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Introduction

At the time the Italian Wars began, Italy was a patchwork of independent states with a variety of governmental styles. The kings of Aragon ruled in Sicily in the far south and on the southern mainland in the Kingdom of Naples. In the north was the powerful Republic of Venice as well as the Duchy of Milan, and in between the north and the south were the Papal States. The Papal States included an assortment of different government types, all of which were ultimately ruled by the Pope. To the north of the Papal States were Florence, which was alternately ruled by the Medicis and the Republicans, Genoa, a republic that faced nearly constant internal strife, and a number of smaller duchies, such as Mantua, Ferrara, Modena and Reggio.

For most of the fifteenth century, wars in Italy were fought using bands of mercenaries guided by a Condottieri leader (from the Italian word for “contract”). The warfare model at that time was slow-paced, had low casualties, and a high incidence of taking hostages. Overall, the styles encouraged a balance of power. That would all end, however, in 1494 when the French army would strike the Kingdom of Naples in order to wrest power from its new king, Alfonso II. That would spark a series of bloody conflicts between the major European powers for control of Italy.

All in all, there would be a long line of Italian wars spanning more than 60 years, most of which centered around a conflict between the royal houses of Valois (France) and Habsburg (Spain). By the time it was all over, the majority of Italy would be under the direct control or influence of the Spanish Habsburgs, and the Peninsula would not regain its independence again until the mid-nineteenth century. Additionally, the style of warfare would be forever changed after these cataclysmic conflicts. In fact, for this reason, some military historians consider the Italian Wars to be the dividing line between the modern and medieval eras.


Chapter One

Prelude to War: French Aggression

“Besides hunting, which he practiced regardless of all rights of property, his pleasures were of two kinds: he liked to have his opponents near him, either alive in well-guarded prisons, or dead and embalmed, dressed in the costume which they wore in their lifetime.”

―Jacob Burckhardt, on Ferrante of Naples

At the dawning of the First Italian War, Italy was largely at peace after having dealt with a series of internal conflicts. The Wars in Lombardy, which were fought between the Republic of Venice and the Duchy of Milan along with their respective allies, had destroyed the economy of Lombardy and weakened the power of Venice. These wars began in 1423 and lasted until 1454. At the end of those wars, the political structure of Italy had been transformed, and five major Italian powers emerged to control the major territories of the Peninsula. These five included Venice, Milan, Florence, the Papal States, and Naples. Previously important cultural centers like Tuscany, Siena, Pisa, Urbino, Mantua, and Ferrara became marginalized at this time.

After the Treaty of Lodi, which ended the wars in 1454, Italy would experience a long-lasting period of stability thanks to a pledge of non-aggression signed by the five major Italian powers. Despite occasional periods of tension between some of the city-states—and one war, the War of Ferrara from 1482-1484—the peace would hold remarkably well until the start of the Italian Wars in 1494.

The First Italian War began when the ruler of Milan, Ludovico Sforza, called upon the king of France to help him gain control over Naples. The outcome would not, however, be quite what Sforza expected; as contemporaries put it, “he turned a lion loose in his house to catch a mouse.” So, what caused him to take such drastic measures?

For one, Ferrante of Naples, the king at that time, was highly disliked among his neighbors and rumored to be a psychopath. Some said he embalmed his enemies so he could gloat over their remains. He was also desperate for foreign glory in order to appease his subjects, who had been driven to rebellion in 1485. Moreover, he had powerful external rivals who threatened his throne. Included among these were Ferdinand of Aragon, the Dukes of Anjou, and the Pope. And, he resented the fact that his daughter and son-in-law were not ruling in Milan because of Sforza.

For his part, Sforza had his own problems. He had usurped the Duchy of Milan from his nephew, over whom he claimed to have guardianship. He then proceeded to overtax his subjects so that he could satisfy his lavish cultural tastes, and for that, his subjects would welcome the French invading forces in 1499. He would soon come to regret inviting the French into his conflict with Naples and would quickly turn against his previous ally. But, what of the French?

Charles VIII was king of France at the time. He was eager to achieve military glory in order to silence his own critics who doubted his valor. He also had a distant dynastic claim to Naples through his grandmother, Marie of Anjou. In addition, the domestic situation was favorable for him to take on a campaign on the Peninsula. At the time, France had the only standing army in Europe, and the English would not be a threat as they had been pacified with the Treaty of Etaples in 1492. What this all amounted to was a very favorable climate for Charles VIII to get involved in this conflict at that particular time in history. In fact, it was so good that, had he not succumbed to an apparent heart attack while playing tennis in 1498, he likely would have mounted a second campaign in Italy. Even though he would not be involved, his successors were equally eager to engage in campaigns on the Peninsula. In that way, his legacy would endure.

So it was that, when Sforza extended the invitation to Charles VIII to intervene in the ongoing conflicts between Milan and Naples, the French were only too eager to oblige, and the Italian Wars began.


Chapter Two

The First Italian War: The War of Charles VIII

“Oh what would Rome be without a plot?”

—Pope Alexander VI

In January of 1494, Ferrante of Naples died, leaving the throne for his son, Alfonso II. It was at this time that Charles VIII seized the moment and attempted to satisfy his dynastic claim to Naples and impose his rule. In October of that year, he invaded with 25,000 men, including 8,000 Swiss pikemen and powerful artillery units. The French forces were able to move through Italy with little opposition; the condottieri (mercenary) armies could do little to stop them.

Charles VIII swept through Pisa on November 8, Florence on November 17, and Rome on December 31. The Papal States under Pope Alexander VI offered no resistance as the French forces made their way south. When Charles VIII finally reached the city of Monte San Giovanni in Naples, he sent envoys to the town to seek the surrender of the Neapolitan troops stationed there. The Neapolitans replied by killing and mutilating the bodies of the envoys before sending them back to the French lines. The French were enraged, and they responded by blasting artillery fire at the castle until they were able to storm the fort and kill everyone inside. This attack, known as the “Sack of Naples,” occurred on February 9, 1495. Terrified, Alfonso II abdicated in favor of his son, Ferdinand II, and promptly fled to Sicily in the south.

Upon hearing of the Sack of Naples, the city-states of northern Italy realized they had to react. The rulers of the city-states turned to Pope Alexander VI and began to unite and organize against the French forces, forming the League of Venice on March 31, 1495. The League included the Republic of Venice, the Holy Roman Empire, the Duchy of Milan, Spain—because Ferdinand of Aragon was related to the King of Naples—the Papal States, the Republic of Florence, and the Duchy of Mantua.

The League quickly formed their own army, which was put under the command of Francesco II of Mantua. Under his command, the League’s army was effectively able to cut off the French as they were making their way back north after establishing a pro-France government in Naples. The two armies met for their first battle in the small town of Fornovo on July 6, 1495.

At the Battle of Fornovo, the French forces were able to force the League’s army back as they continued their march toward home. This was accomplished after only an hour of fighting. Still, both sides claimed victory. The League declared victory because the French had to leave all their possessions as they continued home toward France. In reality though, the Italian forces had suffered very high casualties. Even worse, the conflict with Charles VIII had proven that the Italian city-states were vulnerable to conquest; the individual states could not muster armies that could compete with the great French army, and that would set the stage for the wars to follow.

For now though, Charles VIII would quickly lose control over Naples. Even while the French were making their way back home, Ferdinand II of Naples received Spanish help and was able to successfully take back the kingdom, even after a disastrous defeat at the Battle of Seminara in June of 1495. The French commander in Naples eventually surrendered about a year later, in July of 1496.

Unfortunately, by the time Ferdinand was restored to his throne, he had precious little time to live, dying suddenly on September 7, 1496. He was succeeded by Frederick IV, his paternal uncle. Similarly, Charles VIII would have little time to lament the fact that he lost control over Naples as he died on April 7, 1498, while playing tennis. He was succeeded on the throne by his cousin, who ascended to the throne as Louis XII.

The First Italian War had not really changed much in terms of the balance of power in Italy or Europe as a whole, but the seeds had been sown for future invasions. The French had made a dramatic and aggressive entry into Italy, and they had easily swept through the Peninsula on their way south, but in the end, they didn’t maintain their position and the status quo was restored in large part. However, the fact that they faced little resistance, even once the city-states had united their powers, sent an ominous message to all of the major European powers, many of whom would soon take part in the conflicts to come.
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