered from numerous deficiencies, largely due 
to the rushed manner in which it had been outfitted.18 Although eventually rein-
forced by two galeasses, fifteen galleys, and about ten galliots (followed by the 
arrival, at the end of June, of nine «auxiliary» Maltese and Papal galleys),19 the 
Venetian fleet in the Levant remained markedly inferior to that of the Ottomans. 
Accurately assessing the size of the Ottoman fleet is nevertheless difficult, as 
Western sources vary considerably. However, it appears that the sultanas (state-
equipped warships) numbered around forty. These were accompanied by roughly 
a dozen heavily-armed merchant vessels carrying 40-to-60-pound guns each, an 
equal number of Barbary ships, and five fireships. Additionally, the sailing fleet 
was supported by approximately twenty galleys, thirty galliots, and around sixty 
fuste. In any case, it was the most formidable fleet the Ottomans had launched 
in over a century - qualitatively superior even to the armada that had landed in 
Crete in 1645. Its commander, the capable and ambitious Kapudan Pasha Januch 
Hogia, had good reason to boast that his navy could have reconquered the Morea 
even without the support of the Ottoman army.20

Hogia set sail from the Dardanelles on 9 May and, by the end of the month, 
anchored off Carystus, the southern tip of Euboea.21 From there, Kapudan Pasha 
launched his first offensive against the Venetians, targeting the island of Tinos - 
their most exposed outpost. Ottoman naval dominance had already convinced the 
Provveditore Generale of the Morea, Alessandro Bon, not to evacuate the island, 

18	 ASV, PTM, filza 1339, disp. Capitano Straordinario delle Navi Fabio Bonvicini no. 4, 
21.6.1715 and att. 15.6.1715; PTM, filza 959, disp. D. Dolfin no. 56, 25.5.1715 and att. 
periti 15.5.1715; no. 60, 23.6.1715.

19	 ASV, PTM, filza 959, disp. D. Dolfin no. 53, 12.5.1715, att. 10.5.1715, filza 1134, disp. D. 
Dolfin no. 66, 6.7.1715; Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, p. 54. Maltese and Papal squad-
rons had also come to the aid of the Republic in the previous Cretan war and the first Mor-
ean war.

20	 On the size of the Ottoman fleet, see Candiani, I vascelli della Serenissima, pp. 498-499.
21	 ASV, PTM, filza 1134, disp. D. Dolfin no. 61, 23.6.1715; Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, 

p. 46.
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fearing that his troops might be intercepted by the numerous Ottoman galleys 
during transit. Bon hoped that even a brief resistance on Tinos would serve as 
a useful diversion, though he did not anticipate that Ottoman naval supremacy 
would lead to such a rapid outcome.22 On 5 June, approximately forty ships and 
eighty galleys and galliots landed on Tinos, disembarking between twenty-five 
and thirty thousand Ottoman troops. Faced with this overwhelming force, the 
small Venetian garrison surrendered after just two days in exchange for safe con-
duct.23 Meanwhile, the Venetian fleet remained inactive, not advancing beyond 
the waters off Cephalonia.24

On land, by early June, the Ottomans had concentrated around 75,000 troops 
in Thebes, including 40,000 elite Janissaries. By early July, this force had grown 
to 110,000 men, with Janissaries comprising roughly half. The army departed 
Thebes on 15 June and began crossing the Isthmus of Corinth two days later. On 
28 June, Ottoman forces reached and assaulted Acrocorinth, backed by heavy 
artillery landed without resistance in the nearby Bay of Aegina after the Venetians 
abandoned the island. The garrison of Acrocorinth, about 650 men strong, refused 
to surrender and mounted a determined defence, inflicting heavy casualties on the 
Janissary assault troops during several days of intense fighting. The defenders 
had been promised substantial reinforcements by sea across the Gulf of Corinth 
by Provveditore Generale Bon. However, Captain General Dolfin declined to 
attempt a naval crossing of the Strait of Rio (Rion). Feeling abandoned, the Vene-
tian commander, Giacomo Minotto, agreed to surrender on 2 July, under the con-
dition that his men would be safely transported to Corfu. Tragically, a series of 
misunderstandings the following day led to a massacre of part of the garrison and 
civilians sheltering in the fortress. The Ottomans also suffered significant losses 

22	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 16, 20.6.1715.
23	 Bon still described Tine’s defence as ‘bloody’ and pointed out that the garrison, fewer than 

sixty men, had used up all the ammunition at its disposal. ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. 
Bon n. 17, 21.6.1715; Hatzopoulos, La derniere guerre, pp. 54-55. The population’s fear 
in the face of the Ottoman bombardment strengthened the decision to surrender. The Ot-
tomans had learned from the Venetians how to use large-caliber mortars to stike inhabited 
areas and terrify the civilian populations of the attacked towns. Cfr. Guido Candiani, No-
vità tecnologica e pressione psicologica: l’introduzione delle galeotte a bombe nella ma-
rina veneziana (1685-1695), in Storie di Armi, a cura di Nicol Labanca-Pier Paolo Poggio, 
Milano 2009, pp. 183-202.

24	 ASV, PTM, filza 1134, disp. D. Dolfin no. 62, 1.7.1715.
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when an ammunition depot – possibly ignited by accident – exploded, killing or 
wounding an estimated 2000 Janissaries.25

The events at Acrocorinth foreshadowed a recurring pattern in the Ottoman 
campaign against Venetian strongholds: initial resistance by the defenders was 
followed by demoralisation largely due to the Venetian fleet’s inability – or un-
willingness – to provide relief. This failure was especially demoralising after six 
decades of Venetian naval supremacy. In contrast, the Ottoman fleet – comprising 
45 ships, 25 galleys and 40 galiotts by the end of June26 - offered consistent sup-
port to their land forces, successfully avoiding Dolfin’s attempts to draw them 
into the safer, more favourable waters around the Ionian Islands.

25	 ASV, PTM, filza 1134, disp. D. Dolfin no. 63, 1.7.1715; filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 18, 
2.7.1715. Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, pp. 52-53, 57, 59-65.

26	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon n. 18, 2.7.1715.

Fig. 3. Monte Palamida nuovamente fortificato. Vincenzo Maria Coronelli, 
Morea, Negroponte & Adiacenze, Venice, 1708. Wikimedia Commons. 
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Following the fall of Acrocorinth, on 9 July the Ottoman army advanced to-
wards Nafplio, the capital of the Kingdom of the Morea and its principal strong-
hold. Meanwhile, the Ottoman Kapudan (admiral), having also secured the island 
of Aegina on 7 July, moved into the Gulf of Argolis to support the offensive from 
the sea, patrolling between the island of Spezie (Spetses) and Zacogna (Tsaconia, 
modern-day Tyros), on the Gulf’s western coast.27 The siege of Napflio, which 
had about 2,700 garrison troops, including regular and auxiliary militias, began 
on 12 July. In the absence of the Venetian fleet, the Ottoman soldiers had already 
managed to approach the walls from the sea side on 10 July. Here they found 
much-needed shelter in the houses of the Borghetto suburb, which had not been 
properly (or perhaps mercifully) demolished. The first assault took place on 15 
July, but the Venetian artillery inflicted heavy losses on the attackers. However, 
on that same day, the Ottoman fleet arrived, further demoralising the defenders; 
that evening, the transport vessels following the fleet offloaded seventeen large 
cannons and an unspecified number of mortars, some of which were capable of 
firing projectiles weighing nearly half a ton.

Over the following days, the fighting raged on with great intensity, resulting in 
heavy casualties for the attacking forces – particularly along the defences of the 
Palamède, the new fortress built a decade earlier to protect the hill overlooking 
Nafplio.28 On 17 July, the Ottomans began excavating a tunnel beneath the main 
defensive structure, the bastion known as the Tenaglia (Pincer), with the intention 
of placing a mine. Taking advantage of some tunnels left by the Venetians during 
the fortress’s construction in previous years and of the fact that the ground had 
not yet fully settled, in just three days of digging they succeeded in detonating 
a large mine. On 20 July, the explosion brought down part of the vital bastion, 
triggering the collapse of much of the Palamède’s defences. This outcome was 
worsened by the inexperience of many defenders – raw recruits who had not been 
properly trained to conduct an organised withdrawal from one fortified position 
to the next, yielding ground gradually rather than all at once.29

27	 ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon n. 19, 10.7.1715; Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, pp. 
66-67.

28	 On the fortification works in Nafplio see Pinzelli, Le forteresses de Morée, pp. 401-403, 
409-410, 419-420, 425-427.

29	 As often happens in Venetian history, there was no shortage of accusations of treason, 
specifically against the French colonel and engineer (though in one document he is listed 
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While the defenders were being overwhelmed on the hill of the Palamède, the 
Ottomans succeeded in breaching the city’s eastern defences, advancing across 
the plain in front of the walls. They forced their way between the Mocenigo bas-
tion – positioned offshore – and the Dolfin bastion, which marked the north-east-
ern corner of the main curtain wall. Exploiting the defenders’ complete lack of 
naval support, the Ottoman troops advanced along the shoreline, at times wading 
forward with water up to their necks. Already demoralised by the loss of the 
Palamède, the Venetian forces abandoned both bastions, allowing the Ottomans 
to scale the main curtain wall. A mass of Janissaries then surged into the city, loot-
ing and setting fire to most of the buildings while massacring much of the popu-
lation. Only a portion of the garrison, having surrendered to the crews of nearby 
ships, managed to find refuge aboard the sultanas (Ottoman warships). Despite 
the brief duration of the siege, Ottoman casualties were extremely high—8,000 
dead and 6,000 wounded—underscoring the ferocity of the fighting.30 If at Acro-
corinth the absence of the Venetian fleet had contributed to a collapse in morale, 
at Nafplio it had a more immediate and tactical impact, enabling the enemy to 
overcome a critical section of the defences. With proper naval support, the capital 
of the Morea might well have withstood the siege far longer.

Upon learning of the fall of Nafplio, Dolfin finally decided to advance toward 
the waters off Modon, the next target of the Ottoman offensive. The Venetian 
fleet—in which the Armata Grossa now counted twenty-four ships and preceded 
the Armata Sottile— spotted the enemy fleet near the fortress on 12 August. How-
ever, Dolfin chose not to engage. Instead, he focused on evacuating civilians - an 
operation that did little to lift the defenders’ morale. The Captain General contin-
ued to avoid confrontation, deterred not only by the strength of the Ottoman forc-
es but also by the flagging morale of his own crews. Once the evacuation of ci-

as English) in the service of the Republic, Pierre La Salle. La Salle, who had contributed 
to the construction of the Palamède, had allegedly colluded with the Ottomans from the 
beginning of the campaign. He was immediately prosecuted, but no evidence appears to 
have been brought against him. ASV, PTM, filza 1134, disp. D. Dolfin no. 73, 8.8.1715, att. 
no. 2, constituted 9.8.1715; Senato Deliberazioni Rettori, filza 130, 23.3.1697; Hatzopou-
los, La dernière guerre, p. 51; Eric Pinzelli, Venise et la Morée: du triomphe à la désil-
lusion (1684-1718), Thèse du Doctorat, Directeur de Thèse Daniel Panzac, Université de 
Provence, 2003, pp. 431, 487-488.

30	 On the fall of Nafplio, see ASV, PTM, filza 857, disp. A. Bon no. 20, 13.7.1715; filza 1134, 
disp. D. Dolfin no. 73, 8.8.1715 and annexes; Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, pp. 69-77. 
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vilians was completed, Dolfin withdrew from the waters of Modon on 14 August, 
retreating into the Gulf of Arcadia and effectively abandoning the fortress. That 
same day, the Ottomans, who had begun their siege on the 12th, launched their 
first major assault. Demoralised by the fleet’s withdrawal, the 900-man garrison 
at Modon surrendered on 17 August. From that point on, Dolfin focused solely 
on preserving the fleet in anticipation of a final defence of the Ionian Islands and 
the Adriatic approaches. The Venetian naval squadrons returned to the waters off 
Lefkada, aiming either to defend the island or, if necessary, to demolish its forti-
fications to prevent their use by the enemy.31

Even before the surrender of Modon, the Ottomans had also captured the 
small fortresses of Kelefa and Zarnata. On 9 August, several Ottoman light ships 
anchored in Itilo Bay near Kelefa. The following day, the garrisons of both for-
tresses surrendered without a fight, persuaded by the local Mainote population 
that resistance was hopeless. This lack of resistance from the Mainotes – long 
known as fierce opponents of Ottoman rule - underscores how swiftly the popu-
lation recognised that Ottoman supremacy, both on land and sea, had made any 
attempt at defence futile. Around the same time, on the northern front of the 
campaign, the Ottomans launched an attack on the Castle of Morea, marking the 
second phase of their offensive. An estimated 40,000 Ottoman troops confronted 
a garrison of just over 900 men. After enduring four days of artillery bombard-
ment, and despite inflicting significant casualties – around a thousand dead and 
wounded – the defenders, without reinforcements, surrendered on 13 August in 
exchange for safe passage.32

Despite these successes, the Ottomans paid a high price for their victories. In 
addition to the heavy casualties sustained in the assault, the army suffered wide-
spread desertions following the capture of Nafplio. So extensive were the losses 
that the Grand Vizier Damad Ali was able to send no more than 10,000 Janissaries 
to besiege Modon. Many soldiers, having seized loot in the recently conquered 
capital, deserted the army, assuming the campaign was effectively over.33 These 
setbacks led Damad Ali to adopt a more cautious approach in his final objective: 

31	 ASV, PTM, filza 1134, disp. D. Dolfin n. 76, 20.8.1715; no. 78, 5.9.1715; Hatzopoulos, La 
dernière guerre, pp. 84-86; Pinzelli, Venise et la Morée, pp. 491-493.

32	 Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, p. 89; Pinzelli, Venise et la Morée, p. 493.
33	 Hatzopoulos, La dernière guerre, p. 83.



405Guido Candiani • A defeat that came from the sea: the Venetian loss of the Morea, 1715

the capture of Malvasia (Monemvasia), the last remaining Venetian stronghold 
in the Morea, without the need for an attack. After the fall of Modon, the 400 
defenders of Malvasia entered negotiations, proposing to surrender if no Venetian 
fleet arrived within twenty days to relieve them. The Grand Vizier, waiting for 
the outcome, left Modon no earlier than 22 August, advancing slowly eastward. 
The negotiations ultimately favoured the Ottomans. With no fleet in sight, the de-
fenders of Malvasia surrendered on 7 September, handing over the final Venetian 
possession in the Morea.34

Perhaps the most striking examples of Ottoman naval supremacy during the 
campaign, however, occurred not in the Morea, but in Crete, with the fall of 
Spinalonga and Souda - the last Venetian strongholds on the island. Of particular 
note is the surrender of Souda on 22 September, after resisting the Ottoman forc-

34	 ASV, PTM, filza 1134, disp. D. Dolfin no. 83, 6.10.1715 [1°]; Hatzopoulos, La dernière 
guerre, pp. 91-94.

Fig. 4 The Palamidi Fortress at Nauplio, Foto Brastite 2005. CC SA 3.0 
Wikimedia Commons
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es stationed in Crete for two and a half months. Yet, the fortress capitulated just 
four days after the Ottoman fleet appeared – unopposed - in the bay that bears 
its name. This swift collapse, after several failed attempts during the twenty-
five-year Cretan War, highlights how naval dominance allowed the Ottomans to 
achieve in days what had previously eluded them for years.35

This episode underscores a broader point: the failure of the 1715 Venetian 
campaign was largely due to the inadequacies of its navy, especially its most 
modern component - the sailing fleet, or Armata Grossa. This proved unable to 
challenge the Ottomans at sea or contribute meaningfully to the defence of the 
Morea. Ottoman naval superiority enabled them to fully exploit a strategy built 
around battle squadrons of ships of the line: to intimidate a weaker opponent into 
avoiding confrontation, thereby leaving the field open for Ottoman initiatives. 
This strategy directly led to the surrender of Monemvasia, Spinalonga and Souda 
in Crete, as well as the island of Kythira, and played a decisive role in the fall 
of Tinos, Nafplio, Modon, and the Castle of Morea. More generally, sailing war-
ships demonstrated their ability to isolate and quickly bring down the same for-
tified bases that had once made possible the operations of rowing vessels (com-
pensating for the significant logistical limitations of galleys) and which had been 
so central to naval warfare in the Mediterranean since at least the 16th century. 
From a strategic standpoint, too, the eastern Mediterranean now saw the defini-
tive ascendency of battle fleets composed of ships of the line. Ironically, although 
the Venetian fleet had pioneered this naval model, it was the Ottoman fleet that 
first succeeded in applying it effectively on a strategic scale.
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Fig. 5 Portrait of Daniele IV Dolfin (Giambattista Tiepolo). 
Pinacoteca Querini Stampalia Web gallery of Art. Wikimedia Commons 



Johann Georg Ziesenis (1716-1776). Portrait of Friedrich the Great (1763). 
Sans-Souci Palace. Wikimedia Commons 
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