
"Combat and Collaboration in the Medieval Western Mediterranean: Genoa, 
the Crown of Aragon, and Maritime Violence, 1330-60" 

My Summer Institute research project in Barcelona explored Genoese relations 
with the Crown of Aragon, to discover, in particular, what I could about the 
degree to which maritime violence contributed to or even shaped these relations 
during the fourteenth century. Western European polities put corsairing to 
widespread use over this period, granting authority to its citizens the authority 
to wage war on its rivals at sea by raiding and plundering the merchant cargo of 
rival powers in much the same way a more conventional wartime fleet would 
do. Many such conflicts occurred over the course of the fourteenth century, 
including widespread clashes between Genoa and the Crown of Aragon across 
the Mediterranean over Sicily, various locations in the East (including the 
Levant and Greece), but principally over control of Sardinia. It is not surprising 
that, given the bad relations between the Genoese and Catalans at that time, my 
month’s research here in Barcelona (conducted at four locations around the 
city: l’Arxiu de la Corona d’Aragό [the Archives of the Crown of Aragon], 
l’Arxiu Històric de la Ciutat de Barcelona [Barcelona’s Municipal Archives], 
as well as the Biblioteca de Catalunya and the Biblioteca de la Institución Milá 
y Fontanals) yielded extensive documentation of the types of interaction the 
Crown of Aragon intended Barcelona to have with Genoa, as well as the types 
of interaction the two polities had in reality. The evidence documents extensive 
belligerent maritime activity between Genoa and the Crown of Aragon from 
1330-60. There are numerous extant royal orders that authorize Barcelona to 
corsair against Genoa, retaliate against acts of Genoese corsairing, and even 
complaints to Naples about Genoese corsairing. The sources also make clear 
that not only were many prisoners of war taken on both sides during Genoese-
Catalan conflicts, but that royal authorities were very concerned with having 
their own prisoners returned safely. The documents record the Crown 
penalizing financially officials who had allowed Genoese prisoners to escape 
captivity after having been captured in the act of piracy, appointing agents to 
recover Genoese prisoners who had escaped after having been captured in the 
act of piracy, and ordering other agents to permit Genoese prisoners having 
been captured in the act of piracy to leave royal territory, because the Crown 
and Genoa had agreed on a prisoner exchange. I think it is safe to say, given the 
evidence I have accumulated thus far, that maritime violence, particularly 
corsairing, was a very important factor in mid-fourteenth-century Genoese-
Crown Relations, given its pervasiveness and intensity. Furthermore, Genoa 
and the Crown of Aragon represent two governments with clearly-defined 
structures of authority, acting and interaction purely for the improvement of 
their own positions vis-a-vis the other. In order to improve their positions and 



achieve their relative goals, however, circumstances dictated that they exercise 
multiple layers of discourse simultaneously that were in direct contradiction to 
each other: they acted as combatants in order to extend their authority into the 
sea through corsairing, yet also as collaborators in order to redeem their own 
caught corsairing. This was certainly not a state of convivencia, and I doubt 
very seriously the Genoese or Catalans-Aragonese would have described it as 
anything approaching convenient, but this conflict pitting collaborating 
combatants, as it were, certainly made it a glaring contrasentido or 
contradiction in terms. It was not ideal, but then again, what relationship ever 
was in the medieval Mediterranean or elsewhere? 
	  


