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RESUMEN

En 1713, tras el tratado de Utrecht, Víctor Amadeo II de Saboya se 
convirtió en rey de Sicilia. Este resultado contó con el firme apoyo de Gran 
Bretaña. Sin embargo, el equilibrio internacional seguía siendo precario y con 
la cambiante situación política, el intento de reconquistar Sicilia por parte de 
España y la estipulación de la Cuádruple Alianza, Víctor Amadeo II tuvo que 
ocuparse de la difícil defensa de Sicilia. Este trabajo, a partir de documentos 
conservados en archivos italianos, ingleses y españoles, reconstruye los 
acontecimientos diplomáticos relativos al paso de Sicilia de los Saboya a los 
Habsburgo de Austria en los años 1717-1720.

Palabras clave: Víctor Amadeo II de Saboya, Sicilia, España

ABSTRACT

In 1713, following the treaty of Utrecht, Victor Amadeus II of Savoy 
became king of Sicily. This outcome was strongly supported by Britain. 
Nevertheless, the international balance remained precarious and with the 
changing political situation, the attempt to reconquer Sicily from Spain and 
the stipulation of the Quadruple Alliance, Victor Amadeus II had to deal 
with the difficult defense of Sicily. This paper, using documents preserved 
in Italian, English and Spanish archives, reconstructs the diplomatic events 
relating to the passage of Sicily from the Savoys to the Habsburgs of Austria 
in the years 1717-1720.

Keywords: Victor Amadeus II of Savoy, Sicily, Spain
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INTRODUCTION

Under the agreement signed with France on 14 February 1713 and the 
Treaty of 11 April of that same year, Vittorio Amedeo II of Savoy sold Val 
Pragelato, along with the fort of Fenestrelle, the fort of Exilles di Cesana, 
Bardonecchia and Casteldelfino, and restored the status quo in the Duchy of 
Savoy and the district of Nice, with the exception of the Barcellonette Valley, 
which was given to France. Thanks to the alliance treaty signed in Turin by 
Victor Amadeus and the Emperor Leopold on 8 November 1703, the Savoy 
family obtained the imperial fiefdoms of the Langhe of the Marquisate of 
finale della Valsesia, Lomellina and Alessandrino.  Furthermore, the Treaty of 
13th July signed with Spain provided for the transfer of the Kingdom of Sicily 
to the Duke of Savoy. Victor Amadeus, therefore, became king of Sicily.1

1. THE ROLE OF GREAT BRITAIN

Britain made a decisive contribution to the cession of Sicily to the 
Savoys, obtaining in exchange a significant increase in its influence over 
the island, as well as a number of economic advantages2. A memoir attached 
to a letter dated 18 December 1712 is extremely precious in shedding light 
on British commercial interest in Sicily. In view of the negotiations and the 
related treaties formally marking the end of the war, the document solicited 
the point of view of Her Majesty’s subjects who were trading with Sicily.3 The 
memoir, addressed to the Lords Commissioners for Trade and Plantations, 
was signed by Andrew Hopegood junior, Samuel Stanier, James Porten, 
Fran. Fran. Porten, George Thorold, Samuel Lambert Thomas Balle, Claude 
Jamineau, James Hoare, Miles Cooke, Richard Trome, John Cutting, Thomas 
Williams, and Edward Gould4.

The merchants addressed in the letter stated that “having part of us 
liv’d several years on Sicily and all traders thereto in case that island should 
be dismembered from the Spanish Monarchy humbly represent […] that our 
articles of peace with the late Charles the Second of Spain with the schedules 

1 Frédéric Ieva, Da Ducato a Regno. La concessione del titolo regio allo Stato sabaudo, in I tratta-
ti di Utrecht. Una pace di dimensione europea, edited by Frédéric Ieva, Rome, 2016, pp. 171-190; 
Paola Bianchi, Savoyard representatives in Utrecht. Political-aristocratic networks  and the diplomatic 
modernisation of the State, in New Worlds? Transformations in the culture of international relations 
around the Peace of Utrecht, edited by Ana Crespo Solana and Inken Schmidt-Voges, London, 2017, 
pp. 96-112.

2 Salvatore Bottari, Politica di potenza e commercio. L’Inghilterra, il Mediterraneo e la Sicilia tra Seicento 
e Settecento, in Oltre l’Università. Storia, diritto, istituzioni e società. Studi per Andrea Romano, edited 
by Daniela Novarese, Enza Pelleriti, Vittoria Calabrò, Patrizia De Salvo, Carmen Trimarchi, Bologna, 
2020, pp. 455-465.

3 The National Archives [TNA], State Papers [SP] 34/20, ff. 36r-38r.
4 Ibidem.
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adjoyn’d thereto were as advantageous to our Nation as cou’d desire.”5 Then 
the merchants went on to provide more details and, in view of the end of 
Spanish rule over Sicily, they asked to have their privileges under the Treaty 
of 1667 confirmed, including the exemption from a series of inspection acts 
(the prohibition for Sicilian authorities to search their merchant houses, 
inspect their books and produce them before courts, to which the prohibition 
to examine the cargoes of the ships anchored in ports was added)6. In fact, 
with Sicily’s passage under Savoy rule, the new sovereign Victor Amadeus 
II signed a convention with Great Britain that incorporated the clauses of the 
1667 treaty on trade7. As Francesca Gallo argued, “es inegable que en Utrect 
se comenzaron a poner las bases de la supremacia económica y comercial 
inglesas, que llegarían a ser aplastantes en la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII 
y que se construyeron sobre la consolidación de sus dominios transoceánico y 
la afirmación de su superioritad naval i marítima en Europa, en competencia, 
sobre todo, con las Provincias Unidas y Francia”8.

The British could further consolidate their commercial interests 
throughout the island and expand the powers of their consuls.9 On 14 
December 1714, Victor Amadeus II granted the British Factory in Messina 
the right to adopt autonomous jurisdictional instruments to regulate its 
commercial interests.10 In particular, the British consul Thomas Chamberlayne 
was allowed to set up a Court of Judicature, which would have jurisdiction not 
only over disputes concerning British merchants, but also over those between 
the Britons and Sicilians.11 The Consul could personally appoint the officers 
who would hand down judgment in these lawsuits. There was only one appeal, 
which would be handed down by the king himself. The expansion of consular 

5 Ibidem.
6 Salvatore Bottari, Nel Mediterraneo dal Mare del Nord. La presenza commerciale inglese nella Sicilia 

del Settecento, Rome 2012, pp. 40-41.
7 TNA, SP 108/446, Convention between Great Britain and Savoy concerning Trade between the English 

and Sicilians agreeable to the Treaty of Madrid of 13/23 May 1667, Utrecht, 25 February/8 March 1713.
8 F. F. gallo, El Mediterráneo en el nuovo contexto europeo 1700-1715, in Europa en torno a Utrecht, 

edited by  Marina  Torres Arce and Susana Truchuelo García Santander, 2014, p. 93
9 Declaratio et Sponsio de juribus et privilegiis Mercatorum Britannicorum in Regno Siciliae, facta 

Ultrajecti. Die 25 Februarii / 8 Martii anno 1712/1713. - Declaration and Engagement concerning the 
rights and privileges of the British Merchants in the Kingdom of Sicily, made at Utrecht the 25/8 day of 
February/March 1712/1713, London, 1713.

10 A copy of the document can be found at Haus-Hof und Staatsarchiv [HHSA], Wien, Italien Spanicher 
Rat, Sizilien, Collectanea, alt 12, karton 7. See also TNA, Colonial Office [CO] 388/95, George Tatem 
to Colonial Office, Messina, 14 May 1765.

11 Salvatore Bottari, Consoli inglesi nella Sicilia del Settecento: funzioni istituzionali e attività informali, 
in De l’utilité commerciale des consuls. L’institution consulaire et les marchands dans le monde médi-
terranéen (XVIIe-XXe siècle), edited by Arnaud Bartolomei, Guillaume Calafat, Mathieu Grenet, Jörg 
Ulbert, Rome- Madrid, 2018, pp. 211-222.
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prerogatives opened up room for manoeuvre for Chamberlayne who, shortly 
afterwards, would be accused of smuggling by the Viceroy of Sicily, Annibale 
Maffei12.

2. VICTOR AMADEUS II KING OF SICILY 
On 10 June 1713, Philip V solemnly renounced Sicily in favour of 

Victor Amadeus II, while retaining the possessions seized from the Admiral 
of Castile, the Duke of Monteleone, Constable Colonna, and the Prince of 
Bisignano “y otros sugetos seculares,” as well as those taken from Cardinal 
Colonna “y otros Eclesiasticos por haver faltado al juramento de fidelidad en 
el delicto de felonia, y traicion.”13 On the following 13th July, the relevant treaty 
was concluded between the emissaries of the two sovereigns and committed 
them to ratification within six weeks. As the Prince of Campofiorito wrote, in 
August the Sicilian aristocracy was ready to receive King Victor Amadeus II 
with suma alegreza (great joy)14. On 16th September, in Genoa, the Spanish 
marquis of Villamajor and the Piedmontese “contadore generale” Fontana 
met to agree on the evacuation of Sicily. On 10th October, Victor Amadeus 
II of Savoy landed in Palermo with his wife Anne of Orléans and, on 24th 
December, was crowned king in the Cathedral.15 

The Savoy king launched a policy aimed at increasing revenue and 
limiting waste, streamlining the administrative apparatus, reducing the number 
of officials and in turn curbing the privileges and abuses of the barons.16 
Economic austerity made it difficult for a solid consensus to coalesce around 
the new dynasty. To further complicate the scenario came the worsening of 
the “Liparitan dispute,” the jurisdictional conflict with the Holy See that broke 
out a few years earlier under Spanish rule (1709) and further intensified under 

12 Simone Candela, I piemontesi in Sicilia 1713-1718, Caltanissetta-Rome, 1996, p. 170.
13 Carlo Alberto Garufi, Rapporti diplomatici tra Filippo V e Vittorio Amedeo II di Savoia nella cessione 

del Regno di Sicilia dal Trattato di Utrect alla Pace dell’Aja (1712-1720), Palermo, 1914, pp. 30-31.  
14 Ibidem, p. 75.
15 Pietro Vitale, La felicità in trono. Su l’arrivo, l’acclamatione e coronatione delle reali maestà di Vittorio 

Amedeo duca di Savoia e di Anna d’Orléans da Francia ed Inghilterra, Palermo, 1714, pp. 148-166. 
See also, Giovanni Evangelista Di Blasi, Storia cronologica dei viceré, luogotenenti e presidenti del 
Regno di Sicilia, vol. IV, Palermo, 1975, pp. 76-82; Elisabeth Wünsche-Werdehausen, «La felicità in 
trono». L’entrata di Vittorio Amedeo II a Palermo, in «Artes», 13, 2005-2007, pp. 361-388; Tomaso 
Ricardi di Netro, Il duca diventa re. Cerimonie di corte per l’assunzione del titolo regio (1713-1714), in 
Le strategie dell’apparenza. Cerimoniali, politica e società alla corte dei Savoia in età Moderna, edited 
by Andrea Merlotti and Paola Bianchi, Turin, 2010, pp. 133-146.

16 See isidoro La Lumia, La Sicilia sotto Vittorio Amedeo di Savoia, in Idem, Storie Siciliane, 4 vols., 
Palermo, 1969, vol. IV, pp. 212-219
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Victor Amadeus II’s rule17. Clement XI aimed to curb the powers of the Court 
of the Royal Monarchy and therefore those of the king in religious matters 
and, although the debate had a European breadth, in Sicily it became yet 
another source of weakness for Piedmontese rule. Moreover, the instability 
of the scenario, which Spain and Austria had an interest in maintaining, 
thwarted the Savoy administration’s effort to make reforms and encouraged 
“the emergence of alternative territorial compensation projects.”18

3. THE DIFFICULT DEFENCE OF SICILY 
With the death of Louis XIV and Anne Stuart, relations between 

France and Great Britain improved19. George I of Hanover was a cousin of 
the Regent of France Philip II, Duke of Orleans. Both had to face insidious 
internal enemies. The Duke of Orleans had to beware of the plots by Louis 
Augustus of Bourbon, Duke of Maine, son legitimated by Louis XIV and 
born to his second favorite, the Marquise of Montespan. The Duke of Maine 
was scheming with the court of Spain. George I, instead, was threatened 
by persisting Jacobite revanchism and the Jacobites were operating out of 
France20. Philip of Orleans’ main advisor was Abbot William du Dubois, who 
facilitated the rapprochement between France and England. The danger of 
Spanish revanche was considered real. Spain was engaged in an effective effort 
of economic and military reorganization advanced by Giulio Alberoni.21 The 
entente between the future cardinal and the new Queen of Spain, Elisabetta 
Farnese, seemed solid.22 Both identified Italy as a favorable battleground 
where it was possible to conduct an anti-Habsburg policy and recover at 
least some of the positions recently lost.23 Fully aware of the threat and set 
on stopping the rise of any competitor in the Mediterranean theatre, from 

17 Raffaele Manduca, La guerra e l’altare. La controversia liparitana e i conflitti europei nei primi de-
cenni del Settecento, in Una battaglia europea. Francavilla di Sicilia 20 giugno 1719, edited by Elina 
Gugliuzzo and Giuseppe Restifo, Rome 2020, pp. 161-170.  

18 Giuseppe Giarrizzo, La Sicilia dal Cinquecento all’Unità d’Italia, in Vincenzo D’Alessandro and 
Giuseppe Giarrizzo, La Sicilia dal Vespro all’Unità d’Italia, Turin, 1989, p. 366.

19 See Marco Cesa, Alleati ma rivali. Teoria delle Alleanze e politica estera settecentesca, Bologna, 2007, 
pp. 191-206.

20 Paolo Alatri, L’Europa dopo Luigi XIV (1715-1731), Palermo, 1986, pp. 40-50.
21 Miguel Ángel Alonso Aguilera, La conquista y el dominio español de Cerdeña (1717- 1720). 

Introducción a la política española en el Mediterráneo posterior a la Paz de Utrecht, Valladolid, 1977.
22 Mirella Mafrici, Coniugare la politica, costruire alleanze. Elisabetta Farnese e la Spagna nell’Europa 

dei Lumi, Rome, 2019, pp. 59-67.
23 Didier Ozanam, La política exterior de España en tiempos de Felipe V y de Fernando VI, in Historia 

de España, Ramón Menédez Pidal, t. XXIX, La época de los primeros Borbones, vol. 1, La Nueva 
Monarquía y su posición en Europa (1700-1759), edited by José María Jover Zamora, Madrid, 1985, 
pp. 441-699.
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December 1716, British diplomacy was already trying to engage the Empire 
in an anti-Spanish alliance, offering Charles VI Sicily instead of Sardinia on 
condition that the Emperor accepted Philip V as King of Spain and recognized 
the regent’s claims over the French crown (Louis XV was a 5-year-old boy).24 
On 4 January 1717, the Treaty of the Triple Alliance was signed by France, 
Great Britain and the Netherlands.25 It was a coalition seeking a balance of 
power also by offering Elisabetta Farnese a throne for her eldest son, Charles, 
who was recently born to the queen. In the meantime, Austria entered the war 
alongside Venice against the Ottoman Empire.26 This was the scenario of the 
Spanish offensive of July 1717 to reconquer Sardinia. 

Although Victor Amadeus II seemed to be cut out of this diplomatic 
game, he too did not miss any opportunity to play a role. He sent Count 
Giuseppe Provana to Paris in a vain attempt to persuade the Duke of 
Orleans to literally enforce the provisions of the Treaties of Utrecht and, in 
particular, the preservation of the crown of Sicily by Victor Amadeus and 
the right of succession to the Spanish crown, as well as the preservation of 
the territories that Emperor Leopold had ceded with the alliance treaty since 
1703.27 His representations at the court of George I also fell on deaf ears. 
Savoy diplomacy, in an effort to make every possible attempt, turned to 
Charles VI, proposing a marriage between the Prince of Piedmont, Charles 
Emmanuel, and the Archduchess Maria Josepha, eldest daughter of the late 
Joseph. In this situation, Victor Amadeus was willing to cede Sicily to the 
Emperor, in exchange for a part of Lombardy and respect for the terms of 
the 1703 agreement. At the same time, the Piedmontese sovereign made the 
same offer to Madrid, namely, to cede the island in exchange for equivalent 
compensation and a defensive and offensive alliance. Alberoni pretended to 
play along and raised the bar by asking for the Spanish militia to guard all the 
fortresses on the island. In parallel, intense diplomatic work was in progress 
between France, Britain and the Empire, leading to the decision to give Sicily 
to Charles VI of Hapsburg, while Victor Amadeus would receive Sardinia as 
compensation28. Soon, however, the persistent tensions between Spain and 

24 Jeremy Black, Politics and Foreign Policy in the Age of George I, 1714-1727, London-New York, 2016, 
pp. 55- 89

25 A Collection of all the Treaties of Peace, Alliance and Commerce between Great Britain and Other 
Powers from the Revolution in 1688, to the Present Time, 2 vols., London, 1772, vol. I, pp. 288-296.

26 Virginia H. Aksan, Ottoman Wars 1700-1870. An Empire Besieged, Harlow, 2007, pp. 101-102.
27 Relazioni diplomatiche della monarchia di Savoia dalla prima alla seconda restaurazione (1559-1814), 

edited by Antonio Manno, Ermanno Ferrero and Pietro Vayra, Francia, Periodo III, Vol. III, (1717-
1719), Turin, 1891, pp. 1-22. 

28 Domenico Carutti, Storia della diplomazia della Corte di Savoia, 2° periodo – 1663-1730, Rome-Turin-
Florence, 1879, vol. III, pp. 517-544.
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the Empire persuaded Alberoni to break the deadlock and resort to military 
force.29 The expedition included 36,000 men and 8,000 horses subdivided into 
36 battalions of infantry (including one of artillery), 24 cavalry squadrons 
and 24 of dragoons30. Spanish ships arrived in front of Palermo on 1 July 
1718.31 With the landing of Philip V’s armies, the resistance of the aristocratic 
elites towards Piedmontese rule broke out into open opposition32. Viceroy 
Annibale Maffei left Palermo on the morning of 3rd July and took refuge 
in Syracuse, while Giovan Francesco de Bette, Marquis of Lede and head 
of the Spanish expedition, was welcomed enthusiastically by a large part of 
the nobility, who proclaimed him viceroy and invited the population of their 
respective fiefdoms to rebel.33 With the Treaty of London of 2 August 1718, 
the Quadruple Alliance between Great Britain, France, the Netherlands and 
the Empire to counter Spain was stipulated. Later, Victor Amadeus would join 
it the following November. On 7th August, the King of Piedmont wrote to 
the Count of Borgaro, his chargé d’affaires in Naples, urging the Viceroy to 
send imperial troops to Messina. Fearing, however, that a massive Austrian 
presence would consolidate Charles VI’s claims on Sicily, he specified that 
the Austrian forces should be fewer in number than the Savoy troops and 
that it was therefore necessary to persuade him to send the troops stationed 
in Calabria, whose size he was certain of34. The inability of the Piedmontese 
military forces to face the Spaniards became clear in the days that followed35. 
In the meantime, the Spanish, defeated at Cape Passero by the British fleet 
under the command of Admiral George Byng (11 August 1718), met with 
the resistance of the Piedmontese troops in Augusta, Messina, Milazzo and 
Trapani.36 Messina fell on 19 September 1718. In 1719, with the arrival in 
Sicily of the imperial forces led by Claudio Florimondo Mercy, the 
29 Franco Valsecchi, La politica italiana de Alberoni: aspectos y problemas, «Cuadernos de Investigación 

Historica», 2, 1978, pp. 479-492.
30 Giancarlo Boeri, Jorge Luís Mirecki, Paolo Giacomone Piana, La guerra di Sardegna e Sicilia. Gli 

eserciti contrapposti: Savoia, Spagna Austria, 3 vols, Bergamo, 2017-2019. Data provided by Martí 
Fraga differ slightly: see Eduardo Martí Fraga, Cataluña y la movilización de recursos militares para la 
expedición a Sicilia, 1718, in «Cuadernos de Historia Moderna», 44 (1), pp. 129-158. 

31 Archivio di Stato di Torino, Sicilia, 1, ctg. 3, m. 2  fasc. 32, Raguaglio circa l’invasione della Sicilia 
fatta dalle armi spagnole.

32 Valeria Manfrè, Spain’s military campaigns in Sardinia and Sicily (1717-1720) according to Jaime 
Miguel de Gúzman Dávalos marquis of la Mina, in «Imago Mundi», 71, 2019, pp. 65-80.

33 Calogero Messina, Sicilia e Spagna nel Settecento, Palermo, 1986, pp. 101-109.
34 Biblioteca Reale di Torino, Fondo Manoscritti, Rivoli 7 August 1718.
35 Alessandro Abbate, Lo «scacciamento» dei piemontesi da Taormina. Relazioni a confronto (1718), in 

Una battaglia europea…, op. cit., pp. 199-218. 
36 Simone Candela, I piemontesi in Sicilia …, op. cit., pp. 391-399; Antonino Teramo, Messina assedia-

ta, la guerra, le fortificazioni e la città tra il 1718 1 il 1719, in Una battaglia europea…, op. cit., pp. 
219-230.
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counter-offensive began. While the Piedmontese, who by now had accepted to 
exchange Sicily with Sardinia, were leaving the island, the Austrians met with 
great difficulties in their effort to conquer the island due to the collaboration 
that Sicilian nobles and the population were providing the Spaniards.37 The 
Spanish victory on 20 June 1719 in Francavilla, though sensational, was only 
a temporary setback for the Austrians38. Messina was taken in October 1719 by 
joint Austrian and British forces. With the Peace of The Hague (17 February 
1720), Philip V recognized Austrian rule over Sicily. On 3rd May, hostilities 
with the imperial forces ceased at the gates of Palermo. On 6 May 1720, the 
Marquis of Lede signed the convention for the evacuation of Sicily. At the 
end of the war, the new Kingdom of Sardinia could establish a more stable 
administrative structure. While in the immediate future, the Empire appeared 
to emerge victorious from the war, Great Britain, however, had overcome a 
difficult situation, consolidating its supremacy on the seas.

37 Francesca Gallo, L’alba dei gattopardi. La formazione della classe dirigente nella Sicilia austriaca 
(1719-1734), Rome-Catanzaro, 1996, pp. 33-34.

38 Salvatore Maugeri,  Giuseppe Ferrara, La battaglia di Francavilla nel contesto dell’Europa del 
‘700, Castiglione di Sicilia, 2006; Angelo Manitta, La battaglia di Francavilla (20 giugno 1719), La 
Quadruplice Alleanza e la contesa della Sicilia, Castiglione di Sicilia, 2020;  Paolo Militello, Il “tea-
tro” della battaglia di Francavilla di Sicilia (1719) in un anonimo diario filo-austriaco, in Una batta-
glia europea…, op. cit., pp. 125-134.
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