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TRANSHUMANT SHEEP FARMING  
AND SEIGNIORIAL ECONOMY 
IN THE VERONESE PRE-ALPS  

(TWELFTH–FOURTEENTH CENTURIES) 

ATTILIO STELLA 
UNIVERSITÀ DI TRENTO (ITALY) 
TEL AVIV UNIVERSITY (ISRAEL)1 

 
 
 

1. Transhumance and mountain exploitation: 
a recent tradition of studies 

Transhumant pastoralism in the Middle Ages can be reasonably de-
scribed as an almost invisible culture. Indeed, the lack and randomness of 
written sources and archaeological evidence is generally recognized as a 
main limit among historians and archaeologists who aim at tackling this 
topic. 

Nonetheless, a considerable portion of medieval economy had neces-
sarily to rely upon the activities of (semi)nomadic shepherds, who every 
year led their livestock from the mountaintops to the plains, trading goods 
such as wool, cheese and sheepskins (mostly used for parchment produc-
tion), which flowed regularly from their hands towards rural and urban 
markets.  

The reasons for their underrepresentation in our sources reside primari-
ly in the nature of transhumance practices: wooden buildings such as the 
Alpine huts rarely leave long-lasting archaeological evidence, and season-
al movements narrowed the possibilities of continuous contact with the 
urban milieu, where written culture was common. Indeed, as far as written 
sources enable us to have an insight into it, long-range transhumance was 

                                                            
1 This work was partially supported by the Power and Institutions in Medieval 
Islam and Christendom (PIMIC-ITN) Marie Curie Initial Training Network funded 
through the European Union Seventh Framework Programme ([FP7/2007-2013] 
under Grant Agreement n° 316732. 
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usually managed by mountain dwellers, an obscure group in many late 
medieval areas.2 

The interest of historians of medieval Italy in these practices started in 
the 1980s, when Chris Wickham conducted his first researches on Early 
Middle Ages Apennines3 and François Menant devoted a considerable part 
of his thèse, on which he had worked for several years, to seasonal pas-
tures in Brescia and Bergamo’s pre-Alps in the tenth to thirteenth centu-
ries.4 

One of the big issues generally tackled by historians in recent decades 
has been the continuity/discontinuity of itinerant sheep farming during the 
long-term period. The question is essentially twofold, focusing on the tran-
sition from Late Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages, and, on the other 
hand, from High to Late Middle Ages–and eventually to the Modern Age. 
Probably due to the rich tradition inherited from Roman historians, and 
despite being a widely publicized and known activity even in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, the second issue has been partially neglect-
ed5 in comparison with the first one.6 

Actually, the problem of the possible continuity of the phenomenon 
was also perceived as fundamental by scholars all over Europe. In 2004, 
the annual meeting at Flaran Abbey was devoted to “Transhumance et es-
tivage en Occident des origines aux enjeux actuels.” The contributors, 
mostly French and Spanish, tried to offer a comparative and long-term 
profile of transhumance practices on the Mediterranean scale. However, 
the coordinator and editor of the proceedings, Pierre-Yves Laffont, had to 
admit that Italy had been studied only in the transition from Antiquity to 
the Middle Ages.7 Nevertheless, the only Italian historian to take part in 
the conference, Danilo Gasparini, displayed the case of Treviso (in Vene-
to) during the Modern Age.8 

Within such a modest scenery of studies regarding medieval Italy, Ve-
rona and the Lessinia constitute a partial countertrend, mainly because of 
the proximity of the city to the mountains, and the consequent recording of 

                                                            
2 For the first discussions about pastoralism and its models, including an overview 
of the main case studies, see an aged but interesting outlook in Wickham 1985, 
405–11. 
3 Wickham 1982; 1985. 
4 Menant 1993, 249–86. 
5 Comba, Dal Verme, and Naso 1996. 
6 About these questions, in addition to the above-quoted Wickham, see: Gabba 
1985; Martin 1993; Bonetto 1997; Volpe 1996.  
7 Laffont 2006, 402–3. 
8 Gasparini 2006. 
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written sources due to early urban control. Therefore, even though mainly 
sub oculo civitatis, since the 1980s Varanini published a series of works 
dealing with mountain pastures and transhumance in late medieval Les-
sinia. 

In two articles published in 1983,9 he faced some economic, social and 
cultural questions of late-fifteenth-century Veronese mountain and valley 
communities. He analysed a 1488 case of brigandage in the Lessinia area10 
and then the 1452 statute of the valley community of Negrar, concerning 
the collective practices and goods–mainly wood–of the local community.11 

In 1984, seizing the inheritance of an aged essay of Carlo Cipolla,12 he 
made his first important contribution to the study of exploitation and popu-
lation of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries of the hills and mountains 
of Verona, themes which he would touch on quite regularly in more recent 
publications.13 I will come back to these works in another chapter: for now 
I would only stress that these are the principal and most recent studies 
about our area. 

Moreover, medieval Lessinia has been analysed in some recent ethno-
archaeological researches carried out by the physical geographer Ugo Sau-
ro, the prehistoric archaeologist Mara Migliavacca and the medieval ar-
chaeologist Fabio Saggioro,14 and thanks to the latter’s work in particu-
lar.15 

All the aforementioned studies agree on some fundamental points: 
first, a very close relationship subsisted between the city of Verona and its 
mountains, as we said, probably because of the proximity of the urban area 
to the pre-Alpine belt. This connection produced a very large diffusion of 
urban property from the Early Middle Ages and a premature integration 
between mountain resources and urban economy and institutions, such as 
the city commune. 

Secondly, they identified three different belts, sorted by altitude and 
characterized by different settlement patterns: a hill and valley area (under 

                                                            
9 Varanini 1983a. In that year he published another and perhaps more stimulating 
piece on the rural charters of Negrar, a fortified village located in Valpolicella 
hills, in which he tackled the theme of collective practices and goods of the local 
rural community: Varanini 1983b. 
10 Varanini 1983a. 
11 Varanini 1983b. 
12 Cipolla 1882. 
13 Varanini 1984; 1988; 1991a; 1991b; 1996; 2005; 2006; Varanini and Demo 
2012. 
14 Migliavacca, Saggioro, and Sauro 2013a; 2013b. 
15 Saggioro 2008; 2013. 



Attilio Stella 

 

153 

the 700 m line), where the valley communities were stably settled; an in-
termediate pre-Alpine belt (700–1200 m) covered by forests (the silva 
Herimannorum, the Foroiuliana or Frizolana) which was the main source 
of wood, pastures and limestone for local societies; the high pastures–i.e. 
the Lessinia stricto sensu–over 1200 m, where urban properties (first 
merely ecclesiastical, and then, in twelfth and thirteenth centuries, also 
secular) were largely predominant. It is partially possible to apply this 
model, mostly based on analysis of the documentation of Valpolicella and 
Valpantena, to our area. 

Thirdly, these researches pointed out the existence of a deep-rooted 
and structured grazing organization, partially conditioned by urban 
churches and institutions, but also by local villagers. The main product 
was cheese made of sheep’s milk in the Alpine seasonal huts built in the 
pastures during springtime (usually in May) and destroyed before the com-
ing of the cold season. 

This paper illustrates the first results of research that is still at the be-
ginning, started as a doctoral research about the rural seigniory of the Au-
gustinian church of S. Giorgio in Braida of Verona.16 Its documentation–
mostly stored in the Vatican Archives17–is the richest in the whole city 
panorama (around 5500 pieces from the tenth to the fourteenth century) 
and its rights over many villages of the Verona district make its archive 
one of the most important sources for the Veronese medieval countryside. 
However, even such wealth has its own limits: indeed, this documentation 
provides hardly any information about the higher mountain area (the lisini) 
overlooking the Valdillasi. Thus, I will focus my attention on the mid 
mountain area (up to the 1000 m line) and to the lower villages, from the 
valley and hill communities (Calavena, Marcemigo, Mezzane and Centro, 
all settled under 600 m altitude) to their pastures, in the mid-mountain 
ridge called Sommalena, at a height of 800-1000 m. 

2. The valley communities and the seigniorial 
and urban milieus 

The Veronese pre-Alps are quite easy to outline: from south to north 
we encounter the plain of the Adige River, the hills (the most cultivated 
area) and the mountain belt. Some parallel north–south oriented fluvial 
valleys cross it and are divided by ridges whose altitude gradually grows 
moving north. Lessinia includes, from west to east, the valleys of Fumane, 

                                                            
16 Stella 2014. 
17 Ciaralli 2007; Stella 2011. 



 

154

Marano and
Valpolicella
Valdillasi, th
of Chiampo 
banks of the
Negrar valle
areas are th
the nearest t

Fig. 1. The m

Also Va
thirteenth ce
Giorgio in B
population s
edge did no
because of t
plain and, in
there was a 
Tregnago an
(300–350 m
was the com
ridge the vi
and Mezzan
bodies: on th

Transhumant S

d Negrar‒the 
a), Valpanten
he valley of A
and Agno. Th

e Adige River
ey and Valpan
e western one
to the city. 

main fluvial valle

aldillasi (Fig.
entury was cl
Braida. Accord
settled under 

ot have any d
their geograph
n the valley bo

significant d
nd Calavena o

m). Then, on th
mmunity of C
illage of Mez
ne valleys. In 
he western rid

Sheep Farming
 

Veriacus val
na, the valle
Alpone and, in
he city of Ver
r, right at the 
ntena (Fig. 1).
es (Valpolicel

eys of Verones

 2), dug by 
losely connec
ding to the mo
the 600 m l

direct interest 
hical position:
ottom, Illasi an
demographic c
on the left sid
he western slop
Centro (500 m
zane (350 m)
the higher v

dge, S. Mauro

and Seignioria

lley‒(which t
eys of Squa

n the territory o
rona lies in the
lower end of 

. As we have 
lla and Valpa

e pre-Alps. 

the Illasi to
ted to the city
odel outlined 
ine. Some vi
in the mount
 Caldiero and
nd Lavagno. I
concentration 
de and Marcem
pe, just on the

m) and in the
), settled in th

valley, there w
o di Saline (80

al Economy  

together cons
aranto and M
of Vicenza, th
e high plain ar
f the ridge div
seen, the mos

antena), which

orrential creek
y, thanks mai
before, in this

illages of the 
tain pastures, 
d Colognola in
In the mid-val
near the Illas
migo on the r
e top of the rid
e southern edg
he confluence
were two eccl
00 m), which d

titute the 
Mezzane, 
he valleys 
rea on the 
viding the 
st studied 
h are also 

 

k, in the 
inly to S. 
s area the 
southern 
probably 

n the high 
lley floor, 
si stream: 
right side 
dge, there 
ge of the 
e of Illasi 
lesiastical 
depended 



 

on the parish
Pietro and V

During t
villages at th
crest) reprod
valley bottom
of via Vacca
ridge and w
mountain pa

Fig. 2. Villag
Centro. On t
church of S. M
lasi, Cologno

                    
18 Saggioro 20

h church of C
Vito of Calave
the twelfth a
he bottom of 
duced the stru
m; the other o
ara, the “cattl

was probably u
astures. 

ges of Valdilla
the eastern slo
Mauro and the 
la and Caldiero

                     
008; 2013. 

Attilio S

alavena; in th
ena (550 m). 
and thirteenth
the valley and

ucture of the ro
one (whose re
le road”18) str
used by sheph

asi. On the we
ope: Tregnago 

monastery of S
o. 

                  

Stella 

e valley botto

h centuries, th
d a parallel ro
oute network. 
cent name is v
retched along 
herds to move

estern slope: M
and Calavena. 
S. Pietro and V

om, the monas

his pattern (a
ow along the t

One road foll
via Cara, a co
the top of the

e their livesto

 

Mezzane, Marce
 In the high v

Vito. In the low 

155 

stery of S. 

a row of 
top of the 
lowed the 
ontraction 
e western 

ock to the 

emigo and 
valley: the 
valley: Il-



Transhumant Sheep Farming and Seigniorial Economy  
 

 

156

As suggested by Varanini in his most important work about Lessinia,19 
Italian mountain communities have been too often studied as static and 
conservative societies, in opposition to the dynamism of the city milieu. 
Indeed, it is fundamental to this effect, especially for an area of such 
strong urban influence as Verona’s mountains, to analyse the complexity 
of the relationships between urban institutions and economy, the mountain 
area and all the other possible intermediate elements that could play a cer-
tain role in the exploitation of resources. 

I will try to give a concrete panorama of these different actors. Howev-
er, we shall bear in mind that the documents were produced almost exclu-
sively by the church of San Giorgio: this occurrence may naturally cause 
an interpretative distortion in its favour, and indeed we know nothing 
about the higher pastures (above 1000 m), where the church had no known 
possessions. We surely need to consider this bias. 

Compared to Valpantena and Squaranto, in Valdillasi the situation was 
more complex and fluid. In Valpantena, the cathedral Chapter of Verona 
was initially the only landlord and the exploitation by the valley communi-
ties (Grezzana, Marzana and Poiano, whose castles were the property of 
the Chapter from the tenth century) of the mid-mountain pastures–the Fri-
zolana (700–1000/1200 m)–was controlled and regulated by the canons. 
The local rights of use of pastures, limestone caves and woods were rented 
by the Chapter. Above this “peasants’ pasture area,”20 there was the silva 
communis Verone, the forest of Verona, a woodland which from the first 
decades of the thirteenth century was owned and exploited directly by the 
urban commune. The city establishment, perhaps from 1194, was able to 
take temporary possession of the rights of the Chapter on the Frizolana, 
which the canons would nonetheless re-acquire in 1224. Above the silva 
communis there were the higher pastures–to which the documents refer as 
the lixini/lexini/lisini–owned, as mentioned above, by various city aristo-
crats and monasteries.21 

In Valdillasi the original seigniorial presence (before the twelfth centu-
ry) was neither urban, nor ecclesiastical, nor Veronese. We know almost 
nothing about the jurisdiction of the bishop of Verona, but as much as we 
can glean from our evidence, it did not seem to be as strong as that of 
Monticelli and Serego. Here, the city commune acted later, although not 
less carefully, by promoting the enfranchisement of local communities 
from seigniorial and Episcopal power and by protecting the less combative 
and more devoted church of San Giorgio, which, between the 1190s and 
                                                            
19 Varanini 1991a. 
20 Varanini 1991a. 
21 Varanini 1984; 1991a. 
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1210s, was under the control of the most powerful faction of Verona, the 
marquises of Este.22 

The presence of lay landowners and aristocrats in the valley was wide. 
A document of 121923 shows how the tithes pertaining to Calavena’s par-
ish territory in the twelfth century were previously collected by a restrict 
number of laymen. Among them were Balzanellus de Montorio and Alber-
tus Crescenzi, who belonged to two powerful Veronese families,24 and 
Maltraversus count of Vicenza,25 all connected to the marquises of Este.26  

Moreover, other elements display the non-accidental presence of two 
of the most important noble families of Vicenza countryside, both vassals 
of the marquises: the Serego and the Monticelli.27 The Serego owned lands 
in the ridge between Squaranto and Valpantena28 and in Sommalena.29 The 
Monticelli in the first decades of the twelfth century had rights on the 
western areas of higher Lessinia30 and in 1184 won a quarrel against some 
local lords of Calavena, sentenced by Emperor Frederick I.31 In the follow-
ing years they ceded all of their rights in the eastern district of Verona, in-
cluding local clienteles and vassals, to San Giorgio.32 In 1185 Conradinus 
son of Vivianus and Adam notary, both from Calavena, sold to San Gior-
gio’s prior the rights on the feudal incomes, conceded to them by Arardus 
Monticelli in Sommalena.33 

Other aristocrat families played a main role in the valley: in 1168 Ar-
dicio della Scala, who belonged to the future Lords of Verona, left all his 
possessions to another citizen, Henricus de Cortinis.34 The da Bussolengo 

                                                            
22 Stella 2014. 
23 Archivium Secretum Vaticanum, Fondo Veneto I (hereafter cited as FV I) 8045. 
24 Castagnetti 1987. 
25 Castagnetti 1981. 
26 Varanini 2013. 
27 Castagnetti 2001. 
28 FV I 6884. 
29 In 1187 Wibertus, son of the deceased Tinca Serego, sold to San Giorgio his half 
of a mansus held by Cristianus from Centro, including his lands in Sommalena (FV 
I 7490). 
30 Varanini 1991a, 26. 
31 MGH, Diplomata Regum et Imperatorum Germaniae, X/IV, Friderici I 
Diplomata, n. 880. 
32 Stella 2014. 
33 “Racio quam ipse habebat in uno plaustro feni de prato de Sumalena et ipse 
olim tenebat ab Arardo de Monticello et ab ipsa ecclesia” (FV I 7429); FV I 7735. 
34 FV I 7134. 
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family also owned in 1169 a vineyard in Marcemigo,35 and the Crescenzi 
in 1204 sold their tithe rights to the parish church of Calavena.36 

These lay owners did not constitute a spotted and irregular presence in 
the territory, but on the contrary, kinship relations linked many of them 
and guided their patrimonial strategies. A rare document, written in Vero-
na in 1182, is revealing in this regard. Raimondinus from Cerea ceded to 
Aldrigetus son of Arardus Monticelli and to Torellus son of Rodolfus da 
Bussolengo, every possession previously owned in Calavena and Cologno-
la by domina Meltruda, by her second husband Adelmus and by her son 
Bartholomeus. Among the witnesses, there were members of three aristo-
crat families: Carlaxarius Crescenzi, Odelsicus of Garzapanus da Bus-
solengo, Bartolomeus Sarego. Meltruda was the widow of Odelricus da 
Bussolengo, grandfather of the there-present homonymous, and the trans-
action was arbitrated by Rodolfinus Boccadicane Crescenzi and Odelricus 
himself.37 Moreover, Meltruda’s and Odelricus’s daughter, Mabilia, mar-
ried Arardus de Monticello and was Aldrigetus’s mother.38 

San Giorgio was deeply involved in these territorial strategies. The 
church could rely on the ancient possession of Marcemigo and of other 
lands and rights in the valley since the eleventh century.39 In the second 
half of the twelfth century, the church controlled various portions of vil-
lages in the eastern side of Verona district (Sabbion, Cologna and Zim-
ella), which around the 1145-1150 passed from the jurisdiction of the an-
cient comitatus of Vicenza to that of the urban commune of Verona. Until 
the beginning of the thirteenth century, urban establishment and San Gior-
gio church adopted a substantially common territorial policy, in order to 
control these areas, to legitimate their own particular rights and to replace 
the presence of “foreign” landlords, belonging to the Vicenza territory.40 

This cooperation worked perfectly even when the city’s internal front 
was ripped by the faction wars, in the first decades of the thirteenth centu-
ry: in those years, the church could achieve a significantly more effective 
control of all of its possessions with the support of the urban commune, 

                                                            
35 FV I 7169. 
36 FV I 8045. 
37 FV I 7385. 
38 FV I 11579. A deep analysis of kinship within Veronese dominant classes in 
Communal Age, not yet undertaken, could undoubtedly highlight fundamental 
results for the development of urban–and rural–society: matrimonial strategies, 
although not always clear and explicit, emerge occasionally in the documentation 
and would deserve adequate attention. 
39 Cavallari 1967. 
40 Stella 2014. 
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controlled by the marquises’ party, and before the occurrence of the inter-
nal conflicts. San Giorgio’s canons, ancient allies of the marquises of Es-
te,41 could peacefully acquire Serego’s and Monticelli’s land rights, thus 
reinforcing their local assets, and, on the other hand, gaining–forcefully or 
not–the common rights of Marcemigo, Mezzane and Centro, the three vil-
lages settled on the ridge between Mezzane and Illasi valleys. 

In Valdillasi, the other communities (Calavena and Tregnago) and ec-
clesiastical bodies (the parish church of Santa Maria and the monastery of 
San Pietro and Vito of Calavena) had their grazing fields on the eastern 
slope of the valley, on the opposite ridge. An intermediate position was 
occupied by San Mauro of Saline, located on a central hump of the high 
valley. Thus, the exploitation of mountain resources followed a “ridge log-
ic,” and not a “valley logic:”42 the communities of Calavena and Treg-
nago, located on the left bank of the Illasi stream, did not have any “right 
of use” on the western slopes. The inhabitants of Marcemigo, settled just a 
few hundred meters West of Calavena, but on the other side of the creek, 
had their grazing lands on the western ridge. 

In the 1170s, the rural communes of Marcemigo and Centro fell into 
debt with an urban moneylender, Rofiolo di Capodiponte.43 This is proba-
bly the reason why the doyens of the two villages and that of Mezzane 
sold to Rafaldo, a villager from Mezzane, a meadow of common property 
of the three communities.44 Thus, they practised a common exploitation of 
mountain pastures.45 The meadow was located in loco Bruscosa, a recur-
ring microtoponym which indicated a hump north-east of Sommalena’s 
pastures. 

The church took control of the area starting from the 1190s: in 1193 
the doyen of Marcemigo sold to the prior the common lands shared by his 
neighbourhood with those of Mezzane and Centro, in a ratio of four parts 
out of nine.46 The rights were of ploughing, haymaking and, in costis So-
malena, pasturing and gathering wood. Hence, there was a very strict link 
between the cultivated valley lands and the higher pastures. 

                                                            
41 Stella 2014. 
42 Already in 833, the lands owned by the Veronese monastery of Santa Maria in 
Organo in Squaranto, which is parallel to the valley of Illasi, followed very 
precisely all the slope up to the high pastures of Parpari (1400 m) (Saggioro 2013). 
43 FV I 7248 and 7276. 
44 FV I 7310. 
45 Also the commune of Tregnago had to sell to a local inhabitant, Oto de Bilino, a 
land defined as communia in 1169 (FV I 7153). 
46 FV I 7632. 



Transhumant Sheep Farming and Seigniorial Economy  
 

 

160

In 1197 the commune of Marcemigo had been already and completely 
excluded by local government,47 since the doyens of Centro and Mezzane, 
with Matteo, priest of San Giorgio–who acted in lieu of the Marcemigo 
doyen–imposed some rules on Sommalena’s woods (regule supra nemus 
totum Summalene). However, the exploitation of the pastures of Som-
malena was not equitable: the canons of San Giorgio had “permission” to 
gather wood in order to build an Alpine hut in the month of May (“palos et 
vimenas ad suam alpem faciendi in toto mense madii”). Although only the 
church’s shepherds practised seasonal transhumance, the trespassers would 
also pay a fee–nine wheels of cheese and three of ricotta–to the communi-
ties. Anyway, the cooperation between San Giorgio and the local neigh-
bourhoods apparently worked well in those first years: the prior of San 
Giorgio, the gastaldus of Mezzane and the doyen of Centro agreed upon 
presenting common petitions to the urban podestà against the trespassers.48 

In order to understand the mechanisms of these relationships, it is nec-
essary to analyse some social and economic issues of these villages: before 
1211, the commune of Mezzane was heavily indebted and tried to save 
part of its rights on common lands by selling them to some local wealthy 
villagers. In 1211, two local spokesmen, Zenus and Grepus, declared that 
the commune had sold its portions of pastures, which after two sales came 
back into the hands of a local consortium led by the two delegates them-
selves.49 Thus, local “public” debt was paid off by “private” funds coming 
from the community itself, and the rural elite was strong and wealthy 
enough to afford it, at least at first. However, in the following years San 
Giorgio was able to interfere in this local circulation of wealth and ac-
quire, piece by piece, all those common goods: in 1214 the collective use 
of Mezzane’s woods had been already absorbed by the church.50 

Such a process is clear also in the village of Centro: in 1194 the con-
versus Gerardus of San Giorgio purchased a meadow in Çovo de Centulo 
in Sumalena, previously sold to a villager of Centro by the neighbours of 
the three communities.51 Something similar occurred in dozens of pur-
chases of little portions of Sommalena’s lands by the canons from 1186.52 

                                                            
47 FV I 7769. 
48 FV I 11366. 
49 FV I 8241. 
50 When the prior negotiated an agreement with Centro’s commune, two out of 
three parts of the forest should be for San Giorgio, the third one for the community 
(FV I 8351, 8354). 
51 FV I 7670. 
52 FV I 7453. 
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Although these processes developed earlier, only in the second decade 
of the thirteenth century we can observe an almost complete loss of local 
rights over the woods and pastures of Sommalena. In 1207, cardinal Ade-
lardo, bishop of Verona, signed a disadvantageous agreement with the city 
commune, which was deeply interested in the control of some Episcopal 
castles located in a strategic position.53 These villages were expected to 
pay to the bishop a considerable amount of money in order to enfranchise 
themselves with seigniorial duties, to negotiate directly with the urban in-
stitutions, which had removed an intermediate and potentially troublesome 
force. These enfranchisements, very common during all of the Italian 
Communal age,54 undoubtedly gave wider liberties to the communities, 
though in many cases they ended up leaving rural communes heavily in-
debted, almost always to urban money lenders. Marcemigo and Centro 
were among the villages emancipated in 1207.55 Their enfranchisements 
produced the preconditions to renegotiate local prerogatives and indeed 
within some years the original balance would actually change, but, as 
might be expected, to the benefit of San Giorgio. In April 1210 the prior 
issued his own laws on the pastures, confirmed by an urban magistrate.56 
In August the inhabitants of Centro claimed in vain at the city commune 
the right to graze their herds in Sommalena.57 Meanwhile, the private con-
sortium of Mezzane tried to claim its right to manage local justice,58 but at 
last had to surrender and lead the church into the possession of these 
lands.59 

As expected, in 1214 the community of Centro, freed by Episcopal 
domination, was indebted to an urban moneylender, Girardus de Nar-
igame, for the considerable sum of 200 Veronese liras. In order to pay it, it 
was forced to sell all its high meadows of Sommalena to San Giorgio,60 for 
that precise amount, paid by the clerics directly to the creditor.61 

In 1212, landlord justice, supported by urban commune, appeared as 
fully operative: the foresters (saltarii) of Sommalena denounced violations 

                                                            
53 Rossini 1991. 
54 Castagnetti 1983. 
55 Simeoni 1922. 
56 FV I 8213. 
57 FV I 8224. 
58 FV I 8241. 
59 FV I 8246. 
60 FV I 8379. 
61 FV I 8391. 
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of the laws declared by the prior in 1210 both at the Commune palace62 
and at San Giorgio church.63  

In conclusion San Giorgio, acting as an extension of the city commune, 
had been able to gain almost all of the grazing and wood lands of common 
use of the valley and hill community of the western ridge of Valdillasi, by 
taking over from previous landlords and by acquiring the communities’ 
rights. 

In this context, the relationships between the church and the local com-
munities could reach, after 1215, a new stable balance, evidently favourable 
to the ecclesiastical landlords and never called into question again until the 
end of the century, and perhaps even later, since we have no extant evidence 
about these areas for the whole first half of the fourteenth century. 

The unique rival for the control of Sommalena woods and pastures was 
the parish church of Calavena. In 1202 there had already been a dispute 
about the boundary signs that divided the pastures of Sommalena from 
those of Pecedum, held by the parish, and of Squaranto, held by the com-
moners of Magrano and Moruri, on the western slope.64 Then, in 1218 
there started a new thirty-five-year quarrel between the two churches. The 
parish clerics of Calavena claimed one part out of nine of the pastures of 
Sommalena, and demanded a fee for the presence of San Giorgio’s shep-
herds. The notaries, in order to indicate that claim, used the term “iunc-
ta/zonta pecudum,” that points out the action of gathering sheep together. 
This right was owned by the parish–as the clerics said–“omni nono anno,” 
literally every ninth year. It is superfluous to add that San Giorgio’s law-
yers did not agree with them and tried to demonstrate how the church 
owned all the portions of Sommalena. 

Although these quarrels deserve specific attention, I will now focus on-
ly on some details, in order to analyse the Alpine transhumant practices, 
which appear from the depositions given by the witnesses in those and 
other disputes. 

3. Seigniorial transhumance and rural communities 
in the thirteenth century 

The interest of the church in sheep farming dates back at least to 
1151,65 the date of what is probably the oldest agistment contract in Vero-

                                                            
62 FV I 8307. 
63 FV I 8309. 
64 FV I 7995, 11861, 11862. 
65 Ciaralli and Bassetti, forthcoming, doc. 3. 
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nese territory, signed by the canons with Aldone, priest of San Lorenzo of 
Verona. The document only gives some little details about an annual prof-
it, for both the parts, of 17 Veronese solidi, namely less than one lira. The 
importance of these activities for the church’s economy would have grown 
up significantly in the following decades. 

In 1226, and after an epochal overturn in Verona’s politics due to the 
defeat of the counts and marquises’ faction, the canons of San Giorgio 
were looking for a new agistment partnership (nothing is known about the 
previous one). The purpose was to send their herds to the Po’s banks dur-
ing the cold season, maybe adapting their economic needs to the new re-
gional political balances. Thus, on September 27 the prior sent a conversus 
in the Ferrara territory with the aim of finding a partner, laicus sive cleri-
cus.66 Therefore, it was not relevant whether he was a layman or an eccle-
siastical body: the priority was to find a safe arrangement for the sheep. 

The conversus came back on October 8th,67 with Giovanni, priest of 
San Bartolomeo’s monastery of Ferrara, with whom he had stipulated a 
five-year agistment contract concerning nine partes pecorum (herds), six 
of which were female (sex de fetis), and three, we argue, rams (de alçosi-
is). The agreement fixed the annual rent due by the monastery (25 liras) 
and the partition of wool, cheese and other undefined fructus between the 
two parts. The shepherds of San Bartolomeo should receive the herds on 
September 29–the feast of St Michael–in Melara, and would return them to 
the shepherds of San Giorgio on April 1 in Ostiglia (Fig. 3).68 
Thanks to a clear correspondence of dates, the invention of this act could 
be enough to prove the integration of the high Valdillasi pastures within a 
wider seigniorial economic system based on wool, cheese and probably 
parchment production, too. Other elements support this possibility: first, 
the structure of San Giorgio’s possessions in the eastern Veronese 
territory, which draws an almost linear pattern from Sommalena down to 
the banks of the Adige River (Fig. 3). For several years in the period 
between 1226 and 1234, the faction of the counts/marquises was banished 
from the city and retired to its ancient base, the San Bonifacio castle. In 
those years, access to the line that joined Zimella, Cologna, Sabbion and 
the southern villages, which were under the military control of the 

                                                            
66 “Sociare suas pecoras et, ad societatem faciendam, locare sive laicis sive 
clericis” (FV I 9240). 
67 FV I 9241. 
68 Also in the Frizolana the 1224 testimonies analysed by Varanini (1991a) 
stressed the seasonal presence in their pastures of men coming not only from 
Verona but also from Mantua and Ferrara, “qui stant pro temporibus in alpibus.” 
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Among the witnesses of the agistment act there was Gracianus, a con-
versus of the church whose main task was cheese making (he was caxari-
us). We find him in several occasions in the documentation concerning the 
Alpine huts of Sommalena: in 1210 and 1214 he was chosen as arbitrator 
in two different disputes between his church and the community of Cen-
tro,71 and in 1215–16 he acquired on behalf of San Giorgio three meadows 
located near Sommalena.72 Then, in his deposition of 1219, Wido, the high 
priest of the Calavena parish, reported: “Gracianus, who was a cheese 
maker of St Giorgio, paid me the rent.”73 

The role of Gracianus is fundamental to understand San Giorgio’s 
strategies. In his first appearance, in 1210, he settled a dispute between the 
neighbourhood of Centro and the San Giorgio canons, about the “right of 
use” of Sommalena’s pastures. The episode, which would end up with a 
substantial defeat of the villagers, shows some interesting matters about 
the contrasts of two different mentalities, which generated opposite at-
tempts to manipulate the past so that each part could reach a favourable 
position. Summoned at the city Commune palace, the cheese maker Vang-
erius Takellus from Centro had to answer for a pawn (pignus) of six sheep 
and three goats, seized from Iohannes Capulus, conversus of San Giorgio, 
who was grazing his livestock in Sommalena. Vangerius denied having 
taken part in the requisition, but confirmed that it occurred–as he heard–
because Iohannes was grazing in the regula communis Centri. When he 
was asked if the Monticelli had ever had any right on those pastures, he 
denied it, saying “he never heard about that.”74 Another villager of Centro, 
Bonaccursus, questioned about these facts, gave the same answer.75 

It is clear that by denying the existence of ancient landlords, the villag-
ers aimed at delegitimating the new ones, trying to obtain from communal 
authority a wider access to the pastures. It is out of question that they must 
remember that Monticelli’s vassals–who came from the nearest Calavena–
had had their own right of grazing in Sommalena. On the other hand, San 
Giorgio tried evidently to overstate the former seigniorial presence, in or-
der to legitimate its own claims even on the villagers’ meadows, according 
to a sort of “territorial” protection/control logic, which the Monticelli had 
never actually adopted. None of the parts succeeded in the attempt to ma-
nipulate the past: after years of disputes, the judge found a Solomonic so-

                                                            
71 FV I 8209, 8351. 
72 FV I 8390, 8409, 8442. 
73 “Gracianus qui fuit caxarius de illis de S. Georgio, [...] michimet pensionem 
solvit” (FV I 11609). 
74 FV I 11544. 
75 FV I 11462. 
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lution, opting for a physical partition of those lands. But we now know 
that San Giorgio would in the end achieve its targets by paying money. 

Thanks to these testimonies and to the other ones produced within the 
quarrels with the parish of Calavena in 1202 and 1219, we can better un-
derstand also the logic of the mountain exploitation and the partition of the 
slope in areas of different concerns. 

San Giorgio started to build huts 20 years before the dispute, i.e. from 
about 1190, and continued this practice until the late thirteenth century. 
Also Centro had its own caxarii, who pre-existed the canons’ and used to 
graze their livestock, in the years of the quarrel, over Sommalena, in the 
places called dossedelli Pradelle, nemus Bruscose, hora Provali, which 
were, as it appears, the main object of the disputes of 121076 and 1219.77 

Despite this competition, the canons were able to build their local pre-
rogatives from within the communities, where they chose their representa-
tives, as the foresters or saltarii, who were responsible for organizing local 
justice (for instance Iohannes quondam Borsa from Centro in 1212;78 En-
rigetus from Centro, Balbo from Mezzane in 122079). More than a doubt 
arises about the origins of shepherds (pecorarii) and caxarii, which were 
usually conversi, or “lay friars” of San Giorgio. In 1195, when the prior 
located a vineyard in Valpantena,80 we find among the witnesses Mirus 
and Capulus, conversi of San Giorgio: they both will be cited, the first as a 
cheese maker, the second as a shepherd, in the testimonies of 1219 about 
the pastures of Sommalena. 

Therefore, the exploitation of mountain areas, mostly aimed at pasture, 
wood gathering and cheese production, was committed by the canons to 
their conversi, not necessarily linked to the local neighbourhood–only the 
parish ones apparently were. They managed the division of labour and the 
sheep farming from the low plains to the mountains. The grazing period in 
Sommalena took place from April 23–28 to June 3–8: the variability of the 
dates was due to the incidental persistence of cold and snow, and, maybe, 
to the uncertainty of the long-range path the shepherds had to follow. In 
the high pastures, one caxarius, supported by two or three shepherds, had 
to build a hut with wood gathered in Sommalena’s forests. Connected to 
that structure, which had to be the home of the cheese makers and the 
shepherds, there were also some wicker trellis (vimenas, crates) designed 
to curdle milk. 
                                                            
76 FV I 11849. 
77 FV I 11602 to 11609. 
78 FV I 8307. 
79 FV I 8765. 
80 FV I 7720. 
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Although the mountain pasture in May was a merely seigniorial pre-
rogative, the conversi and the shepherds of the Calavena parish, who were 
undoubtedly more connected to local societies, also produced the cheese in 
that month. In effect, besides Sommalena, which was a watershed yoke (in 
our sources çovum) sited at 800–1000 m above sea level, on the same 
slope and at the same altitude we can count at least three other similar are-
as, called regule. The term referred to the right of making laws in a specif-
ic territory: Pecedum, Saline with San Mauro church, Taioli with Ver-
garole. In the eastern slope, there were the regula of Sprea with Tanaria 
and in the western one the regula of Squaranto. Various acts contribute to 
define with a certain precision the border lines of the regula of Sommalena 
and to underline the expansionism of the canons westward (toward Pece-
dum and Squaranto) and northward, over the Varalta slope, where Centro’s 
villagers used to graze herds and the parish caxarii build their seasonal 
huts. In Fig. 4 we can observe the maximum extension of San Giorgio’s 
lands in Sommalena and the northern areas, as they appear in a document 
of April 30, 1219.81 

In Sommalena, the concerns were partitioned in nine parts, eight of 
them purchased by San Giorgio between 1193 and 1215, though the re-
maining one was held by the Calavena parish. This partition, at the time of 
the 1219 trial, was not physical, yet it concerned an annual rotation of the 
exploitation converted into a rent “in kind” to be paid to the parish clerics, 
who could count on the grazing lands of all the other three regule (Fig. 4): 
in Saline, where those rights had been obtained after the absorption of the 
church of S. Mauro, the high priest Wido said in 1219 that the parish of 
Calavena had held that right for more than forty years;82 in Pecedum, be-
tween Sommalena and Squaranto (exploited by the communities of Ma-
grano and Moruri), as noted by most of the 1202 testimonies presented by 
the parish–mainly its conversi and caxarii;83 in Taioli/Vergarole, where 
Richardus de Mutto, conversus of the parish, grazed his herds, according 
to a witness in 1219.84 

                                                            
81 “A valle Salini in iosum usque ad Vagum et a dicta valle in entro versus 
Somalenam et vadit sursum per eum Vagum et a pede Porcaria usque ad pedem 
Provali et Costemarisie usque ad Flamellaum, et venit iosum aput Vallem Altam 
usque ad Bruscosam et usque ad Sommalenam” (FV I 11439). 
82 “Quadraginta anni sunt et plus tantum quantum recordor quod plebs Calavene 
pro ecclesia S. Mauri in Salinis omni nono anno habet habitam iunctam de 
Summalena” (FV I 11609). 
83 FV I 11861, 11862. 
84 “Alpegando cum Richardo de Mutto converso ecclesie de Calavena in Tejolo et 
in Vergarole pascebam in istis locis de Tejolo et de Vergarolo” (FV I 11603). 



Transhumant Sheep Farming and Seigniorial Economy  
 

 

168

The different rights claimed–and contended–by the parish and the can-
ons can be summarized in the term iuncta (or zonta) ovium, that is the 
right to gather livestock, to collect wood and hay and to build huts (alpes) 
within a regula. The iuncta was not necessarily exploited directly, but on 
the contrary it was often leased upon the payment of a rent (in Sommalena, 
as we said, it consisted in a certain quantity of cheese). 

All the disputes arising on the Sommalena pastures came with perfect 
timing with the ninth-year claims of the Calavena parish. The quarrel of 
1202, the one of 1210–which opposed San Giorgio to Centro–and the last 
one of 1219–which would last 35 years–were all related to the contrasts 
concerning the ecclesiastical/seigniorial rivalry on the iuncta pecorum. 

The rights related to the iuncta were substantially three: 
• cenaticum: the main seigniorial right, not conceded to villagers, as 

the 1197 laws sanctioned. It consisted in the monopoly of wood collecting, 
of hut building and of dwelling the meadows during the month of May, in 
order to graze herds and produce cheese.85 In Saline, where the parish 
rented its cenaticum, the clerics should build the hut, supply the caxarii 
and the pecorarii with a dinner (the etymology of cenaticum), including 
fava beans, meat and wine. As an anonymous witness said, the priests of 
Calavena must provide the men of the iuncta with a dinner consisting of 
broad beans, meat and wine.86 

• lotatura, or manuring, strictly related to the first one. If the pasture 
was rented, it was duty of the lessees (caxarius and shepherds) to manure 
the fields. This was a main issue in the 1219 dispute: San Giorgio, perhaps 
not respecting a former agreement and claiming its rights over lands pre-
viously included in Saline’s regula, refused to fertilize them with its 
sheep’s manure.87 

                                                            
85 “Accipere lignamen ad faciendum alpem; et vimenam debemus accipere ad 
faciendas crates et palos et ligna ab igne et trictoras tempore quando fit fenum:” 
Iohannes conversus in 1219 (FV I 11608). 
86 “Presbiteri de Calavena debent facere bonam cenam illis qui stant in illa iuncta 
de bona faba fracta et de bona carne et de bono pane et de bono vino” (FV I 
11606). 
87 Iohannes, Calavena’s conversus, referred “de quo Salinum debebamus et 
debemus habere lotaturam, unde propter istam invencionem quam illi fecerunt de 
Salino, ipsi impediunt nos, et de cenatico Summalene quod pascunt et de Salino de 
quo debemus habere lotaturam, quam lotaturam nobis ipsi facere nolunt” (FV I 
11608). 
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pointed out by the parish. The last sign indicated by the witnesses was a fir 
tree (picium). 

Within this process of boundary making/modifying, some unidentified 
gastaldi lixini, whose role it would be extremely interesting to investigate, 
had previously placed another unspecified sign between Pecedum and 
Squaranto regule: Vivenzus called Stoltus said that “Pecedum fuit termina-
tus a Squaranto per gastaldiones lisini.”91 We have further evidence of 
that positioning in 1214, when some villagers described a boundary this 
way: “in crucibus et begis que facte ac facta fuerunt inter bona eiusdem 
ecclesie et bona comunis Maururi et Magrani.”92 In this very circum-
stance, the necessity to clarify this kind of question, perceived by the lo-
cals but mostly by urban authorities, appeared evidently: the villagers were 
assembled in a meadow owned by the canons in Sommalena, and, by 
command of the Veronese podestà, had to swear they would define the 
plots rented them out by San Giorgio “a confinantibus secum,” in the lands 
of Sommalena, Bruscosa, Costamarisia, Vallis Alta and Provalum.93 

4. Towards the fourteenth century and beyond:  
new transhumant paths? 

From the late thirteenth century, a sudden decrease of documentation 
occurred. Therefore, it is almost impossible to extend the study of all of 
these social, cultural and economic processes to the following decades. 
This decrease was mainly due to a common weakening of seigniorial 
rights. In 126494 the canons, who were in a state of deep crisis,95 elected 
Iacobinus Retana, son of Stambene from Marcemigo, as their administra-
tor, or gastaldus, in “regula Summalene, Bruscose, Provalo, Costamarisie, 
Vallealte, Flamellai, Baoarii, Centri et eius pertinencia, Tregoncii, Famao-
ri, Flumiselli S. Iohannis et de regula a pede Monte Curto in sursu, et a 
Progno Calavene versus sero usque ad vaium Mezanarum et a tota curia et 
pertinencia et plebatus Calavene, et de regula camporum lesini.” The can-
ons, indeed, in those years were forced to delegate the local jurisdiction, not 
being able to maintain any direct control of those areas. The authority of sei-
gniorial officers was nonetheless still effective in 1295, when two of them, 

                                                            
91 FV I 11862. 
92 FV I 8354. 
93 FV I 8354. 
94 FV I 10797. 
95 Stella 2014. 
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Ottonellus de Wilielmo and Antonius quondam Delaidus, farmer of San 
Giorgio, denounced some trespasses to the lords.96 

These are the last testimonies for almost sixty years: then, in 1354, a 
corpus of eleven documents,97 which highlights a radically different con-
text. Their complexity involves issues that cannot be tackled in this paper 
and that undoubtedly deserves a deeper analysis: it would be necessary to 
provide an adequate historical, social and demographical background–
many things changed since the previous century, starting from the irre-
versible decline of the urban commune–and to justify such a documentary 
drop. 

Here I can just remind how in 1287 the bishop of Verona, Bartolomeo 
della Scala, conceded to Olderico of Altissimo–later recalled as the chief-
tain of the Cimbri, a Bavarian-Tyrolese population–and to his people the 
right to dwell in the “desert and uninhabited places” (loca deserta et in-
habitata) of the eatern Veronese pre-Alps.98 The new dwellers founded a 
village–Roveré–at an altitude of 900 m, from which they moved westward 
in the following decades, colonizing the Frizzolana and founding Bosco 
Chiesanuova (Fig. 5). 

Although the expressions “loca deserta et inhabitata” could suggest a 
demographic decrease also in the high Valdillasi, this is probably untrue: 
in 1354 the yokes (Sommalena, Saline, Bruscosa, Vallalta) were inhabited, 
partially cultivated and partitioned into farms measured in “masi.” A 
“Maso” was a surface of 25 “campi veronesi” (that is a total surface of 
more than 7.5 hectares), among meadows, wood and other lands. In 
addition, every tenant had 10 campi of grazing land, a part–proportional to 
the extent of his farm–of a new lease of 103 campi, and another quota of 
12 lands a çovo. 

The amount (except the 12 lands, whose extent we do not know) is of 
503 campi veronesi, of approximately 150 hectares, of which only 30 were 
explicitly aimed at grazing. The inhabitants were of local origins: five 
came from Sommalena, one from Vallalta, two from Saline, one from 
Bruscosa (Fig. 5). This aspect, added to the existence of stable farms, 
could prove the first diffusion of durable settlements in those slopes. 

                                                            
96 FV I 11312, 11313. 
97 FV I 12056 to 12066. 
98 Cipolla 1882; Varanini 1991a; 1996. 
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tom, as well as the communities settled in the same ridge had held com-
mon lands on the top of it. The absorption, from 1180 to 1220, of these 
common lands by the seigniors entailed an integrated exploitation of high 
pastures within a complex economic system (catalysed by the urban mar-
ket) and in a long-range transhumant system, arguably wider than the one 
previously practised by local shepherds. Yet, the impact of urban culture 
was determining for the communities from at least one other perspective. 
Indeed, leaving written evidence of a reality–the common exploitation–
that in Valdillasi was disappearing precisely because of the urban impact 
itself, it started a process of “construction” and definition of the territory, a 
shift of mentality from an oral transmission–the narration of the boundary 
line–to written detailed descriptions, a sort of documental creation of the 
space. 

Finally, although many points are still to be studied, one seems to be 
worthier of further analyses. After the disappearance of the thirteenth-
century disputes, transhumant shepherds seem to disappear, too. One cen-
tury later, in 1354, Sommalena had already become a stably dwelled farm 
system, probably still exploited for cheese production, but with no appar-
ent connection to any seasonal livestock movement. This point opens a 
series of fundamental questions that should direct future research: did the 
transhumance/alpine hut practices still exist in the fourteenth century and 
later? How did they eventually change? Eventually, from the crisis of sei-
gniorial power in the first half of the fourteenth century, there developed a 
context of strong demographic increase; what effect did this have in the 
negotiation of local authorities? Could local communities gain new rights 
and freedom? 
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