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Michael Broers

Transformation and Discontinuity from the old order to  
the modern state in the Piedmontese and Ligurian Départements 

of Napoleonic Italy

An undeniable result of Napoleonic imperialism throughout Europe was its 
capacity to shatter established political boundaries. As the French armies swept 
forward, ad hoc, ruthlessly self-serving political and diplomatic settlements 
followed suit. Many tectonic plates crashed into each other in the course of the 
rise of Napoleonic hegemony and, as a result, new truths about the intrinsic 
nature of neighbouring Ancien Régime polities could emerge.1

The relationship between the former Piedmontese and former Ligurian 
Départements of the Napoleonic empire is particularly interesting, poignant 
and significant for the nineteenth century, given their joint future under the Sa-
voyard Monarchy between 1814 and 1859, and the respective, often contrast-
ing, parts played by Piedmontese and Ligurian politicians in the creation of the 
unitary state. Reference to the epoca francese as a proto-exercise in Italian unity 
has been greatly overemphasised by an earlier historiography, but in the case 
of Piedmont and Liguria, there is some value in considering their respective 
experiences of Napoleonic rule with an eye to the future. It was not by chance 
that the former cradled Cavour, and the other, Mazzini. Diametrically opposed 
visions of the future shape of politics – within any diplomatic framework, na-
tionalist or otherwise – were almost bound to emerge from the responses of 
these two regions to the mutual experience of centralised, uniform rule by the 
French empire. These divergences derived from the essential characters of the 
two Ancien Régime states, that is, from the vastly contrasting political cultures 
derived from the central governments. However, Napoleonic rule revealed a 
somewhat different set of circumstances at local level, once the former Repub-
lic of St George and the provinces of the former Principality of Piedmont were 
thrown together under the French. At local level, contemporary conditions, 
and the political culture of the two peripheries, proved fundamentally similar; 

 1 In an Italian context: M. Broers , The Myth of European Regionalism. An Historical Geogra-
phy of Napoleonic Italy, 1800–1814, in: The American Historical Review 108 (2003), pp. 688–
709. For Western Europe: id., Napoleon, Charlemagne and Lotharingia. Acculturation and the 
borders of Napoleonic Europe, in: Historical Journal 44 (2001), pp. 135–154.
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and so they posed the French identical practical problems, which they tackled 
in a uniform manner. In this way, too, the ruthless lumping together of two sta-
tes long independent of each other revealed another, if very different set of deep 
rooted truths. The shared experience of the Napoleonic imperium brought to-
gether two ruling elites, and two ,high political cultures‘ that could not have 
been more different; however well or not they may have worked individually 
under the French, they would ultimately fail to be reconciled to each other. 
Nevertheless, in the immediate circumstances of the period, the imposition of 
French rule on the Piedmontese and Ligurian peripheries exposes how similar 
the societies of the two Ancien Régimes were, below a certain cultural, political 
and administrative threshold, a reality that must, therefore, greatly condition 
an older vision of the Savoyard monarchy in the Ancien Régime. Accordingly, 
this contribution will begin with a comparison of the respective Ancien Ré-
gimes of Piedmont and Liguria, followed by a consideration of the impact of 
French rule on the new region of north western Italy created by Napoleonic 
expansion, and will conclude with an examination of what each state chose – 
during a brief period of liberty in 1814–1815 – to reject and retain, from French 
rule, and an overview of their future relationship under the restored Savoyard 
monarchy.

Before this, it might be pertinent briefly to outline the processes that led 
to annexation in both states. The course of politics during the triennio, 1796–
1799, could not have been more different for Piedmont and Liguria. To retain 
its financial resources, both the Directory and Napoleon found it expedient to 
convert the ancient Republic of St George into the sister republic of Liguria, 
and attempted to hold its traditional ruling elite in an uneasy, often unten-
able balance under its wing. The arrangement suited Napoleon as First Con-
sul, just as much as it had when commander of the Army of Italy and, save 
for a brief period of Allied occupation in 1798–1799 (when Genoa, itself, was 
never taken), the Ligurian Republic outlived the Directorial regime which had 
created it.2 Its unstable life ran from 1797 to 1805, when it was annexed too 
directly to France, as the three Départements of Montenotte, Gênes and Apen-
nines.3 The mainland possession of the House of Savoy followed a very differ-
ent course in these years. The ultramontane provinces of Nice and Savoy were 
lost as early as 1792, and play no real part in the process under discussion here. 
In their heartland, however, Napoleon was initially reluctant to overthrow 
the Savoyards. When he forced them to surrender, through the Armistice of 
Cherasco in 1797, Napoleon left them in de jure possession of their whole 
state, but effectively partitioned it between the north, where Victor-Amadeus 

 2 G. Assereto, La repubblica ligure. Lotte politiche e problemi finanziari (1797–1799), Turin 
1975.

 3 J. Borel , Gênes sous Napoléon, Paris 1929.
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III retained direct control, and a southern corridor, along the Ligurian bor-
der, where Piedmontese officials were directly responsible to the French mili-
tary. This collapsed in 1798, when the King was discovered to be in nefarious 
dealings with the allies. His flight to Sardinia created at once a government in 
exile and a tangible political void filled by a very ephemeral ,patriot‘ govern-
ment of pro-French radicals, which collapsed in the military disaster of 1799.4 
There followed a brief restoration characterised chiefly by a ,White Terror‘, 
and a short period of ,patriot‘ rule in 1800–1801 – the closest Piedmont ever 
came to being a ,sister republic‘ which really only paved the way for direct an-
nexation in 1802.5 The real power in Piedmont, after 1800, were the successive 
French Administrator-Generals, Jourdan and Menou, until full integration was 
achieved. In 1802, Piedmont became six French Départements, reduced to five 
in 1805: Po, Sesie, Doire, Sture and Maregno. This last, Maregno, also came to 
include some former Ligurian territory after 1805, thus becoming something of 
a microcosm of what was to come.

The real clue to the future relationship of Piedmont and Liguria is to be 
found either side of the triennio, however.

The Ancien Régimes

At the apex of their respective states, few regimes could appear more different 
than the Savoyard monarchy of the late eighteenth century and the Republic of 
St George. The structures and institutions of the Savoyards were, if anything, a 
more streamlined version of Bourbon centralisation. While each province had 
an Intendant and his judicial equivalent, the Prefetto, the monarchy was nor 
faced with any equivalent of the Parlements; there were no quasi-independent 
corporations between the monarch and his subjects. His provincial officials 
were all professional bureaucrats, removable and transferable at his will; the 
highest judicial organ of the state was the Senate of Turin, which bore no re-
semblance to a French Parlement other than its function as the highest court of 
appeal.6 Even the governance of the capital, Turin, was firmly in the hands of 

 4 G. Vaccarino, I patriotti ,anarchistes‘ e l’idea dell’unità italiana, 1796–1799, Turin 1955. 
B. A. Raviola , Le rivolte de luglio 1797 nel Piemonte meridionale, in: Studi storici 39 (1998), 
pp. 401–447. M. Broers , Revolution as Vendetta. Patriotism in Piedmont, 1794–1821, Part I, 
in: Historical Journal 33 (1990), pp. 573–597.

 5 On the allied occupation: G. Vaccarino, L’inchiesta del 1799 sui giacobini piemontesi, in: 
Rivista Storica Italiana 77 (1965), pp. 23–73. On the period 1800–1802: G. Sforza, L’inden-
nità ai giacobini piemontesi, 1800–1802, in: Bibliografica di storia italiana recente 2 (1909), 
pp. 187–243. F. Boyer, Carlo Bossi et l’Administration Générale du Piémont, 1800–1802, in: 
Rassegna del Risorgimento 77 (1969), pp. 44–57.

 6 G. Symcox, Victor Amadeus II, London 1983. For the later period: G. Ricuperat i , Gli stru-
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the crown, its Vicario an officer increasingly bereft of freedom of manoeuvre 
by the end of the eighteenth century.7 Moreover, the Savoyards had militarised 
their state to a remarkable degree; their regular army was highly trained, its up-
per echelons staffed by a loyal, tightly knit ,sword‘ nobility supplemented in 
the course of the century by new technocratic artillery and engineering corps, 
all supported by part-time provincial militias. It was no coincidence that the 
Savoyards’ most regular foreign contacts were with Prussia, with which its of-
ficers did educational exchanges, or that Alfieri fled such a milieu in disgust.8 
Dynastic loyalty, Alfieri excepted, was a powerful bond throughout society.

The Ligurian Ancien Régime stood in stark contrast to this almost text-
book absolutism. The Republic of St George can appear as an almost English 
model of the amateurish state. Its patrician elite, centred entirely on Genoa, 
shared out the duties of administration within its closed ranks.9 Whereas the 
Piedmontese Senate was staffed entirely by professional magistrates – trained 
in and required to hold law degrees from the state-controlled University of 
Turin, on which Napoleon would model his own foundation – the Genoese 
patricians shared the duties of senior magistrates on the senior court whose 
name epitomises their approach to the administration of justice, the Rota. The 
contrast emerged clearly when both polities were brought under Napoleonic 
rule. Whereas several senior Piedmontese magistrates, most notably Botton 
di Castellamonte and Peyretti di Condove, rose to the highest levels of the 
French judicial system,10 the Ligurian elites, with no comparable knowledge of 
a professional magistracy, were left behind. Indeed, in 1811 – after six years of 
direct rule preceded by almost nine as a ,sister republic‘ – when asked to sup-
ply Paris with the details of magistrates who might be the equivalent of French 
parlementaires, with a view to appointing them to the new Cours Impériales, 
the Prefect of Genoa could but reply that Genoa had never had a professional 
magistracy or anything like a French parlement. The only way to meet such 

menti dell’assolutismo sabaudo. Segretarie di stato e consiglio delle finanze nel secolo XVIII, 
in: Rivista Storica Italiana 102 (1990), pp. 796–873.

 7 D. Balani , Il Vicario tra Città e Stato. L’ordine pubblico e l’Annona nella Torino del Settecen-
to, Turin 1987.

 8 W. Barberis , Le armi del Principe, Turin 1988; V. Ferrone, Tecnocrati militari e scienziati nel 
Piemonte dell’Antico Regime. Alle origini della Reale Accademia delle Scienze di Torino, in: 
Rivista Storica Italiana 46 (1984), pp. 414–509. On Alfieri: V. di Alf ier i , Vita, ed. by L. Fassò, 
Turin, 1. ed. rist. 1971.

 9 For a case study of the regime in a local context: O. Raggio, Faide e Parentele. Lo stato geno-
vese visto dalla Fontanabuona, Turin 1990.

 10 G. Vaccarino, Ugo Vincenzo Botton di Castellamonte. L’esperienza giacobina di un illumi-
nista piemontese, in: Bollettino Storico Bibliografico Subalpino 63 (1965), pp. 161–202. On the 
Piedmontese magistrates as a whole: M. Broers , Napoleonic Imperialism and the Savoyard 
Monarchy, 1773–1821, Lampeter 1997, pp. 293–304.
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a request, was to look among the great nobles, who had served on the Rota.11 
Few Ligurians emerged to serve in the Départements annexed later, and there 
were, relatively, very few in the upper echelons of their own courts, during 
eleven years of imperial rule. When Liguria, itself, was annexed to France, its 
courts were first colonised and then dominated by a group of Piedmontese 
magistrates from Alessandria, centred on Dal Pozzo, who would, in turn, be 
entrusted with the senior courts of Florence and Rome as the Empire expan-
ded. A proto-Piedmontese colonisation of the rest of Italy had begun under 
Napoleon, and it began first in Liguria, as a direct result of the sharp contrasts 
between the high political cultures of Piedmont and Liguria.12 Turin produced 
Mandarins, as befitted a capital created as an administrative centre; Genoa – an 
ancient port – bred merchant princes with poor country estates in the Apenni-
ne hinterlands. Whereas Napoleon found his personal librarian, Carlo Denina, 
and the mastermind of his University, Prospero Balbo, among the Piedmontese 
intelligentsia, the great families of Genoa, the Dorias and their peers, remained 
outside the French orbit, as much because they were useless to it, as anything 
else.13

In this much, the Ancien Régimes of Piedmont and Liguria were poles apart 
and this, in turn, determined their respective experiences of Napoleonic rule. 
The higher and middling echelons of the Piedmontese elites found something 
they could understand and adapt to, if they chose to set the scruples of dynastic 
loyalty aside; it was not the same for the Genoese patricians. However, when 
focus of the impact and influence of French rule is shifted from the Ancien 
Régime centres to the peripheries of Piedmont and Liguria, a very different 
picture emerges, one that also deeply conditions certain traditional assumpti-
ons about the eighteenth century Savoyard state.

Piedmont and Liguria shared more than a common border throughout their 
long history as neighbours. For all the cardinal differences between their two 
governments and political cultures, they shared an inability to control their 
Apennine hinterlands, and much else as well, at local level. Smuggling and its 
attendant banditry dominated local life on both sides of the frontier, enriching 
peasant communities and signori alike, as Piedmontese cattle crossed over the 

 11 Archives Nationales de Paris (ANP) BB5 (Organisation Judiciaire) 296 (Gênes) Prefect to Min. 
Justice, 11 March, 1811.

 12 On Dal Pozzo’s first steps: Broers , Imperialism (see note 10), pp. 302f. On his later career: 
id. , The Napoleonic Empire in Italy, 1796–1814. Cultural Imperialism in a European Con-
text?, Basingstoke-New York 2005, pp. 116f., 147f., 177–180, 190f.

 13 On Balbo and the Piedmontese ,mandarins‘ as a whole: G. P. Romagnani , Prospero Balbo. 
Intelletuale e Uomo di Stato (1762–1837), vol. 2, Turin 1990. On the Ligurian elites: Broers , 
Empire (see note 12), pp. 187–193.
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tiny passes in exchange for Ligurian salt, making a perpetual mockery of mer-
cantilist economic policies and effective state authority, alike.14

This is hardly surprising in the case of the Republic of St George. A small 
state with few resources, even its sbirri did not conform to the usual Ancien 
Régime model of groups of well armed famiglie concentrated in the provincial 
towns; in Liguria, the sbirro was an isolated, usually unarmed figure living in 
his community, more akin to the English parish watchman than his infamous 
namesakes elsewhere. In Liguria, central authority was wielded less by force 
or institutional structures, than by the deeply entrenched, if largely informal, 
relationships of clientelismo between the valley communities and the Genoese 
patricians. In these conditions, official justice was less enforced, than respected; 
it was seldom imposed, but arrived at through the arbitration of the state bet-
ween local factions. This would be the way of the Republic, until its demise.

That similar conditions prevailed on the Savoyard side of the border shatters 
the myth of the Victorian state as a sort of meridional Prussia. The Savoyards, 
through the regular army, were capable of large scale and ruthless assaults on 
their recalcitrant peripheries, notably in the ,salt wars‘ in the Monregalese, in 
the early eighteenth century, or the similar interventions unleashed in Savoy, in 
the 1780s.15 None of this signified a real, permanent presence on the periphery, 
however, for none such existed. The result was the survival of a vibrant, quite 
independent municipal political culture, even in the provincial capitals.16 Much 
of this was simply latent in the eighteenth century, but when the first French 
invasion shattered the central state during the triennio, and even more during 
the brief period between Marengo and effective annexation, the vibrancy – as 
well as the violence – of Piedmontese campanilismo emerged. It defied ideo-
logical allegiances: Asti was the centre – and the sole objective – of a patriot 
rising, just as the local communities of the Langhe and Monregalese launched 
spontaneous, and equally parochial, counter-revolutions ahead of the allied 
military advance in 1799. Native patriots such as Ranza, in Alba, instinctively 
looked to the municipalities as their natural centres of political gravity; coun-
ter-revolution found its natural hub in the smuggling communities of Narzole 
and the Apennine valleys south of Mondovi. This unruly autonomous periphe-
ry was a major part of what the French inherited when they annexed Piedmont 
to the Republic, in 1802. The upheavals of the triennio exposed the realities of 
the Savoyard state in its heartland to be more akin to the Ancien Régime model 

 14 On Liguria: Raggio, Faide (see note 9), passim. On Piedmont: G. Lombardi  (Ed.), La Guer-
ra di sale (1680–1699). Rivolte e frontiere del Piemonte barocco, 3 voll., Milan 1986. 

 15 On the south, Lombardi , Guerra (see note 14), passim. On Savoy: J. Nicolas , La savoie au 
XVIII siècle. Noblesse et bourgeoisie, vol. 2: Inflexions au siècle des Lumières, Paris 1978.

 16 Much of this was outlined in G. Quazza, Le Riforme in Piemonte nelle prima metà dell ’700, 
2 vols., Modena 1957.
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of Chinese absolutism developed by Theda Stocpol – that of a highly evolved 
central government that drew a firm line below which it did not systematical-
ly intervene – than of a Mediterranean Prussia. In Liguria, they encountered 
something akin to the model of the ,failed state‘ proposed by Gellner.17 Neither 
could survive under Napoleon.

Napoleonic rule

The French inherited two different levels of political spheres in Piedmont and 
Liguria, – peripheries very independent of the centre – as well as two very dif-
ferent high political cultures in Genoa and Turin. It is a tribute of sorts to the 
power, tenacity and the effectiveness of their administrative system, that the 
French succeeded best in taming, assimilating and integrating the former terri-
tories of Piedmont and Liguria the further down the scale, the deeper into the 
periphery, they went. While significant elements of the Torinese and Genoese 
elites rejected important elements of the Napoleonic system of government, 
the new regime found many of its most ready collaborators at municipal level 
and, above all, the French tamed the border communities, extirpated banditry 
and so changed the essential character of the region to a degree unimaginable 
before them.

All of this, in terms of failure as well as of success, was conditioned in no 
small part by the imperial nature of French rule, but even more by the charac-
ter of the institutions Napoleon imported into north-western Italy. The single 
most important institutional change in integrating and transforming the Ligu-
rian and Piedmontese Départements was, without question, the Gendarmerie. 
For the first time, the periphery had a permanent, effective paramilitary pres-
ence at local level. Each canton received a six-man brigade of military veterans, 
four of whom were French. After 1805, this force was fully operational on 
both sides of the old border, and thus able to tackle the bandits more effec-
tively – and ruthlessly – than had been possible hitherto. By 1807, the great 
Piedmontese bands based in Narzole and La Spinetta had been destroyed, 
denuded of popular support as they had been pressured into kidnapping and 
attacking local commerce. The peripheral communities which had been their 
mainstay were now seen to have turned away from their traditional patterns of 
behaviour.18 Initially the enforcement of conscription was the paramount duty 
of this permanent, very proximate police presence, as was the case through-

 17 E. Gellner, Patrons and Clients, in: E. Gellner/J. Waterbury (Ed.), Patrons and Clients in 
Mediterranean Societies, London 1997, p. 3.

 18 For the classic account of the bandits: M. Ruggiero, Il Brigantaggio nel Piemonte Napo-
leonico, Turin 1969. Also Broers , Imperialism (see note 10), pp. 325–329, 382–386, 426–432.
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out the empire. However, its enduring contribution to the integration of these 
Départements into the Napoleonic system was the lasting impact it made on 
traditional forms of disorder in the region, and in making its communities ac-
customed to levels of ordinary law and order unknown under the old order. 
A permanent, disseminated police presence of this kind did not develop in the 
Kingdom of Naples or last very long in other parts of Italy, whereas in the 
north-west – together with the original territories of the Kingdom of Italy – 
this new institution fundamentally transformed the relationship between the 
central government and the communities of the periphery. The Gendarmerie, 
as a corps, was made possible by the wars, and the massive military machine 
they spawned, in that there was always a large pool of suitable veterans among 
which it could recruit. In the particular case of the Piedmontese and Ligurian 
Départements, the disappearance of the border, under the imperial umbrella, 
allowed the restoration of order in comprehensive terms.

The responses of the Piedmontese and Ligurian provincial elites, particu-
larly those of the bourgeoisie of the municipalities to Napoleonic rule, was 
very different, in terms of their levels of their direct participation in govern-
ment – of ralliement as defined by Frédéric Bluche19 – but there was, perhaps, 
a more significant degree of tacit acceptance of many aspects of French rule, 
of amalgame, than might at first appear. The respective Ancien Régimes of the 
two regions played a decisive role in the different degrees of ralliement in Pied-
mont and Liguria, but not in a straightforward way. State service was a well 
established career path for the Savoyard elites, but for many branches of the 
administration and for the judiciary, especially, a firm line was drawn between 
the Torinese elite in the Senate, the ministries and the Intendancies, on the one 
hand, and the local courts and municipal corps, on the other. This changed un-
der the French, with the establishment of a continuous hierarchy of courts and 
administrative tiers, and the provincial Piedmontese took full advantage of this. 
Those magistrates who went on to ,colonize‘ the higher courts of the Ligu-
rian, Tuscan and Roman Départements were largely drawn from their ranks; 
most were centred around a group of lawyers and former local magistrates 
connected to Dal Pozzo, a lawyer from Alessandria, who took the core of his 
friends first to the Cour d’Appel of Genoa at its creation in 1805, and then to 
comparable posts in Florence and Rome. Indeed, the Ligurian and Roman tri-
bunals were dominated by Piedmontese. The local response to them was one 
of uniform hostility, a sign that Piedmontese integration into the new regime 
often hindered, rather than helped, that of other Italian elites, at least in terms 
of direct participation. However, this Piedmontese domination arose directly 
from the inability – and disinclination – of Ligurians to adapt to an administra-

 19 F. Bluche, Le Bonapartisme. Aux origins de la Droite autoritaire, 1800–1850, Paris 1980.
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tive order so utterly different from their own. Beyond the mairies, there was 
little real involvement of Ligurians in their own governance under Napoleonic 
rule. Whereas Piedmontese sous-préfets were local men, those in the Ligurian 
Départements were almost all French. There was, however, a direct and dis-
tasteful acquaintance with their future rulers.20

At a deeper level, however, the long years of peace and order provided un-
der Napoleon and, in the case of the Piedmontese, of direct participation in a 
thoroughly professionalised bureaucracy, imbued them with a new political 
culture that precluded the ready recourse to violence in the quest of factional 
domination, that had emerged in so intense and widespread a way in the late 
1790s. There was no attempt to return to violence in 1814, however bitter and 
thoroughgoing the official purges. Examined in the light of what did not hap-
pen – but also of what was so easily possible in the circumstances of 1814 – it 
is arguable a profound change in values had taken place. Indeed, for a return 
to localised vendetta, the White Terror in Provence and the Rhone valley offer 
clearer examples of an Ancien Régime political culture and old animosities „fro-
zen“ – in the words of Gwynne Lewis – rather than expunged, by Napoleonic 
rule.21 Hatreds and rivalries obviously still abounded in Piedmont and Liguria, 
but they no longer found ready expression in bourgeois/patron-induced, peas-
ant/client-enforced bloodshed. A turning point had been reached.

The higher up the socio-economic scale the French went, however, the less 
likelihood of integration they found. Among the Piedmontese, this was often 
driven by dynastic loyalty to the House of Savoy, more than by aversion to the 
Napoleonic state, itself, as in the cases of Prospero Balbo and his son, Cesare 
– the former, the head of the University of Turin, the latter an auditeur of the 
Council of State – although there were some, such as Cesare d’Azeglio, who 
came to embrace a deeply Catholic form of counter-revolution little known in 
Turin before the French occupation. The stellar careers of Botton di Castel-
lamonte and Peyretti di Condove or, indeed, of Napoleon’s librarian, Carlo 
Denina, reveal how adept at adaptation to the new regime the Torinese togati 
could be, when so inclined. To find an administrative and judicial elite whe-
re university training was mandatory, seemed to the French too good to be 
true, and tenacious dynastic loyalty often proved this to be so. The Borghese 
court found few frequenters, and the French complained of „this deaf silence“ 
around them.22 In Liguria, however, the causes of estrangement went deeper 

 20 On Piedmont: Broers , Imperialism (see note 10), pp. 234–246. On Liguria, Broers , Empire 
(see note 12), pp. 187–193, 202–207.

 21 G. Lewis, The Second Vendée. The continuity of counter-revolution in the Department of 
Gard, 1789–1815, Oxford 1978, p. 115.

 22 M. Tacel , L’agitation royaliste à Turin de 1805 à 1808, in: Revue de l’Institut Napoléon 116 
(1954), pp. 94–106.
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than conventional politics. Here, the French built a wall around themselves, 
finding the patrician families incomprehensible, and even despising those who 
were prepared to work with them, notably the moderate patriots, Pareto and 
Serra, who dominated the municipal administration of Genoa, but under the 
grudging, suspicious eye of the French prefect, La Rivoire de la Tourette.23 It 
was a meeting of alien political cultures. As far as the French were concerned, 
it remained so, yet there were numerous specific instances of the Ligurians ab-
sorbing elements of the new regime, if usually in an ad hoc manner. Ominously 
for the future, however, the Piedmontese in Genoa tended to share French at-
titudes. The Magnifici and the French kept their mutual distance; the Ligurian 
collaborators found only the most grudging toleration.24

The Restoration: A balance sheet

Liguria was annexed to Piedmont at the Congress of Vienna, but it entered 
the new union with vociferous reluctance, seeking first the renewal of its inde-
pendence, and then – in a real gasp of desperation – reunion with France. This 
came after almost ten years of joint imperial rule, where Piedmontese had been 
prominent and powerful in the region; rejection came as a result of familiari-
ty, not from apprehension of the unknown. Ligurian patriots shared the fear 
of Savoyard reaction, along with all those who had served the French, but it 
should be noted that arch-reactionaries led by the Dorias and Cardinal Spina, 
were just as reluctant.

It is salutary to put into the scales, what each polity chose to keep and re-
ject from their joint Napoleonic inheritance, during the brief moment in 1814, 
when Liguria’s fate had not yet been decided and a tenuous provisional govern-
ment presided in Genoa, alongside the restored Savoyards in Turin.

The inclusions and omissions the united Ligurian elites chose to make, in or-
ganising their stillborn polity in their brief moment of complete independence, 
offer revealing guides to the relative successes and failures of integration. The 
outward structures of the French judicial system – justices of the peace, civil 
tribunals, and the criminal and appeal courts – remained, and a Ligurian equi-
valent of the Cour de Cassation was set up to fill the void left by apparent inde-
pendence. Conversely, the courts were not to be staffed by the new generation 
of professional magistrates, but by lawyers serving on a rota, supplemented by 
„the most distinguished citizens of each circuit“. The post of public prosecutor 
was retained for criminal courts, but abolished in the civil tribunals. Although 

 23 Broers , Empire (see note 12), pp. 187–189.
 24 Ibid., p. 190.
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French practices in criminal affairs were valued in a region where government 
had been weak in the face of a lawless periphery, there was also a deep seated 
desire to return to a more arbitrational, less remote judicial system. A Ligurian 
Gendarmerie was created in 1814 to fill the gap left by the French withdrawal, 
but it was to be answerable to civilian magistrates. Much of the Civil Code 
remained, but highly significant exceptions mark the failure of ralliement in 
Liguria. All French legislation on marriage and divorce was abolished, as was 
the equal division of property among heirs. The Revolutionary-Napoleonic 
concept of the family was emphatically rejected, the essence of what the French 
propertied classes obviously valued most in the Code. The État Civil, the in-
strument of conscription, was abolished. In each of these cases, the laws of the 
old Republic were restored in their entirety.25

The contrast with the House of Savoy was stark, not just in the first years of 
intransigent, integrist restoration – the Palme verde – but perhaps even more 
in the course of the reforms that eventually began to creep back into official 
policy. The Savoyards, even in their most reactionary phase, immediately em-
braced the institution of the paramilitary Gendarmerie, changing its name of 
the Carabinieri Reale, but little else; they had the sense not to try to extend it to 
Liguria immediately. Likewise, they retained the French system of taxation, so 
hated in the commercial economy of Liguria, but well adopted to more agrar-
ian Piedmont.26 When the need for reform did impress itself on Turin, it came 
in the form of a Council of State, of a return to Départements and prefects, 
of more centralisation, not less. It was under Carlo Alberto that many of the 
reforms initiated by the French were finally foisted on a reluctant Liguria.27 
Indeed, ruling Liguria brought the absolutist reforming tradition out of the 
Savoyards, even in the early years, just as it had in their Sardinian exile. It is a 
genuine irony, but the House of Savoy displayed a reforming, if highly authori-
tarian streak in the face of what it perceived as Ligurian obscurantism, utterly 
unlike its ultra-Catholic, neo-Gothic exercise in restoration in its traditional 
heartlands.

Mazzini’s loathing of authoritarianism had local and traditional, as well as 
intellectual and progressive roots; in Liguria – whether it be the unhygienic 
burial practices of the Genoese confraternities or the aversion to the ways of the 
,consultative monarchy‘ among the Magnifici – Cavour’s mentors had already 

 25 G. Serra, Memorie per la storia di Genova, dagli ultimi anni del secolo XVIII alla fine dell’an-
no 1814, Genova 1930.

 26 M. Broers , The Restoration in Piedmont-Sardinia, 1814–1821. Variations on reaction, in: 
D. Laven/L. Rial l  (Ed.), Napoleon’s Legacy. Problems of Government in Restoration Euro-
pe, Oxford 2000, pp. 151–164.

 27 N. Nada, Dallo stato assoluto allo stato costituzionale. Storia del regno di Carlo Alberto dal 
1831 al 1848, Turin 1980.
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found their southern problem. The experience of imperial rule had brought 
certain elements of both regions closer to the perceived need for reform, but 
it had done little – indeed, probably hindered – any rapprochement with each 
other. Whatever else, however, this uneasy co-existence took place in a context 
of civil peace and good public order that would have been inconceivable with-
out the French.




