Podcast 3 – The Restoration of Italy in 1815.

In the last podcast we looked at the idea of Italy in 1815 and the way that this idea was affected by French rule.  In today’s podcast we’re covering what happened after the French were driven from Italy.  We are going to learn about the decisions that were made for Italy at the Vienna Congress in 1815.  At this meeting between the Great Powers of Britain, Austria, Russia and Prussia, important ideas were discussed, borders between countries settled, and Kings and Dukes put back on thrones that had been toppled by French armies.  This plan, to turn back the clock in Italian affairs, is called the ‘restoration’, because so many rulers were restored, or brought back to power.

Before we look at what this meant for Italy it is important for us to realise that one of the important aims of the Vienna Congress and Treaty was the ‘containment’ of France – the hope that France’s power could be limited so that another French Empire could not arise.  A related idea was that of ‘balance of power’ that none of the powers of Europe should be much much more powerful than the others.  It was hoped that this balance would lead to peace.

Let's look in more detail at the kind of Italian restoration the Great Powers had in mind. Before 1797 Italy was made up of many different states, although many were dominated by Austria. Crucially some of these states were republics such as that of Genoa, or of Venice, in which rich and powerful citizens voted for their leaders.

The 'restoration' of 1815 did not see the restoration of these republics – these were definitely out of fashion. Dukes and kings were restored, and the old republics were absorbed into these restored monarchies and duchies. Austria's domination over Italy was restored, and strengthened with its acquisition of Venice, and its family connections with the rulers in many other parts of the peninsula. 

The Italy of 1815 was therefore very much Austria's back-yard, a divided collection of weak states. The gentleman in the picture for this podcast is Metternich, the man who represented Austria at the Congress of Vienna, and who oversaw his countries' domination of Italy under the Settlement of Vienna. It was Metternich who described Italy as being nothing more than a 'geographical expression', rather than a nation in waiting. We'll find out more about why he believed this later on in the course.  As we will see, even if Austria didn’t rule an Italian state directly, often treaties or even marriage or blood relations between the Austrian royal family and Italian rulers meant that it could directly or indirectly influence matters across most of the peninsula.

Let’s take a quick tour of Italy in 1815, to find out what some of the states that were ‘restored’ were like.  You might find it useful to look at a map of Itlay in 1815 whilst you listen to this part of the discussion.  You’ll find one on page 35 of Pearce and Stiles, page 2 of Collier or page 7 of Derby.
The northern most states were Piedmont, Lombardy and Venetia.  Piedmont was restored to its King, who had been taking refuge on the island of Sardinia, the other half of his Kingdom.  You’ll sometimes see Piedmont referred to as “Piedmont-Sardinia” in some textbooks.  Victor Emmanuel I was, as Pearce and Stiles tell us determined to ‘turn the clock back to pre-Napoleonic days’.  He set about literally ripping up the changes that the French had brought, including parks and street lights (run by gas) that they had built.  Victor Emmanuel brought back the feudal taxes, church privileges, dug up roads, cancelled the Code Napoleon (the civil and criminal laws set up by the French), discriminated against Jews and Protestants and sacked all those appointed to government jobs.  In short, Victor Emmanuel wanted things to be just like they were in 1796, before the French invaded.

Some things did change in Piedmont; the City State of Genoa was absorbed into the restored Kingdom.  Genoa (which is where the Podestà family come from by the way) had been a republic before 1796.  Many of the laws and ideas of the French had been welcomed there.  The Piedmontese had a hard time changing the minds of the Genoese – who were therefore allowed to keep a few of the changes the French had brought.

The other two states in the far North of Italy also saw changes in 1815.  Venetia had been a republic (not as we’d understand it though.  Not everyone had the vote, only the rich could have a say in the rule of the state).  After 1815 it was ruled directly by the Austrian Emperor as part of the Kingdom of Lombardy Venetia.  The Austrian Emperor was an absolute monarch, and ruled without a constitution.  Lombardy Venetia was a wealthy area and became an important source of tax income for the Austrian Empire – according to Derby the Austrians got one third of their tax income from Lombardy Venetia, even though it only contained one sixth of the Empire’s population.  
Rich aristocrats probably welcomed the Austrians, but the middle class and lesser aristocrats who had held positions in the French government in Lombardy and Venetia, or who had been in important positions in the Army began to feel that they had been left out of important jobs, and therefore started to press for change, for reform.

A similar grievance came up in the Papal States, especially in the important cities of the Romagna, Ferrara and Bologna. During French rule, across the Papal States, priests, bishops and cardinals had been thrown out of important jobs, and replaced with middle class professionals, lawyers and bankers, businessmen and university graduates.  When the Pope was returned to power he, in turn, sacked these professional men and replaced them with the priests and cardinals that the French had removed.  This caused a lot of resentment, especially in the Romagna and its capital of Bologna; as we will see this area became a hot-spot of trouble.  
The Pope ruled the Papal states from Rome, as an absolute monarch, without a constitution to limit his rule.  In this way the Pope had ‘temporal’ power on earth as a king as well as the ‘spiritual’ power he got from being God’s representative on earth.  The power of Austria to dominate the peninsula was partly ensured by its role in propping up the Pope’s rule:  The Austrians were entitled by treaty to place armies across the Papal States, from here they could strike across Italy to make sure that nothing threatened a change to the status quo.

The smaller dukedoms of Tuscany, Parma and Modena were also strongly under Austrian influence. These places are sometimes referred to as the ‘central Duchies’, because they lay in the middle of the peninsula.   All three were ruled by relations of the Austrian Emperor.  Despite this there were real differences in the way that each duchy was ruled following the Restoration.

In the south, the Kingdom of Naples has gained a bad press in Britain.  An absolutist monarch there presided over a country where extreme poverty, high levels of conscription (forcing people to join the army), and a rebellious Sicily made the kingdom a byword for repressive rule.  Ferdinand I brought back many of the powers of the Church in his kingdom, hoping that religion would help keep his subjects quiet.

In this podcast we've learned that 1815, the year in which we begin our study of Italy, Austria's domination of the peninsula was confirmed.  We've also learned that the states that made up Italy in 1815 had just been 'restored' after the end of an era in which Italy was ruled from France, and under 'modern' French lines.  In the next podcast we’ll find out about a wave of rebellions that spread across northern Italy in 1821, and how Austria acted swiftly to put these down.
Something to do:

Read the following extract from Duggan (pge 77 “the masses were certainly a worry for the Restoration governments…)
