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A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP: 
ITALY AND MONTENEGRO AFTER 1878

AB STRACT: The pa per de als with the re la ti ons bet we en Mon te ne-
gro and Italy af ter Ita lian Ri sor gi men to and in ter na ti o nal re cog ni tion of the 
Mon te ne grin in de pen den ce 1878. The re was emp ha si zed the ro le of the Ita-
lian re pre sen ta ti ves Gi u sep pe Oto len gi, mem ber of the In ter na ti o nal com-
mis sion for esta blis hing the sta te’s bor der ac cor ding the de ci si ons of the 
Con gress of Ber lin, and Ce sa re Du ran do, Ita lian  di plo ma tic re pre sen ta ti ve 
in Mon te ne gro. Aut hor al so de scri bes the so ur ces in Ita lian ar chi ves for re-
se arch of Ita lian-Mon te ne grin re la ti ons from 1878. un til se cond half of XX 
cen tury.

KEY wORDS: Italy, Mon te ne gro, prin ce Ni ko la, Gi u sep pe  Oto len gi, 
Ce za re Du ran do

Mon te ne gro and its pe o ple we re cru cial in the fo re ign po licy of Italy 
af ter the na ti o nal Uni fi ca tion: the ro ots of this re la ti ons laid in long term 
links with Ve ne tia and in the ro le of Mon te ne gro as strong hold of re si stan-
ce to Ot to man ru le in Bal kans sin ce mid 19th Cen tury. In fact, the bri ef and 
blo ods hed “spring of pe o ple” in 1849-1849 po sed a se ri o us chal len ge to the 
long-stan ding do main of mul ti na ti o nal em pi res in Euro pe. Alt ho ugh the Ot-
to mans we re not di rectly af fec ted by the 1848 re vo lu ti ons, the Tur kish ru le 
in cre a singly dec li ned ever sin ce. The ri se of na ti o na li ti es in Bal kans is a part 
of lar ger Euro pean phe no me non and be longs to Euro pean hi story. Iden tity 
and na ti o nal con sci en ce we re de fi ned thro ugh the an ti-Ot to man strug gle for 
in de pen den ce. Mo ve ments of na ti o nal upri sing star ted to act aga inst Turks 
in the who le Bal kan re gion: Ser bian, Ro ma nia, Bul ga ria, Mon te ne gro. The 
cul tu ral pre mi se of this new kind of na ti o nal con sci o u sness was of ten a qu a si 
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mytho lo gi cal me mory of a “gre at” past of an an ci ent in car na tion of the co-
un try. Myths and pro pa gan da of a “Gre at Ser bia” or “Gre at Bul ga ria” in fla-
med the cul tu ral and mi li tary fight aga inst the Ot to man Em pi re. As the gre at 
dyna sti es dec li ned, the emer gen ce of na ti o nal pro grams chan ged the po li ti cal 
lan dsca pe of Bal kans. As the Tur kish ru le fa ded, we stern Po wers and Rus sia 
sho wed a gre a ter in te rest to gain in flu en ce in the re gion. 

Af ter the Cri mea’s war (of ten cal led “Ori en tal” or “Rus sian war”) 
and the Pa ris Con gress of 1856, Prin ce Da ni lo re qu e sted for Mon te ne gro a 
spe cial sta tus mo del led on Ro ma nian prin ci pa li ti es: he did not ob tain it but 
the Mon te ne gro’s qu e sti on (as the Ita lian one) sur fa ced again on the Gre at 
Po wers ta ble along the next two de ca des. Sin ce 1857 Mon te ne gro was com-
mit ted in sup por ting Bo snian in sur gents aga inst Turks: and the Ori en tal cri-
sis of 1875-1876 mar ked a tur ning po int in the hi story of Adri a tic and Bal kan 
re gion. with the con sent of Ser bia, Prin ce dom of Mon te ne gro dec la red war 
to Tur key in July 1876 in sup port of Bo snian in sur gency. Af ter the sig ning of 
an ar mi sti ce in No vem ber 1876, as Rus sia dec la red war to the Ot to man Em-
pi re, Mon te ne gro re star ted the ho sti li ti es. The vic tory bro ught new ter ri to ri es 
to Mon te ne gro, even if his ter ri to rial ga ins (firstly pre vi e wed by San Ste fa no 
tre aty) we re re du ced by the Ber lin Con gress1. 

Af ter the cri sis of 1878, Austria-Hun gary, Rus sia, Im pe rial Ger many, 
Italy and Fran ce we re com pe ting to re pla ce the Ot to man Em pi re as most in-
flu en tial po wer in the re gion. Austria-Hun gary, with the Bo snia-Her ze go vi na 
oc cu pa tion, at temp ted to esta blish a new re gi o nal he ge mony: so the na ti o nal 
strug gle of the new-born Sta tes be ca me ne ces sa rily an ti-Austrian. The de fi-
ni tion of the new bor ders be ca me the main is sue in Bal kans from 1878 to the 
on set of 1st world war: but bor ders we re hard to be de fi ned gi ven the mi xed 
et hnic con fi gu ra tion of the re gion. Italy as mi nor po wer with strong ti es in 
the re gion played a cru cial ro le in the bor ders qu e sti on. In the Im pe rial Age 
of a new equ i li bri um ba sed on Ger many (even if bu ilt by an Euro pean “con-
cert” which was not able to ac hi e ve the so-cal led “Euro pean Ci vi li za tion’s 
mis sion”2) emer ged a gro wing ro le of mi nor po wers and young na ti ons strug-
gling for the ir in de pen den ce: and Italy was a mo del of self-de ter mi na tion 
and Na ti o nal pro cess of Unity.

In fact, in the Ita lian Ge ne ral Staff Hi sto ri cal Ar chi ve3 we re col lec ted 
de ta i led re la ti ons and ac co unts not only on mi li tary af fa irs but on the so cial 
1 Cfr: A. Biagini, “La Questione d’Oriente del 1875-78 nei documenti dell’Archivio 

dell’Ufficio Storico dello Stato Maggiore Esercito”, in Memorie storiche militari, Stato 
Maggiore dell’Esercito – Ufficio Storico, Roma 1978, pp. 353-386. 

2 Cfr: B. Croce, Storia d’Europa nel secolo decimonono, Bari-Roma (1932: first edition) 
1965, p. 289. 

3 In Italian that’s Archivio dell’Ufficio Storico dello Stato Maggiore Esercito (AUSSME), 
located in Rome. 
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and hi sto ri cal de ve lop ment of pe o ple and Sta tes worth of Ita lian in te rests, in 
the sen se of the bu il ding of the “over ri ding” (and not “per ma nent”) evi dent 
na ti o nal in te rests4 on Adri a tic area. Of fi cers and mi li tary at tac hes re por ted 
a hu ge do cu men ta tion with all kind of da ta abo ut the po pu la ti ons and the 
ter ri tory of the re gion5: in our fra me work firstly Li e u te nant Co lo nel Gi u sep-
pe Ot to leng hi sent a re port to the Com man ding Of fi cer of the Ge ne ral Staff 
on the De li mi ta tion of Mon te ne gro Bor ders6. This do cu ment con ta i ned the 
full de ta ils of dif fi cult ne go ti a ti ons to im ple ment on the gro und the po li ti cal 
de ci si ons ta ken at the Ber lin Con gress. The ne go ti a ti ons we re ba sed on the 
Austrian map, al ready di scus sed and ap pro ved in Ber lin: the Rus sian de le-
ga te op po sed de ci si ons on ma jo rity, asking for una ni mity by ot her de le ga-
tes; one mo re strong op po si tion ca me from the Tur kish de le ga te, who was 
awa re of the di mi nu ti ons im po sed on Ot to man Em pi re. In fact, chan ging his 
mind on the pro ce du re, the Tur kish de le ga te left the Com mis sion af ter the 
first de ci sion to be ta ken on ma jo rity. So the Com mis sion was hen ce con-
dem ned to be ino pe ra ti ve from May to July 1879, when talks re star ted (the 
Ita lian pro po sal to draw dif fe rent and tem po rary bor der li nes fi nally was ac-
cep ted7). It‘s true that the Ber lin draft was ex tre mely va gue: the re we re no 
gu i ding prin ci ples in set ting the bor ders (as na ti o na li ti es, re li gi ons, ra ces) 
and the Ot to mans adop ted a di la tory tec hni que in or der to slow the ac ti vity 
of the Com mis sion. Rus sia si ded with Mon te ne gro whi le En gland sup por ted 
Turks; Fran ce and Italy tried to re main ne u tral and im par tial; Austria-Hun-
gary, and con se qu ently Ger many, was pro-Turks: so Ot to man Em pi re co un-
ted on mi ni mum half of de le ga tes Com mis sion8. 

In the April 1881 one mo re do cu ment pre sen ted wi sely not only the 
Army’s si tu a tion in Mon te ne gro: writ ten by the chargé d’af fa i re Ce sa re Du-
ran do, the re port qu o ted the form of Fo re ign Af fa irs Mi ni ster full and de scri-
bed the Mon te ne gro’s hi story and pe o ple9. Af ter an ana li tic pa no ra ma on the 

4 we agree with Federico Chabod about the so-called “permanent interests”, defined as “pure 
doctrinary abstraction”: cfr F. Chabod, “Prefazione”, in Storia della politica estera italiana 
dal 1870 al 1896, Roma-Bari (1951: first edition) 1965, pp. 10-11. 

5 Cfr: A. Biagini, Note e relazioni di viaggio nei Balcani (1879-1898), Roma 1979. 
6 AUSSME, fondo G33 “Ufficio Coloniale”, b. 9, fasc. 79, “Rapporto della Commissione 

per la Delimitazione del Montenegro – Tenente Colonnello G. Ottolenghi”: Roma, 25 
novembre 1879, pp. 1-16. 

7 Ibidem, p. 1. 
8 “In conseguenza di ciò la Turchia si trovò sempre favorita. Infatti nelle peggior ipotesi, 

poteva sempre contare su quattro (Turchia, Inghilterra, Austria, Germania) degli otto voti. Il 
Montenegro, avendone sempre quattro contro, soltanto nella migliore ipotesi poteva contare 
sulla parità di voti: cioè quando l’Italia e la Francia non avevano motivi per schierarsi a 
favore delle idee della Turchia”: ibidem, p. 3. 

9 AUSSME, b. cit., fasc.81, “Rapporto sulle forze militari del Montenegro. Risposta al 
questionario per informazioni d‘ordine militari e politico militari sul Montenegro trasmesso 
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hi story, ter ri tory, tri bes and na ti o nal be ha vi o urs, the Du ran do’s ob ser va tion 
by a po li ti cal po int of vi ew was able to un der li ne the pos si bi lity of a na tu-
ral al li an ce aga inst Austria bet we en Italy and Mon te ne gro. In the opi nion of 
Mon te ne grins, Austria is ha ted for his tra di ti o nal op po si tion aga inst all the 
pe o ples strug gling for the ir na ti o nal Unity10. wit hin of fi cial da ta and di plo-
ma tic po si ti ons, the Ot to leng hi’s and Du ran do’s re ports ma de a com ple te 
de scrip tion of the in ter na ti o nal con text and of the Mon te ne gro ci vi li za tion, 
un der li ning the strength of so me young pe o ples and na ti ons, to ha ve mo re 
and mo re im por tan ce in Bal kans and Adri a tic sea area11. 

Sol di ers we re of ten the front-run ners of the skil led di plo ma tic ap pro-
ach of Italy in this “new” Euro pe. The Ita lian of fi cers along fo ur de ca des 
ac ted as mi li tary at tac hes, Chi efs of pe a ce ke e ping mis si ons, bor der-dra wers, 
Mi li tary advi sers (Italy re or ga ni zed the Tur kish gen dar me rie, as in Ma ce do-
nia12) and first and fo re most di plo ma tic unof fi cial en voys of the ir co un try. In 
a world in tur moil, up set by upri sings and wars af ter fo ur cen tu ri es of iso-
la tion, the Ita lian of fi cers ac ted both as ob ser vers and as con tri bu tors to the 
re so lu ti ons of po li ti cal and prac ti cal pro blems. The pre sti ge of Ri sor gi men to 
played a cru cial ro le for the Ita lian na ti o nal in te rest in the area: we a ker Italy 
co uld co unt on a soft po wer of pre sti ge, gi ven its si mi la ri ti es with the new 
Bal kan na ti ons. Hi story of Eastern Euro pe usu ally fo cu sed on wars and clash 
of na ti o na li ti es, but post-war pha ses we re im por tant ali ke. The de fi ni tion of 
the bor ders is not only a ge o grap hi cal is sue but po li ti cal as well. A me ti cu lo-
us and even fru stra ting work fol lo wed the wars, af ter 1878 and 1912-1913: 
the Gre at Po wers we re too much in vol ved for be ing im par tial in the de fi ni-
tion of the new bor ders13. Be ing a mi nor po wer plays in fa vo ur of Italy: sin ce 
mid-19th the King dom of Sar di nia of fe red as si stan ce and vo lun te ers to Gre-
eks, Ro ma ni ans and Serbs aga inst the Turks. with the sig ning of the Tri ple 
Al li an ce with Austria-Hun gary and Ger many the Ita lian in te rest in Bal kans 
be ca me mo re vi vid. The Ita lian Ge ne ral Staff is a ma jor player in this in te-

con Dispaccio del R° Ministero per gli Affari Esteri in data 19 febbraio 1881”, C. Durando: 
Cettigne, aprile 1881, pp. 1-52.  

10 “Ciò non pertanto vivissima in tutti i Montenegrini è l’animosità contro cotesto impero che 
ha per tradizione di mettersi a traverso al progresso delle unificazioni nazionali.”, ibidem, 
p. 51, where it follows: “La potenza che si trovasse in guerra coll’Austria mediante un 
sussidio di denaro potrebbe sempre contare sul concorso del Montenegro”. 

11 The Ottolenghi’s and Durando’s extraordinary testimonies are edited now in a new book: 
A. Biagini, A. Carteny, All’origine dell’amicizia adriatica. Il Montenegro nel rapporto 
Ottolenghi (1879) e nella relazione Durando (1881), Rubbettino, Soveria Mannelli 2010. 

12 Cfr: A. Biagini, “Italia e Turchia (1904-1911). Gli ufficiali italiani e la riorganizzazione 
della gendarmeria in Macedonia”, in Memorie Storiche Militari, Stato Maggiore Esercito – 
Ufficio Storico, Roma 1977, pp. 207-228. 

13 Cfr: A. Biagini, Momenti di storia balcanica (1878-1914). Aspetti militari, Ufficio storico 
SME, Roma 1981. 
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rest: Ita lian army con si de red the Bal kans as a unity in po li ti cal and stra te gic 
terms. The Bal kans at the turn of the cen tury we re de fi ned in Ita lian so ur ces 
as „the Ori en tal Ex che qu er”. Alt ho ugh Austria was an ally, Ita li ans tho ught 
of them sel ves as a co un ter ba lan ce to Austria in the re gion. As the ten sion 
with Austria grew, Sta tes li ke Ser bia, Mon te ne gro, Bul ga ria, Ro ma nia con si-
de red Italy as the op po nent to the Austrian he ge mony.

Con clu ding, we can say that, even tho ugh Italy was a qu i te new born 
Sta te, strug gling for its in de pen den ce in the wars and po li ti cal sche mes of the 
Ri sor gi men to era, sin ce 1878 it star ted to show a fo re ign po licy in te rest for its 
Eastern ne ig hbo urs, as Mon te ne gro. Ita li ans we re in vol ved in Bal kans, with 
di plo mats, po li ti ci ans, skil led wor kers and im mi grants, and mi li tary ca dres 
ac ting on the fi eld. Re con struc ting Ita lian fo re ign po licy in Bal kans from la-
te 19th Cen tury, un til the Bal kan wars14 and (ma inly for the Mon te ne gro) the 
end of the First world war15, it was a big task of the Ita lian hi sto ri ans spe ci a-
li zed in Hi story of Eastern Euro pe. Af ter in the Ar chi ve or de red all the fi les, 
now we’re wor king with my re se arch gro up16 to study all the Mon te ne gro 
do cu men ta tion (1878-1919), with the aim of his com ple te edi tion17 in co o pe-
ra tion with the fri ends and col le a gu es of the Hi story In sti tu te of Mon te ne gro. 

14 Cfr: A. Biagini, L’Italia e le guerre balcaniche, Ufficio storico SME, Roma 1990. 
15 Cfr: A. Biagini, “I rapporti tra l’Italia e il Montenegro durante la Prima Guerra Mondiale, 

1914-1918”, in Rassegna Storica del Risorgimento, Istituto per la storia del Risorgimento 
italiano, 68, nr 4/1981, pp. 443-458. 

16 with the support of the Historical Office Chief Col. Antonino Zarcone and the preliminary 
work of the Archivist Dr Alessandro Gionfrida, we’re going to publish the Montenegro’s 
files in the Archive of the Historical Office – General Staff of Italian Army. 

17 The Montenegro’s files in AUSSME, are ordered in different periods and subjects, e.g.: 
  - from the Berlin Congress to the First world war (1878-1914), files by Italian Army 

attachés for Bulgaria and Montenegro and from the offices (Uffici Scacchieri orientale e 
occidentale, Ufficio Coloniale) of the General Quarter of the G State of the Army’s General 
Staff; 

 - files about First world war (1914-1918), divided from July 1914 until May 1915 (with the 
Italian neutrality) and until the Great war’s end; 

 - files about Montenegro and the end of his independence (1919): with documentation of - 
Supreme Command and Military Section of the Italian Delegation at Peace Conference of 
Paris. 
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Summary

In the second half of 19th Century, being a minor power plays in favour of Italy: 
since mid-19th the Kingdom of Sardinia offered assistance and volunteers to Greeks, 
Romanians and Serbs against the Turks. with the signing of the Triple Alliance with 
Austria-Hungary and Germany the Italian interest in Balkans became more vivid. 
The Italian General Staff is a major player in this interest: Italian army considered 
the Balkans as a unity in political and strategic terms. The Balkans at the turn of 
the century were defined in Italian sources as “the Oriental Exchequer”. Although 
Austria was an ally, Italians thought of themselves as a counterbalance to Austria 
in the region. As the tension with Austria grew, States like Serbia, Montenegro, 
Bulgaria, Romania considered Italy as the opponent to the Austrian hegemony. Even 
though Italy was a quite new born State, struggling for its independence in the wars 
and political schemes of the Risorgimento era, since 1878 it started to show a foreign 
policy interest for its Eastern neighbours, as Montenegro. Italians were involved in 
Balkans, with diplomats, politicians, skilled workers and immigrants, and military 
cadres acting on the field. 


