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Orvieto and Bagnoregio in the XIV century —
a case study on city and countryside in Late Medieval Italy

Abstract

The aim of this article is to examine the interactions among main cities
and the rural communities subordinate to them in central Italy during Late
Middle Age. Premise of my work is the refusal of the assumption that
cities and towns interacted between them as a whole. | choose Orvieto
and its subordinate town of Bagnoregio in 1303 and 1304 as case study
to enlighten that parties and faction based in the city and in the town
interacted in ways that it is impossible to reduce to the dichotomy master-
servant: this links as a whole shaped the dialogue between the city and
its subordinates.
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Introduction

In this essay | will analyse the relationships that existed at
the beginning of the 14" century between Orvieto, an ltalian city
in Umbria, and Bagnoregio, a town about twenty kilometres south
of Orvieto. This article is part of the current historiographical
debate, which | will shortly present in the first paragraph, about
the interaction between the political actors in the cities and
countries of central and northern Italy throughout the Late Middle
Age. Studying the relationship between Orvieto and Bagnoregio
allows us to observe these dynamics in a background more
complex than the usual one shaped by the interaction between
city and town. That was due to the particular status of Bagnoregio,
which was a rural town from a demographical and economic point
of view, but from the political standpoint it was considered a city,
because it was a bishopric', moreover, for its location was part of
the Patrimonium Petri and juridically terra immediata subiecta to
the Holy See.

City and Countryside in Late Medieval Italy, a short
historiographical analysis

The making of the contado by cities and the relationships
between them and the small towns and villages surrounding
them are a traditional subject of the ltalian historiography.
From the 18" century onward it's undisputed that the extent of
political and juridical power exercised by the Italian city-states
during the Middle Age over large rural areas was a unicum in
all Europe (more about ltalian historiography in 18th century
in Peter 1996 and Imbruglia 2012). Since the beginning of the 20™
century, the analysis of the manner in which the cities built their

" More on the connection between bishopric and city status in Chittolini (1990)
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own contado became one of the prominent fields of research
of the Italian Medieval Studies. In 1908-1909 Romolo Caggese
published Classi e comuni rurali nel medio evo italiano, the first
monograph dedicated to the contado building process. This book
was a turning point in historiography, because for the first time an
author pointed out the negative effects that the cities’ domination
had over towns and villages: Caggese underlined the vitality of
social and political institutions of the Italian countryside and, at
the same time, shed light on the burden that the cities put on
them (Caggese 1908-1909). Throughout the first half of 20™ century,
in the Italian academia there was a predominantly negative
interpretation of contado, which was seen as an area exploited
by cities. Giovanni de Vergottini in 1929 coined the expression
“conquest of the contado [by the cities]”, phrase which will be
used for the next 50 years by Italian medievalists to summarize
the violence exercised on the small towns by the cities in the
course of their control of the countryside (De Vergottini 1929).

In 1934 was printed the first monograph which emphasized
on the existence of different reactions from the country
inhabitants to the cities expansion: in that year Johan Plesner
had his thesis published. The Danish historian studied the
emigration of the countrymen to Florence in the 13" century and
he concluded that more dynamic social groups took advantage
of the Florentine expansion to strengthen their relations with the
urban world, to have a better chance to accumulate wealth and
social advancement (Plesner 1934). Since then, historians have
developed a new interpretation of the relationships between
cities and towns in central and northern Italy and begun to
rethink not only the socio-economic perspective but also the



political point of view. The late Fifties and early Sixties were
especially fruitful for political analysis: in these years Philip
James Jones started his lifelong studies of the Italian city-states,
which gave a paramount contribution in the reconsideration
of the role of cities in medieval Italy (Nobili 1980, Coleman 2010,
Zorzi 2010), underlining the importance of extra-urban social
and political factors?. Moreover, in 1961 Ernesto Sestan wrote
a very important essay about the transition from Commune to
Signoria, where he argued that in the13"" and 14" centuries,
most of the urban ruling class, came from the contado and it
ruled thanks to the resources it could mobilize from its castles
and villages in the country (Sestan 1961, more on his works in
Zorzi 2010, Zorzi 2012). Ernesto Sestan’s works were crucial in
raising a new generation of historians interested in studying the
relationship between the cities and the countryside. Elio Conti
— Sestan’s assitant — Giovanni Cherubini,and Giuliano Pinto—
both Sestan’s students — were among those that developed a
new line of research on these issues. These three historians,
with the help of their students, were the first to choose to study
the relationship between cities and countryside in central Italy
from the point of view of the rural communities; at the same
time, academics from Northern Italian universities analyzed the
relations between cities and small towns in Lombardia, Piemonte
and Veneto. Between the Sixties and the Eighties the social and
economic history of the Italian countryside became one of the
most important subjects in Italian historiography thanks to the
coordinated works of dozens of scholars: throughout this twenty
year period, an unmatched knowledge of the contado and its
relationship with cities was achieved (Balestracci 2012, Cortonesi
& Passigli 2016). During the Nineties there was a decrease in
the numbers of new studies on the subject and this offered
an opportunity to revisit all the knowledge attained (Nobili 2013,
Cortonesi & Passigli 2016). Historians were no longer satisfied with
an analysis that understands small towns and villages only
as the victims of the aggressive expansionism perpetrated by
the cities, neither did they accept an interpretation that denied
the centrality of urban centres in Italy during the Middle Ages.
In the late Nineties the first studies to aim their attention at
the dynamism of the contado appeared: their purpose was
to examine how social and political actors from small towns
interacted with their counterparts in the cities. In recent years,
historians are working to try and clarify how small communities
reacted to actions from big urban centres and in which ways
they could influence their behaviour.

Orvieto and Bagnoregio at the beginning of 14" century
Orvieto and Bagnoregio are the subjects of my article and
| will consider the years 1303 and 1304, because in that time
Bagnoregio was the Orvieto government’s main concern. Orvieto
is a city halfway between Firenze and Roma, that reached
seventeen-thousand inhabitants at the end of the Thirteen-
Century and its contado extended over a large area in the south
of Tuscany Waley 1952 it is the only monograph about Orvieto
in the Middle Age; on the other hand, Bagnoregio is a small
hill town twenty kilometres South of Orvieto, that had less than
five thousand inhabitants. Bagnoregio was formally under the
Church’s authority, therefore Orvieto waited until the election of
a friendly Pope to impose his influence on the small town so far
there isn’t any study on Bagnoregio in the Middle Age. In 1300,
Pope Bonifacio VIII agreed to put Bagnoregio under Orvieto’s
protection, but he didn’t clarify the limits of this “protection” SASO,
Riformagioni, reg. 73, cc. 90 r.-92 r., 04/12/1303. Thus began a complex
set of relations among the political forces of the two cities,

2 Philip James Jones wrote his first essay on an ltalian city-state in 1952 and he
summarised his peculiar interpretation of this subject in his chef-d’oeuvre The Italian
City State from Commune to Signoria published in 1991 (Jones 1991).
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because everybody knew that Orvieto ruled over Bagnoregio, but
none perceived the guidelines that underlined this connection.

Political relations between Orvieto and Bagnoregio

On 16 February 1303, a delegation from Bagnoregio came
to Orvieto, where it was immediately heard by the city council.
Speaking before the councillors, the embassy complained that
Bagnoregio had been attacked by a gang of Orvieto citizens. The
envoys requested the conviction of all the people from Orvieto
involved in the raid, both the assailants and their accomplices
SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 73, cc. 90 r.-92 r., 04/12/1303. In spite of the
dissenting vote from part of the city council, the government of
Orvieto fined every citizen heavily, including the city magistrates
that helped the bandits, but this law really didn’t say anything
about the actual people from Orvieto that took part in the raiding
party SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 73, cc. 90 r.-92 r., 04/12/1303. Some time
after this assembly, there were riots in Orvieto that resulted in
the demolition of the tower of the Lupicini family, an aristocratic
lineage that supported the gang that raided Bagnoregio (ed.
Fumi 1902). This matter was debated again in the city council in
December, when the assembly annulled the sentence of the city
court on Neri di Romano, the leader of the gang that assaulted
Bagnoregio SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 73, cc. 90 r.-92 r., 04/12/1303.

At the beginning of December, just before the amnesty
given to Neri, Bagnoregio was attacked once again by rebels
and bandits. This time it was a noble citizen of Orvieto, Ugolino
Monaldeschi, member of the most powerful and richest family
in Orvieto, who came to speak before the city council. The
nobleman demanded that the city government concede him the
right to reprisal against Bagnoregio, because, as Ugolino told
the council, the inhabitants of Bagnoregio had cooperated with
the rebels that attacked and expelled him from the town where
he was serving as the elected podesta SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 73,
cc. 90 r.-92 r., 04/12/1303. This fact shows us that Orvieto exercised
its authority over Bagnoregio through the election of powerful
people to the governor’s office and that these elections were
arranged by Bagnoregio’s inhabitants more on podesta in Maire
Vigueur 2000. The implication is that part of the town population
fought against Orvieto’s domination of Bagnoregio, but that part
of the population also supported this situation: this fact indicates
that there was a political group allied with the Orvieto government
in Bagnoregio. Considering this, it is impossible to interpret the
attack on Bagnoregio in early 1303 only as a raid for plunder,
because it was also an aggression by citizen from Orvieto on
a town ruled by a faction allied to their own city. Apparently,
the political institutions of Orvieto condoned this assault: as
previously stated, the city council refused to clearly condemn the
attackers and repeal the sentence given to their leader by the city
court: one councillor even stated that the inquiry was a reaction
to the pressure from Bagnoregio inhabitants, suggesting that
Orvieto’s citizens didn’t support the judge’s ruling.

The relationship between Orvieto e Bagnoregio put the
struggle for Maremma and the Papal authority in their political
and territorial context.

To analyse the political situation in Orvieto in these years,
it is necessary to understand why in Orvieto there was a faction
ready to attack their city’s allies. At the end of the 13" century
in Orvieto there were two conflicting coalitions, one that wanted
to use the city resources to annex a region in south of Tuscany
called Maremma, west of Orvieto, while the second preferred to
strengthen the city dominion over the road between Florence and
Rome, to the north-east of the city. Startingin 1296, the government
of Orvieto backed the project to conquer Maremma, while the
other forces were in opposition. In that year many members of
the Orvieto ruling class were excommunicated by Pope Bonifacio
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Figure 1. Orvieto districts. Source: Carpentier 1986. Orvieto at the end of the 13th century, its four districts, places of interest and
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VIII (eds Digard, G. & Faucin M. & Thomas A. 1881), and the faction that
backed the project to conquer Maremma took power in the city.
From this perspective, the attack on Bagnoregio in 1303, when
the subjugation of Maremma was nearly accomplished, was an
attempt to put pressure on the Orvieto government and hinder
its strategy in the south of Tuscany. The involvement of Lupicini
family in the assault of Bagnoregio corroborates this: this was
one of the richest and most powerful noble families in Orvieto
during the 13" century, but it had lost many properties and most
of its political influence after 1269, when most of its members
where condemned for heresy and its goods were sold at auction
(Henderson 1990). The families that benefitted most from the fall
of the Lupicini were those ruling Orvieto at the end of the 13®
century and that supported the annexation of Maremma. In spite
of their setbacks, at the beginning of the XIV century, Lupicini was

still a rich family that would gladly support anyone that attacked
their old rivals (Pardi, 1896). Of course, loot was one of the main
goals of the raid on Bagnoregio, but it was not the only one; to
cause a lot of problems for the forces that ruled Orvieto was
another aim for sure. The nomination of Ugolino Monaldeschi as
podesta right after the attack is proof of the existing link between
a faction in Bagnoregio and the political forces that ruled Orvieto.
The Monaldeschi family supported the Orvieto government and
its alliance with Pope Boniface VIII more about this family in
Riccetti 1995. The decision of Bagnoregio inhabitants to elect a
member of this family as governor was instrumental in reaffirming
the existing alliance between factions in Orvieto and Bagnoregio
and a way to overcome the political consequences of the attack.
The analysis of the councillors that spoke in behalf of Bagnoregio
confirm that the Monaldeschi were a link between the Orvieto
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APPENDICE IX
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regime and the Bagnoregio ruling class: most of the spokesmen
were tied to the Monaldeschi by bond of alliance or by shared
business interests®.

However, in Bagnoregio there were also political factions
that rejected the influence of Orvieto over their town. From their
point of view, the February attack meant that there were forces in
Orvieto that were willing to do anything to hinder the government
of their city: this was the first opportunity in three years to overturn
the ascendancy of Orvieto over Bagnoregio and to challenge the
regime close to Orvieto. This faction made an agreement with
marauders camped near the town: the outlaws attacked Ugolino
and his men and instituted a new government which was hostile to
Orvieto. The reactions of the political forces of the dominante to the
attack was quite surprising: when Ugolino Monaldeschi requested
the support of his government against Bagnoregio, 2 out of 5 of the
city councillors opposed his petition and, over the following months,
half of the council members took the side of the new regime in
Bagnoregio SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 73, cc. 154 v. - 158 r., 10/06/1304. As
further proof of the fact that this support was motivated by the
opposition to Orvieto’'s government and the Monaldeschi family,
the councillors ceased their support of Bagnoregio in late 1304,
when Manno Monaldeschi, a cousin of Ugolino, conquered the
town and ousted the new regime (ed. Fumi 1902).

3 Tudino di Buongiovanni, Odduccio di Andreotto — the two spokesmen that followed
up this matter in the Orvieto city council — (SASO, Riformagioni, reg 71, c. 157 r,,
23/02/1301; SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 73, cc. 68 r. - 69 v., 30/09/1303) and the
Monaldeschi family (Carpentier 1986, SASO, Riformagioni, reg. 72, c. 220 v.,
26/09/1302) were all heavily involved in animal husbandry and the conquest of
Maremma.

Conclusions*

The two battles that took place in Bagnoregio in 1303
and their political follow up in Orvieto, allow us to observe how
complex the relations between political actors of the dominant
city and the ones based in towns of its contado could be. In
February, political forces from Orvieto raided Bagnoregio. They
chose to attack the small town as a way to indirectly hamper their
government effort to subjugate the Maremma. The ruling faction
of Bagnoregio didn’t react like a community deferential to its
master: it didn’t beg for justice or compensation, instead it sent its
most noble men as spokesmen to Orvieto, where they negotiated
with the councilors as equals. The representative of Bagnoregio
convinced the city officials to start an inquiry into the attack and
subsequently the investigation lead to the condemnation of the
attackers’ leader. Many citizens of Orvieto didn’t approve that
a town under their influence dictated its will to them, and they
demonstrated it by annulling the sentence given to the bandit, but
they couldn’t ignore the formal request made by the small town.
First of all, the Orvieto government needed at least the support
of one political faction in Bagnoregio to exercise its ascendency
over the town, therefore it had to ensure them fair treatment from

“The case study presented here has some interesting points in common with the way
Avignon forced its power on the rural communities around it: in doing so, the French
city relied on the support of the Count of Toulouse, who was one of the legitimates lords
of that region. But he needed the help of the city during the hard times of the Albigesian
Crusade (1202-1229) (Balossino 2012). We could also make a meaningful connection
comparing the relationships developed by the Orvieto councils with the countryside,
and the politics implemented by the Milan government at the beginning of the 14"
century, which chose to strengthen its institutions in order to deal with political actors
based in the countryside (Grillo 2003).
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its institutions. Secondly, Orvieto’s rule over Bagnoregio was
based on the Pope’s decision to grant such authority and this was
backed up by the fact that the pontiff was by right the legitimate
lord of Bagnoregio; for this reason Orvieto had to respect the
norms of relations between cities to maintain the validity of its
authority.

In November 1303 a political group in Bagnoregio planned
and perpetrated an attack on the governor from Orvieto and
his men. This event allows us to observe that factions from a
small town could interact in several ways with the government
of their dominante. Despite the February raid, political groups
in Bagnoregio tried to strengthen the liaison with Orvieto by
choosing a member of the most powerful family in the city as
governor. Concurrently, a faction in Bagnoregio took advantage
of the organised opposition in Orvieto to banish the Monaldeschi
and take power. It is highly probable that there was an
understanding between the opposition in Orvieto and the rebels
in Bagnoregio, as there was no official reaction after the ousting
and half of Orvieto city council maintained good relations with the
new regime in Bagnoregio.
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