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Another Diplomatic Revolution?  
The Savoyard-Spanish Alliance in the Nine Years War 

 

Christopher Storrs   
 

 
1. Introduction 

 
Diplomatic history, or the writing of  it has been transformed in the 

last generation. It used to be written largely as a broad account of  the 
foreign policy and associated diplomacy of  one specific state over a 
defined – often lengthy – period1, or as a narrow study of  bilateral 
relations between two states in a more closely defined era2, or as a study 
of  one individual‘s diplomatic mission3, or of  a specific embassy over a 
period of  time4, all focusing largely on diplomatic relations as they are 
revealed by the official diplomatic correspondence- that between 
resident minister abroad and secretary of  state and/or prince or 
sovereign at home (and the instructions prepared by the latter for the 
former)- now usually found in the various national archives, 
exemplifying the sort of  positivist history pioneered by Leopold von 
Ranke. However, varieties of  what has been called “new diplomatic 
history” have directly challenged, or simply avoided this traditional 

                                                                 
1 D. CARUTTI, Storia della Diplomazia della Corte di Savoia, 4 vols., Turin, Fratelli Bocca, 
1875-80. 
2 G. QUAZZA, “Giulio Mazzarino mediatore fra Vittorio Amedeo I e il Richelieu (1635-
1636)”, in Bollettino Storico Bibliografico Subalpino [BSBS], 48 (1950), pp. 53-84; 
R.M. HATTON, Diplomatic Relations Between Great Britain and the Dutch Republic 1714-21 
London. Anglo-Netherlands Society 1950.  
3 M. LASSO DE LA VEGA Y LOPEZ DE TEJADA, La embajada en Alemania del conde de 
Onate y la eleccion de Fernando II, Rey de Romanos (1610-1620) Madrid, 1929.   
4 M. BARRIO GOZALO, La embajada de España en Roma durante el reinado de Carlos II 
(1665-1700), Valladolid, Universidad de Valladolid, 2013. 
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model and its many assumptions and implications, contributing to a 
marked revival of  interest in diplomatic history in recent decades after 
a long period of  decline. These new varieties often reflect broader shifts 
in the way historians approach their subjects, including most recently an 
interest in cultural approaches5, gender- i.e. the role of  women, both 
formal (as ambassadresses) and informal6- and health and medicine7. 
But some of  these new approaches, while imaginative and often very 
fruitful in offering new perspectives, sometimes - though by no means 
always - need to keep in view the main functions of  diplomacy and of  
the diplomats who were - with their masters at home (monarchs, princes 
and ministers) - its key executors8. It may be that events in the world 
around us, and growing pressure to justify the public funding of  
historical research may inspire a revival of  more traditional approaches 
and themes, ones in which diplomats contribute to a balance of  power 
and peace in the present as in the past9, but in what follows i draw on 

                                                                 
5 D. CARRIO-INVERNIZZI, Manuel de Lira, Spanish Ambassador to the Hague, (1671-
1678), in ibid., ed., Embajadores culturales. Transferencias y lealtades de la diplomacia espanola 
en la Edad Moderna, Madrid, UNED, 2016, pp. 205-235; D. CARRIO-INVERNIZZI, ‘Gift 
and Diplomacy in Seventeenth-Century Spanish Italy’, Historical Journal, 51 (2008), pp. 881-
99; D. CARRIO-INVERNIZZI, ‘A New Diplomatic History and the Networks of  Spanish 
Diplomacy in the Baroque Era’, “International History Review”, 36 (2014), n. 4, pp. 603-
618; M. JANSSON, ‘Measured Reciprocity: English Ambassadorial Gift Exchange in the 17th 
and 18th Centuries’, “Journal of  Early Modern History”, 9 (2005), n. 3-4 (2005), pp. 
348-370 ; T. OSBORNE and J-P. RUBIES, ‘Introduction’, in IBIDEM, eds, Diplomacy and 
Cultural Translation in the Early Modern World, “Journal of  Early Modern History”, 20 
(2016), pp. 313–330.  
6 L. OLIVAN SANTALIESTRA, ?Juana o Johanna? Cultura mixta, doble identidad y 
bilinguismo de las embajadoras imperiales en la Corte de Madrid (1663-1676), in D. 
CARRIO-INVERNIZZI, ed. Embajadores culturales, 2016, pp. 397-422. 
7  L. OLIVAN SANTALIESTRA, ‘Cenas, Penas y Soles matan a los Hombres: Medicina 
Preventiva de un Embajador que sobrevivio a su Embajada (1663-1674)’, Chronica Nova, 44 
(2018), pp. 147-75 
8 K.W. SCHWEIZER and M.J. SCHUMANN, ‘The Revitalisation of  Diplomatic History: 
Renewed Reflections’, “Diplomacy and Statecraft”, 19 (2008), pp. 149-86. 
9 C. BRAVO LOZANO and A. ÁLVAREZ-OSSORIO ALVARIÑO, eds, Los embajadores: 
representantes de la soberanía, garantes del equilibrio, 1659-1748, Madrid, Marcial Pons, 

https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/autor?codigo=3226307
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/autor?codigo=950449
https://dialnet.unirioja.es/servlet/libro?codigo=830786
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older and - where appropriate - newer approaches in order, exploiting 
on the rich materials in the Archivio di Stato in Turin and the Archivo 
General de Simancas to explore the alliance between the Courts of  
Madrid and Turin between 1690 and 1700. In doing so I hope to throw 
light on the emergence of  the Savoyard state (the territories of  the dukes 
of  Savoy, a typical ancien regime composite state, comprising in this 
period the principality of  Piedmont, the duchy of  Savoy, the duchy of  
Aosta)10 as an important player – though not one of  the emerging Great 
Powers11- on the international scene at the end of  the seventeenth 
century and start of  the eighteenth century, part of  a much bigger 
transformation of  the European balance from the later 1680s 
onwards12, and which it is tempting to think of  as yet another diplomatic 
revolution. The emphasis, or focus will be primarily on the Savoyard 
state, arguably the partner which experienced the greater 
transformation, but this essay also seeks to contribute to current debates 
regarding the Spanish Monarchy in the reign of  the last Habsburg, 
Carlos II, an era in which Spain’s supposed seventeenth century crisis 
and associated decline meant that, for want of  financial, military and 
naval resources of  its own, that global empire depended on allies – 
mobilised essentially by diplomatic means – to ensure its survival to 

                                                                 
2021, pp. 49-79. 
10  B.A. RAVIOLA, ‘Sabaudian Spaces and Territories. Piedmont as a Composite State 
(Ecclesiastical Enclaves, Fiefs, Boundaries)’, in M. VESTER, ed., Sabaudian Studies. Political 
Culture, Dynasty and Territory 1400-1700, Kirksville, Truman State University Ptess, 
2013, pp. 278-297. 
11 D. MCKAY and H.M. SCOTT, The Rise of the Great Powers 1648-1815, Harlow, 
Longman, 1983.  I prefer the term ”Savoyard state” to ”Piedmont-Savoy”, cf P. 
BIANCHI, and A. MERLOTTI, Storia degli Stati sabaudi (1416-1848), Brescia, 
Morcelliana, 2017, pp. 5-13. 
12  A. LOSSKY, ’International Relations in Europe’, in J.S. BROMLEY, ed., The New 
Cambridge Modern History, vol 6: The Rise of Great Britain and Russia 1688-1725, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1971, pp. 164-192 
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170013. Some attempt will also be made to explore the - diplomatic - 
implications of  recent claims that the Spanish Monarchy was a 
“polycentric” and not merely a “composite” polity14.  

But this essay also seeks to interrogate a key concept. Is the label 
“Diplomatic Revolution” overused, even - implicitly - misused? Does its 
use mislead rather than clarify or help to understand better a given 
situation and era? And what does it really mean? In what follows I hope 
to show that the term Diplomatic Revolution is frequently used to 
describe a political or strategic revolution rather than a truly Diplomatic 
Revolution, this latter defined as a fundamental transformation in the 
understanding – what Annales historians might call the mentalite - and 
practice of  diplomacy.    

The Savoyard-Spanish alliance of  1690-1700 was part of  a much 
bigger change in the pattern of  Savoyard foreign relations which began 
c. 1688-1690 and which transformed European power politics 15 . 
Without the entirely unexpected opening up in north Italy, ie the Po 
valley, of  a new front hostile to Louis XIV’s France in 1690, the Grand 
Alliance (England the Dutch Republic, the Austrian Habsburgs and 
Spain) concluded the previous year, 1689, would not have been able to 

                                                                 
13 C. STORRS, ‘La diplomacia espanola durante el reinado de Carlos II: una Edad de Oro o 
quiza de Plata’, in P. SANZ CAMANES, ed., Tiempo de Cambios. Guerra, diplomacia y politica 
internacional de la Monarquia Hispanica (1648-1700), Madrid, Actas, 2012, pp. 21-53; C. 
STORRS, The Resilience of  the Spanish Monarchy 1665-1700 , Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2006) [Spanish edition (2013)]; M. HERRERO SANCHEZ, ‘El declive de la 
Monarquia Hispanica en el contexto internacional durante la segunda mitad del siglo XVII’, in 
M. SAAVEDRA VAZQUEZ, ed., La decadencia de la monarquía hispánica en el siglo XVII: 
viejas imágenes y nuevas aportaciones , Madrid, Biblioteca Nueva, 2016, pp. 39-58. 
14 J.H. ELLIOTT, ‘A Europe of  Composite Monarchies’, Past and Present, No. 137, The 
Cultural and Political Construction of  Europe (1992), pp. 48-71; reprinted in 
ELLIOTT, Spain, Europe and the Wider World, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2009, 
pp. 3-24; P. CARDIM, T. HERZOG, T., J.J. RUIZ IBANEZ, and G. SABATINI, eds., 
Polycentric Monarchies: How did Early Modern Spain and Portugal Achieve and Maintain a 
Global Hegemony?, Eastbourne, UK, Sussex Academic Press, 2012.  
15 J. BLACK, A History of Diplomacy, London, Reaktion, 2010, pp. 79-80. 
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finally restrain the Sun King in the course of  the so-called War of  the 
League of  Augsburg or Nine Years War (1688-1697) - a war for too long 
overshadowed in the historiography by the later War of  the Spanish 
Succession (1701-1713/1714) but whose importance is now 
increasingly acknowledged by historians16 - as both the allies and Louis 
XIV himself  recognised17. In the half  century and more before 1690, 
after almost a century of  close - although by no means constantly 
amicable relations between the Courts of  Madrid and Turin 18 , 
successive dukes of  Savoy were (in another diplomatic revolution?) 
effectively French satellites, their capital, Turin threatened by the 
presence of  French troops in Pinerolo from 163119, and - from 1681- 
in the fortress of  Casale in Monferrato. Relations between the Courts 
of  Versailles and Turin were not – and could not be - merely founded 
on intimidation and threats; they rested as well on some shared interests.  
In 1672 the then duke of  Savoy, Charles Emanuel II sought to take 
advantage of  Louis XIV’s assault on the Dutch republic to launch his 

                                                                 
16 G. N. CLARK, ’The Nine Years War, 1688-1697', in BROMLEY, New Cambridge 
Modern History, pp. 223-253; J.A. LYNN, The Wars of Louis XIV, 1667-1714, Harlow, 
Longsman, 1999, p. 197.  
17 G. ROWLANDS, ‘Louis XIV, Vittorio Amedeo II and French Military Failure in Italy, 
1689-1696’, English Historical Review, 115 (2000), pp. 534-569; R. HANDEN, ‘End of  an 
Era: Victor Amadeus II and Louis XIV 1690-9’', in R.M. HATTON, ed., Louis XIV and 
Europe, London, Macmillan, 1976), pp. 241-260.  
18 V. CASTRONOVO, ‘Carlo Emanuele I’, Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, [DBI], pp. 
326-340; G. PARKER, The Army of  Flanders and the Spanish Road 1567-1659, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2nd ed. 2004, p. 52; W. BARBERIS, ‘Emanuele Filiberto, 
Geopolitica e Storia Nazionale’, “Rivista Storica Italiana”, 109 (1997), pp. 281-297; A. 
PENNINI, “Con la massima diligentia possibile”. Diplomazia e politica estera sabauda nel primo 
Seicento, Rome, Carocci, 2015. 
19 According to the Dutch commissary Albert van der Meer, resident in Turin from 
the end of 1690, and describing the future campaign planning of the allied 
commanders in Turin at the end of 1692, Pinerolo was decided on, as in the interests 
of, among others the king of Spain, whose influence in Italy had declined following 
the establishment of a French presence: van der Meer to Fagel, Turin, 18 Dec. 1692, 
ARH/SG/8643/304.   
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own attack on the neighbouring Genoese republic, which had long 
played a key role in the financial and military articulation of  the Spanish 
Monarchy, although – paralleling the long-term failure of  the Sun King’s 
assault on the Dutch - Charles Emanuel’s attempt failed almost 
immediately, requiring the intervention or mediation of  the French 
Court20. The Franco-Savoyard connection also rested on other more 
positive elements, including French pensions, paid among others to 
Marie Jeanne Baptiste de Savoie-Nemours, Madama Reale, widow of  
Charles Emanuel II (d. 1675), acting as regent for her young son, Victor 
Amadeus II (b. 1666)21, and to various other figures at the Court of  
Savoy, as well as other opportunities, employment and so on22.  There 
was always a pro-Spanish faction at the Court of  Turin, founded in part 
on the fact that the needs of  the Spanish Court also continued to 
provide alternative opportunities for the duke of  Savoy’s subjects: in 
1676, during the Dutch war (when Spain also faced the revolt of  
Messina in Sicily) the conte di Valperga offered to raise a regiment for 
service in Milan23. Nevertheless and whatever its basis the Franco-
Savoyard connection was the dominant note, underpinned by a treaty 
concluded in 163224, followed by another concluded by Madama Reale 
fifty years later in 168225, although the French subsidy for Savoyard 
troops provided for in that treaty was suspended in 1685 following the 
conclusion of  the truce of  Ratisbon at the end of  the brief  (1683-1684) 

                                                                 
20 V. CASTRONOVO, ‘Carlo Emanuele II’, DBI, pp. 340-345. 
21 R. ORESKO, ‘Maria Giovanna Battista of Savoy-Nemours (1644-1724): Daughter, Consort 
and Regent of Savoy’, in C. CAMPBELL ORR, ed., Queenship in Europe 1660-1815: The Role 
of the Consort, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004, pp. 16-55. 
22 COMTE HORRIC DE BEAUCAIRE, ed., Recueil des instructions données aux ambassadeurs 
et ministres de France depuis les traités de Westphalie jusqu’à la Revolution Française, XIV: 
Savoie-Sardaigne et Mantoue, 2 vols, Paris, Felix Alcan, 1898-99) vol 1 p 115-116. 
23 De Gubernatis to Saint Thomas, Madrid, 6 Jan 1677, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 32, f. 
115 
24 HORRIC DE BEAUCAIRE, Recueil des instructions, vol 1, p. 92, 96 
25 HORRIC DE BEAUCAIRE, ed., Recueil des instructions, vol 1, p. 110ff 
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war between France and Spain for Luxembourg. That suspension 
reflected the fact that in effect the duke of  Savoy was a very unequal 
partner in the alliance and regarded – not only at Versailles but also 
elsewhere in Europe - as a French satellite, a political reality reflected in 
the very restricted pattern of  Savoyard diplomatic representation 
abroad - Rome being the most important diplomatic appointment in the 
gift of  the Court of  Turin along with Versailles (in 1681 Victor 
Amadeus’s representative in Rome sought to between the Pope and 
Louis XI26 - and the very limited size of  the diplomatic community in 
Turin itself  on the eve of  the Nine Years War. This limitation was 
perhaps most striking in respect of  Savoyard relations with the Court 
of  Madrid. The dukes of  Savoy had important concerns in Madrid, 
including pursuit of  the so-called royal treatment of  their diplomatic 
representatives (above all ambassadors) appropriate to their assertion of  
their royal status 27 , and of  dowry arrears still owing following the 
marriage (1585) of  the Infanta Caterina, youngest daughter of  Philip II 
to Victor Amadeus II’s great grandfather, duke Charles Emanuel I of  
Savoy28. In addition, the dukes of  Savoy had territorial ambitions in 
north Italy (the Langhe, Monferrato) which could not but concern Spain 
whose supply of  the Army of  Lombardy, Spain’s second largest force 
outside Spain and the military hub of  Spanish Italy, depended upon 
access across those territories, from Finale in Liguria29. In addition, the 

                                                                 
26 L. BARBERIS, ‘Il conte Orazio Provana ambasciatore sabaudo (1630-1697)’, Bollettino 
Storico Bibliografico Subalpino [henceforth BSBS], 30 (1928), pp. 65-113. 
27 R. ORESKO, ‘The House of Savoy in search for a royal crown in the seventeenth century’, in R. 
ORESKO, G.C. GIBBS, and H.M. SCOTT, eds., Royal and Republican Sovereignty in Early 
Modern Europe. Essays in memory of Ragnhild Hatton, Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 1997, 272-350 
28 HORRIC DE BEAUCAIRE, Recueil des instructions, p. 197; L. BARBERIS, ‘Il conte Orazio 
Provana’, BSBS, (1928), pp. 76ff. 
29 C. STORRS, ‘The Army of  Lombardy and the Resilience of  Spanish Power in Italy in the 
Reign of  Carlos II (1665-1700) (Part I)’, ”War in History”, 4, (1997), n. 4, pp. 371-397; 
C. STORRS, ‘The Army of  Lombardy and the Resilience of  Spanish Power in Italy in the Reign 
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contiguity of  Piedmont and Lombardy gave rise to many local disputes 
between border communities in Piedmont and Milan, diplomatic 
relations here as elsewhere (for example between Piedmont and the 
Genoese republic) not being only a matter of  narrower, elite concerns. 
As descendants of  Philip II, the dukes of  Savoy also had an interest in 
the Spanish succession, one which was fully acknowledged in Philip IV’s 
will (1665), which provided that the house of  Savoy should succeed in 
Spain if  the Habsburgs failed (Carlos II’s half  sister having renounced 
her claim on marrying Louis XIV), and which became ever more 
relevant in the 1680s as Carlos II and his French consort failed to 
provide an heir to the global Spanish Monarchy. For Madrid, finally, the 
duke of  Savoy was not just a potential threat but also a possible 
candidate, long before 1690, for any anti-French Italian league. 

 
 
2. Transformation/ Revolution 

Despite these Savoyard interests, which implied the need to have a 
voice in Madrid, and those of  the Spanish Court, which suggested the 
need for a presence in Turin, the French Court – Louis XIV – believed, 
or insisted that the Court of  Turin had no independent concerns there, 
and that it had no need for an independent, permanent diplomatic 
presence there, and no need either to receive a permanent Spanish 
representative in Turin. The result was a marked lack of  direct formal 
contacts between Madrid and Turin between 1659 and 1690 in contrast 
with earlier patterns of  representation.  The absence was not complete. 
In 1675 the Court of  Turin sent conte Solaro to Madrid hoping to 
exploit Spain’s then difficulties to seek concessions on many of  the 
issues noted above. However, Solaro proved unacceptable to the 
                                                                 
of  Carlos II (1665-1700) (Part II)’, “War in History”, 5, (1998), n. 1, pp. 1-22; D. MAFFI, 
La Cittadella in Armi, Esercito, società e finanza nella Lombardia di Carlo II 1665-1700, 
Milan, FrancoAngeli, 2010. 
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Spanish Court and was replaced from the spring of  1676 (until 1680) by 
De Gubernatis30, although Solaro was detained in Madrid by lack of  
funds (needed to settle his affairs there and return home) and by his 
wish to receive the usual present given by the Court of  a jewel to a 
departing diplomat31. In 1678 Madama Reale sent conte Orazio Provana 
to look after Savoyard interests at the peace congress at Nijmegen which 
would end the so-called Dutch War”, necessitating careful juggling 
between the French ministers - some of  whom, though not all, being 
quite dismissive of  the Savoyard case - and those of  Spain32. During 
Madama Reale’s efforts to marry off  her son to the Portuguese infanta 
(1679-82) 33 , she appears to have maintained some contact with 
Madrid34, but there was no Savoyard resident in Madrid after 1680. As 
for Spanish representation in Turin, already substantially curtailed 
before c. 1670, there was no Spanish minister resident in Turin in the 
ten years after the duke of  Giovenazzo (Jovenazzo) left in 1679; he had 
turned an ad hoc mission of  condolence on the death of  Charles 
Emanuel II (1675) into a de facto residency which he used to pursue an 
anti-French agenda, becoming persona non grata to the French Court 
for his efforts to sabotage the French naval forces in Toulon and was 
subsequently objected to by that Court as Spanish envoy to the Court 

                                                                 
30 E. STUMPO, ‘De Gubernatis, Girolamo Marcello’, DBI, 36 (1988), pp.  
31  Solaro to marquis de St Thomas, Madrid, 29 April and 27 May 1676, AST/ 
LM/Spagna, m. 32, ff. 6-7, 15-17. I hope to explore more fully elsewhere the subject 
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of  the French king himself35. (This blurring of  distinctions between 
types of  mission was perhaps more common than we think; towards the 
end of  1688, conte Carlo Massimiliano Roero di Revello, who had been 
sent to London earlier that year to congratulate James II and Mary of  
Modena on the birth of  the Prince of  Wales, explained to Victor 
Amadeus his departure from London as the ”Glorious Revolution” got 
under way, pointing out that he had originally been sent to London for 
just three weeks but had remained for two months)36. Of  course, the 
French veto could not, in this ”society of  princes”, entirely ignore or 
prevent the despatch of  ad hoc, brief  missions of  compliment, 
condolence and so on (which might offer a cover or opportunity for 
negotiation), although in 1680 Madama Reale, at French instigation 
requested the Court of  Madrid not to send to Turin as envoy as it 
intended, D. Jose Solis. For his part, Victor Amadeus, having forced his 
mother from power by marrying Louis XIV‘s niece, Anne-Marie 
d’Orleans, daughter of  the duke of  Orleans, in effect offering himself  
as an ally of  the king in place of  his mother, who was excluding him 
from power despite his having achieved his majority, agreed not to send 
a minister to Madrid until the Spanish Court granted the so-called royal 
treatments (above)37.  Between 1684 and 1689 contact between the two 
Courts was limited to a succession of  such missions; the marques 
Cassano38, who was sent to Turin to congratulate Victor Amadeus on 
his marriage (1684) and count Martiniano despatched - despite the 
duke’s earlier promise to the French king - on a mission of  condolence 
to Madrid on the death of  Carlos II‘s first consort, Marie Louise 
                                                                 
35 DUQUE DE MAURA, Vida y reinado de Carlos II, con prologo de P. GIMFERRER, 
Madrid, Aguilar Maior, 1990, pp. 216, 373-274. 
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d’Orleans, another niece of  Louis XIV, in 1689. At the same time, we 
cannot ignore the extent to which there were always those in Turin who, 
driven by hostility to Madama Reale and/ or to her foreign policy were 
inclined towards, and/or given help when needed by the Spanish Court. 
Nor should we ignore the extent to which a diplomatic presence 
elsewhere - for example in London in 1688 - and the sociability which 
characterised relations between diplomats abroad as much as did the 
competition over rank which has been emphasised by historians also 
facilitated contacts with Spanish ministers39.  Nor, last but by no means 
least, should we ignore the continued presence in Milan of  a Savoyard 
representative, count Landriani, although his arrest in Milan (along with 
his brother) in August 1678 provoked representations by De Gubernatis 
in Madrid about a supposed a breach of  the “ragione delle genti” (jus 
gentium)40.      

The breach with France and Victor Amadeus’ accession to the Grand 
Alliance by means of  treaties with the Emperor (June 1690), Carlos II 
(June 1690) and England and the Dutch Republic (October 1690) was 
thus a remarkable break with the last half  century, although it was 
preceded by a correspondence between the Court of  Turin and the then 
Governor of  Milan, the conde de Fuensalida, Victor Amadeus seeking 
in 1689 to reassure Fuensalida in the tense atmosphere following the 
outbreak of  the Nine Years War in the autumn of  1688 when leading 
his troops against domestic rebels in the province of  Mondovi in 
Piedmont41. Those links were maintained in the months immediately 
preceding the rupture with the French Court and Victor Amadeus’s 
entry into the Grand Alliance in 1690 in large part because of  the plans 
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of  the Grand Alliance powers to arm Protestant refugees from Victor 
Amadeus’s states (the Vaudois), and from France, enabling them to fight 
their way from Milan into Piedmont, in order to invade southern France 
and, joining with their fellow religionaries, to incite revolt within France 
and force Louis XIV to make peace42. Victor Amadeus, who is too often 
thought of  as Machiavellian”, with all the negative connotations of  that 
term, as a figure enjoying an exceptional position,43 sitting above and 
apart from the international power struggle, coolly making decisions 
about which side to condescend to join, was by no means in this very 
favourable position this view suggests. In 1689-1690, indeed throughout 
his reign- and just like his successors, his son Charles Emanuel III (1730-
1773) and his grandson, Victor Amadeus III (1773-96)- Victor Amadeus 
II was often forced to act by outside threats not of  his choosing or 
making, not certain what to do, not at all confident that he had made 
the right choice44,  Victor Amadeus II’s switch of  alliances in 1690 was 
in fact a gamble, inspired in part by resentment of  the bullying of  Louis 
XIV and his war minister, Louvois  (whose representative in Piedmont, 
the soldier Catinat, effectively displaced the diplomat Rebenac in the 
months preceding the rupture), but also by a sense that the Grand 
Alliance powers were determined to cross his states, that the latter would 
be involved whether he wishes or not, that the allies (including Spain) 
were mobilising considerable resources against France, and that it was 
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an opportunity to put an end to his French satellite status, with the allies 
furthermore committing themselves to his recovery of  the fortress of  
Pinerolo. Like all such decisions, it was not approved by all of  those 
round the duke, including his mother, Madama Reale, and his own 
representative in Paris until he was replaced (dor this reason) in the 
spring of  1690, the marchese di Dogliani45, something - the difference 
between master/policy and servant/policy - which although not 
peculiar to the ancien regime is an aspect of  its diplomacy meriting 
further study. Nevertheless in June 1690, Victor Amadeus’s 
plenipotentiary, count Brandizzo, concluded in Milan with Fuensalida 
the alliance with the Spanish monarch, an episode which reveals the 
extent to which in the wider Spanish Monarchy, Milan in Lombardy and 
Brussels in Flanders - as well as Naples (and even Mexico and Lima in 
the Americas) - were important secondary centres of  negotiations of  all 
sorts, giving further weight to recent arguments that the Spanish empire 
or Monarchy was not merely a “composite” but also a ”polycentric” 
polity46.   

The new pattern of  relations meant – inevitably - the ending of  
formal, open Franco-Savoyard links, Louis XIV’s minister, the marquis 
de Rebenac being held hostage in Turin for three months for the safety 
of  Victor Amadeus’s own representatives at the French Court, marchese 
di Dogliani (still in France) and his successor, conte Provana, an 
exchange taking place on the frontier at end September 169047 – an 
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aspect of  the diplomatic experience, that of  hostage, that also merits 
fuller investigation than it has received hitherto – and, perhaps more 
important, a remarkable expansion of  Savoyard diplomatic contacts; 
these included the despatch of  the president de la Tour to London and 
The Hague in 1690; of  a resident minister to the Imperial Court at 
Vienna; of  a resident minister, Costanzo Operti, to Madrid in 1690, 
where he remained until 1700, and of  his brother, Gianbattista Operti 
to reside at the viceregal Court in Naples in 1691 (until 1697), and of  a 
resident to the Court of  Victor Amadeus’s cousin, duke Max Emanuel 
of  Bavaria, Governor of  Spanish Flanders from late 169148. Thus, the 
expansion of  Savoyard abroad, was most marked in the case of  the 
Spanish Monarchy (to which must be added Milan, below). These new 
allies for their part sent their own representatives to reside in Turin, 
including in the case of  Spain the despatch of  Juan Carlos Bazan from 
Genoa to Turin, although lack of  funds delayed Bazan’s departure to 
Turin for well over a year until the summer of  169349, and remained a 
nagging problem throughout his mission there50.  Bazan remained in 
Turin until 1699, when he was sent as ambassador to Venice, Albizu 
(Bazan’s successor in Genoa) being designated to replace him in Turin51. 
These permanent missions, finally, were supplemented by a couple of  
brief, ad hoc missions: these included that of  Conte Carretto (1691-92), 
sent by Victor Amadeus to Madrid ostensibly to congratulate Carlos II’s 
consort, Mariana of  Neuburg on her recovery from illness, but in reality 
to press for financial support from the Spanish Court and to arrange 
the remittance to Turin of  any help granted52. Carretto subsequently 
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moved from Madrid to Cadiz, the centre of  Spain’s communications 
and commerce with the Americas, to arrange the despatch to Turin of  
silver recently brought from the Indies by the returning silver fleet, and 
assigned to Victor Amadeus by way of  subsidy. (Carretto did not receive 
the usual present on leaving Madrid for Turin, because he had no official 
character, and Operti thought not it worth alienating Spanish ministers 
- to his master’s disadvantage) 53 . More important, in part perhaps 
because it was less successful (below) was the later ad hoc mission to 
Madrid of  the conte di Vernone in 169554. At the same time, both 
residents, Operti sought to establish a local network of  contacts, inside 
and outside Madrid. By 1692, Operti had established a correspondence 
with GB Corsignani, a merchant at Alicante and agent of  the Knights 
of  Malta whom he had known for some years and who requested in that 
year the title of  Savoyard consul55. Operti had his own correspondent 
at Cadiz by start of  169556, while his extensive network of  “friends” in 
Madrid included the bishop of  Solsona, who was sent as Carlos II’s 
ambassador to Vienna57. The presence of  Operti in Madrid – like that 
of  de la Tour in London and The Hague and of  Prie/Tarino in Vienna 
opened up the possibility of  negotiations with other foreign ministers 
in a capital which was one of  a very small number of  diplomatic centres 
in Europe - comparable with The Hague, Paris/Versailles, Vienna and 
London - attracting numerous other foreign ministers, including many 
from Italian states with which the Court of  Turin did not itself  maintain 
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formal relations, including the republic of  Venice58. In the 1690s Operti 
benefited in addition from the fact that he had been sent to Venice in 
1680 to try to restore Savoyard relations with that polity, helping to 
ensure a generally positive relationship with the Venetian ambassador in 
Madrid59. A presence in Madrid also facilitated relations with the Court 
of  Lisbon, relations with which had effectively tailed off  after the failure 
of  the earlier marriage project. At the same time, his Spanish alliance 
allowed Victor Amadeus able to tap into - and benefit from - the 
extensive Spanish diplomatic network throughout Europe, as before 
1690 he had inserted himself  into that of  the French monarch. In 
London, for example D. Pedro Ronquillo, in part urged on by de la Tour 
but also driven by his own recognition of  the need to aid Victor 
Amadeus, pressed William III, his queen and his ministers on the duke 
of  Savoy’s behalf; Ronquillo died in London in 1691 but his successors 
there continued to press the authorities in London for more held for 
the duke of  Savoy, as did other Spanish ministers the Courts where they 
resided, notably Borgomanero in Vienna until his death in 1695.  

This was in many respects a real diplomatic transformation – a 
revolution - echoing/anticipating those of  1725 and 1756, setting a 
pattern for the succeeding century. In contrast with the period 1648-88, 
the century 1689-1789 was characterised by Savoyard representation in 
the capitals of  most major powers except when formal relations were 
inevitably cut by war. It all represented a remarkable quantitative and 
qualitative expansion of  Savoyard diplomacy. 

This transformation clearly had benefits but also brought many 
challenges, such that Operti’s residence in Madrid offers a fascinating 
insight into the problems associated with establishing a permanent new 
mission from scratch, after years of  relatively limited, essentially 
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intermittent contact, unable simply to receive as it were the baton from 
an outgoing minister from his own prince, something which the 
traditional focus of  diplomatic history on negotiation often takes for 
granted and ignores. As a knight of  Malta, the bachelor Operti was 
spared the anxiety for a spouse at home evidenced by De Gubernatis 
during his earlier residence in Madrid, but that was just one thing less to 
be concerned about60; there were many others still to preoccupy him.  
In November 1692 Operti suggested that his nephew, a lieutenant in 
Victor Amadeus’s Croce Bianca regiment, be sent to Madrid to serve as 
his secretary, a sort of  diplomatic training in an important new posting, 
one which would take some weight off  his own shoulders - and would 
also of  course advance the career of  a relation61. Operti‘s concerns after 
his arrival in Madrid, in the summer of1690, included finding a house 
for himself  and his retinue, and as time went on thinking about a decent 
coach, and later, one appropriate to his public entry into Madrid as the 
first Savoyard ambassador to do that in the Spanish capital62.   

Another of  the challenges, from the start of  Operti’s mission was 
that of  the posts between Turin and Madrid63. The ”ordinary” post 
between Madrid and Italy could be easily disrupted by poor weather, but 
other factors also influenced their reliability, this latter creating 
occasional anxiety at crucial moments. In mid-March 1692, for example, 
with the campaign season about to begin, Operti lamented having 
received nothing from Turin in the four last posts64. But even when 
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functioning well the posts often arrived leaving Operti little time to reply 
before the post must depart again. Other difficulties included the extent 
to which the poor health of  the Spanish king and political crises in 
Madrid brought business to a halt, preventing Operti from replying to 
enquiries and orders from his master. For greater security and speed 
both Operti and his Court might use extraordinary couriers, although 
these were expensive. There were other means. In late March 1692 
Operti received from the agent in Madrid of  the then governor of  
Milan, the marques de Leganes, a letter from Victor Amadeus of  the 
previous month which had arrived by extraordinary post the previous 
evening 65 . Operti might have to entrust important or sensitive 
despatches to a returning minister, for example Carretto (1692) or 
Vernone (1695), who might also (as Vernone did) submit a written 
report on their own mission66. But more usually Operti might ensure 
greater security by sending letters under the nuncio’s cover, or that of  
some other intermediary, and by using a cipher67. 

Renting a house, employing the appropriate size household servants, 
appearing appropriately in public (that coach again), entertaining 
ministers and others (including  other diplomats) and frequent 
despatches was costly both for the individual diplomat and for his 
master, (In the autumn of  1688, conte Roero di Revello looked forward 
to leaving London as it would save him a great deal of  money, since so 
many visited him at the hour of  dinner, just as if  he was an established 
(resident) ambassador) 68 . Not surprisingly the diplomatic budget 
absorbed a larger proportion (though still a relatively small one) of  the 
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resources of  the Savoyard state in these years69. 
Recent decades have seen a new interest on the part of  historians in 

the so-called “everyday”, an interest in the mundane which by no means 
excludes politicians and other members of  the elites, including 
diplomats. For Operti that everyday included an endless round of  
conversations with ministers and officials, including key figures like the 
president of  the council of  finance70, foreign ministers71, entertaining, 
attending public functions, occasional audiences with the king - 
although sometimes Operti’s poor health prevented him from 
attending 72 - and an extensive correspondence within the expanded 
Savoyard diplomatic network. Operti wrote regularly to duke and to the 
duke‘s secretary of  state, the marquis de Saint Thomas, his 
correspondence conforming to a well established pattern which 
Savoyard diplomats, would continue to follow throughout the 
eighteenth century; this meant writing letters on policy to Victor 
Amadeus accompanied by letters to the secretary of  state which might 
frequently refer to policy issues but which was the place in which the 
more humdrum - but nonetheless important, even essential - aspects of  
Operti’s mission could be raised. In the spring of  1692, for example, as 
the campaign got under way, Operti asked St Thomas to have Victor 
Amadeus order conte Tarino in Vienna to keep him informed of  
developments there73. Operti also constantly proclaimed his position as 
a protege or client of  St Thomas, asking after the latter‘s health and 
family, and thus maintaining a foothold and voice in Turin despite being 
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absent74. Operti adopted a generally humble position vis a vis both 
Victor Amadeus and St Thomas, asking them to excuse sometimes 
lengthy despatches or forwardness by reference to his zeal in his master’s 
service, as when he so often urged that Victor Amadeus write to Carlos 
II, arguing that frequent updates on the campaign in the Po valley was 
the best means to achieve his objectives at the Spanish Court; in the 
spring of  1692 he suggested that an absence of  such information led 
some (in Madrid) to suspect mystery where there was no ground for 
suspicion of  his master75. Operti similarly suggested (to St Thomas) that 
Victor Amadeus should write to congratulate Spanish ministers on their 
promotions as other princes did, for example that of  Arias to the key 
Presidency of  the Council of  Castile in 169376. His letters to St Thomas 
the secretary of  state were the means whereby Operti could lament his 
financial difficulties. In the spring of  1693 Operti asked St Thomas to 
ensure that he was properly funded for his public entry, which was likely 
to prove - it was - very expensive77. In the summer of  1697, Operti 
feared he would have some difficulty in following Carlos II to Aragon 
(following the fall of  Barcelona), because he had no money to fund the 
journey; fortunately for him the journey did not go ahead78; and in 1699 
Operti requested his recall from Madrid, because he was in such dire 
financial straits, his salary unpaid for some time79.  Unusually, in the 
summer of  1695 Operti had even complained to Victor Amadeus 
himself  about his funding80. While generally compliant with orders 
received from Turin, it was not always the case. In the spring of  1692, 
Operti thought that raising the issue of  any peace settlement, already 
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provided for in the treaty concluded with Fuensalida in 1690, would only 
raise doubts about Victor Amadeus’ commitment to the war, such that 
he preferred - he explained - not to raise the issue as directed81. 

In many respects the circumstances in which the new alliance came 
about – the Nine Years War – and its constant backdrop until 1696 
meant that older issues such as the Infanta Caterina’s dowry were 
overshadowed, though not completely forgotten, by new ones82. Many 
of  Operti’s letters especially in the almost six months between the end 
of  one campaign and the start of  the next another’s centred on 
campaign planning: objectives and how they were to be achieved83. 
Related to that was the question of  aid for Victor Amadeus, who 
received both one off  ad hoc payments from Carlos II in the earlier 
phase of  the alliance and, from 1692, a regular, monthly subsidy of  
30,000 crowns a month, paid from Naples and Sicily. Operti had not 
only to press for any payment at all but also had to negotiate with 
ministers and financiers (the Genoese Grillo and others) the remittance 
of  many of  those earlier payments 84 , and subsequently to press 
constantly for orders to be sent to Naples and Sicily for the prompt 
payment of  a subsidy which was almost permanently in arrears, as the 
viceroys juggled competing demands on their resources. In the spring 
of  1692, for example, Operti had to press Carlos II to rectify the failure 
of  officials at Cadiz to pay to conte Carretto (above) the value of  
100,000 pezze in silver bars as ordered85. In pressing payments from 
Naples, Operti’s task was made slightly easier by the presence there of  
his brother, Giambattista Operti (above). Operti also drew on his 
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experience in thinking about how to get money from the Spanish 
dominions in Italy to Victor Amadeus, and very fruitfully sought to take 
advantage of  the network of  his Order, the Knights of  Malta86. Operti 
understandably continued to take an interest throughout his mission in 
remittances to Spain from the Indies87, such that his reports represent a 
useful - if  minor - contribution, along with those of  the representatives 
of  other Italian sovereigns in Spain to the historiographical debates 
surrounding the subject88.  

In the closing stages of  the war other - again new - issues came to 
the fore as Victor Amadeus seized the initiative to end the war in Italy: 
consent to the peace of  Vigevano (October 1696) - including its 
ratification, an aspect of  the conclusion of  international agreements not 
sufficiently attended to by the historiography - Victor Amadeus’s 
mediation of  the general peace settlement, and the inclusion of  his 
separate peace with Louis XIV in the general peace, concluded at 
Ryswick, in 1697. Nevertheless, Victor Amadeus’s was seeking his 
wartime subsidy arrears from Spain (and those owed by England and 
the Dutch republic) long after 169689.  

In pursuit of  these new wartime objectives, Operti (and the other 
Savoyard ministers in other allied capitals) used the argument that Victor 
Amadeus’ states were the “antemurale d’Italia” 90. Operti and those 
others also learned to speak the language – both in their dealings with 
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ministers and other diplomats in Madrid and in their letters to Turin - 
of  the “common cause”, or “public cause” 91 , against Louis XIV’s 
France, which they often used to support arguments in favour both of  
strategies which emphasised not only opportunities to achieve the broad 
objectives of  the Grand Alliance but also  benefited their master (by 
pouring resources into the war in north Italy rather than other theatres 
of  the war) and to back their repeated insistence that Victor Amadeus 
needed urgent financial and military help from those same allies92.  

In many respects, Operti and his master back in Turin were on a 
learning curve following the diplomatic revolution of  1690, lack of  
contact before that date requiring some updating on Spanish practice 
and political life. Operti sought to explain to Victor Amadeus and to 
Saint Thomas just how Spanish government worked. Operti’s reports 
throw useful light, for example, on the consultas of  the council of  state, 
and of  other councils, particularly that of  Italy, which dealt with Milan, 
Naples and Sicily. He also explained – echoing De Gubernatis twenty 
years earlier - how the Spanish conciliar system operated – so different 
from that in Turin: the need to work through an assigned commissary 
(a councillor of  state), to whom all requests must be submitted (if  not 
they would not be admitted) in the form of  a written memorial, all of  
which slowed down the decision making process. Operti might – and 
did – secure audiences of  Carlos II in this manner93, but important 
issues (subsidies, aid) would require reference by the king to - and a 
consulta of  - the council of  state, such that Operti’s “everyday” was 

                                                                 
91 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 15 Jan 1693, AST/LM/Spagna, m.38. 
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shaped by this process whereby his master might be granted - or denied 
- Spanish aid. On the basis of  his experience of  the Spanish Court, and 
although Victor Amadeus was clearly already an accomplished and 
astute politician, Operti felt able to offer advice about how to succeed 
in Madrid – and implicitly elsewhere. In January 1691, just a few months 
after arriving in Madrid, Operti sought permission to spend 200 doppie 
a year in galanterie (gifts or presents) - and not simply money - to 
Spanish ministers, and urged that the prince de la Cisterna – who Victor 
Amadeus intended to send to Madrid as Savoyard ambassador – should 
bring with him cases of  Rossoli (wine). Operti also asked for three 
copies of  the complete works of  the Piedmontese abbate Tesauro, 
which both the conde de Oropesa, the de facto Spanish chief  minister, 
and the marques de Mancera, Operti’s commissary had asked him for, 
Operti making the point that it all helped to cultivate goodwill towards 
Victor Amadeus at the Spanish Court94. Operti returned to the need to 
give presents of  Piedmontese wine in later despatches95. 

The new alliances, not least that with Spain, also brought a new 
vision, or rather a greater awareness than before of  the Atlantic. We 
should not exaggerate. The abortive negotiations c 1680 for the 
Portuguese marriage, although primarily inspired by the politics of  the 
regency, had an extra-European dimension, implying access to the 
Portuguese overseas empire, which to some extent echoed Charles 
Emanuel II’s plans for the commercial development of  the Savoyard 
state.96 But Operti’s correspondence suggests a broadened awareness, 
one more focused on the Spanidsh than the Portuguese Atlantic.  

The activity of  Costanzo Operti in Madrid, and of  his brother in 
Naples was supplemented in the hispanic world by the continued 
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presence in Milan of  Landriani, where the war stimulated the expansion 
of  the diplomatic community, swelled by representatives of  the 
neighbouring Italian states, especially following the arrival of  Imperial 
troops in 1691, although problems arising from their presence and the 
need yo raise more revenue prompted moves to limit their privileges. 
Landriani monitored the Spanish war effort in Lombardy and the aid 
passing through for Victor Amadeus: in the spring of  1693 he informed 
Operti that a recent letter of  change for 136,000 had only been 
accepted/ paid in part not in full97.  More striking and important was 
the part played by the Governors of  Milan, Fuensalida until his recall to 
Spain in 1691, the marques de Leganes thereafter, as we might think of  
as “paradiplomats”, particularly before Bazan‘s arrival  in Turin in 1693, 
adding to that thickening of  diplomatic contact in the war years. In 
November 1690 Fuensalida visited Turin, to discuss with Victor 
Amadeus (and St Thomas) what to do following their defeat by the 
French at Staffarda some weeks before98, and again the following month 
to discuss the winter quarters promised the duke of  Savoy for his troops 
in the Milanese in the treaty of  alliance of  June 169099. Leganes, too, 
frequently visited Turin to confer with Victor Amadeus, his ministers 
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and other allied commanders: in 1691100, 1692101, 1693102, 1694103, 
1695104, and 1696105. In addition, Victor Amadeus occasionally went to 
confer with Fuensalida and Leganes in Milan, for example in 1695106, 
and in 1696 (on his way to Loreto)107, as well on campaign in Piedmont 
(and in France in 1692).  

So far, the focus has been on Madrid (and Milan), but the new alliance 
had implications and consequences in Turin as well. The Savoyard 
capital became a new centre of  diplomacy for other Italian princes, 
concerned to fend off  the winter quarters demanded by the Imperial 
troops fighting in north Italy in the Nine Years War; the end of  1692 
saw the arrival there of  representatives of  the dukes of  Mantua and 
Modena hoping Victor Amadeus would mediate a reduction of  those 

                                                                 
100 Albert van der Meer, Dutch commissary in Turin, to Griffier Fagel, Turin, 26 May 
and 23 June 1691, Algemeen Rijks Archief [henceforth ARH]/ Staten Generaal [SG], 
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102 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 15 Jan 1693, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 38 Leganes 
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winter quarters108. 
In Spain itself, ministers and others sought to mobilise the new ally 

to secure benefits for relatives and clients in a way which exemplifies the 
way the diplomatic world of  the ancien regime mingled private and 
public.  In 1690, for example, the marques de los Balbases and the 
Almirante of  Castile spoke to Operti in favour of  D. Prospero Colonna, 
who wished to marry a young woman, in Piedmont, identified as a 
daughter of  the marchese di Dronero, asking Victor Amadeus’ 
representative to obtain his master’s consent to the marriage without the 
consent of  the parents, if  necessary109. This reflected the fact that, with 
the alliance the duke of  Savoy acquired an enhanced role as patron 
within the Spanish system, others looking to secure his support when 
seeking appointments, particularly in Milan, including in the Army of  
Lombardy.   

One further final ground for seeing the 1690s as witnessing a 
Diplomatic Revolution of  some sort, but at a remove from Madrid and 
Turin was the emergence of  the Hague Congress. Historians have long 
been aware of  the importance of  peace congresses, gatherings of  
representatives of  both sides towards the end of  the war, as peace 
preliminaries were turned into peace settlements, at Nijmegen at the 
close of  the Dutch War, at Ryswick at the end of  the Nine Years War, 
and at Utrecht at the close of  the War of  the Spanish Succession. But 
less attention has been paid to the development of  congresses as 
instruments of  the co-ordination of  strategy and policy – especially the 
negotiation of  peace - within the coalitions (Grand Alliances) which 
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were such a marked feature of  the later seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Some efforts along these lines had been made during the 
Dutch War, but more marked was the effort during the 1690s, and which 
owed a great deal not least in terms of  location – The Hague- to the 
role of  Wlliam of  Orange (William III) as de facto leader of  the Grand 
Alliance against Louis XIV. The attempt to co-ordinate policy had 
obvious implications for negotiations and actors elsewhere, including 
Victor Amadeus, who was represented at the congress by de la Tour, his 
envoy at The Hague. However, the congress could never completely 
displace/ replace initiatives and negotiations going on in other key 
centres, including those of  Operti in Madrid110.    

 
 
3. Continuity/ No Revolution 

 
So far, the emphasis has been on the elements of  fundamental 

innovation in relations between the Courts of  Turin and Madrid (and 
implicitly with the other allied Courts) during the 1690s111, and looking 
to the longer term. In the spring of  1697, after almost seven years 
uninterrupted residence in Madrid representing Victor Amadeus, 
Operti enjoyed - or claimed to enjoy- repeating a trope which occurs 
throughout his correspondence- a special relationship with Carlos II112, 
suggesting that the last Spanish Habsburg had a particular admiration 
and regard for the duke of  Savoy113; he subsequently cited in support 
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of  his claim the Spanish king’s orders to his plenipotentiaries the peace 
congress at Ryswick) on behalf  of  Victor Amadeus114. But did it really 
all add up to a diplomatic revolution in any more fundamental sense?  

In fact, while new concerns related to the war were inevitably to the 
fore, the fundamental concerns of  the Savoyard Court - and thus of  
Operti - remained much as before. Thus the issue of  the royal 
treatments continued to shape Savoyard thinking and practice in 
Madrid, and elsewhere. Operti initially arrived in Madrid incognito, 
without a formal character (ie as envoy, ambassador or resident), in part 
because Victor Amadeus intended one of  his subjects of  more 
distinguished rank, the prince de la Cisterna (above) as his ambassador, 
to cut a more impressive figure as the first Savoyard diplomat to be 
received as a royal ambassador at the Spanish Court. Operti   remained 
in this ambiguous position for a few years, although – luckily for Operti’s 
finances- Carlos II allowed him the privileges granted by the Spanish 
Court to diplomats with character, the tax exemptions known as the 
franquicias or franchiggie115, until it was finally decided that, since the 
prince della Cisterna never removed to Madrid, Operti would himself  
assume the character of  ambassador, making his formal entry into 
Madrid in 1694. Operti sent a full report to his master of  this historic 
event 116 . The same very traditional concerns ensured a constant 
preoccupation - reflected in the volume of  attention devoted to it in 
Operti’s correspondence - with the continuing efforts of  the Grand 
Duke of  Tuscany in Vienna and Madrid to secure parity of  status for 
the Medici with the house of  Savoy117.  
                                                                 
114 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 2 May 1697, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 41.  
115 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 3 Jan 1692, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 38. 
116 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 8 Apr. 1694, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 41 (no. 
122). 
117 T. OSBORNE, Dynasty and Diplomacy in the Court of  Savoy: Political Culture and the 
Thirty Years War (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2002; ID., The Surrogate War 
between the Savoys and the Medici: Sovereignty and Precedence in Early Modern Italy, 



 

144 
 

Reflecting the fact that the Savoyard was a dynastic patrimonial or 
“proprietary” state 118,  Operti also undertook a multitude of  small 
commissions for the ducal family, including the purchase of  horses for 
Victor Amadeus119, just as De Gubernatis had bought horses in 1678120, 
and fans from the Indies for Madama Reale121. More important perhaps, 
a concern for family explained efforts to find niches for other members 
of  the house of  Savoy in the Spanish Monarchy, as so many Italian 
princely families did122, including for prince Tomas de Soissons who 
sought to leave the service of  Louis XIV and for the prince’s daughter, 
for whom Victor Amadeus sought the headship of  a convent in 
Flanders (Nivelle) for one of  the; neither attempt succeeded in the 
arguably different atmosphere after 1696, although just as in Milan so 
too in Flanders the Spanish king must respect local rights and 
concerns123. Just how far relations between the two Courts of  Madrid 
and Turin was transformed at any other level must be doubted. For all 
Carlos II’s warm words to Operti, suspicions of  Victor Amadeus 
persisted throughout the Nine Years War, as did the duke of  Savoy’s 
own worries about the Spanish Court, although this was saying little 
more than that all of  the allies suspected all of  the other allies in a war 
in which – like so many others – each of  ally pursued its own 
independent peace negotiations, whose discovery came as no profound 
revelation, the end of  the war being triggered by one ally (in 1696,Victor 
Amadeus) securing his own separate peace with Louis XIV after years 
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120 De Gubernatis to St Thomas, Madrid, 20 Jan 1678, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 32. 
121 Operti to Madama Reale, Madrid, 14 Mar 1691, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 38. 
122 A. SPAGNOLETTI, Le dinastie italiane nella prima eta moderna, Bologna, il Mulino, 
2003. 
123 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 6 Feb 1698, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 41. 



 

145 
 

in which rumours of  something of  the sort were common - and 
commonly denied124. 

 From late 1695 Operti’s position in Madrid was made more difficult 
by his having to cope with the negative consequences of  Vernone’s 
recent mission, sent to Madrid by Victor Amadeus to press for aid but 
also to offer – echoing De Gubernatis’ mission in 1670s (above) - to 
exchange his subsidy arrears for territorial cessions in Lombardy and 
even, echoing Max Emanuel’s earlier success in securing the 
governorship of  Flanders, to secure that of  Milan. The failure of  
Vernone - and of  Operti - to secure any such concessions by the end of  
the conflict - (the failure surely contributing to Victor Amadeus’s 
decision to conclude separately with Louis XIV - - owed a great deal to 
hostility in Milan to any notion of  cession, in part driven by concerns 
about the implications for the tax burden there, an attitude which the 
Court of  Madrid simply could not ignore, and which underscores again 
the point made earlier that the Spanish Monarchy was a polycentric 
polity: the key decisions were made by the king in Madrid, on the advice 
(consultas) of  the council of  state (in this case having previously 
consulted the council of  Italy) but the decisions made in Madrid in this 
case were substantially influenced by consulting locally - in Milan. The 
Court of  Turin also resented the fact that the Spanish Court would not 
allow Victor Amdeus free carriage along the Po from Venice of  the salt 
necessary to the duke’s gabelle revenues hitherto obtained through Nice 
(now occupied by the French) after the surrender of  Casale in 1695125. 

But more important, in many respects, Operti’s experience - and 
above all his reports (as well as those of  Vernone) - were not 
encouraging of  an enduring, fundamental transformation of  relations 
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between the two Courts of  Madrid and Turin. In recent years a 
historiography has emerged which seeks to challenge the very negative 
common place image of  Carlos II’s Spain as a polity which was in the 
last stage of  terminal decline126. That traditional image owes a great deal 
to the reports – regular despatches, end of  mission relazioni – of  
foreign diplomats127. Operti, observing Spain at close quarters for a 
decade, provides little support for the revisionist case. Almost from the 
start Operti was deeply critical of  the Spain, its ineffective government 
and its supposedly selfish ruling elite.  He admired and liked Carlos II, 
but thought him too weak to impose himself  to good effect. The whole 
machine of  government was too slow moving, with none prepared to 
sacrifice self  interest for the common good. In the spring of  1692 
lamenting the failure to adequately prepare the fleet and galleys for that 
year’s campign and to ensure remittances of  funds needed in Spanish 
Flanders, Operti commented “...in this country all conspires against the 
service of  the king…and the public” 128 . Operti’s criticism was 
unrelenting129. In what might be thought of  as the crisis of  the war in 
the summer of  1693 in reality (one of  many such crises Spain 
experienced during the conflict), when it looked as if  Spain might be 
forced out of  the war altogether, Operti referred in a letter to Victor 
Amadeus to Spain‘s ”disgoverno” and ”confusion”130. Spain’s turbulent 
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politics clearly impacted Operti’s mission, in January 1695 preventing 
Carlos II from giving audiences, such that Operti was unable to press 
for more aid for the duke of  Savoy 131.  Operti commented on, collected 
and sent to Turin copies of  many of  the popular satires which circulated 
in Madrid, and which were a sign of  the failure of  government, 
including the extraordinary paper given Carlos II by cardinal 
Portocarrero, archibishop of  Toledo and primate of  Castile in January 
1695. Victor Amadeus was already concerned about Spain in the 
summer of  1691, no doubt in part responding to Operti’s reports: he 
observed to Operti that in this century Spain seemed to have no other 
maxim than «di procurare d’andar perdendo adaggio per timore di 
perdere piu, ma mai di resistere, fortemente per schermirsi abbastanza 
dagl‘ insulti nemici e molto meno per vincere» 132 . There was little 
attempt by either Operti or his master to get beyond the surface to the 
root of  Spain’s causes, or to suggest any other remedy than greater 
vigour at the top of  government - suggesting a failure to think more 
broadly and deeply which is perhaps understandable in the 
circumstances of  wartime - but Operti’s incessant critique of  the 
Spanish Monarchy and its warmaking capacity over so many years could 
not but have an impact on attitudes in Turin. 

 
 
4. Conclusion 

 
If  1690 saw a diplomatic revolution in relations between the Courts 

of  Turin snd Madrid, then 1696 saw what we might call a “diplomatic 
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counter-revolution”, Victor Amadeus briefly leading a Franco-Svoyard 
assault on the Spanish Milanese. For many contemporaries, some of  
whom looked forward to the discomfiture they hoped would follow the 
duke of  Savoy’s betrayal of  his allies, the peace of  1696 marked Victor 
Amadeus’s abandonment of  the experimental new direction taken in 
1690 and a return to the French alliance, although the Court of  Turin 
was now taken more seriously by the French Court than before 1690. 
The Court of  Madrid did not break off  relations with that of  Turin in 
1696-97 (as did England and the Dutch republic) and sent the usual – 
expected - mission of  congratulation to Turin in 1699 (as did William 
III) on the birth of  Victor Amadeus’ first son. But it was not surprising 
that in both Milan and Madrid there was renewed concern about Victor 
Amadeus’ efforts to secure fiefs along the camino de Finale133, or that 
Victor Amadeus was not given more serious consideration in Madrid 
(and elsewhere) as a candidate for the Spanish succession, which he 
clearly wished for, and despite his claims, following the death of  the 
Electoral Prince of  Bavaria in 1699, and the reopening of  that issue134,  
this despite the efforts of  Operti in Madrid to depict his master’s peace 
in 1696 - and recovery of  Pinerolo - as liberating Italy and securing 
Spanish dominion there135. 

In fact the events of  1696 – and above all the accession in Spain of  
Louis XIV’s grandson, Philip V - triggered almost half  a century of  
poor relations between the Courts of  Turin and Madrid, as Victor 
Amadeus sought to escape being squeezed between Bourbon France 
and Bourbon Spain (including Bourbon Milan to 1706) in the War of  
the Spanish Succession, and as Philip and his second consort, Isabel 
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Farnese, sought to recover Spanish Italy and to place their sons on 
thrones in Italy, identifying the house of  Savoy as their chief  rival in 
Italy after the Austrian Habsburgs136.   

The “new diplomatic history” of  recent years – the variety of  
approaches which often look beyond the “official” record - suggests 
that the diplomatic correspondence now in the various state archives 
alone might not be sufficient to embrace all possible aspects or 
implications of  a Savoyard-Spanish “diplomatic revolution” in the 
1690s, and that invaluable supplementary material might be found in 
alternative source series, public and private. Nevertheless, Operti’s 
correspondence (and that of  Fuensalida, Leganes and Bazan), provides 
sufficient evidence to query the concept of  the “diplomatic revolution”. 
The Savoyard- Spanish alliance in the Nine Years War was by no means 
perfect (just like those other products of  diplomatic revolution the 
Austro-Spanish alliance of  1725 and the Austro-French alliance of  
1756, indeed all alliances); minor irritants in the 1690s including seizures 
by Mallorcan and other corsairs authorised by the Spanish king of  ships 
and their cargoes belonging to Victor Amadeus’ subjects137. But, and 
more fundamentally, the alliance discussed in this essay suggests that 
while there were elements of  a ”diplomatic revolution“, rather narrowly 
defined, there was little sense of  a fundamental transformation of  the 
values and aspirations which underpinned and drove that diplomacy, or 
of  the practices engaged in by - and everyday experience of  - the 
instruments of  Spanish and Savoyard policy, nor, it should be admitted 
of  those of  the other key players in the international struggle, witness 
                                                                 
136 C. STORRS, The Spanish Resurgence 1713-1748, New Haven, Yale University Press, 
2016. Victor Amadeus had married his second daughter to Philip V in 1701 as part 
of an alliance which reflected his very difficult strategic position between France and 
Bourbon Milan: J.A. LOPEZ ANGUITA, El Matrimonio de Felipe V y la Alianza Borbonico-
Saboyana de 1701, Hispania, 77, 2017, n. 257, pp. 735-762.   
137 Marques de Mancera to Operti, Buen Retiro, 1 May 1692, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 
38; Operti to St Thomas, Madrid, 2 May 1692, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 38, p. 332-3. 
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the limited success of  the Hague congress. Significantly, 1700, in the last 
days of  Carlos II, Operti continued to monitor the ambitions of  the 
Medici for parity with the house of  Savoy138, and in late December 1700, 
as he awaited the arrival in Madrid of  Philip V, Operti’s great concerns 
included that other and related old Savoyard concern, whether the new 
king would recognise and treat him appropriately as Victor Amadeus’ 
ambassador139.

                                                                 
138 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, 16 Sept 1700, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 43.  
139 Operti to Victor Amadeus, Madrid, AST/LM/Spagna, m. 43.  
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