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INTRODUCTION


VENICE: THE FADING JEWEL OF THE WEST

“I think no safety can be here for virtue. And grieve, my friend, as much as thou, to live In such a wretched state as this of Venice, Where all agree to spoil the public good, And villains fatten with the brave man’s labours.”

Venice Preserv’d, Act 1

Venice is perhaps one of the most beautiful and inspiring cities in all of Italy – no mean feat for a country that can also boast the likes of Rome, Naples, Sorrento, and Florence, to name but a few. It is diverse and vested in its own rich and glorious history. While this could be said for many Italian cities, Venice stands apart; its unique character stems from its location, its feats of engineering, its festive customs, the culture of its people, and, sadly, its fall.

How a small settlement on a lagoon island built by a group of Roman refugees blossomed into a massive city whose influence and reign extended well into the Mediterranean and beyond, is, in this author’s humble opinion, worthy of the reader’s interest. But this book does not focus on that. The formation of its government, its religious institutions, its establishment of schools for arts and sciences, its political structure, and so on – all fascinating topics that are similarly not covered here, much to the relief of my editor. Reams have already been written on such topics for the interested reader.

As this campaign supplement is set in 1808, it lands well outside the fall of the Venetian Republic, the first French occupation, and even the first Austrian occupation. Rather, our subject matter is more concerned with what happens twelve years after the Serenissima’s fateful run-in with a young, brilliant French military commander with lofty ideals and even greater ambition – and the army he would lead through northern Italy in the Spring of 1796. Still, it is this author’s hope that no one would fault me for providing the reader with a bit of background on Venice that will provide some context for the campaigns in this supplement.

For you see, whilst Venice did not yet know Napoleon Bonaparte upon their first encounter, Napoleon undoubtedly knew of Venice. Or rather, he was aware of the reputation that Venice held amongst the social elites of Europe. Venice was understood as a place of colourful festivals (such as the Carnevale di Venezia), a vibrant night life, a hotbed of entertainment, and, of course, a place of debauchery (the Castelletto, for example) – and, for some, heresy. For many young and spoiled aristocrats, wealthy children from merchant families, and opportunistic entrepreneurs coming of age, Venice was a primary stop on their Grand Tour, meaning that it was written about almost exclusively for its provocative proclivities.

Continental Europeans would also learn of a Venice as told by the Venetians themselves through the operas and plays about it that toured the known world, reaching potentially hundreds of thousands of people over the tenure of their performances. Interestingly, these were not mere propaganda; whilst some espoused the greatness of the Most Serene Republic, not all these operas and plays were favourable to Venice, its government, or its society – some were satirical, despite them being wholly Venetian. Though, perhaps, that was what made Venice so incredible for the time.

In the closing years of the 18th Century, Venice was one of the few remaining republics in Europe and one of the oldest, granting its people broad liberties not generally found on the continent until the French Republic overshadowed it, coincidentally also becoming the means of its downfall. Venetians enjoyed printing autonomy, with a general freedom of the press. Indeed, many questionable, heretical, or rational publications were sent specifically to Venice to avoid the Catholic inquisitors and monarchical censors that were so prevalent throughout the rest of the continent.

Venice was also vastly diverse, being home to a large population of Jewish citizens who had fled persecution elsewhere. Sadly, enduring prejudices dictated that they were marked by way of wearing a yellow hat and forced to live in segregation in a walled area of the city known as the ghetto – although by no means a uniquely Venetian concept, it is perhaps one of Venice’s most uncomfortable legacies to have bequeathed the word ghetto to the world at large, with all the negative stereotypes, prejudices, and bigotry that accompany it. Within the ghetto’s gates, its residents were allowed to build synagogues and worship freely without fear. Foreigners immigrating into Venice also included Greeks, Slavs, Albanians, Turks, Moors, Tartars, Armenians, and more. Given its status as a secular country (by the standards of the day, at least), many famous scientists, clergymen, artists, writers, poets, free thinkers, capitalists, and military leaders chose to call Venice home, raising its prestige and sense of identity.

Its diversity was also due in large part to Venice’s massive naval presence, though, by the start of the Napoleonic period, the city’s trade empire was only a fragment of what it was once. Through their naval supremacy, the Venetians had established a network of international holdings and trade outposts known as the Domini da Mar (Domains of the Sea). These stretched across the coast of western Greece, the Peloponnese, Turkey, Crete, and Cyprus. Many of these would fall away from Venice by 1600 and, by 1715, only the regions of Dalmatia and Istria were still within the Venetian sphere of influence.

Venice maintained strong military ties to Dalmatia (modern day Croatia and Slovenia) through a series of wars and negotiations, and relied heavily on mercenaries and recruits from this part of their naval empire to maintain their holdings on the terraferma (literally ‘solid ground,’ Venice’s mainland domains) and abroad. Regiments of these worthy soldiers would fill the ranks of Venetian mercenary companies during the many wars fought on the terraferma against various competing Italian city-states and military warlords looking to plunder the riches of Venezia.

The terraferma was perhaps the most vital part of the Venetian Republic. Trade through the Alps, across the Po River, and, consequently, through the rest of Europe was a staple of Venetian economic vitality. Most communities in the terraferma made a dedizione to Venice, meaning that they asked to become a part of the Republic. Sometimes this was done to prevent destruction upon the approach of Venetian armies. More often, however, it was done for political or social gains, as well as for a guarantee of protection. And it would be on the terraferma that Napoleon would begin to dismantle the Republic, one city at a time.

Despite all of the features that made Venice stand apart from other countries of the period, it was known for something else; a sinister part of its reputation that hung in the air, spread mostly through rumour and certain impressions thar the city engendered to protect itself domestically. It is something that seems to have tarnished the image of Venice in Napoleon’s mind, poisoning the well before he had ever had the chance to develop a better perspective of the Republic.

You see, dear reader, Venice was known for state deception, political intrigue, and huge class divides; these encapsulated the rot from within the system of the Serenissima. Ruthless, if not literally cut-throat, business dealings amongst the powerful noble houses of Venice, a long history of an impoverished noble class of citizens (the barnabotti), a poorly-treated working class, the means by which the Catholic Inquisition had to satiate the Venetian patron classes and abide by secularised laws, and the methods of clandestine information gathering within the city and throughout Venice’s holdings all played into the belief that the Venetians were treacherous.

Most outsiders, even travel writers who had visited Venice multiple times, might have been unaware of many Venetian traditions and customs, but they likely had heard of the ominous-sounding ‘vigilantes-turned-civic-judges’ known as the Lords of the Night, as well as the infamous Council of Ten responsible for maintaining state secrets. There were also three state inquisitors (separate from the Catholic Inquisition) with seemingly limitless power and authority. When combined with the Venetian tradition of mask-wearing, it was understandable that Venice was viewed by outsiders with suspicion and angst.

In 1799, the British Tract Society published a book on the history and contemporary state of Venice for its readers. The tract included a series of fictionalised instances of inhuman feats performed by the Council of Ten and the Venetian intelligence gathering network. Amongst those are the following lines, which speak to the broader impressions that many Europeans had of Venice at the time:

“These officers of the state inquisition had an influence upon the Venetians bordering on the supernatural; and at times of public festivity, when large assemblies were present in St. Mark’s Place, the presence of four of these mysterious functionaries, with black staves of office, was quite sufficient to maintain order and control the movements of the multitude.”

Then there were the grievances of many of the impoverished classes, which also were known to outsiders. The two words that frequently appear in travel journals and books about Venice from the Early Modern period through to its fall are ‘despotism’ and ‘oligarchy.’ Despite the barnabotti, those in power lived in lavish mansions on the Grand Canal, with many also having even more grandiose estates on the mainland. Meanwhile, many of Venice’s poor felt the weight of the Republic’s collapse the hardest. As the turn of the 19th Century approached, the gap between the haves and the have-nots grew exponentially.

For a young, true-believing Republican idealist like Napoleon, such societal woes were unwelcome in the best of instances, and a call to action in the worst of them. As will be explored in the next section, In Napoleon's letters on campaign written between 1796 and 1797, he sees the want of the people as a direct result of the rumours of a corrupt state about which he has read. It is a belief he holds onto long after his conquests are through. On which note, I think the story must turn to the fall of the Republic and its aftermath, bringing you, ultimately, dear reader, to the year in which this book is set – 1808.
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AN UNEASY PEACE

“I beg you, sir, to let me know what I can count on. You will not allow our brothers in arms to die without help within the walls of Brescia, or to be murdered on the highways. If you are insufficient to police your country, and to ensure that the city of Brescia provides what it needs for the establishment of hospitals and the needs of the army, I will take more effective measures.”

Napoleon to Francesco Battaglia, Provveditore, 21 July 1796

A young Napoleon Bonaparte was fuming, “It seems to me not too much to ask that the peasants, whom you have incited and armed, not murder our soldiers.” These were the words he wrote on the 11th of April 1797, upon his arrival in the Austrian city of Graz, to Francesco Pesaro, who held the title of Procurator of St. Mark – making him second only to the Doge of Venice. Napoleon followed this up with a warning, “It would be strange if the Senate of Venice were to force us to make war on it at a time when we are at peace with the whole continent.”

Napoleon might have been slightly premature claiming peace with Austria – negotiations for a formal treaty wouldn’t officially start for another week – but he was not off the mark by much. Over the month of March, he had launched an incredibly successful offensive into Tyrol and Austria against a combined army of 50,000 Austrians under the overall command of Archduke Charles, splitting the Austrian army in two and destroying them in detail. His goal since the fall of Mantua in February had been to arrange an armistice between France and Austria; it finally looked as though it was about to happen.

He could hardly enjoy the victory, however, due to the threat of a popular uprising to
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THE FALL OF VENICE AND THE TREATY OF CAMPO FORMIO





[image: A figure wearing a wide-brimmed hat and a beaked plague-doctor mask stands on a dark street between two lit lamp posts, one hand resting on a cane, wrapped in a long cloak.]
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THE TREATY OF PRESSBURG AND THE KINGDOM OF ITALY
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