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Foreword

Parachuting and truffle-hunting in the Maremma

Richard Hodges1

Fifty years ago, Archeologia Medievale established the existence of a discipline that distinguished itself 
in Italy from Archeologia Cristiana. The new discipline answered a call to arms by the French historians 
Georges Duby and Jean-François Lemarignier, and supported by the archaeologists, Michelangelo Cagiano 
de Azevado, Withold Hensel and General Giulio Schmiedt made at the Spoleto conference dedicated to 
the early Middle Ages in 1965. These advocates sought to create an archaeology that was not devoted 
to ecclesiastical monuments and art but to settlements and their material culture2. They found an 
extraordinary proponent in Riccardo Francovich who directed the journal, Archeologia Medievale from 
19743. But in hindsight, we might deduce that in 1965 Duby wanted the granular evidence of medieval 
life to lend colour to his wide-ranging textual studies, while Schmidt almost certainly sought an atlas of 
plans ranging from sites to regions. Francovich, however, with his breathtaking energy had other ideas. 
The son of a historian, trained in history and medieval topography, he intended to challenge historical 
paradigms using Medieval archaeology. He was not a truffle-hunter, in Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s 
sense, but devoted to using the granular evidence, as Le Roy Ladurie did, to become a parachutist that 
might reinterpret the origins and development of (his) medieval Tuscany4. Now, Giovanna Bianchi, a 
stellar pupil of Francovich, has written a book that far exceeds any of the expectations that existed 
in 1966 at Spoleto or 1974 when the new journal of record was created. This book will come to be 
recognized as a cornerstone of a Medieval archaeology that manages truffle-hunting with all the rigour 
of the so-called Third Scientific revolution5, while providing a parachutist’s overview of not just the 
Maremma but of Tuscany as a regione, and its Medieval evolution alongside regions with more ample 
textual documentation in central and northern Italy. 

The riches of this volume are immediately apparent. The reader need do no more than flick through the 
many illustrations. For the most part these are not simple images supporting the argument made in the 
book, but the product of interpretation and analysis, in support of a paradigm-shifting argument. Such 
illustrations have become a standard in north-west Europe6, but unusual in Italian Medieval archaeology 
where such resources have had a subsidiary status. The resources of the European Research Council 
(ERC) grant, rightly acknowledged by Bianchi, have made this approach to visual analyses possible, 
but of course it is the will to do this with such flair that might have won, for example, the approval of 
Georges Duby and General Schmiedt. 

Then there is the thesis behind this ground-breaking book. It takes its direction from the excavations 
and research around the royal fisc of Vetricella and advances from there to a conclusion that provides 

1 Emeritus President, the American University of Rome.
2 Voto per l’insegnamento di Archeologia Medievale, in Agricultura e Mondo Rurale in Occidente nell’Alto Medioevo (Settimane 
di Spoleto XIII, 22-28 Aprile 1965), Spoleto, 1966, 13; see Hodges 2014.
3 Hodges 2011.
4 Cf. Le Roy Ladurie 1978; 1979.
5 Kristansen 2014.
6 See, for example, Blair 2018.
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new thinking about Bloch’s first and second feudal ages within the much-developed literature about 
the evolution of the Italian countryside in concert with its towns. This is truffle-hunting in a manner 
that would have engaged Le Roy Ladurie’s micro-historical analysis. In some senses, Vetricella with its 
finely-tuned chronology and its remarkable material culture is an archaeological Montaillou. Bianchi 
takes the idea of the royal fisc of valli (the likely name of Vetricella) and advances to reconstruct the 
history of the valley, reaching from the Mediterranean to the Colline Metaliferre with its key town, a 
miniature Siena, at Massa Marittima. 

There then follows a second example from the Maremma, pivoted on Grosseto, again using the initial 
discoveries at Vetricella to shed new light on a constellation of sites investigated over the past decades 
by archaeologists from Siena University including Francovich. Then, boldly, Bianchi advances into 
the Tuscan interior to pursue her argument within a modern approach to ecclesiastical archaeology, 
including the recently excavated 11th-century cult site at Montieri. Finally, in this section, she reviews 
the riches from forty years of investigations of mineral extraction in this region, giving scale as well 
as shape to the villages that came to underpin the urban revolution in Tuscany. How Francovich who 
passed away in 2007 would have been thrilled by this chapter. Three chapters conclude this book, each 
taking the preceding detail and working these into a model that surely would have resonated profoundly 
with past masters like Marc Bloch and Georges Duby. Here is an archaeologist examining how managed 
redistribution as opposed to a market took shape between the mid 9th and 12th centuries, and in time, 
fostered the local conditions upon which the larger inter-regional commerce at emerging towns was 
anchored. Boldly reaching out beyond Tuscany into northern-central Italy on the eve of the turn of the 
millennium and after, it is more than evident that her model is not simply a Tuscan story.  

Bianchi carefully confronts the prevailing thesis proposed by Chris Wickham that lords were external 
to the process of production7. On this Tuscan evidence, there can be no doubt now that the aristocracy 
had access to a wider range of ceramics (and other goods) but were also the architects of redistribution 
strategies emanating from commodity centres at places like this coastal fisc at Vetricella as well as new 
communes in the Maremma like Donoratico. In the end, redistribution in a proportionate way served 
all levels of society with places like these rural central-places becoming conceptual but not actual 
foreunners of 12th-century market towns. Demand for ceramics, iron utensils and possibly glass was 
generated not only by the élite but also the peasantry as far as we can see from the archaeology of the 
range of households from this age described by Bianchi. At the same time standardization in all these 
materials projected for an emerging state an increasingly centralized and sustainable economy. 

As such, in this far-reaching panorama, from a parachutist’s viewshed, Medieval archaeology now 
presents a measured paradigm that will engage historians to re-examine their textual histories about 
the roots of Italian communal life. Beyond this, Bianchi has provided us with a benchmark that now 
merits careful scrutiny alongside other regional Medieval histories for western Europe. How one wishes 
now for such studies of provinces in the France, Germany and the Low Countries. In conclusion, we 
cannot doubt that this book successfully delivers the aspirations of the founders of Italian Medieval 
archaeology half a century ago.

7 Wickham 2008; 2023, 677.
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Introduction

As someone who suffers from mild vertigo, I’ve always been a little afraid of heights. This is probably 
why, if I had to choose which category of archaeologists and researchers I would prefer to subscribe to, 
I would definitely choose “truffle-hunters” over the “parachutists”1. 

That said, however, I would not set much store by the negative connotations that are sometimes associated 
with truffle-hunters, as being somewhat lost in their own little world, and generally unable to come up 
with an overall vision. Indeed, I believe it is essential to proceed just as they do, adopting their particular 
approach to research work. As long as there is an awareness that, to home in on a specific aspect of the 
historical reality under examination (with the aim of identifying points of general significance), one 
has to engage in a continual critical analysis of the available sources. Moreover, these sources must be 
known and assessed thoroughly, especially if they are scant and fragmentary, as may well be the case 
when dealing with early medieval archaeology. This minutely detailed work is only possible of one uses 
a magnifying glass, and selects a territory that is not too large. It must also be carefully observed, in the 
full knowledge that the picture deriving from our case study will be ‘only one of the possible answers, 
one of the possible realities, that is arrived at by means of general questions’ (Levi 2021, 72). Thus, as 
every skilled hunter of truffles knows, one has to know how to root through the terrain in question and, 
without abandoning the big picture (the preserve of the high-flying parachutist), it is a good idea to 
keep going back to hard facts and actual data, and keep your feet firmly on the ground. 

In an effort to do just that, in the present work I enjoyed returning to that idea of slowness, that brand of 
long durée, in a research context, referred to by Sonia Gutiérrez and Carolina Doménech for El Tolmo de 
Minateda (Gutiérrez, Doménech 2020). It is an essential precondition for dwelling on the data, going back 
to it, weighing it up, and framing new questions, as well as coming to conclusions that may sometimes 
differ from those formulated years before.

This last part of the research and review process would not have been possible without the ERC nEU-
Med project2. In fact, one may say that the project itself stemmed from a need to question and check, 
in the light of new research, findings that had become established and consolidated, starting from the 
well-known Tuscan model, setting out from the places where that model was originally drawn up by 
Riccardo Francovich.

Indeed, the choice was made to focus the investigation in the heart of the Maremma region. Here the 
ERC nEU-Med project set itself the goal of understanding the mechanisms of economic growth which, in 
the case of Tuscany, led to the formation of communes, and to the major development seen in the 12th 
century. Focusing attention on an area that has been heavily investigated archaeologically in the last 40 
years was essential to this undertaking. Indeed, it meant having a strong knowledge base, a necessary 
condition for embarking on new, original analyses of a multidisciplinary nature able to provide data 
that could supplement and flesh out the historical and archaeological picture already compiled. To 
achieve this purpose, it was initially thought that the analysis had to be focused especially on the actions 
carried out by the various aristocracies present in the territory, interpreted through their material 
manifestations. 

1 Here I refer to Le Roy Ladurie’s well-known division into categories, applied to archaeological research by Hodges 1989, and 
also revisited in the text by Hodges, Francovich 1990, 15-17. 
2 The ERC Advanced nEU-Med project: Origins of a New Economic Union (7th-12th centuries): resources, landscapes and 
political strategies in a Mediterranean region, which took place between October 2015 and May 2021, included Richard Hodges 
as Principal Investigator and myself as coordinator of the research team at the University of Siena, as the project’s Host 
Institution. In this connection, see the main publications: Bianchi, Hodges 2018; 2020, and the project’s website www.neu-med.
unisi.it.
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Slowly, however, as research progressed, the theme of public properties became a central element in 
our considerations, meaning the set of properties and assets associated mainly with estates and specific 
rights (resource exploitation, tolls, water use, markets etc.) held by the king, or by people who held 
public offices (Cristoferi 2023, 397). Indeed, evidence relating to the layout and structure of sites, to 
materials, and to anthropic transformations in the landscape were so macroscopic, and out-of-scale 
compared to findings from previous field research, that we gradually realized that we were looking at 
the material features of fiscal administration. In Italy this aspect is rarely illuminated by documentary 
and archaeological sources, meaning that still today it tends to languish in a certain shadow, one that is 
at times impenetrable.

A recent overview of historiography relating to this kind of property, compiled by Vito Loré, to which 
readers are referred also for the extensive bibliography (Loré 2019), highlights the fact that in Italy 
only in the early 1980s did attention to this subject, on the part of historians dealing with documentary 
sources, return to the centre of some studies. With the start of the new millennium came an acceleration 
when, beginning with studies focusing on specific economic aspects of the administration of these 
properties, or on their connection to the patrimony of queens (Carocci, Collavini 2012; Lazzari 2012b; 
Collavini, Tomei 2018), scholars began to reflect on the dimension of the royal patrimony, and on the 
dynamics of its management. This led to a picture in which the central powers had a profile that did 
not fit the image of weakness that emerged in previous studies, which often concentrated mainly on 
the actions of the aristocracies. The volume published in 2019 (Bougard, Loré 2019), bringing together 
the proceedings of an important conference on royal properties, enabled a more detailed outlining of 
the kinds of actions of the public powers, and their consequences, in an effective comparative approach 
that also considered other European contexts, thereby delineating a general, up-to-date analysis aimed 
at the formulation of a fresh research agenda3.

In the two years that have elapsed since the original edition of this volume appeared in Italian, research 
on the royal fisc, and the role of the state, has benefited from significant additional contributions, and 
the results of new projects. I refer in particular to the partially published results of a national project 
focusing on fiscal estates, and the recent publication of the proceedings of a conference held as part of 
that project. These include important contributions having to do with royal economic management, 
viewed primarily through written sources (Lazzari and Tabarrini 2023)4. 

Further thoughts on these issues can be read in a recent volume that brings together articles on various 
European contexts on the theme of the concept of state, in which a study of political systems and 
their institutional structures is closely integrated with the study of economic and social practices in 
administering public properties themselves (Carvajal Castro, Tejerizo-Garcia 2023). 

The publication of a volume on the 10th century in several European contexts also provides further 
information to supplement our understanding of findings for this chronological period (Santos Salazar, 
Tente 2023). For the economic history of the Ottonian reign in Germany, the volume by David Bachrach, 
published a few months after my book appeared in Italian, constitutes a valuable source of information 
for a comparison with the context of the Kingdom of Italy. For an overview and a comparative analysis, 
the recent volume by Chris Wickham (Wickham 2023), in which much space is given to a discussion of 

3 For Tuscany, two studies published between 2017 and 2019, focusing respectively on a study of regional and Lucchese 
aristocracies by means of written sources (Cortese 2017; Tomei 2019), have underlined with particular force the role of the 
central powers and of the administration of fiscal properties in the processes of the formation,  consolidation and growth of 
aristocratic possessions in a long period stretching from the 9th to the 11th centuries.
4 This is the project entitled “Fiscal Estate in Medieval Italy: continuity and change (9th-12th centuries)”, directed by Tiziana 
Lazzari (University of Bologna), to whom I am grateful for discussing, over the last two years, some of the findings that were 
emerging from the project.
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Tuscany and central-north Italy, offers useful food for thought as to the general conclusions that I came 
to when drafting the findings set out in the following chapters.

A reading of these texts has confirmed the plausibility of the hypotheses put forward in this volume, 
as well as the fact that it was not necessary to update the central arguments of my work in this new, 
English-language edition.

By contrast, when it comes to archaeology itself, research focused on rural public courts in Italy has 
never really taken off fully. Indeed, apart from a few exceptions, evidence relating to public estates has 
often been found in research projects that were too limited in scope to supply an exhaustive, overall 
vision5. 

To this end, the research sponsored by the ERC nEU-Med project in the Val di Pecora and the Val di Cornia, 
areas that were included within two royal courts, respectively Valli and Cornino, and the exceptional 
finds made during excavation of the Vetricella site (Scarlino, GR), have given a major push towards an 
understanding of the workings of such political entities also from the economic point of view.

In this volume, the area of the Maremma that I identified as a case study is geographically delimited by 
four royal courts which, between 937 and 999, were part of the patrimony of one of the most powerful 
queens of the time: Adelaide, the wife of Lothair II, and later of Otto I.

Even during the ERC nEU-Med project itself, I had cast an eye more than once at the territories 
bordering the Cornia and Pecora valleys, with special reference to those around Grosseto where, in the 
Salica valley, at the Vigna Nuova locality, fieldwork was under way that was revealing a material reality 
comparable to that found in the Pecora valley, and to the court of Valli (Campana 2021). Thus, in the 
search for further comparative analyses, a series of pointers gradually emerged which, viewed with an 
eye made more vigilant and open by virtue of the reconstructions in progress in the Pecora and Cornia 
valleys, gave me a glimpse of a new, possible interpretive key for an analysis of the findings deriving 
from several kinds of material sources, gathered over years of research, within a territory that seemed 
to share a historical trajectory similar to that of the valleys studied by the ERC nEU-Med project.  

The idea underpinning this volume stems precisely from this: the challenge of analysing, using new 
interpretive tools, an area with a solid tradition of historical and archaeological studies, investigating the 
material mechanisms of public administration, and the interaction between these and local societies, ie. 
both the local aristocracies and the subaltern classes. This will make it possible to pursue a theme that 
has never before been addressed in concrete terms in detail, but which is common to several different 
geographical areas, and to do so by setting ourselves the following objectives: 

1.	 identifying possible markers of areas characterized by the presence of public properties; 

2.	 understanding their formation and management, and how they became transformed, especially 
by reference to material sources; 

3.	 relating these findings to the complex history of a territory, in a long diachrony;

4.	 identifying their relationship to processes of economic growth. 

In order to achieve these goals, in the first five chapters I have traced the history of many geographical 
micro-contexts, and several different sites, isolating and at times reinterpreting those which I thought 
stood out in the historical scenario as indicators of political courses of action associated with royal or 
margravial strategies. The findings made in the process served to draw up, in Chapter VI, an overall 
picture designed to interpret anthropic and natural landscapes that were closely connected to each 
other by a common fate, involving transformations, abandonments and rebirths. To lend weight to 
my hypotheses, in Chapter VII I compared the resultant findings to published findings for a number of 

5 For a summary of these research studies, and their bibliography, readers are referred to Chapter VII of this volume.
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contexts in northern Tuscany, and in a central portion of the Po valley area, seeking points in common 
in histories that were apparently remote and disconnected from each other.

All this while being fully aware that I could not arrive at an absolute historical truth, but that I could 
try to identify plausible narratives to reconstruct the stages in a complex history, set out in the final 
chapter, as a paradigm for other territories, beyond and outside the case study, one that I hope may be 
able to guide new research. 

To build my narration, I drew on material findings above all, and wherever possible, stemming not only 
from archaeological research, but also from research in other disciplines, aware that the contribution 
from the so-called ‘hard’ sciences, with a view to a thorough integration of objectives, is the way forward 
for gaining a better understanding of historical complexity.

The sources were interrogated, debated and often reread, to build a new narration. It was a laborious 
task in which I tried to never lose sight of the central thread, I hope successfully.

It has not been an easy task, and the fact I have managed to complete it is down to many friends and 
colleagues whom I would like to mention, and thank: 

Richard Hodges, for having believed in the nEU-Med project, and for having joined me in this ‘adventure’, 
which saw him return to those places where, more than thirty years earlier, he was involved in the 
‘glorious’ period of research in early medieval villages with his dear friend Riccardo Francovich; 

my colleagues and young researchers, the ‘action nucleus’ of the nEU-Med project, with whom I shared 
in this exceptional period of research that has just ended, a period which I now view with increasing 
nostalgia: Alexander Agostini, Arianna Briano, Andrea Bardi, Mauro Buonincontri, Laura Chiarantini, 
Cristina Cicali, Simone Collavini, Carmine Lubritto, Lorenzo Marasco, Anna Maria Mercuri, Pierluigi 
Pieruccini, Giulio Poggi, Elisabetta Ponta, Alessia Rovelli, Luisa Russo, Francesco Sala, Davide Susini, 

Figure 0.1 - The area investigated.
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Serena Viva, Paolo Tomei, and Vanessa Volpi. The productive discussions I have had with each of them 
have truly meant a lot to me, and without their work much of this volume would not have been written; 

Luisa Dallai, a valuable travelling companion in all the various phases of the project, and an irreplaceable 
source of support in the no few critical moments along the way, as well as during the drafting of this 
volume itself. 

Important advice and contributions to the project and, as a result, also to the construction of this book 
have come from many colleagues: Marie-Christine Bailly Maître, Marco Benvenuti, Marc Bompaire, 
Luc Bourgeois, Gaetano Di Pasquale, Alessandro Donati, Alessio Fiore, Sauro Gelichi, Michelle Hobart, 
Tiziana Lazzari, Michael McCormick, John Mitchell, Alessandra Molinari, Juan Antonio Quirós Castillo, 
Guillaime Sarah, Florian Téreygeol; Chris Wickham, Giacomo Vignodelli, and Enrico Zanini. My thanks 
go to each and every one of them.

Alexander Agostini, Monica Baldassarri, Arianna Briano, Mauro Buonincontri, Stefano Campana, Luisa 
Dallai, Roberto Farinelli, Elisabetta Giorgi, Alessio Fiore, Sauro Gelichi, Silvia Guideri, Richard Hodges, 
Lorenzo Marasco, Mario Marrocchi, Paolo Tomei, Luisa Russo, Emanuele Vaccaro and Serena Viva have 
patiently read parts of the volume, enriching them with their comments. 

None of the above are responsible, of course, for any shortcomings and flaws in this work, for which I 
take full responsibility. 

This book, the ideas underlying my research and the nEU-Med project itself, as well as my passion for 
my work, all this and much more, would not have been possible without Riccardo Francovich. He is ever 
in my thoughts, and I will always be grateful to him.


