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A Brief History of Italy 
Attempting to put together a brief history of Italy is a challenge, because, due to its location at the center of 
the Mediterranean trading routes, Italy has had a lengthy and tumultuous history. 

Both the Mediterranean and overland trade routes were also used as military and expansionist conduits 
over the centuries, as well as channels for the dissemination of culture and knowledge. As a result, Italy 
was subject to the most brutal of invasions, as well as serving as a focal point for creativity and learning. 

For the sake of simplicity, we can divide our brief history of Italy into seven distinct eras:

Map of European Union and the Schengen region Majority of the countries appearing on this map belong to 
either European Union or the Schengen Agreement, which are different from each other. EU defines diplomatic, economical, 
governmental, political, and social unity among its 27 member states, which may also be the member countries of the 
Schengen Agreement, which approves the “free movement” of persons without any serious border crossing procedures 
between the members.  
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I. Pre-History 

II. The Roman Empire (5th century B.C. to 5th century A.D.) 

III. The Middle Ages (6th to 14th century) 

IV. The Renaissance (14th to 16th century) 

V. Foreign Rule (1559 to 1814) 

VI. Unification (1814 to 1861) 

VII. Present Day Italy (1861 until now) 

Pre-History 

Evidence of civilization has been found on the Italian peninsula dating far into pre-history. Thousands of 
rock drawings discovered in the Alpine regions of Lombardy date from around 8,000 BC. There were 
sizable settlements throughout the Copper Age (37th to 15th century BC), the Bronze Age (15th to 8th 
century BC) and the Iron Age (8th to 5th century BC). In the north of Italy, the Etruscan culture took hold 
around 800BC, while Greeks settled in southern Italy from 700 to 600BC, namely in Apulia, Calabria and 
Sicily (then known as Magna Graecia). 

The Roman Empire (5th Century BC to 5th Century AD) 

According to legend, Rome was founded by Romulus and Remus in the heart of Etruscan Italy in 735BC. 
Over the next several centuries, Rome expanded its territories into what became known as the Roman 
Empire. The Romans named the Italian peninsular “Italia”. The Italian states north of Emilia-Romagna 
were considered part of the Roman province of Cisalpine Gaul. 

Italia flourished under the Roman Empire, which ended in 476AD with the death of the emperor Augustus. 
The Italian peninsular was later divided into separate kingdoms, with reunification only achieved in 1861. 

The Middle Ages (6th to 14th Century) 

A brief history of Italy in the Middle Ages begins with a series of invasions. In 493, the Ostrogoths, an 
eastern Germanic tribe, conquered the Italian peninsula. The resulting Gothic War led to the Lombards, 
another Germanic tribe, establishing a kingdom in northern Italy and three regions in the South in 568. 
Subsequently, the popes began building an independent state. In 756, when the Franks (French) defeated 
the Lombards, they granted the popes authority over central Italy, and the Papal States were created. The 
northern states of Lombardy, Piedmont, Emilia-Romagna and Tuscany were ruled by the Germanic Holy 
Roman Empire from 962. 

By the end of the 11th century, the worst of the invasions was over and trade began to flourish once again. 
Four Italian cities – Genoa, Pisa, Amalfi and Venice – became major commercial and political powers. In 
the twelfth century the Italian cities ruled by Holy Roman Empire campaigned for autonomy. The result was 
that northern Italy became a group of independent kingdoms, republics and city-states. 

The Renaissance (14th to 16th Century) 

At this point in our brief history of Italy, the disparity among the regions was extreme. In contrast to the 
prosperous northern states, central and southern Italy were economically depressed. The Papacy 
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temporarily relocated to Avignon in France, returning to Rome in 1478. Naples, Sicily, and Sardinia were 
controlled by foreign powers. 

The Italian Renaissance was a cultural movement that began in Tuscany in the 14th century, spreading 
from Florence to Siena. A number of factors contributed to its emergence, including the influx of Greek 
scholars following the second invasion of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks in 1453. The patronage of 
the arts afforded by the Medici family was another contributing factor. The era gave rise to a number of 
artistic giants – Leonardo Da Vinci, Michelangelo Buonarotti, Sandro Botticelli, Dante Alighieri and 
Francesco Petrarch, to name a few. The invention of the printing press by Johannes Gutenberg in the 
1440s also contributed to a freer flow of information. 

Reaching southwards to Rome, the Renaissance inspired the Italian popes to rebuild their city and Rome 
flourished once again. The movement also spread to Milan, Venice, and further north into Europe, 
influencing art, literature, philosophy, politics, science, religion and other intellectual arenas. Within Italy, 
the dominance of Tuscan culture led to the Tuscan dialect later becoming the official Italian language. 

Foreign Rule (1559 to 1814) 

Once again in this brief history of Italy, a 'golden' era is followed by a dark one. In 1494, France invaded 
northern Italy and many of the city-states collapsed. In 1527 Spain and Germany attacked Rome. By the 
end of the “Italian Wars” in 1559, three Italian republics regained their independence – Piedmont Savoy, 
Corsica-Genoa and Venice. Both Savoy and Corsica were later sold to France – Corsica in 1764 and 
Savoy in 1860. 

By 1559 Spain controlled Milan, Naples, Sicily, Sardinia and southern Tuscany, and dominated the rulers 
of Tuscany, Genoa, and other smaller states in northern Italy. Spanish control of Italy lasted until 1713. 

During the era of domination by Habsburg Spain (1559 to 1713) and Habsburg Austria (1713 to 1796), 
Italians enjoyed a long period of relative peace. During the Napoleonic era (1796 to 1814), Italy was briefly 
united by Napoleon as the Italian Republic and later the Kingdom of Italy, becoming a client state of the 
French Republic. 

After the defeat of Napoleonic France in 1814, the Congress of Vienna divided Italy into eight parts, most 
under foreign rule: Parma, Modena and Tuscany were ruled by the Hapsburgs; Lombardy and Venetia 
were ruled by Austria; Piedmont-Sardinia-Genoa and the Papal States were independent; and Naples and 
Sicily were ruled by France. This abysmal condition was the impetus behind the Italian unification 
movement. 

Unification (1814 to 1861) 

Our brief history of Italy culminates in unification. The Risorgimento was a complex process that eventually 
unified the different states of the Italian peninsula into the modern nation of Italy. The movement began in 
1815 with a growing resentment towards the peninsula's domination by Austria. 

Two prominent figures in the unification movement were Giuseppe Mazzini and Giuseppe Garibaldi. A 
native of Genoa, Mazzini was imprisoned in 1830 for his role in the Carbonari secret society. From his 
exile in France and later England, he mounted a series of unsuccessful uprisings in Italy, but eventually 
worked with Garibaldi to achieve their dream of unification. His funeral in 1872 attracted 100,000 people. 

Giuseppe Garibaldi was born in Nice (Nizza), and, like Mazzini, was a member of the Carbonari secret 
society. He fled Italy in 1834 after a failed insurrection, but returned in 1854 to continue his campaign. Italy 
was officially unified in 1861, with Rome and Latium annexed in 1870 and the Trieste region after World 
War 1. 
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Present Day Italy 

Since unification, Italy has experienced a tumultuous period that saw a mass exodus of her people and the 
disastrous consequences of two World Wars. Yet over the past 60 years the country has reclaimed its 
position as a major social and cultural player in world affairs. Italian goods and services have excellent 
international reputations, and Italy remains one of the most popular tourist destinations in Europe. Italy 
was one of the founding members of the European Economic Community, and despite the turbulent nature 
of Italian politics, enjoys positive economic growth and a high standard of living. 

The richness of its past and the 'live-life-to-the-fullest' attitude of its present combine to make Italy a must-
see travel destination. 

Unlike other countries, such as France and United Kingdom just to give you a couple of examples, Italy 
has become one unified nation only in 1861 and before that time it was divided into many reigns and 

20 Regions of Italy Each region has slightly different geographical features, which was one of the factors 
that Italy had been separated into a number of independent nations throughout its history. Altogether 110 
provinces and 8101 of “comune (= municipality)” belong to the 20 regions of Italy.
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republics, each one with its own administration, currency, language and many traditions. This explains 
why, even today, traditions, uses, food, wine, dialects and accents, even natural and architectural 
landscapes vary greatly from region to region and the inhabitants of each region are very proud of their 
own traditions. 

To me, this is what makes Italy so interesting, because in a relatively small space, from North to South, 
from East to West, there is something for each taste. 

Here is a map with the twenty regions of Italy, so you can orientate yourself when you read about each 
region. Below it, you'll find all the regions names listed in alphabetical order, with a link to their pages. 
Click on each name to read more. 

All regions of Italy offer a variety of attractions, from the high snowy mountains where to ski and do other 
winter sports and admire the landscape, especially along the northern border but also in some areas of the 
Apennines; cities of art big and small; gastronomical deliciousness with the different typical regional 
dishes and recipes, local handicrafts through the peninsula, from glasses to jewels, to laces, natural 
beauties on the mountains, in the countryside, by the seaside. 

Fifteen regions of Italy out of twenty, including two islands, are touched by the sea, with about 7500 km 
(4660 miles) of coasts, therefore there is a huge choice of resorts and sceneries, from the beaches of 
different sand colors, to the cliffs, those too of different colors. From many regions of Italy there are several 
maritime connections to other resorts, as well as many navigation companies that organize cruises, 
around the peninsula and much further. 
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Italian History 

Italy has only been a nation since 1861, prior to which it was last unified as part of the Roman Empire. It 
has wielded powerful influence as Catholicism's headquarters, and Italy’s dynamic city-states set the 
modern era in motion with the Renaissance. Italian unity was won in blood, fusing north and south in a 
dysfunctional yet enduring marriage. Even today, Italy feels like a powerfully distinct collection of regions, 
existing in a present that has roots in the past. 

1. Etruscans, Greeks & Wolf-Raised Twins 

Of the many tribes that emerged from the millennia of 
the Stone Age in ancient Italy, it was the Etruscans 
who dominated the peninsula by the 7th century BC. 
Etruria was based on city-states mostly concentrated 
between the Arno and Tiber rivers. Among them were 
Caere (modern-day Cerveteri), Tarquinii (Tarquinia), 
Veii (Veio), Perusia (Perugia), Volaterrae (Volterra) 
and Arretium (Arezzo). The name of their homeland is 
preserved in the name Tuscany, where the bulk of 
their settlements were (and still are) located. 

Most of what we know of the Etruscan people has 
been deduced from artifacts and paintings unearthed 
at their burial sites, especially at Tarquinia, near 
Rome. Argument persists over whether the Etruscans 
had migrated from Asia Minor. They spoke a language 
that today has barely been deciphered. An energetic 
people, the Etruscans were redoubtable warriors and   
seafarers, but lacked cohesion and discipline. 

At home, the Etruscans farmed, and mined metals. Their gods were numerous, and they were forever 
trying to second-guess them and predict future events through such rituals as examining the livers of 
sacrificed animals. They were also quick to learn from others. Much of their artistic tradition (which comes 
to us in the form of tomb frescoes, statuary and pottery) was influenced by the Greeks. 

Indeed, while the Etruscans dominated the centre of the peninsula, Greek traders settled in the south in 
the 8th century BC, setting up a series of independent city-states along the coast and in Sicily that 
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together were known as Magna Graecia. They flourished until the 3rd century BC and the ruins of 
magnificent Doric temples in Italy's south (at Paestum) and on Sicily (at Agrigento, Selinunte and Segesta) 
stand as testimony to the splendor of Greek civilization in Italy. 

Attempts by the Etruscans to conquer the Greek settlements failed and accelerated the Etruscan decline. 
The death knell, however, would come from an unexpected source – the grubby but growing Latin town of 
Rome. 

The origins of the town are shrouded in myth, which says it was founded by Romulus (who descended 
from Aeneas, a refugee from Troy whose mother was the goddess Venus) on 21 April 753 BC on the site 
where he and his twin brother, Remus, had been suckled by a she-wolf as orphan infants. Romulus later 
killed Remus and the settlement was named Rome after him. At some point, legend merges with history. 
Seven kings are said to have followed Romulus and at least three were historical Etruscan rulers. In 509 
BC, disgruntled Latin nobles turfed the last of the Etruscan kings, Tarquinius Superbus, out of Rome after 
his predecessor, Servius Tullius, had stacked the Senate with his allies and introduced citizenship reforms 
that undermined the power of the aristocracy. Sick of monarchy, the nobles set up the Roman Republic. 
Over the following centuries, this piffling Latin town would grow to become Italy's major power, sweeping 
aside the Etruscans, whose language and culture disappeared by the 2nd century AD. 

2. The Roman Republic 

Under the Republic, imperium, or regal power, was placed in the hands of two consuls who acted as 
political and military leaders and were elected for nonrenewable one-year terms by an assembly of the 
people. The Senate, whose members were appointed for life, advised the consuls. 
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Although from the beginning monuments were emblazoned with the initials SPQR (Senatus Populusque 
Romanus, or the Senate and People of Rome), the 'people' initially had precious little say in affairs. (The 
initials are still used and many Romans would argue that little has changed.) Known as plebeians (literally 
'the many'), the disenfranchised majority slowly wrested concessions from the patrician class in the more 
than two centuries that followed the founding of the Republic. Some plebeians were even appointed as 
consuls, and by about 280 BC most of the distinctions between patricians and plebeians had disappeared. 
That said, the apparently democratic system was largely oligarchic, with a fairly narrow political class 
(whether patrician or plebeian) vying for positions of power in government and the Senate. 

At first, the Romans were a rough-and-ready lot. Rome did not bother to mint coins until 269 BC, even 
though the neighboring (and later conquered or allied) Etruscans and Greeks had long had their own 
currencies. The Etruscans and Greeks also brought writing to the attention of Romans, who found it useful 
for documents and technical affairs but hardly glowed in the literature department. Eventually, the Greek 
pantheon of gods formed the bedrock of Roman worship. Society was patriarchal and its prime building 
block was the household (familia). The head of the family (pater familias) had direct control over his wife, 
children and extended family. He was responsible for his children's education. Devotion to household gods 
(eg Panes, the spirits of the kitchen) was as strong as devotion to the pantheon of state gods, led at first 
by the Capitoline Triad of Jupiter (the sky god and chief protector of the state), Juno (the female equivalent 
of Jupiter and patron goddess of women) and Minerva (patron goddess of craftspeople). An earlier version 
of the triad included Mars (god of war) instead of Juno. 

Slowly at first, then with gathering 
pace, Roman armies conquered the 
Italian peninsula. Defeated city-states 
were not taken over directly; they were 
instead obliged to become allies. They 
retained their government and lands 
but had to provide troops on demand to 
serve in the Roman army. This 
relatively light-handed touch was a key 
to success. Increasingly, the protection 
offered by Roman hegemony induced 
many cities to become allies voluntarily. 
Wars with Carthage and other rivals in 
the east led Rome to take control of 
Sardinia, Sicily, Corsica, mainland 
Greece, Spain, most of North Africa 
and part of Asia Minor by 133 BC. 

As the empire grew, so did its ancient system of 'motorways'. With the roads came other bright concepts: 
postal services and wayside inns. Messages could be shot around the empire in a matter of days or weeks 
by sending dispatch riders. At ancient 'truck stops', the riders would change mounts, have a bite and 
continue on their way (more efficient than many modern European postal systems). 
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By the second half of the 2nd century BC, Rome was the most important city in the Mediterranean, with a 
population of 300,000. Most were lower-class freedmen or slaves living in often precarious conditions. 
Tenement housing blocks (mostly of brick and wood) were raised alongside vast monuments. Among the 
latter was the Circus Flaminius, the stage of some of the spectacular games held each year. These 
became increasingly important events for the people of Rome, who flocked to see gladiators and wild 
beasts in combat. 

3. Hail, Caesar! 

Born in 100 BC, Gaius Julius Caesar would prove to be 
one of Rome's most masterful generals and capable 
administrators, but his hunger for power was probably 
his undoing. 

He was a supporter of the consul Pompey, who in 78 BC 
had become a leading figure in Rome after putting down 
rebellions in Spain and eliminating piracy. Caesar 
himself had been in Spain for several years dealing with 
border revolts; on his return to Rome in 60 BC, he 
formed an alliance with Pompey and another important 
commander and former consul, Crassus. They backed 
Caesar's candidacy as consul. 

To consolidate his position in the Roman power game, Caesar needed a major military command. This he 
received with a mandate to govern the province of Gallia Narbonensis, a southern swath of modern 
France stretching from Italy to the Pyrenees, in 59 BC. Caesar raised troops and in the following year 
entered Gaul proper (modern France) to head off an invasion of Helvetic tribes from Switzerland and 
subsequently to bring other tribes to heel. What started as a defensive effort soon became a full-blown 
campaign of conquest. In the next five years, he subdued Gaul and made forays into Britain and across 
the Rhine. In 51 BC he stamped out the last great revolt in Gaul, led by Vercingetorix. Caesar was 
generous to his defeated enemies and consequently won over the Gauls. Indeed, they became his 
staunchest supporters in coming years. 

By now, Caesar also had a devoted veteran army behind him. Jealous of the growing power of his one-
time protégé, Pompey severed his political alliance and joined like-minded factions in the Senate to outlaw 
Caesar in 49 BC. On 7 January, Caesar crossed the Rubicon river into Italy and civil war began. His three-
year campaign in Italy, Spain and the eastern Mediterranean proved a crushing victory. Upon his return to 
Rome in 46 BC, he assumed dictatorial powers. 

He launched a series of reforms, overhauled the Senate and embarked on a building program (of which 
the Curia and Basilica Giulia remain). By 44 BC it was clear Caesar had no plans to restore the Republic, 
and dissent grew in the Senate, even among former supporters like Marcus Junius Brutus, who thought he 

EU Meducation®



had gone too far. A small band of conspirators led by Brutus finally stabbed him to death in a Senate 
meeting on the Ides of March (15 March), two years after he had been proclaimed dictator for life. 

In the years following Caesar's death, his lieutenant, Mark Antony (Marcus Antonius), and nominated heir, 
great-nephew Octavian, plunged into civil war against Caesar's assassins. Things calmed down as 
Octavian took control of the western half of the empire and Antony headed to the east, but when Antony 
fell head over heels for Cleopatra VII in 31 BC, Octavian went to war and finally claimed victory over 
Antony and Cleopatra at Actium, in Greece. The following year Octavian invaded Egypt, Antony and 
Cleopatra committed suicide and Egypt became a province of Rome. 

4. Augustus & the Glories of Empire 

Octavian was left as sole ruler of the Roman world and by 27 BC had been acclaimed Augustus (Your 
Eminence) and the Senate had conceded to him virtually unlimited power. In effect, he had become 
emperor. 

Under Augustus, the arts flourished – his contemporaries 
included the poets Virgil, Horace and Ovid, as well as the 
historian Livy. He encouraged the visual arts, restored 
existing buildings and constructed many new ones. 
During his reign the Pantheon was raised and he boasted 
that he had 'found Rome in brick and left it in marble'. 
The long period of comparatively enlightened rule that he 
initiated brought unprecedented prosperity and security to 
the Mediterranean. 

By AD 100, the city of Rome was said to have had more 
than 1.5 million inhabitants and all the trappings of an 
imperial capital – its wealth and prosperity were obvious 
in the rich mosaics, marble temples, public baths, 
theaters, circuses and libraries. People of all races and 
conditions converged on the capital. Poverty was rife 
among an often disgruntled lower class. Augustus had 
created Rome's first police force under a city 
prefect (praefectus urbi) to curb mob violence, which had 
long gone largely unchecked. 

Augustus carried out other far-reaching reforms. He streamlined the army, which was kept at a standing 
total of around 300,000 men. Military service ranged from 16 to 25 years, but Augustus kept conscription 
to a minimum, making it a largely volunteer force. He consolidated Rome's three-tier class society. The 
richest and most influential class remained the senators. Below them, the so-called equestrians filled posts 
in public administration and supplied officers to the army (control of which was essential to keeping 
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Augustus' position unchallenged). The bulk of the populace filled the ranks of the lower class. The system 
was by no means rigid and upward mobility was possible. 

A century after Augustus' death in AD 14 (at age 75), the Roman Empire reached its greatest extent. 
Under Hadrian (76–138), it stretched from the Iberian Peninsula, Gaul and Britain to a line that basically 
followed the Rhine and Danube rivers. All of the present-day Balkans and Greece, along with the areas 
known in those times as Dacia, Moesia and Thrace (considerable territories reaching to the Black Sea), 
were under Roman control. Most of modern-day Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Israel were 
occupied by Rome's legions and linked with Egypt. From there a deep strip of Roman territory stretched 
along the length of North Africa to the Atlantic coast of what is today northern Morocco. The Mediterranean 
was a Roman lake. 

This situation lasted until the 3rd century. By the time Diocletian (245–305) became emperor, attacks on 
the empire from without and revolts within had become part and parcel of imperial existence. A new 
religious force, Christianity, was gaining popularity and persecution of Christians became common. This 
policy was reversed in 313 under Constantine I (c 272–337) in his Edict of Milan. 

Inspired by a supposed vision of the cross, Constantine defeated his own rival, Maxentius, on Rome's 
Ponte Milvio (Milvian Bridge) in 312, becoming the Roman Empire's first Christian leader and 
commissioning Rome's first Christian basilica, San Giovanni in Laterano. 

The empire was later divided in two, with the second capital in Constantinople (founded by Constantine in 
330), on the Bosphorus in Byzantium. It was this, the eastern empire, which survived as Italy and Rome 
were overrun. This rump empire stretched from parts of present-day Serbia and Montenegro across to 
Asia Minor, a coastal strip of what is now Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Israel down to Egypt and a sliver of 
North Africa as far west as modern Libya. Attempts by Justinian I (482–565) to recover Rome and the 
shattered western half of the empire ultimately came to nothing. 

Imperial Insanity 

Bribes? Think they're unsavory? Spare a thought for the ancient 
Romans, who suffered their fair share of eccentric leaders. We salute 
some of the Roman Empire's wackiest, weirdest and downright kinkiest 
rulers. 

Tiberius (14–37) – A steady governing hand but prone to depression, 
Tiberius had a difficult relationship with the Senate and withdrew in his 
later years to Capri, where, they say, he devoted himself to drinking, 
orgies and throwing out-of-favor subjects into the sea. 

Gaius (Caligula; 37–41) – 'Little Shoes' made grand-uncle Tiberius 
look tame. Sex (including with his sisters) and gratuitous, cruel violence 
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were high on his agenda. He emptied the state's coffers and suggested making a horse consul, before 
being assassinated. 

Claudius (41–54) – Apparently timid as a child, he proved ruthless with his enemies (among them 35 
senators), whose executions he greatly enjoyed watching. According to English historian Edward Gibbon, 
he was the only one of the first 15 emperors not to take male lovers (unusual at the time). 

Nero (54–68) – Augustus' last descendant, Nero had his pushy stage mum murdered, his first wife's veins 
slashed, his second wife kicked to death and his third wife's ex-husband killed. The people accused him of 
playing the fiddle while Rome burned to the ground in 64. He blamed the disaster on the Christians, 
executed the evangelists Peter and Paul and had others thrown to the wild beasts in a grisly public 
spectacle. 

5. Papal Power & Family Feuds 

Ironically, the minority religion that Emperor Diocletian 
had tried so hard to stamp out saved the glory of the city 
of Rome. Through the chaos of invasion and counter-
invasion that saw Italy succumb to Germanic tribes, the 
Byzantine reconquest and the Lombard occupation in 
the north, the papacy established itself in Rome as a 
spiritual and secular force. It invented the Donation of 
Constantine, a document in which Emperor Constantine 
I had supposedly granted the Church control of Rome 
and surrounding territory. What the popes needed was a 
guarantor with military clout. This they found in the 
Franks and a deal was done. 

In return for formal recognition of the popes' control of Rome and surrounding Byzantine-held territories 
henceforth to be known as the Papal States, the popes granted the Carolingian Franks a leading (if ill-
defined) role in Italy and their king, Charlemagne, the title of Holy Roman Emperor. He was crowned by 
Leo III on Christmas Day 800. The bond between the papacy and the Byzantine Empire was thus broken 
and political power in what had been the Western Roman Empire shifted north of the Alps, where it would 
remain for more than 1000 years. 

The stage was set for a future of seemingly endless struggles. Similarly, Rome's aristocratic families 
engaged in battle for the papacy. For centuries, the imperial crown was fought over ruthlessly and Italy 
was frequently the prime battleground. Holy Roman emperors sought time and again to impose their 
control on increasingly independent-minded Italian cities, and even on Rome itself. In riposte, the popes 
continually sought to exploit their spiritual position to bring the emperors to heel and further their own 
secular ends. 
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The clash between Pope Gregory VII and Emperor Henry IV over who had the right to appoint bishops 
(who were powerful political players and hence important friends or dangerous foes) in the last quarter of 
the 11th century showed just how bitter these struggles could become. They became a focal point of Italian 
politics in the late Middle Ages, and across the cities and regions of the peninsula two camps emerged: 
Guelphs (Guelfi, who backed the pope) and Ghibellines (Ghibellini, in support of the emperor). 

A Whiff of Hellfire 

Politics in Italy's mercurial city-states could take a radical turn. When Florence's Medici clan rulers fell into 
disgrace (not for the last time) in 1494, the city's fathers decided to restore an earlier republican model of 
government. 

Since 1481, the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola had been in Florence preaching repentance. His 
blood-curdling warnings of horrors to come if Florentines did not renounce their evil ways somehow 
captured everyone's imagination and the city submitted to a fiery theocracy. He called on the government 
to act on the basis of his divine inspiration. Drinking, whoring, partying, gambling, flashy fashion and other 
signs of wrongdoing were pushed well underground. Books, clothes, jewelries, fancy furnishings and art 
were burned on “bonfires of the vanities.” 

Pleasure-loving Florentines soon began to tire of this fundamentalism, as did Pope Alexander VI (possibly 
the least religious pope of all time) and the Dominicans' rivals, the Franciscan religious order. The local 
economy was stagnant and Savonarola seemed increasingly out to lunch. The city government, 
or signoria, finally had the fiery friar arrested. After weeks at the hands of the city rack-master, he was 
hanged and burned at the stake as a heretic, along with two supporters, on 22 May 1498. 
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6. The Wonder of the World 

The Holy Roman Empire had barely touched southern Italy until Henry, son of the Holy Roman Emperor 
Frederick I (Barbarossa), married Constance de Hauteville, heir to the Norman throne in Sicily in 1186. 
The Normans had arrived in southern Italy in the 10th century, initially as pilgrims en route from Jerusalem, 
later as mercenaries attracted by the money to be made fighting for rival principalities and against the Arab 
Muslims in Sicily. Of Henry and Constance's match was born one of the most colorful figures of medieval 
Europe, Frederick II (1194–1250), nicknamed stupor mundi (wonder of the world). 

Crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 1220, Frederick was a German with a difference. Having grown up in 
southern Italy, he considered Sicily his natural base and left the German states largely to their own 
devices. A warrior and scholar, Frederick was an enlightened ruler with an absolutist vocation. A man who 
allowed freedom of worship to Muslims and Jews, he was not too everyone's liking, as his ambition was to 
finally bring all of Italy under the imperial yoke. 
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A poet, linguist, mathematician and philosopher, Frederick founded a university in Naples and encouraged 
the spread of learning and translation of Arab treatises. Having reluctantly carried out a crusade (marked 
more by negotiation than the clash of arms) in the Holy Land in 1228 and 1229 on pain of 
excommunication, Frederick returned to Italy to find papal troops invading Neapolitan territory. Frederick 
soon had them on the run and turned his attention to gaining control of the complex web of city-states in 
central and northern Italy, where he found allies and many enemies, in particular the Lombard League. 
Years of inconclusive battles ensued, which even Frederick's death in 1250 did not end. Campaigning 
continued until 1268 under Frederick's successors, Manfredi (who fell in the bloody Battle of Benevento in 
1266) and Corradino (captured and executed two years later by French noble Charles of Anjou, who had 
by then taken over Sicily and southern Italy). 

7. Rise of the City-States 

While the south of Italy tended to centralized rule, the north was heading the opposite way. Port cities such 
as Genoa, Pisa and especially Venice, along with internal centers such as Florence, Milan, Parma, 
Bologna, Padua, Verona and Modena, became increasingly hostile towards attempts by the Holy Roman 
Emperors to meddle in their affairs. 

The cities' growing prosperity and independence also brought them into conflict with Rome. Indeed, at 
times Rome's control over some of its own Papal States was challenged. Caught between the papacy and 
the emperors, it was not surprising that these city-states were forever switching allegiances in an attempt 
to best serve their own interests. 

Between the 12th and 14th centuries, they developed new forms of government. Venice adopted an 
oligarchic, 'parliamentary' system in an attempt at limited democracy. More commonly, the city-state 
created a comune (town council), a form of republican government dominated at first by aristocrats but 
then increasingly by the wealthy middle classes. The well-heeled families soon turned their attentions from 
business rivalry to political struggles, in which each aimed to gain control of the signoria (government). 
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In some cities, great dynasties, such as the Medici in Florence and the Visconti and Sforza in Milan, came 
to dominate their respective stages. 

War between the city-states was constant and eventually a few, notably Florence, Milan and Venice, 
emerged as regional powers and absorbed their neighbors. Their power was based on a mix of trade, 
industry and conquest. Constellations of power and alliances were in constant flux, making changes in the 
city-states' fortunes the rule rather than the exception. Easily the most stable, and long the most 
successful of them, was Venice. 

In Florence, prosperity was based on the wool trade, finance and general commerce. Abroad, its coinage, 
the firenze (florin), was king. 

In Milan, the noble Visconti family destroyed its rivals and extended Milanese control over Pavia and 
Cremona, and later Genoa. Giangaleazzo Visconti (1351–1402) turned Milan from a city-state into a 
strong European power. The policies of the Visconti (up to 1450), followed by those of the Sforza family, 
allowed Milan to spread its power to the Ticino area of Switzerland and east to the Lago di Garda. 

The Milanese sphere of influence butted up against that of Venice. By 1450 the lagoon city had reached 
the height of its territorial greatness. In addition to its possessions in Greece, Dalmatia and beyond, Venice 
had expanded inland. The banner of the Lion of St Mark flew across northeast Italy, from Gorizia to 
Bergamo. 

These dynamic, independent-minded cities proved fertile ground for the intellectual and artistic explosion 
that would take place across northern Italy in the 14th and 15th centuries – an explosion that would come 
to be known as the Renaissance and the birth of the modern world. Of them all, Florence was the cradle 
and launch pad for this fevered activity, in no small measure due to the generous patronage of the long-
ruling Medici family. 

8. A Nation Is Born 

The French Revolution at the end of the 18th 
century and the rise of Napoleon awakened 
hopes in Italy of independent nationhood. 
Since the glory days of the Renaissance, 
Italy's divided mini-states had gradually lost 
power and status on the European stage. By 
the late 18th century, the peninsula was little 
more than a tired, backward playground for 
the big powers and a Grand Tour hotspot for 
wealthy toffs of a romantic bent. 
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Napoleon marched into Italy on several occasions, finishing off the Venetian republic in 1797 (ending 1000 
years of Venetian independence) and creating the so-called Kingdom of Italy in 1805. That kingdom was in 
no way independent, but the Napoleonic earthquake spurred many Italians to believe that a single Italian 
state could be created after the emperor's demise. But it was not to be so easy. The reactionary Congress 
of Vienna restored all the foreign rulers to their places in Italy. 

Count Camillo Benso di Cavour (1810–61) of Turin, the prime minister of the Savoy monarchy, became the 
diplomatic brains behind the Italian unity movement. Through the pro-unity newspaper Il 
Risorgimento (founded in 1847) and the publication of a parliamentary Statuto (Statute), Cavour and his 
colleagues laid the groundwork for unity. 

Cavour conspired with the French and won British support for the creation of an independent Italian state. 
His 1858 treaty with France's Napoleon III foresaw French aid in the event of a war with Austria and the 
creation of a northern Italian kingdom, in exchange for parts of Savoy and Nice. 

The bloody Franco-Austrian War (also known as the Second Italian War of Independence; 1859–61), 
unleashed in northern Italy, led to the occupation of Lombardy and the retreat of the Austrians to their 
eastern possessions in the Veneto. In the meantime, a wild card in the form of professional revolutionary 
Giuseppe Garibaldi had created the real chance of full Italian unity. Garibaldi took Sicily and southern Italy 
in a military blitz in the name of Savoy king Vittorio Emanuele II in 1860. Southern Italy was thus 
conquered, rather than willingly forming a union with the north. 
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Spotting the chance, Cavour and the king moved to take parts of central Italy (including Umbria and Le 
Marche) and so were able to proclaim the creation of a single Italian state in 1861. In the following nine 
years, Tuscany, the Veneto and Rome were all incorporated into the fledgling kingdom. Unity was 
complete and parliament was established in Rome in 1871. However, Italy is a collection of discrete 
regions rather than a nation, and this is perhaps where many of its contemporary problems lie. As one of 
the architects of unification, Massimo d'Azeglio, said in his memoirs, 'We made a nation, now we have to 
make the Italians.' 

The turbulent new state saw violent swings between socialists and the right. Giovanni Giolitti, one of Italy's 
longest-serving prime ministers (heading five governments between 1892 and 1921), managed to bridge 
the political extremes and institute male suffrage. Women, however, were denied the right to vote until 
after WWII. 

9. From Trenches to Hanged Dictator 

When war broke out in Europe 
in July 1914, Italy chose to 
remain neutral despite being a 
member of the Triple Alliance 
with Austria and Germany. Italy 
had territorial claims on 
Austrian-controlled Trento 
(Trentino), southern Tyrol, 
Trieste and even in Dalmatia 
(some of which it had tried and 
failed to take during the Austro-
Prussian War of 1866). Under 
the terms of the Triple Alliance, 
Austria was due to hand over 
much of this territory in the 
event of occupying other land 
in the Balkans, but Austria 
refused to contemplate fulfilling 
this part of the bargain. 

The Italian government was divided between noninterventionists and a war party. The latter, in view of 
Austria's intransigence, decided to deal with the Allies. In the London pact of April 1915, Italy was 
promised the territories it sought after victory. In May, Italy declared war on Austria and thus plunged into a 
3½ -year nightmare. 

Italy and Austria engaged in a weary war of attrition, much of it fought in rugged mountainous terrain in the 
Dolomites. The Austro-Hungarian forces collapsed in November 1918, after which the Austrian Empire 
ceded South Tyrol, Trieste, Trentino and Istria to Italy in the postwar Paris Peace Conference. However, 
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Italy failed to obtain additional territorial claims upon Dalmatia and Albania in the Treaty of Versailles, 
which left many Italians bitterly disappointed. 

These were slim pickings after such a bloody and exhausting conflict. Italy lost 600,000 men and the war 
economy had produced a small concentration of powerful industrial barons while leaving the bulk of the 
civilian populace in penury. This cocktail was made all the more explosive as hundreds of thousands of 
demobilized servicemen returned home or shifted around the country in search of work. The atmosphere 
was perfect for a demagogue, who was not long in coming forth. 

Benito Mussolini (1883–1945) was a young war 
enthusiast who had once been a socialist 
newspaper editor and one-time draft dodger. 
This time he volunteered for the front and 
returned only wounded in 1917. The experience 
of war and the frustration shared with many at 
the disappointing outcome in Versailles led him 
to form a right-wing militant political group that by 
1921 had become the Fascist Party, with its 
black-shirted street brawlers and Roman salute. 
These were to become symbols of violent 
oppression and aggressive nationalism for the 
next 23 years. After his march on Rome in 1922 
and victory in the 1924 elections, Mussolini, who 
called himself Il Duce (the Leader), took full 
control of the country by 1926, banning other 

political parties, trade unions not affiliated to the party and the free press. 

By the 1930s, all aspects of Italian society were regulated by the party. The economy, banking, a massive 
public works program, the conversion of coastal malarial swamps into arable land and an ambitious 
modernization of the armed forces were all part of Mussolini's grand plan. 

On the international front, Mussolini at first showed a cautious hand, signing international cooperation 
pacts (including the 1928 Kellogg Pact solemnly renouncing war) and until 1935 moving close to France 
and the UK to contain the growing menace of Adolf Hitler's rapidly re-arming Germany. 

That all changed when Mussolini decided to invade Abyssinia (Ethiopia) as the first big step to creating a 
“new Roman empire.” This aggressive side of Mussolini's policy had already led to skirmishes with Greece 
over the island of Corfu and to military expeditions against nationalist forces in the Italian colony of Libya. 

The League of Nations condemned the Abyssinian adventure (King Vittorio Emanuele III was declared 
Emperor of Abyssinia in 1936) and from then on Mussolini changed course, drawing closer to Nazi 
Germany. Italy backed the rebel General Franco in the three-year Spanish Civil War and in 1939 signed an 
alliance pact. 
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WWII broke out in September 1939 with Hitler's invasion of Poland. Italy remained aloof until June 1940, 
by which time Germany had overrun Norway, Denmark, the Low Countries and much of France. It seemed 
too easy and so Mussolini entered on Germany's side in 1940, a move Hitler must have regretted later. 
Germany found itself pulling Italy's chestnuts out of the fire in campaigns in the Balkans and North Africa 
and could not prevent Allied landings in Sicily in 1943. 

By then, the Italians had had enough of Mussolini and his war and so the king had the dictator arrested. In 
September, Italy surrendered and the Germans, who had rescued Mussolini, occupied the northern two-
thirds of the country and reinstalled the dictator. 

The painfully slow Allied campaign up the peninsula and German repression led to the formation of the 
Resistance, which played a growing role in harassing German forces. Northern Italy was finally liberated in 
April 1945. Resistance fighters caught Mussolini as he fled north in the hope of reaching Switzerland. They 
shot him and his lover, Clara Petacci, before stringing up their corpses (along with others) in Milan's 
Piazzale Lotto. This was a far cry from Il Duce's hopes for a glorious burial alongside his ancient imperial 
idol, Augustus, in Rome. 
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Going the Distance for the Resistance 

In 1943 and 1944, the Assisi Underground hid hundreds of Jewish Italians in Umbrian convents and 
monasteries, while the Tuscan Resistance forged travel documents for them – but the refugees needed 
those documents fast, before they were deported to concentration camps by Fascist officials. Enter the 
fastest man in Italy: Gino Bartali, world-famous Tuscan cyclist, Tour de France winner and three-time 
champion of the Giro d'Italia. Three years after his death in 2003, documents revealed that during his 
'training rides' throughout the war years, Bartali had carried Resistance intelligence and falsified 
documents to transport Jewish refugees to safe locations. Bartali was interrogated at the dreaded Villa 
Triste in Florence, where suspected anti-Fascists were routinely tortured – but he revealed nothing. Until 
his death, the long-distance hero downplayed, even to his children, his efforts to rescue Jewish refugees, 
saying, "One does these things, and then that's that.” 

10. The Grey & Red Years 

In the aftermath of war, the left-wing Resistance was disarmed and Italy's political forces scrambled to 
regroup. The USA, through the economic largesse of the Marshall Plan, wielded considerable political 
influence and used this to keep the left in check. 

Immediately after the war, three coalition governments succeeded one another. The third, which came to 
power in December 1945, was dominated by the newly formed right-wing Democrazia Cristiana (DC; 
Christian Democrats), led by Alcide De Gasperi. Italy became a republic in 1946 and De Gasperi's DC won 
the first elections under the new constitution in 1948, and remained prime minister until 1953. 
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Until the 1980s, the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI; Communist Party), at first under Palmiro Togliatti and 
later the charismatic Enrico Berlinguer, played a crucial role in Italy's social and political development, 
despite being systematically kept out of government. 

The popularity of the party led to a grey period in the country's history, the anni di piombo (years of lead) in 
the 1970s. Just as the Italian economy was booming, Europe-wide paranoia about the power of the 
communists in Italy fueled a secretive reaction, that, it is said, was largely directed by the CIA and NATO. 
Even today, little is known about Operation Gladio, an underground paramilitary organization supposedly 
behind various unexplained terror attacks in the country, apparently designed to create an atmosphere of 
fear in which, should the communists come close to power, a right-wing coup could be quickly carried out. 

The 1970s were thus dominated by the specter of terrorism and considerable social unrest, especially in 
the universities. Neo-fascist terrorists struck with a bomb blast in Milan in 1969. In 1978, the Brigate Rosse 
(Red Brigades, a group of young left-wing militants responsible for several bomb blasts and 
assassinations), claimed their most important victim – former DC prime minister Aldo Moro. His kidnap and 
murder some 54 days later (the subject of the 2003 film Buongiorno, notte) shook the country. 

Despite the disquiet, the 1970s was also a time of positive change. In 1970, regional governments with 
limited powers were formed in 15 of the country's 20 regions (the other five, Sicily, Sardinia, Valle d'Aosta, 
Trentino-Alto Adige and Friuli Venezia Giulia, already had strong autonomy statutes). In the same year, 
divorce became legal and eight years later abortion was also legalized. 

11. From Clean Hands to Berlusconi 

A growth spurt in the aftermath of WWII saw Italy become one of the 
world's leading economies, but by the 1970s the economy had 
begun to falter, and by the mid-1990s a new and prolonged period of 
crisis had set in. High unemployment and inflation, combined with a 
huge national debt and mercurial currency (the erstwhile lira), led 
the government to introduce draconian measures to cut public 
spending, allowing Italy to join the single currency (euro) in 2001. 

The 1990s saw the Italian political scene rocked by the Tangentopoli 
('kickback city') scandal. Led by a pool of Milanese magistrates, 
including the tough Antonio di Pietro, investigations known as Mani 
Pulite (Clean Hands) implicated thousands of politicians, public 
officials and businesspeople in scandals ranging from bribery and 
receiving kickbacks to blatant theft. 

The old centre-right political parties collapsed in the wake of these trials and from the ashes rose what 
many Italians hoped might be a breath of fresh political air. Media magnate Silvio Berlusconi's Forza Italia 
(Go Italy) party swept to power in 2001 and again in April 2008 (after an inconclusive two-year interlude of 
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centre-left government under former European Commission head Romano Prodi from 2006). A one-time 
cruise-ship crooner, Berlusconi's carefully choreographed blend of charisma, confidence, irreverence and 
promises of tax cuts appealed to many Italian voters, and he has enjoyed political success and longevity 
that is incomprehensible to many outsiders. 

However, Berlusconi's tenure saw the economic situation go from bad to worse, while a series of laws 
were passed that protected his extensive business interests, for example, granting the prime minister 
immunity from prosecution while in office. In 2011, Berlusconi was finally forced to resign due to the 
deepening debt crisis. A government of technocrats, headed by economist Mario Monti, took over until the 
inconclusive elections of February 2013. After lengthy postelectoral negotiations, Enrico Letta, a member 
of the Partito Democratico (PD), was named prime minister, steering a precarious right-left coalition. 

12. Coalitions & Populism 

The downfall of former prime minister Silvio Berlusconi ushered in a new era in Italian politics. In 2014, 39-
year-old Matteo Renzi, former mayor of Florence, took over as leader of a right-left coalition, making him 
the third unelected prime minister since Berlusconi's fall (following Mario Monti and Enrico Letta). Renzi's 
cabinet became the youngest in Italian history and the first with an even gender balance. 

Under his leadership, the government introduced a 
number of reforms, including the legalization of same-
sex civil unions and a relaxation of labour laws aimed 
at stimulating economic growth. The latter measures 
included temporary tax breaks for companies willing 
to hire workers on permanent contracts. Much to the 
ire of the country's powerful trade unions, they also 
granted employers more freedom to monitor their 
workers' performance and to fire those who 
underperformed. 

Renzi also proposed a highly contentious amendment 
to the Italian constitution that would have reduced the 
size and power of the Senate, which currently wields 
as much influence as the lower house. According to 
Renzi, the change would have allowed the ruling 
government to pass legislation with greater efficiency. 
Critics of the change, however, argued that it would have given the government too much power and 
threatened the very concept of democracy. The proposal was put to voters in a national referendum on 4 
December 2016, but it was rejected, leading Renzi to honor his promise to resign as prime minister in the 
case of a “No” vote. 
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From December 2016 to June 2018, former Foreign Affairs Minister, Paolo Gentiloni briefly held the tiller 
as prime minister. Considered a progressive Christian leftist, Gentiloni was forced to moderate his 
integrationist views on immigration in the light of Europe's ongoing refugee crisis. Domestically he passed 
health reforms and made changes to the electoral law, while abroad he pushed a mainly Europeanist 
agenda. It wasn't to last. In June 2018, the country changed tack again when an inclusive election resulted 
in a hung parliament and the emergence of a populist coalition made up of the Eurosceptic Five Star 
Movement allied with the Lega Nord.  
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Italian Immigration: Why So Many Italians Live “Outside Italy” 

The Italian immigration phenomenon of the 19th and 20th centuries is often referred to as The Italian 
Diaspora. This large-scale migration of Italians away from Italy occurred in several distinct waves:  

1. The first wave occurred between the unification of Italy in 1861 and 1900. At the time of unification, 
Italy's population was approximately 24 million. Over 7 million people emigrated over the next forty 
years, 66% from the northern regions and 33% from the south. More than half went to other 
European countries, while the rest went overseas to North and South America, Australia and New 
Zealand.  

2. The second period of mass migration occurred between 1900 and 1914, the beginning of World War 
I. During this time, over 9 million Italians, mostly from the rural south, sailed for North or South 
America. In 1913 alone, 872,598 people left Italy. From 1861 to 1914, a total of 40 million Europeans 
emigrated overseas, about two-thirds settling in the USA. 16 million of them were Italian. 
 
Although the war put a stop to Italian emigration, the flow began almost immediately it was over. In 
1920, 614,000 emigrants left Italy, half sailing for the USA. During the first 5 years of Fascism, 1.5 
million people left Italy, approximately 300,000 per year. 300,000 emigrants left Italy as late as 1930. 
Many were older family members joining their established sons and daughters in the new country. 
 
In a 1927 study by the Italian government, it was estimated that there were approximately 9,200,000 
Italian immigrants living overseas — almost 20% of the Italian population. 
 

3. The third wave of Italian emigration followed World War II, along with Europeans from a variety of 
countries. After six years of war, many people dreamed of a fresh start in a new homeland. 

The motives behind this mass exodus were complex, and often associated with the region where the 
immigrants originated. 
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Key Factors Behind The Italian Immigration Statistics  

1. Poverty was the primary reason Italians left their homeland. 
The lack of land, especially as it became subdivided among heirs over several generations, was a 
major problem for rural populations. People struggling to eke out a living in small communities 
learned of opportunities in other countries and seized their chance. Conditions were harsher in the 
south, so the majority of the immigrants in the 20th century came from these regions. 

2. Internal political/economic problems were also a major factor. 
Following World War I and the conditions that resulted in Fascism, Italians left the country in droves. 
Similarly, the devastation of Italy during World War II led to the third major wave of emigration. 

3. Organized crime and its role in the economic difficulties of southern Italy played a part. 
In his bestselling novel, The Sicilian, Mario Puzo tells the story of Salvatore (Turi) Giuliano, the 
'Robin Hood of Sicily' who fought a guerrilla war for both Sicilian separatism and freedom from Mafia 
control, and became a folk hero in the process. According to Puzo, Giuliano's murder in 1950 had a 
devastating effect on the Sicilian people: in the two years following his death, 500,000 Sicilians – 
mostly young men – emigrated, leaving behind a land of women, children and old people. 

 
Italian Immigration Destinations  
 
A study of Italian immigration statistics reveals that Italians have settled in substantial numbers in the 
following countries: 

Some Final Statistics On Italian Immigration 

From 1861 to 1985... 
 
29,036,000 Italians migrated to other countries in Europe including the UK, North America, South America, 
North Africa, East Africa, Australia and New Zealand. 
 
10,275,00 returned to Italy. 
 
18,761,000 remained abroad. 
 
The estimated number of people of Italian origin living abroad in 2008 is 60-70 million. 
 
The Italian government refers to these people as “Italiani Nel Mondo” – Italians in the World. 

 

UK 
Germany 
Switzerland 
Romania 
Egypt 
Canada 
USA 
Mexico

Argentina 
Brazil 
Chile 
Peru 
Uruguay 
Venezuela 
Australia 
New Zealand
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Defining Italian Culture 

Like most countries, Italian culture is distinctive, but because of the vast scale of Italian immigration during 
the 19th and 20th centuries, it's also one of the most recognizable of all European cultures. 
 
Culture can be defined as the customs, mores, traditions and creative pursuits of a country or region that 
differentiate it from its neighbors. So the term Italian culture would include family life, community life, 
festivals and celebrations, as well as creative, economic and political factors. 
 
Italian life is centered around the family unit, which includes a range of relatives from grandparents to 
aunts, uncles and cousins. Italians also form bonds with their neighbors and friends, and a person from the 
same area or region is referred to as a paisano. Because of Italy's tumultuous history and relatively recent 
unification, there is less emotional connection to the concept of being 'Italian' and answering to a central 
government in Rome, and more identification with a home town and/or region. 
 
'Italian culture', in a more narrow sense, is a term used to describe Italy's creative achievements, many of 
which are interconnected with her economy: 

Italian Art 

The visual arts have always played a prominent role in Italian culture. The Italian peninsula has been the 
birthplace of some of the world's most renowned works of art, particularly the creations of its Renaissance 
painters. Italians have been putting brush to canvas – so to speak – since the early cavemen covered the 
walls of their habitations with drawings of their experiences. 

Italian sculpture stands alongside painting and architecture as the country's most enduring art form. 

Italian Architecture 

Another manifestation of the Italian preoccupation with beauty is its architecture. Whether it's the 
magnificence of Saint Peter's Square or the picturesque cliffside villages of the Amalfi coast, Italian 
architecture plays a huge role in giving Italy its distinctive 'look and feel'. As well as beautifying their 
homeland, Italian architects and artists have contributed to some of the world's finest buildings, from 
Moscow's Kremlin to the Capitol building in Washington, D.C. 

Italian Furniture And Interior Design 

Unlike art, which is a purely pictorial representation of the artist's vision, design combines aesthetics with 
practicality. Italian furniture aims for comfort and usability, as well as looking decorative. Italian interior 
design strives for stylish yet practical living spaces. 

Italy also produces fine glassware, cookware and cutlery. 

Italian Fashion 
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Looking good is also a key aspect of Italian culture, especially in the more affluent levels of society. Milan 
is the fashion capital of Italy, reigning with Paris and New York as the top three fashion centers of the 
western world. Italian fashion is renowned for its style and sophistication, and shopping in Italy is one of 
the pleasures many tourists place high on their lists of priorities. 

Related areas in which Italians excel include designer shoes, handbags, lingerie, jewelry and sunglasses. 
(*For the six most recognizable names in Italian fashion, click on Italian Fashion Designers.) 

Italian Cars 

Another enduring aspect of Italian culture is the Italian male's love affair with fast cars. Italy produces 
some of the world's most prestigious designer cars, including the Ferrari and the Lamborghini. Another 
combination of style and practicality – if you have the budget. 

The professional motor racing circuits are filled with drivers bearing Italian surnames, no matter which 
country they represent. 

Related areas include Italian scooters, bicycles and yachts. 
For the six top Italian automobile manufacturers, click on Italian Cars. 

Italian Cuisines 

Food is always a large part of what makes a culture distinctive, and Italian food has been exported to 
many countries along with its immigrants. Pasta, pizza, tiramisu and gelato are just a few of the Italian 
dishes that are available across the globe. Many people consider Italian food among their favorite 
cuisines, as evidenced by the large numbers of Italian restaurants in so many countries. 

Italy is also one of the world's largest producers of wine, which, along with Italian coffee, is the country's 
most popular beverage. You can read more about both on the Italian Wine and Italian Coffee pages. 

Italian Music 

You would imagine that a country that gave the world opera and invented so many musical instruments 
would place a high value on music. And it does. Music is as much a part of Italian life as art and food, and 
the best singers and musicians are not necessarily those on the stage. But many are, carving careers in 
classical music, opera, pop and folk. 

And descendants of Italians who emigrated to other countries have also translated this affinity for music 
into local and international success. Italian-American singers are perhaps the most widely recognized 
members of this group. 

For a brief look at the world of Italian music, click on Italian Music. 
And if you're an opera fan, you can read more about this Italian art form on our Italian Opera page. 

Italian Film 

Orson Welles once remarked that the best Italian actors were not in Italian films – they were on the streets 
of Italy, gesticulating and dramatizing as they lived their lives. He may have been right, but a number of 
these theatrical Italians did make it onto the silver screen, whether in Italy or in the adopted homelands of 
their immigrant parents and grandparents. Al Pacino and Anne Bancroft are two prime examples. 
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Others made their mark behind the camera – Fellini and Bertolucci in Italy and Scorsese and Coppola in 
America. These directors explored both sides of the Italian saga – life in Italy and the life of the Italian 
immigrant.  

Our Italian Actors page features a longer list. 
To read more about the history of Italian cinema, please visit our Italian Film page. 

Italian Literature 

Renaissance writer Dante Alighieri is considered the father of modern Italian literature, as he popularized 
the Tuscan dialect in his Divine Comedy, paving the way for it to become the official Italian language. 

In more recent times, there have been a number of English-language crime fiction novels (and series of 
novels) set in Italy.  

For more on Italian literature, visit Italian Literature. 
For a brief look at the most popular titles, visit Crime Novels Set in Italy. 

Italian Sports 

With the exception of car racing, sport is not usually the first subject that comes to mind when discussing 
Italian culture. Yet at times it appears that the entire country is obsessed with soccer, and Italians have 
also distinguished themselves in a wide variety of sporting events. 

Italian Politics 

With such a volatile history, it's no surprise that Italian politics can be somewhat chaotic and unpredictable. 
But no matter which party is in power, the Italian people go about their daily lives as they have done for 
centuries: ignoring the government, complaining about it, or working around it to achieve their objectives. 

And despite how it may look to outsiders, the system works. Italy has reversed the economic conditions 
that forced her people to emigrate in such numbers and now enjoys a position among the top 10 most 
economically successful countries. 

Italian Family Life 

The heart of Italian culture is the family. Perhaps it's less powerful than it was in previous times, with 
people changing locations in pursuit of economic advancement or new challenges. But the sense of family 
persists, even in transplanted populations where the more relaxed mores of the new culture are adopted. 

Although Italian culture has been portrayed in a less than positive light in many films, especially stories 
about the Mafia, it is also one of the many reasons visitors enjoy coming to Italy. Italy is a land of contrasts 
– the innate friendliness of the people, their love of a good debate, their appreciation of the moment, as 
evidenced by their love affairs with food, wine, good company and beauty in all its forms, and their 
obsessive desire to strive for excellence in whatever they do. 
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Learn To Speak The Italian Language 

The Italian language is a Romance language spoken in Italy and other countries where Italians have 
settled. 47 Romance languages and dialects are spoken by 690 million people in Europe, primarily in Italy, 
France, Spain and Portugal and their former colonies in North Africa and North and South America. The 
earliest surviving Italian texts are legal formulae dating from 960 AD. 

Italian Language History 

Romance languages descend from Latin, the language of ancient Rome. In the early 14th century, Italian 
writer Dante Alighieri standardized the Italian language when he published his collection of poems known 
as the Commedia. Dante rejected the customary Latin and instead blended southern Italian languages, in 
particular Sicilian, with his native Tuscan. Due to the popularity of his writing, this form of Italian came to 
be used throughout the Italian peninsula. The various city-states modified it with features of their local 
speech, producing various versions. In 1582, the Accademia della Crusca, the official legislative body of 
the Italian language, was founded in Florence, leading to the eventual adoption of the Tuscan dialect as 
the official language of Italy in 1861. 

Italian Language Usage  
 
Italian is currently spoken by about 63 million people, primarily in Italy. It's also one of Switzerland's four 
official languages, mainly in the Ticino and Grigioni cantons, and is the official language of San Marino and 
the Vatican. 
 
Italian is widely used in Monaco and Malta, and widely understood in Albania. There are over one million 
speakers in France, particularly in Corsica and the county of Nice, areas that were originally Italian and 
spoke Italian dialects before being annexed to France. It is the second official language in some areas of 
Istria, Slovenia and Croatia. Speakers using Italian as second language are estimated at around 110-120 
million. 
 
Italian is also spoken in former Italian colonies in Africa - Libya, Somalia and Eritrea - but usage has 
declined sharply since the end of the colonial period. Here is a list of the countries where Italian and Italian 
dialects are widely spoken: 

In the United States, Italian speakers are most commonly found in four cities: New York City, Philadelphia, 
Chicago and Boston. In Canada there are large Italian-speaking communities in Montreal and Toronto. 
 
Italian is the second most commonly-spoken language in Australia, where 353,605 Italian Australians, or 
almost 2% of the population, reported speaking Italian at home in the 2001 Census. In 2001 there were 
130,000 Italian speakers in Melbourne, and 90,000 in Sydney. 
 
Italian is widely taught in many schools around the world, but rarely as the first non-native language; it is 
generally the fourth or fifth. 

 

Belgium 
France 
Germany 
Luxembourg 
Switzerland 
United Kingdom 
Australia

New Zealand 
Canada 
United States 
Argentina 
Brazil 
Uruguay 
Venezuela
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Learning The Italian Language  

If you have an Italian background, obviously you'll have an advantage when learning to speak Italian. Even 
if you never actually spoke it yourself, as long as you heard older members of the family talking Italian or 
one of its dialects, your brain will sense a familiarity with the sounds and cadences. This will enable you to 
remember your lessons more easily. 

Even if you have no prior connection with Italian, it's an easy language to learn, at least compared to 
English, because it has far fewer rules of grammar and spelling. Once you learn the basics, you'll be able 
to build on it. And when in doubt, you can always use your hands! 

World Heritage UNESCO Sites - Italy 

Italy has the largest number of World Heritage (UNESCO) sites in the world, with 51 locations listed as 
places of outstanding cultural and historical significance. 

The sites are listed by region, beginning with locations in the northernmost region of Piedmont, and 
proceeding south to the islands of Sicily and Sardinia. Tuscany has the largest number of World Heritage 
(UNESCO) sites with a total of six, followed by Sicily and Lombardy with five. The only regions not laying 
claim to World Heritage (UNESCO) sites are Val D'Aosta, and Trentino in the north, Abruzzo and Molise in 
central Italy, and Calabria in the south. 

Piedmont  
 
1. Residences of the Royal House Of Savoy  
22 palaces belonging to the longest surviving royal house in Europe. The region of Savoy was sold to 
France in 1860. 
 
2. Sacri Monti Of Piedmont and Lombardy  
A series of nine groups of chapels and other architectural features created in northern Italy during the 
seventeenth and late sixteenth century.  
 
 
Lombardy  
 
3. Rock Drawings in Valcamonica 
Complex of rock drawings, the largest in Europe, with approximately 350,000 drawings dating from about 
8,000 BC. 
 
4. Church and Dominican Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie  
The refectory of the convent contains a mural of the Last Supper by Leonardo da Vinci. The wall survived 
bombs dropped by British and American planes on August 15, 1943. 
 
5. Crespi d'Adda 
Outstanding example of 19th and early 20th-century company towns built by European industrialists for 
their workers.  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6. The Rhaetian Railway  
Largest network of private railways in Switzerland. The Berninabahn line crosses the Bernina Pass to 
Tirano in Italy. 
 
7. Mantua and Sabbioneta  
Mantua is surrounded on three sides by artificial lakes created during the 12th century. 
Sabbioneta features a ducal palace built by Vespasiano Gonzaga (d. 1591), a theatre designed by 
Vincenzo Scamozzi (1548-1616), buildings containing frescoes by artists of the Campi family, and a 
historic Jewish Ghetto and Hebrew printing press. 
 
 
Veneto 
 
8. Venice and Lagoon 
Venice consists of 118 small islands in the Venetian Lagoon. Venice was a major maritime power during 
the Middle Ages and Renaissance, and a center of commerce and art in the 13th to 17th centuries. 
 
9. City of Vicenza and the Palladian Villas of the Veneto  
Vicenza's 24 Palladian villas are the work of architect Andrea Palladio.  
 
10. The Orto Botanico di Padova  
World's oldest academic botanical garden still in its original location in Padua. Founded in 1545, the 
garden covers roughly 22,000 square meters, and is famous for its plant collections and overall design. 
 
11. Verona 
Ancient city famous for its medieval architecture and Roman ruins, including an amphitheater which is the 
3rd largest in Italy.  
 
 
Friuli-Venezia Giulia  
 
12. Patriarchal Basilica of Aquileia  
Ancient Roman city with Cathedral of Aquileia, a basilica erected by Patriarch Poppo in 1031 and rebuilt 
about 1379 in the Gothic style by Patriarch Marquad.  
 
 
Liguria  
 
13. Portovenere and Cinque Terre  
Portovenere is a town which includes the three villages of Fezzano, Le Grazie and Portovenere, and three 
islands - Palmaria, Tino and Tinetto. 
Cinque Terre is a rugged portion of the Riviera coastline that includes five villages. The entire area is part 
of the Cinque Terre National Park. 
 
14. Genoa: Le Strade Nuove and Palazzi dei Rolli 
Strada Nuova in the old city of Genoa was designed in the 16th century and features the Palazzo Rosso , 
Palazzo Bianco, Palazzo Grimaldi and Palazzo Reale, as well as an art college, the Musei di Strada 
Nuova and the Palazzo del Principe. 
 
 
Emilia-Romagna  
 
15. Ferrara and Po Delta  
Ferrara's numerous palaces date from the 14th century and 15th century, when the court of the house of 
Este was situated there. 

EU Meducation®



 
16. Early Christian Monuments of Ravenna  
Ravenna once served as the seat of the Western Roman Empire and later the Kingdom of the Ostrogoths 
and the Exarchate of Ravenna.  
 
17. Modena Cathedral, Torre Civica and Piazza Grande  
The construction of the Duomo (cathedral) of Modena began in 1099 and was completed in 1184. 
The city is also famous as the home of Italian sports car makers Ferrari, De Tomaso, Lambourghini, 
Pagani and Maserati. 
 
 
Tuscany 
 
18. Historic Center of Florence  
A centre of medieval trade and finance, the city is considered the birthplace of the Italian Renaissance and 
features an extensive collection of Renaissance art and architecture.  
 
19. Piazza del Duomo, Pisa  
Pisa is a main center for medieval art. The Piazza del Duomo is a square dominated by four great religious 
buildings: the Duomo, the Leaning Tower, the Baptistry and the Camposanto. 
 
20. Historic Center of San Gimignano 
A small walled medieval hill town in the province of Siena famous for its medieval architecture. 
 
21. Historic Center of Siena  
An ancient Roman town in Tuscany, famous for its medieval architecture, including its cathedral and town 
square, and its museums. 
 
22. Historic Center of Pienza  
A Renaissance village, rebuilt as a model town in the 15th century under the patronage of Pope Pius II. 
 
23. Val d'Orcia 
A landscape familiar through its depiction in works of art from Renaissance paintings to modern 
photographs. 
 
 
Umbria 
 
24. Assisi, the Basilica of San Francesco d'Assisi and other Franciscan Sites 
Assisi is the birthplace of St. Francis, founder of the Franciscans in 1208, St. Clare, founder of the Poor 
Clares, and Saint Gabriel of Our Lady of Sorrows. 
 
 
Marche  
 
25. Historic Center of Urbino 
A walled medieval city notable for its Renaissance culture, under the patronage of Federico da 
Montefeltro, duke of Urbino from 1444 to 1482. Its Palazzo Ducale was rebuilt by Luciano Laurana. 
 
 
Lazio 
 
26. Historic Center of Rome, the Properties of the Holy See and Basilica of Saint Paul 
With more than two and a half thousand years of history, Rome was once the largest city in the world and 
the centre of Western civilization. The Vatican is located within the city. 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27. Villa Adriana (Tivoli)  
A large Roman archaeological complex created at Tibur (modern-day Tivoli) as a retreat for Roman 
Emperor Hadrian in the early 2nd century. 
 
28. Villa d'Este (Tivoli)  
Architectural masterpiece commissioned by Cardinal Ippolito II d'Este (1509-1572), son of Alfonso I d'Este 
and Lucrezia Borgia and grandson of Pope Alexander VI. 
 
29. Etruscan Necropolises of Cerveteri and Tarquinia 
Cerveteri features a total of 1,000 Etruscan tombs and is the largest ancient necropolis in the 
Mediterranean area.  
Tarquinia features 6,000 Etruscan tombs, 60 of which include wall paintings. 
 
 
Campania 
 
30. Historic Center of Naples  
Founded over 2,500 years ago by the Ancient Greeks, Naples played an important role in Magna Graecia, 
the Roman Republic, the Kingdom of Naples (1282 to 1816) and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. 
 
31. 18th Century Royal Palace at Caserta with Park, the Aqueduct of Vanvitelli and the San Leucio 
Complex 
The Palace of Caserta is a former residence of the Bourbon kings of Naples. It was the largest palace 
erected in Europe in the eighteenth century. 
 
32. Archaeological Areas of Pompei, Herculaneum and Torre Annunziata  
Destroyed by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 AD, Pompeii was discovered in the mid-18th century 
and is still being excavated. 
Herculaneum and Torre Annunziata were smaller towns destroyed by the same eruption 
 
33. Amalfi Coast 
Renowned for its rugged terrain, scenic beauty, picturesque towns and diversity. 
 
34. Cilento and Vallo di Diano, Pæstum and Velia, and the Certosa di Padula  
Cilento's Greek origins are visible in the remains of the colonies of Velia (ancient Elea) and Paestum 
(ancient Poseidonia). 
Paestum is a major Graeco-Roman city founded around the end of the 7th century BC by colonists from 
the Greek city of Sybaris, and originally known as Poseidonia. 
The Certosa di Padula is a large famous Carthusian monastery founded by Tommaso San Severino in 
1306 and features the biggest cloister in the world. 
 
 
Basilicata  
 
35. The Sassi and the Park of the Rupestrian Churches of Matera  
An ancient town, the Sassi di Matera, features houses dug into rock, and may be evidence of some of the 
first human settlements in Italy. 
 
 
Apulia 
 
36. Castel del Monte, Andria  
A 13th century castle built by the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II between 1240 and 1250. 
 
37. The Trulli of Alberobello  
Unique traditional Apulian stone dwellings with conical roofs. 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Sicily  
 
38. Archaeological Area of Agrigento, Sicily  
Site of the ancient Greek city of Akragras, one of the leading cities of Magna Graecia during the golden 
age of Ancient Greece. 
 
39. Villa Romana del Casale 
A Roman villa containing the richest and largest collection of Roman mosaics in the world. 
 
40. Isole Eolie (Aeolian Islands)  
A volcanic archipelago in the Tyrrhenian Sea north of Sicily. The active volcano on Stromboli, the mud 
baths of Vulcano, and the caves of Filicudi are some of the main attractions. 
 
41. Late Baroque Towns of the Val di Noto  
After the entire area was decimated by an enormous earthquake, the towns were rebuilt in the Sicilian 
Baroque style. The ancient town of Akrai (Palazzolo Acreide), founded in 664 AD, was the first colony of 
the Corinthian settlement at Syracuse. 
 
42. Syracuse and the Rocky Necropolis of Pantalica 
Over 2,700 years old, Syracuse was founded by Ancient Greek Corinthians and became a very powerful 
city-state during the period of Magna Graecia. 
 
 
Sardinia  
 
43. Su Nuraxi di Barumini 
There are more than 8,000 nuraghes megalithic edifices in Sardinia dating back before 1,000 BC. 
 
 
We're also including the following Holy See and San Marino sites as both are located within the borders of 
Italy: 
 
 
Holy See  
 
1. Historic Center of Rome (Properties of the Holy See), Basilica of Saint Paul 
Roman properties owned by the Holy See. 
 
2. Vatican City  
A sovereign city state within Rome whose churches and museums house some of Italy's greatest art 
treasures, created by artists such as Botticelli, Bernini, Raphael and Michelangelo. 
 
 
Marino San 
 
1. San Marino 
A sovereign region that declined to join the Italian republic, San Marino's Historic Centre and Mount Titano 
are classified as a world heritage site. The city, protected by its position on Mount Titano, dates back to the 
13th century. 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New Additions 

UNESCO has added 8 new Italian World Heritage sites to its listings.  

 
44. Monte San Giorgio (Lombardy) 

45. The Dolomites (Trentino & Veneto) 

46. Longobards in Italy (throughout peninsula) 

47. Prehistoric Pile dwellings around the Alps (Alps) 

48. Medici Villas (Tuscany) 

49. Mount Etna (Sicily) 

50. Vineyard landscapes of Piedmont (Piedmont) 

51. Arab-Norman Palermo and the cathedrals of Cefalu and Monreale (Sicily) 
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World Heritage UNESCO Sites 

World Heritage UNESCO sites are overseen by UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization), an agency within the United Nations whose mandate is to promote the idea of 
international peace through education and communication. 
 
Formed in 1945 at the end of World War II, UNESCO created a new program in 1972 to protect and 
conserve sites of significance to world culture and history, including many natural wonders. The idea of 
creating an international organization for protecting cultural and historical landmarks began after the First 
World War, but it took another half-century to be put into effect. 
 
Currently there are 878 sites on the World Heritage lists. Of these, 678 are cultural sites, 174 are natural 
sites, and 26 are combinations of both. The sites are located in 145 states and/or countries. 
 
Italy is home to the largest number of number of World Heritage UNESCO Sites in Europe, with 43 sites 
on the list plus two in the Holy See (the Vatican). Although each site is administered by its own 
government, it's considered in the interests of all humanity to protect and preserve the sites. 
 
Here is the list of World Heritage sites in Europe: 

 

Italy 
Spain 
France 
Germany 
United Kingdom 
Russian Federation 
Greece 
Sweden 
Poland 
Portugal 
Czech Republic 
Belgium 
Bulgaria 
Switzerland 
Turkey 
Austria 
Hungary 
Croatia 
Finland 
Netherlands 
Norway 
Romania 
Slovakia 
Ukraine

43 
40 
33 
33 
27 
23 
17 
14 
13 
13 
12 
9 
9 
9 
9 
8 
8 
7 
7 
7 
7 
7 
7 
5

Belarus 
Denmark 
Lithuania 
Serbia 
Armenia 
Cyprus 
Georgia 
Malta 
Albania 
Azerbaijan 
Bosnia/Herzegovina 
Estonia 
Holy See 
Iceland 
Ireland 
Latvia 
Montenegro 
Andorra 
Luxembourg 
Moldova 
San Marino 
Slovenia 
Macedonia

4 
4 
4 
4 
3 
3 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1
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Public English Medical Universities of Italy 
2019 

University of Bari


University of Bologna


University of Messina


University of Milano “Bicocca”


University of Milano “La Statale” (IMS)


University of Napoli “Federico II”


University of Napoli “Luigi Vanvitelli”


University of Padova


University of Pavia


University of Roma “La Sapienza”


University of Roma “Tor Vergata”


University of Siena (*Dentistry only)


University of Torino


Private English Medical Universities of Italy 
2019 

Campus BioMedico University of Roma


Catholic University “Sacro Cuore” of Roma


 Humanitas University of Milano


Vita-Salute San Raffaele University of Milano
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