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3 THE FLORENTINE TERRE NUOVE

The third and last group of new towns from the high-period of town foundation that will be dealt with 
in this study are the so-called Florentine new towns, or terre nuove fiorentine. As is suggested by the 
term, these towns were founded by the government of the city-state of Florence. This chapter will 

particularly focus on six towns that were founded in the late 13th and the first half of the 14th century. 

In Tuscany, new towns were founded at least since the early 12th century. Their founders were feudal lords, 
monasteries, bishops and, unlike nearly all of the rest of Europe, governments of older cities.1 The Florentine 
new towns of the late 13th and first half of the 14th century form an especially interesting group among these, 
because they are comparatively well documented, relatively homogeneous in function and layout, and are 
distinctive in the way they were designed.

In the present chapter the main concern will be with six towns that were founded by the Florentines 
between 1299 and 1350: Castelfranco di Sopra and San Giovanni Valdarno (both founded in January 1299 in 
the Valdarno di Sopra, about 30 km. southeast of Florence); Scarperia (1306, in the Mugello valley, c.25 km. 
north of Florence); Firenzuola (1332, in the Apennines, c.40 km. north of Florence); Terranuova Bracciolini 
(1337, again in the Valdarno di Sopra, c.30 km. southeast of Florence); and finally Giglio Fiorentino (1350, in 
the Valdambra, c.45 km. southeast of Florence). ( fig.3.1) 

The Florentines had founded other new towns earlier, and even founded some others in this same 
period, but these are less interesting in the present context, since they are less well documented and the 
history of their origin is rather obscure, or the projects were aborted at some point and their original layouts 
were lost.2 Some of these towns will be touched on, however, in the margins of the following discourse.

The six above-named terre nuove fioren tine are relatively well preserved, compared to most other new towns 
of the period. This is true of both their physical form as well as the written sources concerning them. Giglio 
Fiorentino was founded, but soon the project was aborted and the town was never actually built. Despite 
that, some valuable and extraordinarily detailed documents have survived regarding its foundation and 
planned form. Indeed, the historical documentation regarding the creation of the terre nuove may be among 
the most complete of any new town of the high-period of town foundation.3

Since the terre nuove and the documents related to their creation are relatively well preserved and, as such, they 
are particularly interesting objects of study. Therefore, they are already relatively much discussed in the schol-
arly literature.4 In this literature, however, there are various controversies, not only in approach and vision, but 
also in the information that is presented. In particular, there is a great deal of disagreement on the subject of the 
method by which the plans of the towns would have been designed. This problem will be dealt with in chapter 6; 
in the present chapter the history of the foundation of the terre nuove and their forms will be described.

3.1 Introduction: geography and history

Tuscany, the Roman province of Tuscia (or Etruria), broadly lies between the ridge of the Apennine moun-
tains in the north and east (with altitudes up to c. 2000 metres), the lakes of Trasimeno in the southeast and 
Bolsena in the south and the coast of the Tyrrhenian and Ligurian seas in the southwest and west. ( fig.3.2) 
The landscape is varied, from bare mountains in the north, tree-covered mountains in the east, a flat coastal 
plain in the southwest, and different kinds of hilly landscapes in between. Most of the region belongs to the  
 
1 See Cortese 2004.  New towns founded by city-states were not exclusively Tuscan, but are typical for northern and central Italy. 
2 See below, par.3.3.
3  Friedman 1988, p.5.  It is quite possible, however, that there is yet more complete documentation to be found or to be published on other new towns of the same period 

elsewhere. In particular, Eastern Europe or Spain may be fruitful areas in which to search. Regarding the terre nuove fiorentine, relatively many of the ancient written sources 
have been studied and published. This is largely due to the fact that Floren ce is regarded as the ‘birthplace of the renaissance’, for which it has been disproportionally 
thoroughly studied by historians over several centuries.

4   Richter and Higounet published articles that particularly discuss the Florentine foundation policy. (Richter 1940; Higounet 1962) Friedman linked the foundation history 
of the towns to the design of their plans. (Friedman 1974) Moretti wrote a general historical booklet about the terre nuove and Van den Heuvel published an article in which 
various problems regarding the planning are highlighted. (Moretti 1980; Van den Heuvel 1983, pp.35-44) In 1988, Friedman published the most complete and profound 
study into the subject, Florentine New Towns. Urban Design in the Late Middle Ages. (Friedman 1988) The papers of the terre nuove congress of 1999 contain various articles on 
different aspects of the subject. (Various Authors 1999; Friedman & Pirillo 2004) There are also many publications in which the terre nuove are discussed in a wider context. 
For instance, Guidoni offered suggestions as to how their town plans were designed in a book on Tuscan architecture in the 11th to 14th centuries, and various authors wrote 
small articles in a book devoted to Arnolfo di Cambio, the supposed planner of some of the terre. (Guidoni 1970; Bartoli 2003)
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drainage basin of the river Arno, while the south of the province feeds the river Ombrone. In the valleys and 
on the hillsides one finds the most fertile land, on sandy and limy clay soils. Since the climate is also good, 
Tuscany is one of the most fertile areas of Italy. Many of the best wines of all Italy are grown here, while 
grains, mulberry trees for silk production and olives (these last two in past centuries, but hardly any more at 
present) were also grown in large quantities. The mountains and the coastal plain of the Maremma, mean-
while, are well-suited for pasture.

From about the 9th to the 5th century B.C. the Etruscans held the region, but it was gradually conquered by 
the Romans. The Romans founded various towns. In the heart of the region, in the middle valley of the Arno, 
the colonia of Florentia was founded around 59 B.C. It was founded at the site of an earlier Italic settlement, 
where the Roman Via Flaminia, which connected Rome to the north, crossed the river. Since then, Florentia 
(Firenze in Italian, Florence in English) has been the main economic and political centre of Tuscany.

Unlike most of the rest of Europe, urban culture did not completely vanish in Italy during and after the time 
of the ‘barbaric invasions’ (4th to 6th centuries).5 Although the city and its civilisation were heavily damaged 
during successive invasions of different peoples, there is a thread of continuity that links Roman Florentia to its 
revival in the period around the 11th century. According to tradition, the city-republic was founded in 1115, when 
the city declared itself independent of its nominal lords, the emperor and the margrave of Tuscany.6

From about the 10th century on, Florence gradually grew in population, size, power and wealth. Despite 
its lack of immediate access to the sea, it came to play an extraordinarily important role in international 
trade, foremost in textiles, and from about the 13th century on also in industry and banking. Florence’s power 
and importance generally outweighed that of other Tuscan cities of Roman origin, such as Pisa, Lucca, 
Pistoia, Arezzo and Siena, which were eventually all dominated by Florence.7

5 Ward-Perkins 1988.
6 Davidsohn 1956, vol.I.
7 Only Pisa, profiting from its maritime location, was able to equal and exceed Florence’s power during certain periods of time between the 10th and 14th centuries.

fig.3.1: Topographic map of central Tuscany, with the locations of the major cities (names highlighted in red), the terre nuove fioren-
tine (pink dots, names outlined in black) and other newly created settlements of the high-period of town creation that are mentioned in 
chapter 3 (names underlined in green). The river Arno and its tributaries Sieve and Ambra are highlighted in blue. (From: Google Maps / 
Tele Atlas, modified by the author) Note that Giglio Fiorentino and Terre Nove Plani Asenti do not exist at the present time; their locations 
should therefore be considered as tentative.
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 3.1.1 Florence and the countryside 

For its prosperity and security Florence was highly dependent on its control over the countryside. The city 
needed the surrounding rural region for its supply of food products, raw materials for crafts and industries, 
and even a significant part of its tax money. The Florentines considered the surrounding region as legiti-
mately belonging to the city, since the area had previously belonged to the city during the Roman era, as its 
comitatus. This region was called the contado Fiorentino.8 Just like other contemporary Italian city-states, Flor-
ence did not control the surrounding area continuously. In the period of Lombard rule (568-774) the contado 
was separated from the city because the rulers gave the area in fief to their feudal vassals, in exchange for the 
latters’ sworn allegiance and support.9 In the following centuries, subsequent Florentine administrations 
did their best to get the region back under control again. This was strongly opposed, however, by the landed 
nobility, which had come to regard the land as its own dominion since the Lombard period.

The Florentine administration used a number of different methods to reconquer the contado. The 
peaceful way seems to have been the most successful. Large and small pieces of land were acquired by 
purchase, leases, donations, seizure10 or by concluding agreements in which landlords, whether or not of 
noble stature, and village societies submitted to the jurisdiction of the comune of Florence. In this way the 
land was, to a certain extent, implicitly extorted from the authority of the feudal lords.11 Noble lords were 
forced to take up residence in the city for a specified number of days per year. In exchange they were granted 
citizenship. This did not automatically mean, however, that they became loyal citizens.12

The word ‘peaceful’, as a qualification for the method of territorial extension, must not be taken too 
literally, however. According to the Florentine chroniclers and the submission contracts themselves, the 
so-called  ‘atti di sottomissione delle comunità rurali e dei signori locali’ (‘acts of submission of the rural communi-

8  According to Richter, the unity of city and countryside may even be considered the main characteristic feature of the Italian cities in general from about the 11th to 15th 
centuries. (Richter 1940, pp.351-386, 351)

9  Friedman 1988, p.39.  In the period when the city no longer ruled the contado, the boundaries of the area were still relevant as borders of the clerical administrative districts 
of the dioceses. The division into dioceses was based on the worldly administrative districts of the early Christian era, and hence the dioceses were largely conterminous 
with the ancient comitates, the later contado’s. (Ennen, 1972. p.32)

10  Richter 1940, p.351. Particularly after the banishment of the Ghibel lines from the city in the late 13th century (see par.3.2.1), much of their land was seized by the city administration.
11  Davidsohn 1962, vol.IV, pp.338-364; Fabbri 1980, pp.284-287, 286.  Submissions of rural communities to the city-state were not uncommon in this period. The advantages to the 

rural population could be: better protection from plundering, liberation from old feudal bonds to other lords, and tax exemptions of five to ten years as reward for submission.
12 Gutkind 1969, p.73; Friedman 1988, p.40.

fig.3.2: Topographic map of  
Tuscany. The terre nuove 
fiorentine are marked as pink dots. 
(From: Brittanica Atlas. Chicago/
London/Toronto, 1979, modified  
by the author) 
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ties and local lords’), the acquiescence happened on voluntary basis or even on the initiative of the communi-
ties and lords of the countryside.13 But this was often not the truth. Many times, the city-state applied more 
or less gentle force against the feudal lords14 and the comunità rurali, which often had barely wrested them-
selves from the rule of the old feudal lords.15

Apart from this peaceful method there was also a military one. When a landlord offended the city-state 
of Florence or its citizens, that might sometimes provide an excuse to launch a military campaign against the 
offender. In this way, various lords of the landed nobility were driven from their land, after which their land 
was seized and their castles were torn down. The comune subsequently ensured its continuous dominion over 
the land by garrisoning a stronghold in the area.16

This process had started around the late 12th century. At the end of the 13th century, Florence had brought a 
large part of its contado back under its effective control.17 The last pieces of the territory, however, appeared to 
be the hardest to conquer. In the next paragraph it will be explained that this was largely due to severe polit-
ical conflicts. In particular, near the borders with other larger territories (mainly the contado’s of other cities), 
the land was under the control of some very powerful and persistent noble families. Because their lands were 
relatively far away from the city, they managed to retain their power over the land and the population for a 
relatively long period. In this, they also profited from the competition between the various cities, which often 
disputed with each other the boundaries of their territories.18 ( fig.3.3) In particular, the families of the Paz zi, 
Guidi and Ubertini in the Valdarno di Sopra, to the southeast of Florence, and the Ubal dini in the Mugello 
valley and the Apennine mountains, to the north of the city, were very tough adversaries of Floren ce.19

3.2 Origins: the decades preceding the creation of the terre nuove 

 3.2.1 The political situation in Florence in the late 13th century: Guelphs and Ghibellines

In the 13th century, Florentine politics was dominated by an internal struggle between the two factions of the 
Ghibel lines and the Guelphs (Ghibel lini and Guelfi). In fact, the conflict between these two parties dominated 
politics in many areas of the Holy Roman Empire in the 12th to 14th centuries. The discord often led to armed 
conflicts, and sometimes even great battles. The precise nature of the conflict varied by region and period, 
but for central and northern Italy the main difference was that the Guelfi supported the pope, and the Ghibelli-
ni the emperor in their political ambitions. This was, at least, nomi nally the case; but often the true content 
of the conflict was much more of a regional-political, or even of a familial or personal, character.20

Florence lay in the boundary area between the imperial and the papal territories. In principle, it was part 
of the Empire, but in reality it was more or less politically independent, and the amount of influence exer-
cised on it by the emperor or the pope changed all the time, largely being dependent on the military threat 
one or the other could exercise. With this influence, the power of the two factions varied as well.

 Both the Guelfi and the Ghibellini originally were noble factions. But in Florence a significant and ever clearer 
difference emerged between the economic positions of the parties: the Ghibellini formed the landed nobility, 
which based its power and wealth on its possessions in the contado, while the Guelfi were ever more economi-
cally dependent on trade in the city, more and more becoming the party of the rich merchants. Hence, the 
economic interests of the factions were quite different. The Guelfi were willing to defend the interests of the city 
above those of the countryside: they wanted to invest in the city and make the countryside serve its welfare, at 

13  The rural communities of the Valdambra-valley, for instance, submitted to Florence in 1335, when they could no longer depend on the protection of the city of Arezzo. With 
this submission they earned five years of tax exemption. (Fabbri 1980, p.493) In 1336, the communities of the small walled settlements (borghi murati) of Perni na, Pozzo, 
Cave, Ganghereto, Terraio, Viesca, Moncioni and others in the Valdarno di Sopra submitted to Florence, after having revolted against the counts (conti) Guidi. Florence ac-
cepted their submission, and one year later this resulted in the foundation of the new town of Terranuova Bracciolini. (Fabbri 1980, p.495; see pars.3.3, 3.8.5)

14  For instance, in 1254 the comune Florence forced the conti Guido di Modigliani and Guido di Romena to sell their possessions in the castelli of Montevarchi and Montemurlo, 
against a compensation of 5,000 libbre. One year later conte Guido di Modigliani was once again forced to sell part of his jurisdiction, over the castelli Bucine, Pogi, Caposelvi 
and others, to the comune of Arezzo, which also strove to extend its control over its own contado. (Fabbri 1980, p.414)

15 Fabbri 1980, p.286.
16 Davidsohn 1962, vol.IV, pp.338-347.
17 Richter 1940, p.351.
18  Fabbri 1980, p.421.  For instance, in 1287 the Aretines plundered the Val darno di Sopra from Montevar chi to Figline. This was not the first incidence of its type, and therefore 

Florence declared war on the comune of Arezzo. This war would last until 1314. The nobility in the area profited from the turmoil of this war by opportunistically choosing 
and changing sides and plundering the countryside.

19 Davidsohn 1962, p.338, vol.IV; Richter 1940, pp.351-362; Friedman 1988, pp.39-49.
20 Braunfels 1976, pp.31-33.
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the cost of the old relationships which characterized the feudal world. The Ghibelli ni were more conservative, 
however, being afraid of losing their power in the countryside.

Looking back from the present, it may not be surprising that the Guelfi eventually won in Florence. In 1267, the 
Ghibellini were definitively banished from the city, after the Guelfi had first been banished themselves.21 The Ghibel-
li ni, largely consisting of the old landed nobility, moved to their castles at the fringes of the contado or to neigh-
bouring territories, from where they tried everything to regain their power over Florence and to inflict revenge 
on the Guelfi. They started a guerrilla-like war on the Guelph government of Florence, which was particularly 
fiercely fought by the families of the Paz zi, Guidi, Ubertini and, above all, the Ubal dini. These families and their 
allies and supporters plundered Florentine territory whenever the conditions made it possible: they burned 
harvests and they assaulted travellers and the transporters of wares, which the city was highly dependent on for 
its economy and food supply. Substantial campaigns were even launched from the territories of the city-states of  
Arezzo, Faenza and Forli, which sometimes managed to seriously threaten the city of Florence.22

21 Schevill 1961, p.138.
22 Davidsohn 1960, vol.III, pp.397-398.

fig.3.3: Tuscany, territorial division around 1300. The mother-cities of the various territories are indicated on the scrolls. (From: Moretti, 
Nenci & Pinto 2003, modified by the author) 
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At the end of the 13th century, the influence of the guilds in Floren tine politics increased strongly. The 
members of the more conservative ‘sub-faction’ of the Guelfi Bianchi, which split off from the Guelfi Neri 
around 1290, were also banished from the city by 1302. Many of them subsequently joined the rebelling 
Ghibellini.23 The headquarters of the rebels was in the heavily fortified castle Monteaccianico, which was 
owned by cardinal Otta viano d’Ubaldi ni. The mountainous area of the Apennines in the north of the Floren-
tine contado, which had been Ubaldini territory for a long time, now became the most important power base 
of the rebel ling Ghibellini and Guelfi Bianchi.24

 3.2.2 Earlier town foundations by other city-states of northern and central Italy

In order to secure its authority over the contado, the safety on the inter-regional trade routes and the supply 
of victuals, the city had to get the revolting nobility under control. From 1284 on, a new policy was followed 
to do so: the plantation of new fortified towns in the areas where the nobility was still powerful. These new 
towns formed a strategic means for the conquest of the contado, directed at the retention and extension of the 
administrative and economic territory of the city.

This policy was not a Florentine invention. It had already been used many times, from the late 11th century 
onwards, by other city-states of northern and central Italy (e.g., by Brescia, Cremona, Bologna, Pisa and 
Lucca), with a very similar motivation. (see fig.3.4) These city-states had founded many new towns in their 
territories, with the goal of breaking the authority of the mighty noble landlords. The inhabitants of the 
countryside were freed from the authority of their former lords when they moved to the new settlements, 
where they were protected by the city-states and often also by significant defences with ditches and stone 
walls. In northern Italy, the foundation of such settlements reached a high point around the middle of the 
13th century, and came to an end in the first half of the 14th.25

By the foundation of these new towns, feudal lords lost much of their power to the expanding city-
states.26 In a certain sense this can be regarded as ‘civil capitalism’ expanding at the cost of the old feudal 
structure of power. The landed property was reorganised and, in the process, the feudal landed property, 
which was worked by farmers who were bound to the land and the lord, gave way to civil landed property, 
which was largely leased to free farmers.27

In Tuscany, new towns were founded by city-states from at least the early 13th century. For instance, 
Pistoia founded Montale before 1206 to reduce the power of the Guidi counts; Siena founded Monteriggioni 
around 1214, mainly to guard the border with the city-states of Volterra and Florence; and Pisa probably 
founded Pontedera before the middle of the 13th century.28 It seems, however, that four towns founded by the 
city of Lucca in the 1250’s (Castelfranco di Sotto, Santa Croce, Pietrasanta and Camaiore) may have served 
most directly as examples to Florence.29 (see figs.3.1, 3.4)

3.3 The Florentine new town foundations in contemporary documents

In the 13th century Florence already founded some settlements in the contado. For instance, Montelupo was a 
small fortified settlement which is reported to have been re-founded in 1204. It was sited on a strategic loca-
tion to provide defence against Florence’s mighty adversary, the city-state of Pisa.30 A similar re-foundation 
on a new site of tactical importance was carried out at Incisa in 1223-1224.31 There are more documentary 
sources on the new town of Pietrasanta (presently called Casaglia). It was created in 1284 on the highest 

23 Fabbri 1980, p.432.  Among the expelled Guelfi Bianchi was also the poet Dante, who had a prominent position within the party.
24  For the political history of Florence in this period, see Davidsohn 1957, vol.II part 2: Guelfi e Ghibellini; 1960, vol.III: Le ultime lotte contro l’impe ro; particularly regarding the 

area of the Valdar no di Sopra: Fabbri 1980, La Repubblica Fiorentina alla conquista del Valdarno.
25 Fasoli 1942; Nice 1947; Gaddoni Schiassi 1977; Settia 1991; Panero 2004.
26 Jones 1997, pp.360-366.  
27  Fasoli 1942 pp.139-214, 209-210; Richter 1940, pp.351-386, 351-352; Pierot ti 1972, p.98; Moret ti 1979, pp.17-18; Moretti 1975, pp.12-19; Stop ani 1979, pp.30-33.  The 

system of leasing to free farmers is known as mezzadria.
28  Cortese 2004, pp.306-313.  Apart from city-states, worldly and clerical lords in Tuscany and its immediate surroundings also founded new towns, as for instance Cascina 

and Bientina by the bishop of Pisa (1141 and 1179; Cortese 2004, pp.293-294); Albiano by the bishop of Luni (1266; Fasoli 1942, p.189; Pierotti 1972, pp.69-70; Detti, Di 
Pietro & Fanelli 1968, pp.62-69); Castelnuovo dell’Abate by the monastery of St. Antimo (1208-1227); and Semifonte by the conti Alberti di Mangona (1177). These and many 
other town foundations are discussed in Cortese 2004.

29 Friedman 1988, pp.86-90, 113-114; Cortese 2004, pp.310-312; http://siamofranchi.it/GuidaStoricaCFdiSotto.pdf.
30 Richter 1940, p.352; Cortese 2004, p.308; see fig.3.1.
31 Cortese 2004, pp.307-308.
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point of the pass-road from Florence to Faenza, in order to guard the road against the rebels of the Ubaldini 
family. It is reported that by 1285 town walls and a palatium comunis were constructed there.32 In 1291 fifty 
Florentine burgesses were ordered to build ‘castle-like’ houses there and in 1322 the Florentine republic had 
a new stronghold (a rocca) built at the site.33 Evidently, the small town foundation was realised. But it did not 
prove successful, despite several efforts to revive the town foundation. At present there is only a small village, 
which shows no traces of fortification and no clues as to the original 13th-century layout.34

The oldest document that clearly shows that the idea of founding new towns was an issue in Florentine 
politics dates from 1285. According to a report of a governmental council meeting, the capitano del popolo, who 
was the head of the faction of guilds and thereby representing the merchants and craftsmen, introduced a plan 
for the foundation of one or two new settlements in the Valdarno di Sopra ‘[...] in order to oppose the malicious actions 
of the exiled citizens [...]’.35 This plan was the result of increasing rebel activity by the Ghibellines in the area, after 
they had been expelled from Pisan territory. In particular, the Pazzi family of the Valdarno di Sopra had mobilised 
a feared rebel army. 36 From the report of the council’s discussion of the capitano’s plan, it appears that most 
members of the council were against the fortification of the future settlements. In the final voting the plan was 
even completely rejected.37 

Thirteen years later, however, two new towns were founded in the Valdarno di Sopra, and they even received 
defences of substantial nature. On 26 January 1299 the Council of the Hundred, the main political assembly of 

32 Pirillo 1981, pp.179-200; Friedman 1988, p.304, doc.1, 3 August 1285; Richter 1940, p.354, n.18.
33 Repetti 1833-1846, s.v. ‘Casaglia del Mugello’ and ‘Pietra Santa’.
34 Pirillo 1981.
35 ‘[…] pro obviando malitiis exbannitorum […]’. (Friedman 1988, p.306, doc.1, 13 August 1285)
36 Ottokar 1962, p.154.
37  Richter 1940, pp.355-356; Friedman 1988, pp.40-41.  Possibly, the enthusiasm for creating new settlements was low because the creation of the earlier settlement of 

Pietrasanta (1284) had not been successful. (Pirillo 1981, pp.179-200)

fig.3.4: Plan of Pietras-
anta, after a cadastral 
plan of c. 1965. (From: 
Detti, Di Pietro & 
Fanelli 1968) Pietras-
anta was founded by 
the government of the 
city-state of Lucca in 
1255 along the Via 
Aurelia below an  
existing castle. This 
castle, about 250 m. 
northeast of the town, 
was included in the 
town wall, as were the 
gardens on the slope in 
between the town and 
the castle. The basic 
plan of the town itself 
probably inspired the 
design of the plans 
of San Giovanni and 
Scarperia, with their 
basically elongated 
rectangular form with 
longitudinal street 
blocks and central 
transverse piazza.
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the city, decided to found three new towns.38 These towns were to be built in the Valdarno di Sopra, about 30 km. 
southeast of Floren ce. The direct result of this decision was the creation of the towns of Castelfranco di Sopra 
and San Giovanni Valdarno.39 ( figs.3.1, 3.5-3.15) There are no traces of work having started on a third settlement, 
but 38 years later more new plans were made for new towns in the area, as will be discussed below.40

In the meantime it was decided, on 29 April 1306, to found two more towns in the northern part of the 
contado, one in the Mugello valley, about 25 km. north of Floren ce, and one Ultra Alpes, north of the Appenine 
watershed, about 40 km. from the city.41 Work on the first of these two, Scar pe ria (originally called Castel Santa 
Barnaba), was begun immediately, whereas the actual creation of the second one, Firen zu ola, only started in 
1332.42 ( figs.3.1, 3.19-22) These four towns will be studied in detail below.

A legislative document of 1329 shows that a settlement called Terre Nove Plani Asenti was founded on the 
Consuma pass at the eastern border of the contado. ( fig.3.1) This project was, however, aborted some time 
between 1337 and 1350, after substantial work seem to have been carried out.43

According to a legislative document of 1337, twelve rural communities from the Valdarno di Sopra had peti-
tioned the Florentine government for protection against ‘tyrants or other corrupt lords’. In response, the Floren-
tines planned to found one or two settlements in the area. The creation of the town of Terranuova Bracciolini, 
originally called Castel Santa Maria, was the direct result of this.44 ( figs.3.1, 3.23) The second settlement was 
probably never begun.

Finally, in 1350, the new town of Giglio Fiorentino was founded. It was to be built in the Valdambra, c.45 
km. southeast of Florence, but the project was soon aborted and it seems that nothing was ever actually built. 
Despite that, the Giglio Fiorentino project, just like the town of Terranuova Bracciolini, will be given much atten-
tion in the following paragraphs as well as in chapters 5 and 6. This is particularly because of the interesting 
documents that have been conserved with regard to this project, namely a legislation document and an elaborate 
description of the form of the town that was to be built.45 ( fig.3.27)

Hardly anything is known about the projects for ‘il Tartagliese’ in the Valdarno di Sopra (1307-9)46, for a fort that 
was meant to provide refuge to the country population in the Valdarno di Sotto (1300)47, and for the ‘Castellum 
della Badia di Capolona’ (1342)48. It is not even clear to what extent these projects were actually realised. In any 
case, nothing remains of them except for some more or less vague references in administrative documents and 
chronicles.49 Therefore, they will only be considered superficially below.

3.4 The term terre nuove fiorentine

The newly founded towns in northern and central Italy of the 11th to 14th centuries are generally called borghi 
nuovi or borghi franchi, i.e., ‘new boroughs’ or ‘free boroughs’.50 The new towns considered in this chapter, 

38  Friedman 1988, pp.308-310, doc.2, 26 January 1298/9; Richter 1940, p.379, doc.1.  The text of this document, and most other relevant documents cited below, is almost fully 
reproduced in the appendices of Friedman 1988 and Richter 1940.

39  It is not completely certain that the work on these towns only started in 1299. Among other sources, the 14th-century chroniclers Giovanni Villani (VIII, 17), Leonardo Bruni 
(Istorie Fiorentine IV) and the Spoglio Strozziano (now lost) gave the year 1296 as the beginning of the work on both towns. (see Baldi 1914, pp.5-6, n.2; Richter 1940,  p.357, 
n.27) According to Friedman, this may be right: the legislative documents possibly only mark the date of the official foundation. (Fried man 1988, p.226, n.1) It should also 
be considered that Giorgio Vasari mentioned, in his vita of Arnolfo di Cambio, that Arnolfo designed the two towns in 1295; although Vasari is writing in the 16th century and 
his credibility is therefore limited. (Vasari 1971, p.292; see par.7.6) Nevertheless, the legislative document of 1299 is, at best, ambiguous, and clearly speaks of settlements 
yet to be created. The document explicitly mentions what is to be done by the Florentine officials in order to construct and settle the towns.

40  Eventually, this led to the foundation of Terranuova. (see below) It is also possible that the aborted foundation project of ‘il Tatagliese’ in 1307-9 (see below) was implicitly 
the same as the third planned town of 1299. 

41 See Richter 1940, pp.380-381, doc.2; Friedman 1988, pp.310-313, doc. 3.
42  Friedman 1988, pp.228, n.5,  329-330, doc.13.  According to some authors, apparently following an oral tradition, the town of Scarperia was already designed in 1292. (Nic-

colai 1914, p.382; Becattini & Granchi 1985, p.307; Grandini 1978, p.25) No sources are mentioned, however. It seems that this earlier date is not correct.
43  Richter 1940, pp.360, 363 and docs. 4, 5i; Friedman 1988, p.327, doc.12; www.storiaecultura.it/cornucopia/castelli/pela/sctpietr.htm.  In later documents the town was also 

called Terra (or Castel) San Pietro.
44 ‘tirannos vel alios iniustos dominos’. Richter 1940, pp.354, 386, doc.6; Friedman 1988, p.332, doc.16. 
45  Friedman, 1988, pp.337-347, docs.19, 20.  The description actually is a sort of written design, dating from shortly before the legislative document. (19 May 1350, resp. 2 

June 1350) It was made up by the Ufficiali delle Castella of the Florentine republic, a sort of military building committee.
46  The site of the project was designated as ‘Pian di Castagneto presso il Tartagliese’. The exact location is not known, but it probably was in the Valdarno di Sopra, between San 

Giovanni and Figline. This may have been the third of the settlements planned in 1299. (Moretti 1979, p.12; Fabbri 1980, p.435)
47 Richter 1940, pp.354, 379-380, doc.2.
48 Richter 1940, p.364. n.65.
49  Two other projects, which are not considered here, are both of later date and are not real town foundations. One of these, the small walled settlement of Vicchio, was built 

about 1365-79 in the Mugello valley. It seems that it was meant as a sort of civil refugee stronghold rather than a town. (Friedman 1988, pp.33, 152-155) The other, the 
Terra or Castro Sant Angelo, presently known as Pontassieve, was reportedly created between 1356 and 1399. It seems, however, that a small settlement already existed on 
the site, and that the project mainly concerned the building of fortifications and a partial re-structuring of the layout. The church of Sant Angelo was already in place 1214. 
(www.storiaecultura.it/cornucopia/htmlita/framit2.htm)

50 Fasoli 1942, pp.139-214.
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however, are generally designated as terre nuove ( fi orentine), meaning (Florentine) new towns.51 The term terre 
nuove literally means ‘new grounds’ or ‘new settlements’. It is found in the contemporary documents, as for 
instance the document of January 1299, which speaks of ‘[...] terre seu comunitates de novo construantur et hedif-
fi centur et fi ant et popullan tur [...]’, literally meaning ‘settlements or communities to be newly constructed and 
built and made and populated’.52

3.5 Motives for the foundations of the terre nuove

In the contemporary written sources regarding the terre nuove fi orentine, various motives are mentioned for 
their foundation. But just as with the new towns of Wales and southwestern France, not all true motives are 
unveiled by the ancient documents. Therefore, it is hard to get a clear picture of the functions that were fore-
seen for the new towns. In the following paragraphs the various motives for the foundation of the terre nuove 
will be discussed, for as far as they can be reconstructed.

51 Richter (1940) uses the term terra murata, which means ‘walled town’; this term was also used for older non-newly-founded settlements that were walled. 
52  Document ASF. Provvisioni IX, fols. 136r-137r, January 26, 1299. (see Richter 1940, p.379, doc.1; Friedman 1988, p.308, doc.2) (According to Richter (1940, p.379, doc.1) the 

document says comites instead of comunitates, which could be understood in the sense of gatherings of people) The term terre can also be found in most of the other related 
documents, but there the term is not specifi ed as clearly as in this phrase

fi g.3.5: Topographic map of the Valdarno di Sopra, with the Pratomagno mountain range to the northeast and the Chianti hills to the 
southwest. (Istituto Geografi co Militare, 1909, 1:100.000. Detail, not depicted to scale) The towns of Castelfranco, San Giovanni and 
Terranuova are marked in red, whereas other toponyms mentioned in this chapter are underlined in blue. The locations of the villages 
from which the inhabitants were re-settled in the new town of San Giovanni are marked with green dots.
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 3.5.1 Military motives 

   3.5.1.1  Fighting the rebels and gaining control over the contado

As mentioned above, the main reason for the foundation of the terre nuove was for the city of Florence to 
gain control over the surrounding countryside, the contado, at the expense of the rebelling feudal fami-
lies. These families had their territories at the fringes of the contado and were allied with the Ghibellini and 
Guelphi bianchi that were expulsed from the city, as well as with other city-states that politically opposed 
Florence. In the foundation documents - or rather the legislative documents – this is indicated in various 
phrases. According to a document of 1299, the terre nuove of the Valdarno were founded ‘[...] in order to 
increase and better to preserve the honour and the jurisdiction of the commune of Florence [...]’.53 The aim of the two 
northern foundations of 1306 was described as ‘to crush the arrogance of the Ubaldini and others of the Mugello 
and the land beyond the Apen nines, who have rebelled against the commune and populace of Florence and built the castle 
of Monteac cianico and others elsewhere, and who wage war [...] and no longer have God before their eyes, and who do 
not remember that they were born part of the commune of Florence’ and to ‘[...] totally destroy their resources [...]’.54 
Furthermore, it is stated that these terre nuove were founded ‘for the defence and conservation of the peaceful and 
quiet state of the city of Florence and its jurisdiction and territory’.55

In the early 14th century, the Florentine chronicler Giovanni Villani expressed the motives for the foun-
dation of the terre nuove in somewhat different words, but the meaning is largely the same. According to 
his Cronica, Castelfranco and San Giovanni were founded ‘[...] so that the populace could better fortify itself in the 
contado, and to affect the power of the nobles and mighty of the contado, especially that of the Pazzi of the Valdarno and the 
Ubertini, who were Ghibellines’.56 Scarperia would have been created ‘[...] to fight the Ubaldini, and to cut them off 
from their followers, and make them free, so that [the castle of ] Monteaccianico could never be rebuilt’, whereas Firen-
zuola was built ‘so that the Ubaldini could not rebel anymore, and the rural folk of the Florentine region over the moun-
tains, who were serfs and followers of these Ubaldini, would be free.’57

   3.5.1.2 Fortificatory function

So, according to the written sources, the primary motive for the foundation of the terre nuove was the ambi-
tion to control and crush the rebelling magnates and to protect the population of the countryside against 
them. In order to achieve this goal, various sub-strategies were embodied in the new towns. 

An important function of the terre nuove was to create military strongpoints by way of concentrating the 
population that was loyal to the city-state. These strongpoints could serve as defences against the rebels 
as well as against other enemies from outside the territory. Since the terre were relatively large settlements, 
meant for about 300 to 500 families - while most villages of the countryside contained no more than about 
50 families -, comparatively large civil militias could be formed there. These militias were placed directly 
under Floren tine command and were organised and armed according Florentine regulations.58 This function 
of creating militias is not directly recorded as a motive for the creation of the terre nuove, but can be deduced 
from the importance given to the militias in various documents from the early history of the towns.59

Another military function of the towns was to serve as fortresses. This function can be clearly read from 
the quite imposing fortifications that were (planned to be) built shortly after the foundation of the towns, 
and which are still partly preserved. Stone walls with impressive gates, towers and ditches determined the 

53  ‘[...] pro honore et iurisdictione comunis florentie amplianda et melius conservanda [...]’ (Richter 1940, p.379, doc.1; Friedman 1988, p.308, doc.2; translation Friedman 1988, p.41)
54  ‘Ad reprimendum effrenandum superbiam Ubaldinormu et aliorum the Mucello et the ultra alpes, qui Comuni et populo Florentie rebellaverunt castrum Montis Accianichi et alias fortilitias et guerram 

faciunt et non hactenus fecerunt dicto Comuni et populo Florentie, non habentes Deum pre oculis et non riminiscendo quod nati sunt Comuni et populo predicto’ (Friedman 1988, p.310, doc.3; 
translation Friedman 1988, p.41) According to Friedman (1988, p.41) the last phrase is also to be found in the foundation document of the two northern terre of 1306, but I cannot 
find it in his publication of the document (pp.310-313, doc.3) nor in the part of the document published by Richter (1940, p.380, doc.3).

55  ‘pro defensione et conservatione pacifici et tranquilli status civitatis Florentie et jurisdictionis et territorii eiusdem’. (Friedman 1988, p.313, doc.3)
56   ‘il popolo per meglio fortificarsi in contado, e scemare la forza de’ nobili e de’ potenti del contado, a spezialmente quello de’ Pazzi di Valdarno e degli Ubertini ch’erano ghibellini’ (Giovanni Villani, 

VIII, ch.17; Villani 1823, vol.III, p.29)
57  ‘[...] per fare battifolle agli Ubaldini, e torre i loro fedeli, e feciongli franchi, acciochè Montaccianico mai non si potesse riporre.’ (Giovanni Villani, VIII, 86; Villani 1823, vol.III, p.163) ‘acciochè i 

detti Ubaldini più non si potessono rubellare, e’distrittuali contadini di Firenze d’oltre l’Alpe fossono liberi e franchi, ch’erano servi e fedeli de’detti Ubaldini.’ (Giovanni Villani, X, 199; Villani 1823, 
vol.IV, p.251)

58  Lewis Mumford writes about the new towns of the 12th to 14th centuries: ‘In a sense these towns -as in the Roman military colonies- were a cheap substi tute for a standing army. By giving 
the new burgher the right to bear arms, the ruler avoided the necessity for otherwise paying for their use.’ (Mumford 1961, p.304) For the terre nuove this is certainly right. But for the new 
towns of the period in general this is too much of a generalisation, since many towns were founded with rather different motives and do not seem to have played roles of 
military importance. (see pars.2.5.1 and 9.1)

59 Richter 1940, pp.357-358; Friedman 1988, p.41.
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appearance of the towns. ( figs.3.8, 3.14, 3.25, 3.30, 3.32, 3.33) In Scarperia and Firenzuola strongholds were 
built within the towns, and in Giglio a stronghold was planned at a corner of the town wall.60 ( figs.3.21, 
3.27) The walls were built as soon as possible after the foundation of the towns, but since this was a very 
expensive and slow operation, they were often preceded by palisades of wood.

In principle it could have been that the only function of the fortifications was to provide protection for 
everything within. It is obvious, however, that the towns had a more important tactical military function. 
This can be deduced from the strategic locations where they were built, typically near the borders of the 
territory, along major entrance routes into the contado.61 The case of Scarperia in the ‘Visconti war’ of 1350-51 
serves to illustrate that this function actually worked. In this war, Scarperia played a very important role as 
a stronghold along one of the main routes into the Florentine territory, which was able to be held despite a 
long siege by a large army of the Milanese ruler Giovanni Visconti.62

The fortifications of the terre nuove meant that they not only functioned as strategic military strongholds, 
but that they also served to protect the population and their possessions.63 Among these possessions, the 
harvested crops and cattle were very important, in economic as well as in military respects. Invading armies 
usually fed on provisions that were collected by plunder.64 Foodstocks were of course also essential for the 
functioning of the terre nuove as military strongpoints in times of siege. Furthermore, the city itself was highly 
dependent on provisions imported from the contado and abroad, which made it all the more important to 
protect the food stocks.

   3.5.1.3 Guarding the main routes and protecting travellers

Directly related to the military function and the choice of location at the main entrance routes to the Floren-
tine territory, was the function as defended staging points on the main trade routes, from which the roads 
could be patrolled in times of turbulence.65 The importance of safe connections between Florence and other 
economic centres can hardly be overestimated, since the city largely lived on trade and industry. The rebels 
understood this well, and directed much of their efforts at robbing (convoys of ) travellers and transports of 
wares.66 Inns provided places for overnight-stays in the new towns, at about a day’s ride from Florence, and a 
two-days’ ride in the cases of Firenzuola and Giglio.67

Contemporary documents clearly demonstrate that the towns were meant to protect the trade routes. 
The first known account of deliberations about new town founding in the Florentine council, in 1285, clearly 
mentions the goal of making the roads safer.68 Scarperia and Firenzuola appear to have been founded in 
relation to the building of the new road over the Giogo pass, the main goal of which seems to have been to 
provide better protection to travellers against the aggression of the Ubaldini rebels.69 The legislative docu-
ment for the Terre Nove Plani Asenti of 1329 clearly mentions the safety of the pass road as one of the reasons 
for its foundation.70

 3.5.2 Dispossessing the rebels of their subjects and land, and enlarging the territory

A very important function of the new towns was to extort subjects from the feudal magnates, particularly 
from the rebelling Ghibelline lords. As already quoted above, Villani wrote in the early 14th century that 
Scarperia liberated the subjects of the Ubaldini, so that the castle of Monteacciani co could not be rebuilt, 
while Terranuova was populated with the subjects of the conti Guidi di Battifolle ’[...] to forever deprive every 

60    These strongholds were intended to house the garrisons of the Florentine army. Most likely they were not only created to protect the towns, but also to prevent revolts 
within those towns.

61   The subject of the sitings will be discussed in which will be discussed in pars. 3.8.1-3.8.6 and 3.9.1.
62   Matteo Villani, I, 15-55 (Villani 1823, X, pp.192-261); Friedman 1988, pp.41-43.
63    Friedman 1988, p.42.  It is relevant, in this context, that sixteen more or less spherical grain storages were found under the loggia of the Palazzo d’Arnolfo, the town hall of San Gio-

vanni. They appear to date from the 15th century. So, by that time at least, San Giovanni must have functioned as a sort of defended warehouse. (Boldri na & De Luca 1988, pp.64-68)
64    Plunder was no rare phenomenon in times of unrest. Invading armies, the rebelling magnates and their supporters, and bands of mercenaries on the loose regularly 

pillaged the countryside and undefended villages. This violence often was the immediate cause for rural communities to submit to the Florence government, in order to get 
protection from it. The foundations of Terranuova and Giglio Fiorenti no were the result of such submissions. (see par.3.5.1.1)

65   Sterpos 1983; Davidsohn 1962, vol.IV, pp.370, 374; Szabó 1992.
66   Davidsohn 1960, vol.III, pp.328-330; 1962, vol.IV, pp.370-372; Magna 1982, pp.13-67, esp. 34, 44, n.148; Fried man 1988, p.43.
67    Sterpos 1983; Various Authors 1985 (C), p.100; Szabó 1992.  Particularly Scarperia and Firenzuola had many inns where trans-Apennine travellers lodged until the 18th century.
68   Friedman 1988, pp.43, 307, doc.1. 
69   Sterpos 1983, pp.101-102; Friedman 1988, p.44; see pars.3.8.3, 3.8.4.
70   Richter 1940, p.381, doc.4; Friedman 1988, p.327, doc.12.
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jurisdiction and fidelity from these counts’.71 The other terre were also largely peopled with the rural population 
that had partly been subject to the feudal lords of the countryside.72 Below, in paragraph 3.6, the process of 
populating the new towns will be studied more closely.

The creation of the terre nuove not only served to extort subjects, but also land from the authority of the 
nobility of the countryside. As rural communities submitted to the city-state, whether or not of their own 
free will, the Florentines considered the lordly rights over the land of these communities to come with it. As 
communities and populations were subsequently moved to the new towns, and the old villages and hamlets 
were destroyed, ancient rights over these old settlements became much harder to be imposed by the old 
feudal lords.73 The foundations of Terranuova and Giglio even seem to have been planned to annex land that 
had traditionally formed part of the contado of Arezzo.74

 3.5.3 Administrative function

The foundation of the terre nuove also served goals of an administrative nature. In the period of the creation 
of the towns there was a great reorganisation going on in the administrative and military organisation in the 
Florentine contado. The countryside was organised into leghe, which were centred on towns where the capi-
tani resided. The terre nuove were made into such regional administrative centres. Some decades later, with a 
new administrative reorganisation creating larger provinces, San Giovanni, Scarperia and Firenzu ola were 
promoted to form centres of these new vicariati.75 In these regional administrative centres relatively large and 
monumental palaz zi were built where the repre sentatives of the city-state resided.76 ( figs.3.15, 3.21)

The terre nuove may be regarded as satellites of Florence: they were representatives and reflections of the 
mother city. They acted as binding agents between the countryside and the mother city. In this sense, they are 
more or less similar to the colonial towns in the overseas colonies of the 16th century and beyond.77

 3.5.4 Economic motives

Another highly important motive for the creation of the terre nuove was economic in nature. As we have seen 
above, the protection of the most important interregional roads and the commerce over these roads was an 
important function of the terre. This function was crucial for the economy of the city, since the roads were the 
lifelines of Florentine trade, as the city was not sited on navigable water. Another important function was to 
secure the production of the countryside, since the city was largely dependent on the contado for victuals and 
raw materials for its crafts and industry.78

The terre nuove were also given an important economic function as market towns. The documents 
regarding both the foundation of Pietrasanta (presently Casaglia) on the pass road to Faenza in 1284, and the 
aborted Terre Nove Plani Asenti on the Consuma pass in 1329, clearly mention that these towns were founded to 
channel food products from the Romagna and Casentino regions to the Florentine territory.79

71  Giovanni Villani, VIII, 86; Villani 1823, vol III, p.163 (see above, n.62). ‘per torre in perpetuo ogni giuridizione e fedeltà a detti conti’ (Giovanni Villani, XI, 54; Villani 1823, VI, p.111).
72  Cf.: Heers 1990, p.117.  The precise status of the rural population in this period and the power of the old landed nobility over it, is rather vague though. Various authors assumed 

that the new towns were peopled with serfs that earned freedom by their settlement in the new towns. However, at the end of the 13th century little was left of the old feudal 
practice of servitude in the region. (Fabbri 1980, p.247; Lesnick 1989, p.16; Pierotti 1972, pp.98-99) Many of the rural population were free farmers who leased their land from 
landlords from the city or the countryside. (Herlihy 1980, pp.258-261, 273; Stopani 1979, pp.30-33) They were largely united in the social and administrative bodies of the comu-
nità rurali. (Fabbri 1980, p.249) This does not mean, however, that the landed nobility did not still exert its power over a large part of the rural population.

73  Friedman 1988, pp.47-48.  Old jurisdictions and rights could nevertheless be very persistent. Among other examples, this appears from the case of Pietrasanta (Casaglia), 
where the Conti Guidi still levied a road toll in 1343, almost 60 years after the new foundation of the settlement by the Florentine government. (Muzzi 1989, p.47)

74  Terranuova was founded in the border area between the two territories, probably even on ground that officially belonged, or had belonged, to the contado of Arezzo, judging 
from the boundary between the dioceses of Florence and Arezzo. (see maps in Fabbri 1980; Moretti 1983; see also n.9 above) Two weeks before the legislative document for 
the new town was drawn up on 2 April 1337, hostilities between Florence and Arezzo had stopped after podestà Pier Saccone Tarlati of Arezzo had submitted the authority 
over the city-state to Florence for a period of ten years, in exchange for a large sum of money. (Fabbri 1980, p.495) So, the foundation of Terranuova may have been an 
attempt to (stealthily) extend the Florentine contado. It is most likely, however, that in analogy to the other terre nuove, extorting power from the Conti Guidi was the main 
motive. This motive is also supported by the written documents. (see above) The land of the abbey of Agnano that was ceded to Florence, providing the opportunity for the 
creation of the new town of Giglio Fiorentino, had been part of the territory of Arezzo. It is highly likely that the town was to be founded on this land. (see par.3.8.6) 

75 Richter 1940, pp.358-359; Van den Heuvel, 1983, p.36; Romby, 1992; Fried man 1988, p.292, n.82.
76 Richter1940, pp.373-376; Boldrina & De Luca 1988; Cardini & Raveggi 1983, pp.111-116; Friedman 1988, p.189; Romby 1992, pp.9-17.
77 Richter 1940, pp.361-362; Friedman 1988, ch.6.  About the colonial character of the new towns of the 12th to 14th centuries in general, see also par.10.3.1.
78 See Barlucchi 2004,pp.189-197. 
79  Davidsohn 1962, vol.IV, p.368; Pinto 1978, pp.107, 113, 300.  The foundation document of the Terre Nove Plani Asenti mentions that one of the goals of the foundation was 

that ‘people from the Casentino-valley and the province of Romagna come here with corn, grain, feed, and domesticated and wild animals and other victuals’. (‘et Cesentinensis et alii 
circunstantes et Romandioli confluerent cum frumento, blado, forratico et bestiis tam domesticis quam silvestribus et aliis victualibus’; Friedman 1988, pp.43-44, 327, doc.12; Richter 
1940, pp.354, 360, 381, doc.4; see also Pirillo 1981, p.189)  The name, or rather designation, Terre Nove Plani Asenti is not yet given in this document, but is mentioned in a 
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In the 16th century, Giorgio Vasari wrote that the towns of Castel franco di Sopra and San Giovanni were 
founded: ‘[...] for the commodity of the city and the victuals, by way of the markets [...]’.80 In fact this must indeed 
have been an important motive for the foundation of these two and other terre nuove, since Florence had 
problems with its food supply in this period, and the government did its best to improve it, for fear of riots.81 
Indeed, the fact that the government felt the need to expand the territory of the city-state at all was, to a large 
extent, the result of the problematic food supply.82

 3.5.5 The official main motive versus economic motives

The politicians and officers that were concerned with the foundation of the terre nuove probably did not explic-
itly consider all the separate functions of the towns as described above. Only the functions that are mentioned 
in the relevant administrative do cuments are sure to have been explicitly considered. It is likely, however, that 
most of the other functions described above stimulated the effort that was put into the creation of the towns, as 
they were highly advantageous to the city-state.

It is evident that the terre nuove were founded to curb the power of the rebellious nobility. However, it should 
be considered that an important reason for doing this was of an economic character, in addition to the reasons 
of a military nature. Florence depended on the countryside for its economic prosperity: apart from food and raw 
materials for its crafts and industries, the contado was also a rich source of tax money and rents. This economic 
dependence may have formed a more direct motive for the creation of the new towns than their service in the 
military struggle against the rebellious magnates. By way of its new satellite towns the comune of Florence 
gained direct access to the production of the countryside, since the towns were settled with producers 

document of 4 November 1336. (Richter 1940, p.385, doc.5i) 
80 ‘[...] per comodo della città e dello vettovaglie, mediante i mercati [...]’ (Vasari 1971, p.292)
81  Fiumi 1956, pp.18-68; Moretti, Ruschi & Stopani 1975, p.12; Herlihy 1980, p.385.  The Florentine government strove to get control over the agrarian production. In order 

to ensure that the Florentine population was fed, regulations were made to prohibit the direct export (the so-called divieto), and the prices of important food products were 
fixed by the city administration. Despite these measures, there were periods of severe food scarcity from about the end of the 13th century on. Even when Florence could dis-
pose of the whole production of the contado, the demand was sometimes too high. In the years 1328-29, 1339 and 1347 there were poor harvests, and the government had to 
import many tons of grain from (among others) France and Sicily just to feed the population. In this context, it should be considered that Florence was a gigantic metropolis 
by contemporary standards; indeed, with around 100,000 inhabitants, it was one of the largest cities of Europe. (Fiumi 1956, pp.43-57)

82 Richter 1940, p.360; Friedman 1988, p.39; Barlucchi 2004, pp.189-190.

fig.3.6: Plan of Castelfranco di Sopra, 
after a 19th-century cadastral plan. 
(From: Friedman 1988) Castelfranco 
was founded by the Florentine govern-
ment in 1299. Large parts of the origi-
nal wall circuit can be recognised in the 
rectangular outline of the lots which, 
particularly in the east, north and west 
corners of the town, are amalgamated 
and largely unbuilt upon. In the piazza 
there was a freestanding loggia for 
ceremonial and market purposes. 
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and in the markets of the towns their produce was sold. An additional advantage was that, when the city-
state controlled the production, trade and population, the magnates could no longer profit from them, and 
their position was thereby weakened.83 It should be considered, however, that the military motive may have 
been more important for the one foundation than for the other.

The economic motivation of the Florentine administration is barely expressed in the official documents 
regarding the town foundations. This is not surprising, since overt expression of the economic advantages for 
the city probably would not motivate the rural population that was to inhabit the terre. The city’s motives for 
founding the new towns were preferably formulated as being of a more noble character. A favourite theme was 
the protection of the rural population, which was so brutally oppressed by the noble magnates of the country-
side.84

The conclusion to this section on the motives for the creation of the terre nuove is that the towns were meant to 
serve as secondary centres in an econo mi c, military, social and administrative sense, within a struc ture in which 
Florence was the primary cen tre, theoretically encapsulating the whole contado. The spatial, social, adminis-
trative and economic structure of the contado was altered, by which means the city - and particularly its major 
citizens, as members of the administration and as landowners - took over the dominant role formerly played 
by the old landed nobility, incorporating the countryside into the city-state. In this way the city-state gradually 
developed into a territorial state.

3.6 Settlers

The settlers of the terre nuove mainly came from villages in the areas surrounding the new towns, which were 
selected by the government of the city-state. For Scarperia no less than 27 communities were selected to be 
re-settled.85 The settlers were mainly farmers, who had their fields near the villages from which they origi-
nally came. To the extent that they were not yet free from their feudal bonds to the nobility, they were freed 
from them by their new bond to the city-state.86

It appears, however, that people were not always eager to move from the villages and hamlets, despite 
the fact that they received freedom from taxation for a period of five to ten years. But if they refused to move 
within a given period of time, they were fined. In the case of Scarperia the Florentine officials were even 
granted the authority to destroy villages in order to ensure that the inhabitants would move to the new town 
and that the villages would not fall into the hands of the Ubaldini.87

The description of the project for Giglio Fiorentino explicitly mentions that people ‘from outside the 
contado of Florence’ may come to reside in the new town.88 It is likely that there were also settlers who came 
from beyond the surrounding countryside in the other terre, but their number was probably low.

There was also a group of people which was explicitly excluded from the terre nuove: the nobility, from 
the countryside as well as from the city. At Scarperia all those who had been loyal to the Ubaldini during the 
siege of the castle of Monteaccianico were excluded as well. The nobility was even forbidden to possess land 
or buildings in the towns or within one or two miles around.89

The terre nuove were subordinate to the Florentine government and had only limited autonomy. The 
inhabitants were subjects of the city-state, but seem to have had limited rights in comparison to those 
enjoyed by the citizens of Florence. This is not so strange, however, considering that even for immigrants to 
the city it was difficult to acquire the status of citizen.90

As mentioned above, the households that settled in the new towns received a tax exemption of five to ten years. 
This exemption was meant to meet the costs and effort of moving to the new town, building a house there and 

83 Detti, Di Pietro & Fanelli 1968, pp.35-37; see also par.3.5.2.
84 For instance, with regard to Firenzuola (Villani) and Terranuova, see pars. 3.5.1.1 and 3.8.5. 
85 Richter 1940, p.360; Friedman 1988, pp.313-314, doc.4.  See also figs.3.5, 3.26.
86 Richter 1940, pp.361-362.
87  Friedman 1988, pp.46-47, 313-314, doc.4.  Some of the people that were selected to move to Scarperia seem to have feared repercussions from the Ubaldini. (Friedman 1988, p.171)
88  See appendix A; Friedman 1988, pp.337-343.  The legislative document for Giglio, of two weeks later, also explicitly mentions ‘other foreigners’ that could take up house lots. 

(Friedman 1988, p.345, doc.20)
89 Richter 1940, p.358; Friedman 1988, pp.46-47, 219.
90  In the literature on the terre nuove the matter of the rights of the towns and their inhabitants in the period directly after their foundation is not discussed. Probably, this is 

because there are no surviving clear sources to inform us.  
On the subject of acquiring citizenship in Florence, see Nenci 1981.
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for further obligations imposed, such as paying for and working at the construction of the town’s fortifications.91

The settlers of Castelfranco and San Giovanni were also obliged to pay for the ground that was needed 
for the building of the towns. In Scarperia, Firenzuola and Terranuova they seem to have received their plots 
for free.92 The document describing the project for Giglio mentions that the government was to pay for the 
ground of the town, with a maximum cost of hundred florins. Furthermore, it is established that the annual 
rent was to be one chicken.93 Obviously, this rent was not so much meant to generate income for the govern-
ment; rather it was a ‘recognition rent’, intended to make clear who the landlord was, by the ceremony of 
paying a chicken every year. Regarding the other towns it is not clear whether rent was to be paid nor how 
much it was to be.

The lots were distributed by the local representative of the government, and in the case of Giglio Fioren-
tino he was to be assisted by representatives of the communities that were to be re-settled. It is not clear 
how the house lots, which structurally varied in size in every town, were divided among the settlers. It seems 
logical that the larger house lots were granted to the wealthier households.94

Within the towns, the population seems to have been settled in clusters, according to the provenance of the 
people, so that the populations of the various villages remained close together. Yet the regular structure of streets 
and lots in the new towns meant that the various clusters could not fence themselves off from each other. 

Originally, the terre were all divided into four quarters, not only in a physical sense, by the two major 
intersecting streets that linked the four gates, but also in terms of their administration. These quarters 
all had a name and formed separate social and administrative units. A number of clusters of settlers, and 
sometimes possibly one large cluster from a larger village, formed a quarter. In this way old social structures 
remained partly intact. The result of this method of clustered settlement could be that the quarters were not 
equally populated.95 In plans from the 19th century the unequal population of the quarters is clearly visible.96 
( figs.3.6, 3.19) In Terranuova the division into quarters is still reflected in the four chapels in the centres of 
every quarter, three of which were dedicated to the same saints as were the old churches in the villages from 
where the settlers were recruited.97 ( figs.3.23-24)

The settlers were obliged to build houses on the lots that were assigned to them within a limited period 
of time, mostly only a few months.98

3.7 Planners

In the 16th century, Giorgio Vasari attributed the design of San Giovanni and Castelfranco to the famous 
architect and sculptor Arnolfo di Cambio and that of Scarperia to the architect/sculptor Andrea Pisano.99 
These attributions do not appear to be very reliable, however. It is most unlikely that Andrea Pisano was 
involved; whereas Arnolfo’s involvement is not unlikely but cannot be verified and, given Vasari’s intentions, 
may well be a fabrication.100 Nevertheless, these attributions are still largely accepted, particularly in Italy.101

The original documents show that the government of the city-state appointed officials or governmental 
committees with elected officials to lead the foundation and construction of the towns. These officials and 
committees appear to have hired employees, paid by the day or by the month, to perform specific services, 

91  For the first four terre the term of the exemption was ten years, for Terranuova it was seven years and for Giglio five. (Richter 1940, pp.361-362. See Richter 1940, pp.379-
380, nrs.1, 3; Friedman 1988, pp.308-313, 329-330, 332-334, 337-343, docs.2, 3, 13, 16, 19; appendix A) The settlers in the first three terre were also exempted from indirect 
taxes during the specified period; this was not the case, however, with the later foundations. (Barlucchi 2004, pp.186-189)

92  See Friedman 1988, pp.171, 309-311, 332-334, docs.2, 3, 16.  The fact that the relevant documents do not mention that a price was to be paid for the house lots does not neces-
sarily mean that they were to be taken up completely free of charge. It seems logical that the different sizes of lots must have been reflected in their different prices or rents.

93  See appendix A; Friedman 1988, pp.339-340.  The document also contains a reference to prices to be paid for house lots: in the margin is written ‘note about the establishment 
of prices’ and ‘note about the distribution of land’.

94 See par.8.5.2.1.
95  Friedman 1988, pp.168-170; Romby & Diana 1985, pp.18-24.  In Scarperia there was a great rivalry between the quarters. In 1407 this competition had become quite mali-

cious, and the Florentine signoria decided to abolish the division into quarters there. (Romby & Diana 1985, p.71; Friedman 1988, p.169)
96  It is unlikely that the precise situation depicted in the plans was more than five centuries old, but in the case of Scarperia it appears to correspond fairly well to the division 

of the population among the quarters in 1356. Hence, the 19th-century cadastral plans can be regarded as depicting a situation that may essentially go back to the 14th 
century. (see Romby & Diana 1985, pp.18-24)

97  Friedman 1988, pp.168-169, 278, n.7.  From the dedications of the churches it seems that the inhabitants were settled in the parts of the new town that lay closest to their 
old residences. This also seems to have been the case at Scarperia, where the names of the quarters refer to the dedications of the churches in the villages of origin. (see 
Diana & Romby 1985, pp.16-18, 22)

98 See below, par.3.9.3.5.
99 Vasari 1991, pp.123, 179.
100 See par.7.6.
101 See, for instance, Bartoli & Bertocci 2003.
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such as that of a treasurer, a notary and a clerk.102 Most probably there also must have been a master who 
stood at the head of the building crew, whether it consisted of professional workers or of residents of the 
region who were obliged to contribute their labor to the project. It is unclear, however, who created the 
actual design of the town plans. According to Friedman, professional architectural designers who acted as 
advisors to the committees must have been responsible for the layouts.103 There are no concrete sources, 
however, that confirm this view.104

It appears likely that the relations of the dimensions in the plans of the terre nuove were designed by use of 
a complex geometric method (see below, paragraph 6.4). This has consequences, though, for the subject of 
the capacities of the planners, which will be discussed in paragraph 7.6. The question of who the planners of 
the terre nuove were will be treated more elaborately there, within the wider context of new town planners in 
Europe in the period under consideration.

3.8 Survey of the terre nuove fiorentine 

The following paragraphs contain a survey of the six Florentine new towns for which there is substantial 
information about their foundation history and their original urban form. Their early history will be briefly 
treated and their original layouts and relevant later changes will be described. In paragraph  the towns will be 
compared and their common traits will be highlighted.

 3.8.1 Castelfranco di Sopra

The foundation of Castelfranco di Sopra was formalized in a document of 26 January 1299. The text refers to 
three new towns to be built in the upper Valdarno, to the southeast of Florence. Two of these were to be built in 
the plain of the area Casuberti, east of the river Arno, where the magnates of the Ubertini family had ruled. This 
only led to the creation of Castelfranco, however. The third town was to be built to the west of the Arno. This 
would become San Giovanni. The reason for the foundation was ’[...] to increase and better to preserve the honour and 
the jurisdiction of the commune of Florence [...]’.105 Doubtless, the decision to found the new towns was preceded by 
discussions within the Florentine government, but unfortunately no records of these have been found.

The name Castelfranco was not yet used in the document, though it would soon be chosen as the offi-
cial name for the town. Castelfranco means ‘free castle’, indicating that the town was fortified and that the 
inhabitants were free from feudal bonds. The name was already used for various other newly founded towns 
in northern and central Italy; among others, for the 13th-century Lucchese new town of Castelfranco in the 
Valdarno di Sotto, west of Florence.106 In order not to confuse the two, both town names were extended in 
later times, with di Sopra (‘upper’) added to the Castelfranco in the Valdarno di Sopra and di Sotto (’lower’) to 
the one in the Valdarno di Sotto.

The legislative document mentions that the priors of the guilds were to determine the exact site and the form 
of the town. Most probably, they delegated this task to employees.107 Not long after, the building was begun 
at a site c.30 km. southeast of Florence, on a plateau to the east of the Arno, which slopes down lightly in a 
southwesterly direction. ( figs.3.1, 3.5) The plateau lies in the valley, but not at its deepest point, since the river 
has cut out a wide and deep riverbed in the loamy Pleistocene alluvium of the valley.108 The plateau is very 
fertile, which meant that it was already settled relatively densely in the Etruscan period. Ever since this period 
there was an important road there, which connected the towns of Fesulea (Fiesole) and Aretium (Arez zo). 

102 Friedman 1988, pp.150-158.
103 Friedman 1988, pp.162-166.
104 See par.7.6.
105  ‘[...] pro honore et iurisdictione comunis florentie amplianda et melius conservanda [...]’ (Richter 1940, p.379, doc.1; Friedman 1988, p.308, doc.2; translation Friedman 1988, p.41) 

For San Giovanni, see par 3.8.2. 
Possibly, the second town intended was Tartagliese, which was projected in 1307-9 ‘in the plain of Castagneto nearby the Tartagliese’  (‘in Pian di Castagneto presso il Tartagliese’). 
This place must have been somewhere in between Figline and San Giovanni on the shore of the Arno. Documents record that all comuni of the Valdarno di Sopra were 
ordered to pay a share for the building of this new terra. (Moretti 1979, p.12; Fabbri 1980, p.435) Not much is known of the history of the project, except that a place called 
Tartagliese was plundered in 1352 by the Aretines with the help of the Pazzi and Ubertini. (Bossini 1970, pp.76, 79; Pirillo 1988, p.15)

106 See Cortese 2004, pp.310-312 and par.9.4.
107 The question of who, exactly, the planners of the terre nuove were will be treated in par.7.6.
108 Tracchi 1987, pp.17-20. Castelfranco lies about 150 m. above the river, at 278 m. above sea level.
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Later, the Roman Via Clodia largely followed the same route.109 This Roman road had a successor in the Strada 
dei Sette Ponti (‘Road of the Seven Bridges’), on which the town of Castelfranco was built, on the point where 
this road was joined by another road that connected both sides of the valley.110 The site was well suited for the 
new town, because of the fertile soil and the good connections for its market, the market place being located 
in the centre of town, where the roads came together. Since the Strada dei Sette Ponti was an important access 
road to the Florentine territory from the south, and since the site was near the border with the territory of 
Arezzo, the location was also of strategic military importance.

The town was planted near the edge of the plateau, where the steep slope down to the valley bottom 
begins. Directly to the north and south of the site there are small gorges with tributary streams. Because of 
the sandy soil there is constant erosion, and the gorges get deeper and steeper, which causes landslides at 
the edge of the plateau every now and then. This has caused the western and southern corners of the original 
town to be washed away. (see figs.3.6-3.8)

It is possible that there was an earlier settlement on the place where the new town was built. According 
to the 19th-century geographical standard work by Repet ti, the castle of Sofena, which belonged to the Uber-
tini family, had stood on the site.111 A document of 1072 already mentioned that a castle of the Ubertini lay 
nearby the abbey of Sofena, which is sited just east of where the town was built.112 According to local tradition, 
however, there had been a village on the site of the later town, and the castle had stood to the west of it.113 It is 
not impossible that a castle on or near the site of the new town was destroyed by the Florentine armies in order 
to make way for the new town. A similar course of events may have taken place at San Giovanni, Scarperia and 
Terranuova (as will be described below), and at several other settlements in the Valdar no di Sopra.114 It is likely, 
however, that historical sources would have mentioned this if it had actually happened.

The inhabitants of Cas tel franco and San Giovanni were recruited from among the (former) subjects of the 
noble families of the Pazzi, Uberti ni, Conti Guidi, the lords of Ricasoli and others.115 As we noted above, 
both Castelfranco and San Giovanni were founded, according to Villani, ’[...] so that the populace could better 
fortify itself in the contado, and to affect the power of the nobles and mighty of the contado, especially that of the Pazzi of the 
Valdarno and the Ubertini, who were Ghibellines’.116

The land on which the town was to be built seems to have been levelled so that a plain was created which 
slopes down slightly to the west. On this terrain a rectangular and strictly orthogonal symmetrical plan 
was set out with its main directions oriented more or less at the half-winds. The outline was almost square, 
measuring c. 235 x 263 m.117 A simplified depiction of the town from the 16th century still shows the original 
rectangular outline. ( fig.3.8) 

The town was surrounded by ditches and stone walls, with gates in the centres of all four sides. The 
southwestern and southeastern gates still stand, with small pieces of the town wall adjoining them. ( fig.3.32) 
The gates open onto two straight streets that cross at right angles in the heart of town. ( fig.3.9) In the centre, 
at the intersection of the main streets, there is a rectangular piazza. ( fig.3.10) This piazza is not completely 
symmetrical with respect to the streets, since it is larger on the southwest side of the street in the NW-SE 
direction than on the other side. The open space appears as if it consists of a number of house lots that were 
left open in the four central street blocks. With its closed corners, this type of piazza was a rare phenomenon 
in the period of its creation.118

109 Maroni 1973, p.49; Merlini 1981, p.16.  This road is described in the late-Roman Itinerarii Antonii.
110  This road was called Via Urbinese. At its west end it connected to the road along the western shore of the Arno, at the 12th-century market settlement of Figline. (Merlini 1981, p.16)
111 Repetti 1830, vol.I, p.542. According to Merlini (1981, p.105), remnants of this castle were found during excavations in Castelfranco.
112 Merlini 1981, p.105.
113  The historian Carlo Fabbri kindly pointed out to me the site of the castle to the west of the later town on our visit there on 29 January 1999. According to local tradition, 

some of the older buildings in the present town even remain from the older village. This seems unlikely, however, since the buildings fit perfectly well in the regular struc-
ture of the new town, though small parts of buildings, like a wall in the sacristy of the church of San Tomasso, might be older. According to a tourist brochure (Castelfranco 
di Sopra, Storia, Arte, Natura 1998) the new town would have been partly built with the material that came from the castello di Piandimezzo, which was destroyed by the 
Florentine armies in 1255. No source I know confirms this information. The castello di Piandimezzo was owned by the Pazzi family and was taken by the Florentines in 1270. 
(Villani, VII, 23; Villani 1823, II, p.199) It probably lay about 1 km. southwest of the later town. (La Storia del Valdarno, vol.4 (1983). p.945) It is not impossible that this 
castello may actually have been the same as, or may have been confused with, the castle of Sofena.

114  These other settlements were Piantravigne (1270), Montemarciano (1288) and Traiana (1344). These were small villages that were destroyed by the Florentine army and 
were subsequently rebuilt on regular plans, but without defences. (Pozzana 1985, pp.107, 113, 115)

115 Giovanni Villani, VIII, ch.17; Villani 1823, vol.III, p.29.
116 See n.56.
117  Landslides have demolished the western and southern angles of the town, whereas the northern angle can hardly be recognised any longer due to redevelopment in the 

second half of the 20th century. (fig.3.7) 
118  It is not impossible, however, that the corners of the piazza originally opened up onto narrow alleys along the back of the house lots (see below). It seems likely, however, 
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The house lots were arranged in sixteen parallel rows in a NE-SW direction, along a central main street 
and eight parallel streets of lesser width. All streets were straight. The outer two streets were bounded by 
the town wall. Of these parallel streets, only five are still largely existent. Another one, the outer one on the 
southeast side, has only been preserved for a small part of its length. The 19th-century cadastral plan shows 
residues of the other streets in the northern quarter of the town. ( fig.3.6)

At right angles to the rows of house lots there was a central cross street with four narrow secondary 
streets parallel to it. Two of the secondary cross streets were sited halfway between the central cross street 
and the perimeter of the town ( fig.3.29), and the other two were laid out along the town wall. Only parts of 
these streets have been preserved.

The two outer streets along the town wall were connected to the other two outer streets, so that a contin-
uous ‘wall street’ ran all along the four sides of the town. On the northwest and southeast side of the town 
the wall streets functioned as residential streets and connections, while on the other two sides they only 
served as connections, since no house frontages were located on them. The wall streets also had an impor-
tant military function: since they connected the gates, the corner towers and the various parts of the town 
wall, troops could be distributed quickly over the defences in case of surprise attacks.

All the house lots in the town originally had the same width of about 5.80 m., which most probably corre-
sponded to 10 braccia fiorentina.119 The length of the lots, however, varied. It decreased in stages from the central 
main street (the one which ran in a NE–SW direction) outward. Many of the original lots have been amalga-
mated in order to create larger houses, and particularly in the northwestern part of town the original lots have 
completely dissolved. The original dimensions of the lots can be reconstructed, however, from measurements 
of the remainder of the lots in the old structure.120 It appears that the lots along the main street were about 30 
braccia long, whereas the lots to their backs were about 26 b. long. Then there were two rows on either side of 
the town with lots c. 19 b. in length; then two rows of c. 18 b.; and finally two rows with lots about 16 b. long.

Cadastral plans show that there were narrow alleys in between the two rows of lots in the southernmost 
street blocks. ( figs.3.6, 3.7) Closer study of the plan reveals that there are also traces of alleys in some of the 
other street blocks. It is likely, therefore, that originally there were alleys cutting through all the street blocks. 
Probably they were meant to provide light to the back of the houses and to drain away rainwater. Since they only 
were about two braccia wide, they probably were not meant to provide accesses to the back of the lots.

The inhabitants of the town originally were mainly farmers, who had their fields in the surrounding country-
side, near the villages where they originally came from. Apart from these fields they also had gardens where 
vegetables were grown. Particularly in the smaller house lots there probably was no space for gardens, since 
they only measured about 5.85 x 9.35 m. It is likely, therefore, that there were gardens just outside the town.121

Not much has been preserved of the original architecture of Castelfranco. Small parts of the town walls and 
two gates still stand on the southwest and southeast sides of the town. ( figs.3.7, 3.32) The original form of 
the wall has only been preserved for a very small part on the southwest side. It had a projecting machicola-
tion on the inner side and crenellations on top, and it was built mainly of natural stones collected from 
riverbeds. There seem to have been four gate towers and four corner towers.122 Of the two gate towers that 
still remain, the southeastern one was decapitated in the 18th or 19th century. The walls were surrounded by a 
ditch, which may partly have been of natural origin, with four bridges in front of the gates. (see fig.3.8)

The principal church of the town was located at the northeast side of the piazza, along the main street.123 
The present main church of San Tommaso, which is sited on the main cross street near the southeast gate, is 
said to date from the period of the town foundation, but its architecture suggests that it was built in various 
stages in later centuries.

that these alleys were closed here, since they did not have the representative character that befitted the status of the piazza. 
119  In this study, the braccio is taken to be 0.5836 m., as has commonly been accepted since the 19th century. According to Finiello Zervas, the Florentine braccio da panna was, on 

average, 0.583597 m. (Finiello Zervas 1979, p.9) For Pirillo it is 0.5835 m. (Pirillo 1989, p.13), and Friedman it is 0.584 m. (Friedman 1988, p.236, n.2) 
120 See appendix B, esp. table IX.
121 According to Romby & Diana (1985, p.78, n.50) the statuti of Castelfranco determined that every household would have its own garden. 
122  According to Moretti, however, there were sixteen towers. (Moretti 1979) He gives no arguments for this claim, but it seems unlikely that this is correct, since there are no 

traces of eight more wall towers. Luschi even suggests that there were 32 towers originally. The suggestion is not impossible, but does seem highly unlikely. (Luschi 2003, 
pp.111-112) 

123  This appears from the statuti of 1394 (Friedman 1988, p.240, n.22) and from the 16th-century plan. (fig.3.8) It probably was a simple building with a single aisle, analogous 
to the other terre and other towns and villages in the region.
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The house where the representative of the city-state, the capitano, resided, which also functioned as a sort 
of town hall, was sited in the southeast side of the piazza.124 The present town hall is still to be found there, 
but its outer form has been changed considerably since it was fi rst built. It seems that the original building 
did not take up a very prominent position, nor that it had a very distinct outer appearance.

In the piazza there was a freestanding loggia in front of the church, dating from before 1394. (see fi g.3.6) 
Its primary function seems to have been ceremonial, but it probably also provided a covered market space.125

Nothing in particular is known of the original houses in Castelfranco, but it seems likely that they were 
more or less similar to those to be found in the other terre nuove, for which we have a little more informa-
tion.126 The original houses were probably quite humble structures, largely built of cheap and easily available 
materials like wood, rammed earth, sun-dried bricks and stones from riverbeds. On the larger lots the back-

124 This house was designated as ‘casa del commune’ in the statutes of 1394. (see Friedman 1988, p.287, n.54)
125  Sequi 1895, p.12; Friedman 1988, p.189.  In the schematic 16th-century depiction of the town (fi g.3.8), some sort of structure is depicted in the piazza, but it looks like a well 

rather than a loggia. It is not known whether the loggia depicted in the cadastral plan of the 19th century (fi g.3.6) was actually the same as the one of the 14th century.
126 See par.3.9.3.5.

fi g.3.7: Plan of Castelfranco di Sopra, after the 
cadastral plan of 1966. (From: Van den Heuvel 
1983) The original western and southern corners 
of the plan are gone, due to the erosion of the 
terrace on which the town stands. The northern 
corner of the town was restructured in the 20th 
century. Small parts of the original town wall 
still stand (thick dark lines) next to three of the 
( former) gates.

fi g.3.8: Schematic view and plan of Castelfranco 
di Sopra, as seen from the southwest. Detail from 
a 16th-century atlas of the Florentine contado. 
(Archivio di Stato Firenze, Piante dei capitani 
di parte, piante dei popoli e strade, 121/I, 
fol.253v, published in Friedman 1988) The 
structure of the streets in the town is not depicted 
accurately.



 180  181

fig.3.10: Photograph of the southern part of the piazza of Castelfranco, with view through the main street toward the southwestern gate tower.

fig.3.9: Main street of Castelfranco. Pho-
tograph taken from the northeast. 
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side was originally left open for yards or gardens. Following the regional tradition, the roofs were built with 
their eaves parallel to the front street. The houses generally shared common side walls.

It seems that the town was never completely filled with houses. In particular, the north and west quarters were 
only for a small part occupied, according to the 19th-century cadastral plan. ( fig.3.6) It is not known for sure, 
however, whether this has always been the case. At present, Castelfranco is a small town, surrounded by woods 
and vineyards. In the 20th century the occupied area of the town has become about four times as large as it origi-
nally was. The layout of the extensions is much less regular, however, than that of the original town.

 3.8.2 San Giovanni Valdarno

The foundation of San Giovanni Valdarno was a result of the same political decision as Castelfranco, early in 
the year 1299. Three new towns were to be built, and for one of these the location was clearly determined: ‘in 
or next to the bourg of the Plain of Alberti’.127 Shortly after this decision was made, the name of the new town was 
determined to be Castel San Giovanni, San Giovanni (Saint John) being the patron saint of Florence. 

The town was built only about 6.5 kilometres southwest of Castel franco. It lies a hundred metres south-
west of the river, not far above the riverbed. Directly to the southeast lies a stream that flows into the Arno. 
The plain on which the town is built slopes slightly to the south and east. Directly southwest of the town the 
land starts to rise in the form of hills that were created by erosion of the sandy alluvium.

Like Castelfranco, the town was created in the area that had been dominated by the Pazzi and Ubertini 
families, who were the major Ghibelline adversaries of Florence in the upper Valdarno. The settlers were 
drawn from the former subjects of these and other lords of the countryside.128 A 15th-century source mentions 
that they came from the settlements ‘castel vecchio di piano alberti, la villa di Santa Lucia, la villa di ricasoli, la 
villa di San Mariano, la villa di monte maggio’ and ‘la villa di vaccherec cia’.129 The locations of these places are 
shown in fig.3.5.130 It seems that Castel Vecchio di Piano Alberti, Ricasoli, S. Mariano and Vaccherec cia were 
compact, walled settlements. 131   Only Ricasoli presently still exists, as a small hilltop village; the others have 
all vanished, mainly due to the creation of the new town. At least some of the old settlements were destroyed 
by the Florentines to prevent them from being taken by enemies of the city-state.132

The greatest migration distance for the settlers, between Ricasoli and San Giovanni, was about four kilo-
metres. This must have meant that the settlers from this village, probably nearly all of them farmers, became 
further removed from their fields. This disadvantage of moving to the new town was partly compensated by 
the fact that they came to live very near to the market place. 

It is not clear whether or not the new town of San Giovanni was built on the exact site of the burgo Plani 
Alberti  (also Borgo di Pianalber ti or possibly Castello di Piano Alberti), as its exact location is not presently known. 
Various historians have expressed different opinions about the matter.133 According to Tracchi, there was 
a Castro di Piano Alberti, which was the same as the Castel Vecchio, and a Borgo di Piano Alberti. The first one 
was already in existence before 1074, when it was first mentioned in a document. The second was probably 
created in about the middle of the 12th century, when inhabitants of the Castro migrated to the bottom of the 
valley, where land was reclaimed from swamps and where a new trade route was laid out along the shores of 

127 ‘[...] in burgo seu iuxta burgum Plani Alberti [...]’. Richter 1940, doc.1, p.379; Friedman 1988, doc.2, pp.308-310.
128 Giovanni Villani, VIII, 17; Villani 1823, III, p.29. See par.3.8.1.
129 Baldi 1914, p.75. Appendix : ‘Capit oli dell’Insigne Oratorio della Madon na delle Grazie. Capitulo Secundo: Narra tione della edificazione di Castel S.o.G.i.’ (1486).
130  A map with the locations of these places was kindly given to me by Mr. Romano Marini, head of the Uffizio Urbanistico of San Giovanni, who also supplied me with plans of 

the town and relevant literature, for which I am very grateful.
131  Repetti 1830, vol.V, pp.55, 615; Cioni & Nocentini S.D., p.76.  San Mariano originally was a village belonging to the monastery of Nonantola. The inhabitants were serfs of 

the monastery, but like many other small communities in the period, they bought various enfranchisements (in 1225, 1286 and 1293), by which they became largely free. 
Eventually Florence gained the right to install the podestà of the community. This demonstrates that not all the settlers of San Giovanni were subjects of the noble families 
of the Valdarno. It seems, however, that the nobility still had a lot of power over the inhabitants of the region. 

132  Of San Mariano, it is known that it was destroyed by the Florentines. Of the others, apart from Ricasoli, this also seems likely. (Repetti 1830, vol.I, p.205) The once mighty 
Castel  Vecchio di piano alberti (also called Piano Alberti in altura) was reported to have almost vanished by the early 14th century, after its remnants had been plundered by the 
Ubertini in 1302. The fortifications probably had been, by that time, torn down by the Florentines. (Tracchi 1983, p.950)

133  The confusion over the matter has been caused by, among other things, the fact that it can easily be mistaken for the Castel Vecchio di Piano Alberti, which probably lay c.2 km. south-
west of San Giovan ni on a hilltop which is still marked by the toponym Cas telvecchio. On this location, traces of a fortified settlement have been found. (Tracchi 1983, pp.948-949)
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the river Arno.134 Such transfers of settlements from fortified hilltops to the bottom of the Arno valley also 
happened in the same period at the nearby settlements of Figline and Montevar chi.135 San Giovanni would 
have been built at the very site of the Borgo di Piano Alberti. Polverini even suggests that the campanile of the 
church of San Lorenzo was founded on the walls of a Villa Alberti, and Tracchi claims that the small side aisle 
of the church would have been the church of the previous settlement.136 Neither of these claims has been 
confirmed by archaeological or architectural-historical research.137 An inscription suggests that the building 
was constructed only in 1306. A church of San Lorenzo de Plano Alberti was, however, already mentioned in a 
document of 1276-77138, but this, of course, need not have been the same building.

According to Friedman, San Giovanni was built on land that had been swamp until the 13th century.139 It is 
true that the valley floor had once been a swamp. It is most unlikely, however, that this situation lasted until 
the 13th century in the region around San Giovanni. Most probably, the area had been reclaimed, at least partly, 
much earlier. In the Roman era there had already been settlements in the vicinity,140 and in 1125 there was a 
monastery called Badiola di S. Maria in Mamma nearby, which may have been founded in the Carolingian period 
(see fig.3.5).141 According to Tracchi the monastery may have reclaimed its land on the bottom of the valley by the 
middle of the 11th century.142 From at least 1073 there had been a pilgrims’ hospital called spedaletto di Riofino or 
di Ubaldo on a small island in the Arno close to San Giovanni, the Isola di (S.Maria di) Piano Alberti.143 This implies 
that there already was an interregional road there at that time, which was used by pilgrims. In addition to these 
indications, there are various toponyms in the area which suggest that the floor of the valley was cultivated and 
that there must have been a road of some importance well before the 13th century.144

Therefore, it is highly likely that San Giovanni was built on an inter-regional road, probably on the site of 
an earlier settlement. The location was highly appealing from an economic perspective, both because of this 
road, and also because the place was surrounded by fertile land. The site lay close to the border with the terri-
tory of Arezzo, which made it also of strategic military importance.

The layout of the town has significant similarities to Castelfranco. ( figs.3.11, 3.12, cf. 3.6, 3.7) The walled outline 
was rectangular and the streets were all straight and arranged in an orthogonal structure with the residential 
streets running in one direction (parallel to the long axis) and the cross streets perpendicular to them. 

Originally the layout was symmetrical along the central main street of the town and a central cross street 
that widened into the piazza. This is no longer the case, however, since the southwest gate of the central 
cross street was blocked by the building of an oratory in the late 15th century and since a flood destroyed the 
southeastern corner of the town in the middle of the 16th century.145

Unlike Castelfranco, the plan of San Giovanni is elongated in a NW–SE direction. Originally, it measured 
about 190 x 462 m. The rows of house lots are laid out along five parallel streets in this direction.146 The outer 
streets along the walls have partly disappeared, however, as they were turned into private lots for gardens 
and buildings. The original wall streets were about as wide as the central main street (about 11 m.), which 

134  Tracchi 1983, pp.948-949.  Repetti is largely of the same opinion. (Repetti 1830, Vol. 5, p.54) The oldest document in which the Borgo di Pian Alberti is mentioned is dated 
1131. (Nice 1947, p.52) 
According to Polverini the Castel Vecchio in Piano Alberti was also variously called Castel S. Giovan ni, San Giovanni di Sopra or San Giovanni in Altura, and it would have lain on a 
hilltop just south of the new town, on the site of the later monastery of Montecarlo. (Polverini 1915, p.23) This is quite unlikely, however. The idea is probably based on a 
misinterpretation of Poggio Bracciolini’s Storia of the 15th century.

135  Detti, Di Pietro & Fanelli 1968, p.34. Other examples in Tuscany were Cascina (stimulated by the city-state of Pisa), Buoncon vento (by Siena) and Pietrasanta (by Luc ca, 
fig.3.4). Outside Tuscany there are also many similar examples of the 12th to 14th centuries. (see par.5.2)

136 Polverini 1915, p.23; Tracchi 1987, p.133.
137  According to Boldrina & De Luca, no archaeological evidence has been found at all for an earlier settlement at the site of San Giovanni. (Boldrina & De Luca 1988, p.21; 

Boldrina & De Luca 2002, p.10) 
138 Porri S.D., pp.34-44.
139  Friedman 1988, p.8.  This idea is based on Plesner’s hypothesis of the Rivoluzione stradale del Dugen to, which describes how the main routes followed the hillcrests until they 

were replaced by routes through recently reclaimed valleys in the 13th century. (Plesner 1979; see par.5.2)
140 See par.5.2.
141  Repetti 1830, vol.5, p.55.  A document of 1125 indicates that the monastery held much land in the Valdarno di Sopra and that it also held the castellucio di S. Mariano. A docu-

ment recording a donation by Charlemagne may be a later forgery.
142 Tracchi 1983, p.953, n.7.
143 Polverini 1915, p.23.
144  Among others, there are toponyms that refer to the presence of pilgrims’ hospitals, which are mostly are of pre-13th-century origin: just south of San Giovanni we find 

Spedaluzza and, further north, Spedalet to and Spedale. There are also older toponyms referring to the period of the reclamation of the land, like Cetina and Cetinale (mean-
ing something like ‘cleared terrain’), Roncaticcio (‘ploughed ground’), and Il Colto (‘the cultivated place’). According to Porri (1983, pp.725-726), these toponyms are of 
‘early medieval’ origin. 

145  See fig.3.13 and also the plan by Bernardo Buontalenti of 1568, reproduced in Friedman 1988, fig.110. This second plan depicts a project for the protection of the town from 
floods , of which the present layout may be the result. 

146  The house lots along the long sides of the piazza may originally have been oriented towards the piazza, however, which meant that they were the only lots which were not 
arranged perpendicular to the main axis of the town. (see Friedman 2004, p.148)
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was about one third wider than the other two 
streets parallel to the main street. After the 
town walls had lost their function as stra-
tegic military fortifications, in about the 17th 
century, the wall streets were narrowed and 
lots were given out along the town wall.

The old layout is shown by a town plan that 
was drawn up in 1553 by the surveyor Piero 
della Zucca. ( fig.3.13) The plan also shows 
the wall streets along the short sides of the 
town’s perimeter and the cross streets halfway 
in between the central piazza and the short 
sides of the perimeter.147 It is also visible that 
the southwestern gate (left of the piazza) was 
turned into an oratory chapel, with a building 
adjoined it on the outside of the town wall.

The central piazza has an elongated form, 
perpendicular to the long axis of the town. 
Almost in the middle of it, just southwest of the 
main street where it crosses the piazza, stands 
the early 14th-century town hall. ( fig.3.15) 

In Della Zucca’s 1553 plan, the corners 
of the piazza are all the same, with the outer-
most rows of houses extending further than 
the other ones. At the present time the situ-
ation is different, as it appears that houses 
have been demolished on the southwest side 
of the piazza in order to open the view from 
the piazza to the facade of the oratory that was 
built there in the late 15th century.148

As at Castelfranco, the house lots were 
arranged back to back, with alleys in between; 
though here the alleys seem to have been 
wider, probably measuring four or five braccia 
(1.75 or 2.33 m.), which make it seem likely 
that they were intended to provide rear access 
to the lots, as well as to serve as a source of 
light and a conduit for rain water. Consider-
able parts of these alleys have been blocked by 
later extensions to the houses.

The lots were all 10 braccia (5.84 m.) wide. 
As in Castelfranco, their length diminished the further they were from the central main street. The lots on the 
main street were about 23 m. long; those on the next 16.7 m.; the next 14.3 m.; and the outermost ones 11.3 m.   

Parts of the original town wall of San Giovanni are preserved on the northwest, northeast and southwest 
sides.149 The ditch that originally surrounded the town has disappeared completely.150 It seems to have 
lasted at least until 1311, and perhaps even until 1363, before the fortifications were finished.151 Originally,
 

147  The wall street on the lower end (the southeast side) was a reconstruction, since that side of the town had been washed away by the flood which, indeed, was the very 
reason the plan was drawn up. (see Friedman 1988, doc.23, p.349) 

148  Friedman 2004, p.147.  Della Zucca’s plan is not entirely accurate, however, as it does not depict the church of San Giovanni Battista, which stood (and still stands) in the 
eastern corner of the piazza (see below).

149 See Bianchini 2003, esp. p.99.
150 In the cadastral plan of the early 1960’s a small, water-filled ditch is still depicted on the southwest side of town.
151 Richter 1940, p.364, n.62; Baldari 1980, pp.142-143; Boldrini & De Luca 2004, p.263.

fig.3.11: Plan of San Giovanni Valdarno, after a cadastral plan from the 19th 
century (From: Friedman 1988) San Giovanni was founded by the Florentine 
government together with Castelfranco in 1299. The southeastern corner of 
the town washed away in a flood in 1553. The church on the southwestern 
side of the piazza was built in the 15th century, using the town gate as its 
core, extending out from the original rectangular wall circuit.
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there probably were 24 towers along the wall 
circuit, including four gate towers and four 
corner towers.152 (see fig.3.14) Apart from the 
four gate towers, eight other towers were also 
sited at the end of streets, so that they would 
be quickly accessible from within the town and 
that the streets in the town could be surveyed 
from the towers. The original southwest gate 
tower, with its ‘ante-gate’ has been preserved in 
the Oratorio delle Grazie (see below).153 Two more 
towers have been partly preserved at the north 
end of the town.154 ( fig.3.12)

The oldest church in San Giovanni 
seems to have been the parish church of San 
Lorenzo, which is found on the south end of 
the piazza. As mentioned above, the institu-
tion already existed in 1276-77, but it was then 
in the older village of Plano Alberti, which 
may or may not have been on the same site as 
the later San Giovanni. The modest rectan-
gular church. with its one small side aisle, was 
probably rebuilt in 1306.155 The church of San 
Giovanni Battista, on the northeast side of the 
piazza may have been founded in 1300.156 The 
church on the southwestern end of the piazza, 
the Oratorio delle Grazie (or Basilica di Santa Maria 
delle Grazie), was only founded in the late 15th 
century. It was built in the ante-gate after a 
miracle had taken place, involving a Madonna 
that was painted above the gate’s portal.

The early 14th century town hall of San 
Giovanni, the so-called Palazzo Pretorio, occu-
pies a very prominent position in the centre of 
the piazza. ( fig.3.15) The building also func-
tioned as market hall, jail and as the seat of 
the representative of the city-state. Originally 
it had a largely open, arcaded ground floor, 
which served as a ceremonial space and as a 
sort of market hall.157 Similar types of edifices 
with combined administrative and market 
functions can be found in northern Italy, in 
the bastides of southwest France and in central-

eastern Europe, often also located in the middle of market places.158 (see figs.2.46, 2.47) The open ground 
floor was enclosed by walls in the first half of the 15th century, after which time a gallery with a closed second 
storey was built surrounding the building.159

152  The number of 24 towers is suggested by a 16th-century plan, of which only half has been preserved (see Cerudelli, Leoni & Ventura 1978, p.53; Fried man 1988, p.10; Bian-
chini 2003, pp.95, 104); and this number is also mentioned in the capit oli of 1487. (Beccastrini, Billi, Galli et al. 1989, p.50) Additional indications of this number are given 
in drawings by Charles Ro hault de Fleury (1870-73). A number of 16 towers is suggested by the plan of Piero della Zucca of 1553 (fig.3.13), by a 16th-century depiction in a 
fresco in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, by Giorgio Vasari and Giovanni Stradano (fig.3.30) and by an etching of the 18th century (fig.3.14). These depictions all appear to be 
inaccurate on this point, since they arrange the 16 towers in different ways along the wall circuit.

153 Bianchini 2003; Boldrini & De Luca 2004, p.263. The ante-gates probably were later additions of the late 14th century. They had a more or less square plan and crenellated walls.
154 Bianchini 2003.
155 Porri S.D., pp.34-44; Tracchi 1987, p.133. The narrow side aisle may be somewhat younger than the main aisle. In the 15th or 16th century the church was vaulted.
156  Friedman 2004, n.8.  This also was a rather modest building, having an unvaulted single aisle without an apse. In 1672 it was made a parish church. (Dragomanni 1834, pp.27, 139)
157 See Cardinale & Serafini 1990; Boldri na & De Luca 1988, pp.33-66. 
158  See par.2.10.5.4; and figures Lavedan & Hugueney 1974, pp.LXXIII, LXXXIX ; Gutkind 1972, p.272.  For the early building type of the town hall in general, see Pevsner 1976, pp.27-28. 
159 Boldrini & De Luca 1988, pp.48-54.

fig.3.12: Plan of San Giovanni Valdarno, after a cadastral plan of the 
early 1960’s. (From: Detti, Di Pietro & Fanelli 1968) Note that the row of 
buildings against the town wall on the southwest side were largely built 
since the 19th century, on garden plots that were laid out in the original 
wall street, which had been very wide. (cf. fig.3.11) The thick black lines 
near the northern corner, along the northeast side and the two short pieces 
along the southwest side of the original town are the remnants of the town 
walls of the early 14th century. 
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From the outside it seems that not much is 
left of the original houses in San Giovanni. It 
is likely, however, that behind many younger 
facades parts of old houses are still preserved.160 
Research in one such house along the main 
street (Corso Italia 105) has uncovered important 
clues as to its form in the past. In the absence of 
other sources on old houses, this building may 
be regarded as example of the typical 14th-15th-
century house in San Giovanni. ( fig.3.34) The 
walls on the ground floor were built of rammed 
earth, and the side walls on the second and third 
floors were constructed of brick pillars with 
fields of sun-dried bricks in between. The facade 
projected forward, above the ground floor, and 
may have been constructed (partly) of timber.161 
It is likely that many of the very first houses in 
the town were more modest in size.

The larger house lots were not completely 
covered by houses initially. The backsides of 
these lots were probably left open for yards or 
gardens. ( fig.3.34) These open spaces were 
gradually largely covered by outbuildings and 
extensions to the houses. Eventually, the houses 
came to cover the lots almost completely, only 
leaving room for small courtyards in some 
cases.162 (see fig.3.12) In the 16th-century town 
plan by Della Zucca a section is drawn through 
the rows of houses (at the bottom). This section 
suggests that, by that time, most houses already 
covered the lots completely. It also shows that 
the houses on the main street were the highest 
ones, probably consisting of three floors, and 
that the houses became lower the further away 
they stood from the main street. (see fig.3.13)

Along the main street and piazza, and to a 
lesser extent along the secondary streets, narrow 
galleries were built in front of the ground floors of 
some of the houses. (see fig.3.12) It does not seem 
likely, however, that they were part of the original 
project for the town. (see fig.3.15, on the right)

The town of San Giovanni was quite successful 
in an economic sense. It has always been the 
largest of the terre nuove, and presently its surface 
area covers at least ten times that of the original 
town, with a population of over 17,000. Of particular importance to this success was the location of the town. 
The bottom of the Arno valley has always remained a very important transport route from northern to southern 
Italy. Apart from the road, a railway was laid out immediately southwest of the old town in the 19th century; and 
in the 20th century a motorway and a high-speed railway were laid out on the other side of the river. 

160  In 1999 I was shown a house, opposite the church of San Lorenzo in the Via Alberti, which appeared to contain various elements of possibly 14th- or 15th-century origin, such as an old 
courtyard and a well.  

161 Boldrini & De Luca 2004, pp.270-277.  
162 Cerudelli, Leoni & Ventura 1978, pp.53, 60; Cardi nale & Serafini 1990.

fig.3.13: Plan of San Giovanni Valdarno made by Piero della Zucca 
in 1553. (Archivio di Stato Firenze, Cinque Conservatori del Contado, 
258, carta 602 bis) The plan was drawn to accompany a report on 
the damage caused by a flood some time before, which is depicted in 
the part below, where the part of the town that had been washed away 
is drawn in thin lines. In the lower part of the plan the sections of the 
houses are depicted, clearly showing that the central ones were highest. 
The numbers and texts are transcribed and published in Friedman 
1988, pp.348-350.
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fig.3.15: The central 
piazza and the  
Palazzo Pretorio in 
San Giovanni, from 
the east, photograph c. 
1900. The palazzo was 
built in the early 14th 
century and enlarged 
with loggias in the 
early 15th century. The 
building housed the local 
governor and served as a 
town hall, while the open 
loggias on the ground 
floor were used as a 
market hall.

 3.8.3 Scarperia

Scarperia was founded in 1306. The legislative document of 29 April 1306 states that two towns were to be 
created in the northern part of the contado, one in the Mugello valley, and one Ultra Alpes, on the other side of 
the Appenine watershed.163 Work on the first of these was begun immediately. This became the town of Scar-
pe ria, sited in the Mugello valley, about 25 km. north of Floren ce, on the main road to Bologna and northern 
Italy. (see figs.3.1, 3.16) The actual creation of the second town, Firen zu ola, only started in 1332.164

As described in paragraph 3.5, the aim of these two town foundations was to control the northern part 
of the contado and the main road to the north, and to ‘destroy the resources’ of the rebelling magnates of the 

163 See Richter 1940, pp.380-381; Friedman 1988, pp.310-313, doc.3.
164 See p ar.3.8.4.

fig.3.14: View of San Giovanni Valdarno from the southwest. Etching from the 18th century (1704?), by Vincenzo Ferrati. This picture 
shows that the original number of wall towers was probably 24 (including the four gate towers). The part of the town wall on the short 
side of the town to the right is not depicted since it had been devastated. (cf. fig.3.13)
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mighty Ubaldini clan, among other things by freeing their subjects.165 Scarperia was particularly created to 
control the region that had been dominated by the strong Ubaldini castle of Monteaccianico. A week after it 
was decided to create the two new towns, this castle was besieged.166 ( fig.3.17) According to Davidsohn there 
was an acute necessity to act, as a large army was gathering to attack the Florentine territory from Bolognese 
soil. This army would have had an important and strong base at Monteaccianico.167 The siege lasted until 
August and ended with the conquest of the castle. The Ubaldini subsequently signed a treaty in which they 
promised to abandon Monteaccianico and several other castelli in return for a compensation of 15,000 fiorini. 
After this, the castle was demolished and the actual building of Scarperia began on September 7, ‘so that 
Monteaccianico could never be rebuilt’, according to Villani.168

Originally, the town was called Castrum Sancte Barnabe or Castello San Barnaba. This name was most prob-
ably chosen because Saint Barnaba was the patron of the faction of the Guelfi, which dominated the Floren-
tine administration at the time. It seems, however, that the older name of the site, Scarperia, soon came to 
prevail over the official name.169

According to a document of 18 July 1306, the inhabitants of Scarperia should be drawn from 26 comuni in the 
nearby area, among which was Monteaccianico.170 Romby and Diana have pinpointed the original locations 
of 22 of these comuni.171 They lay within five km. of the new town, except for Marcoiano, which was at seven 
km. distance. Five of them were only about one km. from Scarperia. The document assigns the authority to 
lead the works for the creation of the town to an official called dominus Matteus. He also receives the authority 
to destroy villages in order to ensure that the inhabitants would move to the new town and to insure that the 
villages would not fall into the hands of the Ubaldini.172

The location for the new town was well chosen. It was sited in the fertile Mugello valley, at the edge of 
a low plateau, which lies at the foot of the Apennine mountains. ( fig.3.16) The plateau slopes lightly to the 
south, towards the river Sieve. To the east and west of Scarperia lie small valleys through which streams 
flow. Directly west of town there is a steep slope of about 20 m. deep. The town wall was built right above 
this slope, but just as at Castelfranco this has suffered some damage due to landslides in the course of the 
centuries.

Scarperia was built about three kilometres southeast of the hilltop on which Monteaccianico had stood. 
The precise location was probably partly determined by plans that were made to construct a new pass-road 
over the mountains to the north of the town. This road, the construction of which was begun at about the 
same time as the town, was intended to replace the old route, which went by Monteaccianico, over to the 
pass of Osteria Bruciata. ( fig.3.18) The new route was laid out because the Florentines were still not sure 
whether they were able to control the old route, because it went right through Ubaldini territory.173 According 
to an anonymous writer, Monteaccianico was even destroyed specifically ‘so that everybody could go safely from 
Florence to Bologna’.174 The Ubaldini had also levied tolls on the road, without Florentine permission.175 It is 
unlikely that the new road was built mainly to make transport more efficient: the new route was just a bit 
shorter and the pass, which was called Giogo, was just slightly lower (882 instead of 917 m. AMSL).176 Nor 
was there much difference in the conditions of the terrain, like its slope, soil and vegetation. Both the old 
and the new road were not passable by carts.177

The precise location and layout of Scarperia makes it most likely that the site was chosen so that the 
town would mark the beginning of the new road. It lies just east of where the old route went by, and the main 

165 See pars.3.5.1, 3.5.2, 3.5.5.
166 Friedman 1988, p.46.
167 Davidsohn 1960, vol.III, p.450.
168  Giovanni Villani, VIII, 86; Villani 1823, vol.III, pp.163-164; see also par.3.5.1.1.  Already in 1258 Monteaccianico had been destroyed by a Florentine army, but it was rebuilt 

with even stronger defences by the bellicose Cardinal Ottaviano Ubaldini. In 1271 and 1272 the Florentines also campaigned against Monteaccianico. (Higounet 1962, p.13) 
In 1404, the lands of the Ubaldini and the Guidi were finally expropriated by the city-state. This dispossession was contested, however, and hostilities between the city and 
the Ubaldini in the northern part of the contado were to go on until well in the 15th century. (Fabbri 1980, p.602)

169  In a document of 18 July 1306, the site is indicated as ‘in loco dicto la scarperia’ and the new town is called ‘castrum Sct. Barnabe’. (Richter 1940, pp.380; Friedman 1988, doc.4, 
p.313) The name Scarperia no doubt refers to the topography of the site, as it sits on a natural escarpment.

170 Friedman 1988, pp.313-314, doc.4.
171 Romby & Diana 1985, pp.15-17.
172 Friedman 1988, pp.46-47, 313-314, doc.4.
173  Sterpos 1983, pp.101-102; Friedman 1988, p.44.  In 1299, Azzo Ugolino di Filiccione, from the house of the Ubaldini, was given the responsibility over the safety of road 

traffic in the region by the Florentine government, but apparently this had not led to satisfying results. (Davidsohn 1962, vol.IV, p.371. See also Sterpos 1983, pp.101-102)
174 ‘c’ognuomo andasse sichuro da Firenze a Bologna’. Friedman 1988, p.233, noot 20; Davidsohn 1956, vol.II, pp.43, 167; 1962, vol.IV, pp.371-373.
175 Carli 1981, p.11.
176 Sterpos, Romby & Rombai 1985, p.7.
177 Davidsohn 1962, vol.IV, p.373.  Only several centuries later was the new Gio go route widened in order to make it passable for carts. 
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street of the town, which was to form part of the new route, is oriented precisely in the direction of the 
route between San Piero a Sieve (the next significant settlement on the route to the south) and the Giogo 
pass. 

The first time the new road was used, as far as is known, was in 1342, when a Florentine army was 
defeated somewhere along the road while it was trying to reach Firenzuola in order to free it from a siege 
by the Ubaldini.178 In fact, Firenzuola was built at the other end of the new route over the Giogo pass, as 
will be described in the next paragraph.

Scarperia was not located as close to the border of Florentine territory as were the other terre nuove, 
though it was well chosen in military-strategic sense, as is demonstrated by the prominent role of the 
town in the wars of the 14th and 15th centuries. Although not directly at the border, it protected the main 
part of the territory from incursions from the north, since there were only a few possible routes over the 
Apennines. The Osteria Brucia ta and the Giogo were the most important passes. The latter even became one 
of the main trans-Apennine routes in the whole of Italy.179

It is possible that Scarperia was built on the site of an existing village. There are various sources which 
suggest that this is the case, but they only date from the 17th to the 19th centuries. It was claimed that the 
well in the piazza, the church of Santi Jacopo e Filippo on the southeast side of the piazza, and the Palazzo 
dei Vicari on the opposite side ( fig.3.21) contained remnants of older structures dating from before 1306.180 
There are no concrete indications that confirm these claims. The structure of the town and its buildings 

178 According to Grandini (1978, p.23) the route was officially opened only in 1361. Friedman (1980, p.45-46) argues that it was probably already in use in the 1330’s.
179  The ‘Giogo’ remained a very important route until the Passo della Futa was opened in 1762. (Grandini 1978, p.14) Scarperia’s economy profited greatly from the traffic on 

this route by its market, shops and many inns. In the 14th century Scarperia had more members in the guild of inn-keepers than any other town in the Florentine contado. 
(Grandini 1978, p.23) In 1393 there were no less than 11 inns in the town. (Fried man 1988, p.233, n.17) 

180 Brocchi 1748; Repetti 1830, vol. 5, p.221; Romby & Diana 1985, p.96.

fig.3.16: Topographic map of the 
area around Scarperia and Firenzuo-
la. (Detail of the Carta Stradale Pro-
vincia Firenze 1:100.000, Studio 
F.M.B. Bologna, c.1990, not depict-
ed to scale) Scarperia and Firenzuola 
are marked and underlined in blue, 
and other toponyms mentioned in 
the text are underlined in pink.  
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is regular and does not show traces of older elements. This does not mean, of course, that there could not 
have been a settlement at the site before the new town was created.

The layout of the town has some relevant similarities to San Giovanni. The town was built on a levelled piece 
of land, which lightly slopes to the south. Actually, the document of 18 July 1306 explicitly mentions that the 
site had to be levelled.181 The outline of the town can be described approximately as an irregular elongated 
rectangle of about 128 x 303 m., the four sides of which are not all straight and not completely parallel, nor 
are the angles right. ( figs.3.19, 3.20) The western side follows the edge of the plateau, which accounts for 
the fact that it is not straight. The northern, eastern and southern sides of the circumference do not appear 
to contain elements dating from the 14th century. In the 15th or first half of the 16th century, large earthen 
bastions were added to the corners of the town. The original stretches of wall on the south side, and prob-
ably also on the north and east sides, seem to have been demolished in the 17th or 18th century.182 The outline 
of the town on the south and north sides was altered in this period.183 It is likely that the north, east and west 
sides of the original outline of the town were straight and at right angles, in analogy to the other terre nuove.
As at Castelfranco and San Giovanni, the street structure basically consisted of two intersecting streets 
ending in gates in the middle of every side of the circumference. The house lots were oriented on the longi-
tudinal main street and the streets parallel to it, which were somewhat narrower. Presently, there are streets 
parallel to both sides of the main street and another one further beyond, in the northwest quarter of the 
town. ( figs.3.19, 3.20) It seems likely, however, that originally there were also parallel streets further out in 
the other three quarters. In the rear boundaries of various lots one can recognise former street lines. In the 
southeast quarter of the town there can still be seen a short, dead-end street which seems to be a remnant of 
one of these original streets. Originally, this outer parallel street on the east side of town was probably laid 
out along the inside of the defensive perimeter.184

It is possible that the main cross street originally was an elongated piazza rather than a street, 
similar to the situation in San Giovanni. The gates probably lay a little south of the present cross street: 
it seems that the original west gate was incorporated into the keep that was built on the west side of the 
piazza around 1355. There are secondary cross streets about halfway between the centre of town and the 
northern and southern ends, and at both of these ends there are also cross streets. The southern one 
probably lay on the inside of the original defences. Of the irregular northern one it seems that only the 
part directly west of the main street is a remnant of the original wall street; the other parts were probably 

181 The word used in the document is ‘splanare’.  (Richter 1940, p.380-381; Friedman 1988, p.313, doc.4)
182  The bastions may be seen in a 1556-59 fresco in the Sala Cosimo I in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, painted by Giovanni Stradano. (published in Friedman 1988, p.23)  The 

southern and eastern stretches of the 14th-century town wall also appear in it, but in a late 18th-century plan (Archivio di Stato Firenze, Conventi soppressi, 136,143/I, no.23, 
published in Friedman 1988, p.25) they appear to have been demolished.

183  It is likely that the original southern stretch of wall lay along the south side of the street perpendicular to the main street, and joined the southwest corner tower, parts of 
which may date back to the 14th century. Likewise, the fortification outline may have been extended somewhat northward on the northwest corner of the town.

184  The distance from the central main street to the outer parallel street in the northwest quarter is almost equal to the distance from the main street to the remnant of the second 
parallel street in the southeast quarter and to various back boundaries in the northeast and southwest quarters, which suggest that the original layout was basically symmetrical.

fig.3.17: Miniature depicting the 
siege on the castle of Monteac-
cianico by the Florentine army. 
From a 15th century illuminated 
manuscript of Giovanni Villani’s 
Cronica, added to the paragraph 
on the foundation of Scarperia. 
(From: Grandini 1978) The men in 
the cave below the castle are under-
mining its structure.
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rearranged when the defences were rebuilt 
in the 15th to 18th centuries.

In the centre of town lies the piazza, 
astride the main street and the major cross 
street. It has no absolutely central and 
symmetrical position within the urban 
structure, as at Castelfranco and San 
Giovanni. It is likely, however, that the 
piazza was originally planned to be central 
and symmetrical, with an elongated form 
perpendicular to the main street, as at San 
Giovanni. The layout was partly changed 
during the 14th century, when the church 
to the east of the piazza, the Palazzo Vicarile 
on the west side, and possibly also the 
house and the loggia on the south side, 
were built.185

The cadastral plans of the 19th and 20th 
centuries show few traces of alleys ( figs.3.19, 
3.20), but it seems that they did exist in the 
original plan, since they were mentioned in 

the statuti of the early 15th century and remnants of them can be found in the northwestern quarter.186

The house lots originally were 12 braccia (7.00 m.) wide.187 Just as at Castelfranco and San Giovanni, their 
length diminishing as they lay further from the central main street, The lots on the main street were about 27.5 
braccia long, the ones behind them c. 20 b., and the lots in the third and fourth rows were 19 b. long.188 The 
inhabitants also received garden plots that were located just outside the town.189

It took at least 64 years before the stone town wall was finished. Before that time the town was defended by 
a timber palisade.190 It seems that parts of the original stone wall are only preserved on the west side and, 
possibly, on the northern part of the east side. An older gate tower appears to have been integrated at the 
back of the mid-14th century keep, giving access to it from outside the town.191 The imposing castle-like 
building with its high bell tower still dominates the piazza and, in fact, the whole town. It was built shortly 
after the middle of the 14th century, acting as a keep and a residence for the garrison and the Florentine 
governor, the vicario, for which it is called Palazzo dei Vicari.192 ( fig.3.21) It is not known whether the building 

185 See below.
186  The statuti of the 1420’s prescribe that the alleys must be paved to facilitate the drainage of rainwater. (Romby & Diana 1985, p.82) The remnants of alleys suggest that they 

were about 0.9 m. wide, which make it seem unlikely that they also served as back access to the lots. (see appendix B, par. B.3.4) 
187  It seems, however, that a number of the corner-plots may have been 14 to 15 b. wide, as may be observed in 14 out of 47 possible cases. In only five of the remaining 33 

corner-plots the width is about 12 b.; in the rest of the cases the lots have been subdivided or amalgamated. 
188  See appendix B, par. B.3.4.  It is likely, however, that the width of the former alleys (probably 1.5 b.) between the first and the second rows of lots, now no longer recogniz-

able, should be subtracted from the lot length of the first or the second rows.
189  A document of 21 April 1308 records the assignment of a garden plot outside the north gate of the town to a settler. The plot is described as lying between the garden plots of other 

inhabitants. (Friedman 1988, pp.316-317, doc.6) The 15th-century statuti of Scarperia mention that every household would have its own garden. (Romby & Diana 1985, p.78, n.50)
190 A stone wall was only completed after 1370. (Richter 1940, p.364, n.62; Friedman 1988, p.237, n.5; Santi, Romby, Brunori and others 1990, p.11)
191  It is known from a petition of 1360 that the building of the keep made the communal bell tower no longer accessible to civilians. (Friedman 1988, p.275, n.76) According 

to an old tradition, however, this older tower was the high tower at the front of the keep, facing the piazza. (Romby & Diana 1985, p.96) In my opinion, this is less likely. It 
seems more logical that a towered town gate already existed, and that it served as a bell tower (as in Castelfranco) rather than that there was a freestanding tower in the 
middle of the piazza. I have not been able, however, to thoroughly study the construction of the building. 
The substructure of another tower still stands about 80 m. to the north, and it is likely that part of a corner tower is preserved in the house near the southwest corner of the old town.

192 Friedman 1988, pp.65, 198, 275, n.76.

fig.3.18: Map of the area around Scarperia and Firenzuola 
with pass-roads of the 12th to 14th centuries connecting 
Florence (c. 25 km. to the south) to Bologna (c. 40 km. to 
the north). (From: Francovich 1974) The pre-14th-century 
roads are striped, whereas the new Giogo road, in connec-
tion with which the two new towns were built, is marked 
as a thick line.
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was planned right from the outset, but this 
does not seem very likely since it blocks the 
street to the west of the main street, and 
originally probably also the westernmost 
street parallel to the main street. Later on, the 
building became the town hall.

The first church in Scarperia was built 
soon after the foundation of the town. The 
simple, unadorned building was situated on 
the north side of the piazza and was dedi-
cated to Santi Iacopo e Filippo. It lasted until 
1375, when the inhabitants of the town 
and the government succeeded in having it 
promoted to the status of a parish church, 
at the expense of the old parish, which was 
dependent on the nearby abbey of Fagna. 
Around 1325 the Augustinian order founded 
the convent of San Barnaba. Its church was 
built on a very prominent site at the east end 
of the piazza.193

At the southeast side of the present 
piazza stands the oratory of the compagnia di 
piazza, a local lay confraternity. The building 
already existed in 1353. By that time it was a 
single storey open loggia; later on, a storey 
was added and the arcade of the loggia was 
walled up. The loggia was probably also used 
for communal public ceremonies.194

Not much is known of the first houses 
that were built in the new town. Most prob-
ably they were largely built of cheap and 
easily available materials like wood, unhewn 
stones or rammed earth.195 The settlers were 
obliged to cover the roofs with tiles, probably 
to prevent the construction of straw roofs, 
which easily caught fire.196

Scarperia remained an important market town and a road station with many inns until the 18th century. 
In 1762, however, the road over the Futa pass was reconstructed, about 10 km. east of the Giogo road. 
The opening of this better and easier route to Bologna meant that most travellers no longer passed by  
Scarperia, which resulted in a considerable decline in its economy and territorial centrality. At present, 
Scarperia is just a quiet small town.

 3.8.4 Firenzuola

The creation of Firenzuola, in 1332, was the result of the same decision that had previously created Scarperia, in 
1306. For reasons that are not specifically known, the actual beginning of the work at Firenzuola was 26 years later. 

The legislative document for the town was drawn up on 9 April 1332. It indicates that the town was 
founded ’[...] for the honour, peace and good state of the Commune and populace of Florence and the Guelph Party and the 

193 Friedman 1988, pp.174-175.
194 Friedman 1988, pp.180-195.
195 Romby & Diana 1985, p.80.   A document of 1368 describes a house in Scar peria as being built of wood. (see Friedman 1988, pp.318-321, doc.8)
196  Two documents of 1308, published by Friedman, in which house lots are assigned to settlers, mention that the roofs are to be covered with tiles (‘cooperire de tegulis’). (see 

Friedman 1988, pp.314-318, docs. 5, 7)

fig.3.19: Plan of Scarperia, after a 19th-century cadastral plan. (From: 
Friedman 1988) Scarperia was founded by the Florentine government in 
1306. Large parts of the wall circuit, which probably dates from the late 
14th and 15th century, can be recognized in the outline. The outline is quite 
irregular in comparison to the other terre nuove. On the northwestern 
side this has to do with the natural form of the steep slope, but on the other 
sides the form was probably largely caused by structures that had been 
built by the time the stone walls were erected, replacing the temporary 
wooden palisades about a century after the town was founded.
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holy mother Church’, that it was to be built in 
the ‘Plain of the Arca’ and that the ‘settlement 
or castrum’ was to be called Fiorenzuola.197 In 
his Cronica the Florentine chronicler Giovanni 
Villani boasted that he invented this name, 
when he was a member of the committee that 
was to oversee the building of the new town.198 
The name explicitly refers to the mother city, 
Firenze, the Italian name for Florence.199

According to Villani, the moment of the offi-
cial foundation of the town was determined by 
astrology. This moment was the eighth hour 
of the eighth of April 1332, because at that 
hour the sign of the Lion would be ascending, 
which would mean that the town would be 
‘stronger, stable and powerful’.200 This was 
the day before the legislative document was 
drawn up. It is not known what this official 
foundation involved, but most probably it was 
a ritual, possibly the circumambulation of the 
site and/or the planting of a cross or stake 
holding the arms of Florence.201 

Various documents of the years 1334-38 
indicate that construction work was being 
done on houses, four gates, palisades, a 
church and even a town hall.202 It seems, 
however, that the astrologers had made a 
mistake, because despite the signs of early 

activity it appears that the town developed very slowly. The chronicler Matteo Villani (Giovanni’s brother) 
relates that Firenzuola was plundered by a Ubaldini force in 1351, writing that the town was undefended, 
since it still had no ditches, banks or palisades at the time, and the people lived in huts rather than houses.203 
The town was besieged, plundered and burnt down (among other occasions) in 1342, 1351, 1371, 1372 
and 1402, in which actions the Ubaldini played important roles.204 This must have seriously hampered the 
development of the town, and we shall see below that only in the late 15th century was it possible to actually 
complete it in the form we presently know.

The Piano dell’Arca, on which the town was built, lies at the bottom of the valley of the Santerno river. ( fig.3.18) 
The place lies at a relatively high altitude of 422 m. and is surrounded by mountains of up to c.1250 m. It lies on 
flat terrain that slopes towards the south. It is sited just 300 metres north of the place where the new road over 
the Giogo pass crossed the river. In the original layout, as described in the foundation document, the road from 
the Giogo pass connected to a northward road over the Passo della Radicosa towards Bologna, and in the centre of 
town it crossed the road along the Santerno, which joined the old Osteria Bruciata pass road westward and went 
in the direction of the city of Imola, to the east.

The region was not logically part of the Florentine contado, since it lies on the other side of the Apennine 

197  ‘[...] ad honorem, pacificum et bonum statum Comunis et populi Florentie et Partis Guelfe et sancta matris Ecclesie’; ‘terra sive castrum Fiorenzuola’, ‘terre nove de Fiorenziola’  (Friedman 
1988, p.329, doc.13)

198 Giovanni Villani 1823, vol.V, libro X, cap.199, p.252.
199  Besides marking the relationship to the mother city, the name might also have been chosen to refer to the patron saint of the main town church, San Firenze. The word also 

means something like ‘flowering’ (fiorire means ‘to flower’, fiore means ‘flower’). Firenzuola and Fiorenzuola are toponyms that also occur in other places in central Italy. 
(Pieri 1919, p.346), such as Fiorenzuola d’Arda, which was founded in 1290 by the city of Piacenza. (Fasoli 1942, p.190)

200  ‘E cominciosse a fondare al nome di Dio a dì 8 d’Aprile del detto anno quasi alle otto ore del dì, provvedutamente per astrolagi, essendo ascendente il segno del Leone, acciochè la sua edificazione 
fosse più ferma e forte, stabile e potente.’ (Giovanni Villani 1823, vol.V, libro X, cap.199, p.252)

201 See par.9.5.
202 See Richter 1940, docs. pp.382-386; Friedman 1988, pp.330-332, docs.14 and 15.
203 Matteo Villani, libro II, cap.VI; ed. 1823, vol I, p.177.
204 Friedman 1988, p.31; Cohn 1999, pp.120, 129.

fig.3.20: Plan of Scarperia, after the cadastral plan of 1962. (From: Detti, Di 
Pietro & Fanelli 1968) The thick black lines along the outline of the original 
town are the remnants of the town walls of the late 14th and 15th centuries. On 
the northeast and southeast corners the shapes of earthen bulwarks of the 15th 
century are still visible in the relief. 
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watershed. The area is rather isolated, at about 40 km. from 
both Florence and Bologna, 35 km. from Imola and 15 km. 
from Scarperia. In the time of the town’s foundation this 
isolation must have been felt much stronger, which perhaps 
also explains how the nobility could hold on to its power here 
for a relatively longer time. The location of the new town 
was quite close to the border between the Florentine and the 
Bolognese territories.

There are no indications of an earlier settlement at the 
site. The legislative document of 1322 lists eight village 
communities in the area near the future town, from which 
the population was to be drawn.205 Six of these lay south of 
the new town, at a distance of up to 6 km. The closest settle-
ment was the Comune et populus S. Petri de Santerno, which lay 
about a kilometre to the east.

It seems that the 1332 legislative document for Firenzuola 
was drawn up later in the planning process than the legisla-
tive documents for the towns described above, because it 
mentions, among other things, a specific location, a name and various features of the layout, which details 
are lacking in the earlier documents. With regard to the layout, it establishes that the town is to measure 633 
by 342 braccia (c.200 x 370 m.). It also mentions that there is to be a straight street from Florence to Bologna 
ending at gates called ianua Florentina (‘Florentine gate’, towards Florence) and ianua S. Iohannis (after the 
patron saint of Florence). This main street is to be called the via Florentina. Another straight main street, 
called the via S. Maria is to be laid out connecting gates called S. Petri and S. Maria.206

In our own time, however, the town has a very different layout from the one described in the document. 
At least since the 15th century the dimensions have been only about 213 x 188 m. - about half the size of the 
original plan - and there are only two gates, towards Florence and Bologna, and there is only one main street. 
( fig.3.22) It is likely that the changes were made at the time the defences were rebuilt in, first in 1371-75 and 
then again in the late 15th century.207 Two gates, the lateral ones towards the east and west, probably were 
not rebuilt in order to reduce both the costs and the number of vulnerable points in the fortifications. The 
town was probably reduced in size because it turned out that there were not as many inhabitants as had been 
foreseen in 1332.

The town has a rectangular outline, with the long axis in NNW-SSE direction. This outline is still largely 
determined by the fortifications of the late 15th century. The main street connects the two impressive gates in 
the middle of the northern and southern sides of the rectangle. There are two secondary streets parallel to the 
main street. The westernmost street is irregular, since the middle part was widened and partly protruded on, 
but originally it must have been straight. The elongated rectangular house lots were originally all oriented on 
these three streets. Perpendicular streets connected the three streets at their outer ends along the town wall 
and halfway in the northern part of town. The northern wall street has vanished, however, as it was almost 
completely occupied by buildings in the 18th to 20th centuries. The perpendicular street halfway in the northern 
part had a monumental layout, with church facades at both of its ends. This layout dates from the 15th century.208 
In the 20th century the western church building was demolished, however, and the street was extended into 

205  Fried man 1988, p.329, doc. 13.  According to Repet ti, however, the early statuti of c.1332 mention that only the comuni di Tirli e di Bordig nano were re-settled in the new town. 
(Repetti 1830, Vol.II, p.286) In the legislative document of 1332 these communities are not mentioned as such, though it is stated that officials have deliberated with com-
munities from the area around Bordignano. According to Romby, the inhabitants of the new town were gathered from 19 village communities. (Romby 1988, p.11) Neither 
author mentions any sources on which they might base their opinions.

206  See Richter 1940, doc. pp.381-382 (incorrectly dated); Friedman 1988, p.329, doc.13.
207  Walls, gates and the interior of the town were reportedly rebuilt in 1371-75, repaired in 1471-76, and further work was done on the fortifications in 1495-99, under the 

direction of the architect Antonio de Sangallo the elder. (Richter 1941, n.62; Friedman 1988, pp.31, 229, n.7; Cohn 1999, p.81)
208 The eastern church, SS. Annunziata, appears to have dated from the 15th century, but was largely destroyed in World War II. 

fig.3.21: Photograph of the central piazza and the Palazzo dei Vicari in 
Scarperia, from the east. The palazzo was built about 1355-60 to combine 
the functions of fortress, residence of the regional governmental officer (the 
vicario), and ‘town hall’. The garrison was also housed here.
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fi g.3.22: Plan of Firenzuola, after a 19th-century 
cadastral plan. (From: Friedman 1988) Firenzuola 
was founded by the Florentine government in 
1332. According to the original foundation docu-
ment, however, its dimensions were to be consider-
ably larger, and the document also prescribes that 
the new town have four gates, instead of the two 
depicted in this plan. Therefore, it seems likely that 
the present form of the town was largely re-shaped 
in the period until the late 15th century, after the 
town had been heavily damaged several times in 
wars and earthquakes. The fortifi cations in this 
plan were built in the late 15th century, designed 
by Antonio da Sangallo the Elder.

the suburban area. The three parallel streets are also connected by the piazza, which has an elongated form, 
perpendicular to the main street. Its form is not symmetrical, as the church of San Giovanni protrudes on the 
northeastern part of it.209 The piazza is not in the geometric centre of the town, but lies just south of it.  

The house lots at Firenzuola are more irregular than those in the other terre nuove. No uniform width can 
be reconstructed for the original lots. It seems that the lots on the main street stretched all the way to the 
parallel streets, as no regular rear side of the lots can be recognised in the 19th-century cadastral plan, nor are 
there traces of back alleys. (fi g.3.22) This would mean, however, that the lots were about 40 m. long, which 
seems quite unlikely since such grand dimensions are very unusual in central Italy.210 The house lots along 
the outer side of the two secondary parallel streets also had a quite irregular structure in the 19th-century 
plan. Most of them were much shorter than the plots between the main street and the secondary streets, 
being roughly about 15 m. long.

As mentioned above, the fortifi cations of Firenzuo la were restructured in the 14th and 15th centuries. The orig-
inal wall circuit was to have sixteen towers, including four gate towers.211 The fortifi cations were not fi nished 
before 1351, and probably not even before several decades later.212 Various documents of the years 1334-38 
describe the form in which the gates, walls and towers had to be built. The walls were to be 2 braccia (1.17 m.) 
thick and 16 braccia (9.35 m.) high and to be topped by a machicolation with crenellations of a further 2 b. in 
height.213

According to Repetti, Firenzuola was supplied with a keep around the year 1362, and from 1377 on, this 
keep also functioned as the residence of the Florentine representative, the potestá.  Repetti believes that this 
was the keep that stands in the middle of the western face of the defences.214 It seems more likely, however, 
that that keep was only built in the 15th century, along with the reconstruction of the defences.215

Two years after the foundation of the town, work on a church seems to have started. Unlike the churches 

209 See Friedman 1988, p.240, n.22. 
210 See par.9.11 and appendix C. 
211 Richter 1940, nr.5h.
212 Richter 1940, p.364, n.62, pp.382-386, nrs.5b-5m; Friedman 1988, p.229, n.7, p.236, n.4, p.237, n.6.
213 Richter 1940, pp.371, 382-386, nrs.5b-5m.
214 Repetti 1830, Vol.II, pp.287-289.
215 This can not be verifi ed, however, since the building was heavily damaged in World War II and was subsequently largely reconstructed. See also Carli 1981, pp.6, 8.
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in the other terre nuove it appears to have been financed at least partly by the Florentine administration.216 This 
is probably the church of San Giovanni at the northeast side of the piazza, which was destroyed in World War 
II. In 1334 a document mentions the building of a palatio comunis, a kind of town hall, apparently at the cost 
of the government.217 From the 15th century on, a town hall stood at the short east side of the piazza, with a 
loggia in front of its facade.218 (see fig.3.22)

Along the main street and part of the piazza, galleries were built in front of the ground floors of the 
houses and the church. (see fig.3.22) They probably only date from the 15th century on.219

Firenzuola was damaged many times by warfare in its early history. It was also severely affected by various 
earthquakes over the centuries and by bombing in Word War II. Because of that, its original structure and 
architecture have barely been preserved, unlike the other terre nuove. Like Scarperia, the town’s development 
was negatively influenced by the opening of the new road over the Futa pass in 1762, which left both towns 
far beyond the main traffic route. At present, Firenzuola is not much more than a village, with some small 
extensions dating from the 20th century.

 3.8.5. Terranuova Bracciolini

The foundation of Terranuova Bracciolini was legislated on 2 April 1337. The legislative document records 
that twelve rural communities from the Valdarno di Sopra had submitted to the Florentine city-state in order to 
receive protection against ‘the suppression of tyrants or other unjust lords’, and that the government there-
fore planned to found one or two settlements in the area of the Valdarno di Sopra near Castro S. Ciconie.220

In October 1336 the inhabitants of (among others) the borghi murati (walled villages) of Pernina, Pozzo, 
Cave, Ganghereto, Terraio, Viesca and Moncioni revolted against the conti Guidi, and submitted to the jurisdic-
tion of the comune of Florence. Of course, Florence accepted this submission. According to Giovanni Villani, 
Terranuova was populated with the subjects of the conti Guidi di Battifolle ‘[...] to forever deprive every jurisdic-
tion and fidelity from these counts’.221 He also wrote that the conti Guidi received a compensation of 8,000 fiorini.222 
According to Repetti, however, the Ubertini were the lords of the site on which the town was built.223

The town was originally called Terra Santa Maria.224 This dedication may have referred to the older 
monastery of Santa Maria di Ganghereto, which lay nearby. The later name Terranuova makes clear that it 
was a ‘new settlement’ or ‘new ground’ (terra nuova). The suffix Bracciolini was added in 1862, a reference to 
its most famous native, the humanist Poggio Bracciolini (1380-1459).

Terranuova was sited on the right bank of the Arno, quite close to the earlier new towns of Castelfranco and 
San Giovanni, about 8 km. south of the first and 4.5 km. southeast of the second. ( figs.3.1 and 3.5) It lies 
on the fertile floor of a valley through which the Ciufenna, a small tributary of the Arno, flows just south of 
town. It was built on a low spur, which causes it to slope gently to the east, south and west.

The site lay on a road that connected the more important inter-regional routes on the east and the west 
of the river Arno, at which points Castelfranco and San Giovanni had been built. Since both these routes 
connected Florence to Arezzo, the connecting road can only have been of regional importance. As we 
mentioned in paragraph 3.5.2 above, Terranuova was probably situated just over the ancient border of the 
Florentine contado, in the old territory of Arezzo.225 At the present time, the town actually lies in the province 
of Arezzo. The strategic importance of the site seems to have been limited, since it was not on a major access 
route into the territory. Because of the limited military and economic importance of the site, it seems 

216 Richter 1940, p.382, nr.5e.
217 Richter 1940, p.382, nr.5e.
218 This building is visible in a photograph from the early 20th century, published by Carli 1981 and by Friedman 1988.
219 Van den Heuvel 1983, n.35.
220 Richter 1940, pp.354, 386, doc.6; Friedman 1988, pp.332-334, doc.16.  A second settlement was probably never actually projected.
221 ‘per torre in perpetuo ogni giuridizione e fedeltà a detti conti’ (Giovanni Villani, XI, 54; Villani 1823, VI, p.111)
222 Giovanni Villani, Cronica, lib.XI, cap.53 ; 1832, XIII, p.124 ; see also Fabbri 1980, p.495.
223  According to Repetti, the area of the new town and the Castel di Ganghereto were largely the possessions of the Ubertini. It seems, however, that the Conti Guidi were indeed 

the old lords of the area. Possibly, the Ubertini had received the area as a fief, as was the case with the nearby village of Tasso. (Repetti 1830, vol.5, p.513)
224 Van den Heuvel 1983, p.45, n.25.
225  Giovanni Villani, however, explicitly mentions that Castel Santa Maria (=Terranuova) was built ‘[…] on land that belongs to the commune of Florence […]’. (‘[...] in luogo propio 

del comune di Firen ze [...]’ Giovanni Villani, Cronica, lib.XI, cap.53 ; 1832, XIII, p.124) Possibly, this explicit wording was meant to cover the fact up that Florence’s jurisdiction 
traditionally did not reach this far.
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that Terranuova’s creation was mainly born from opportunism, the submission of the rural communities 
providing the opportunity to enlarge the contado at the cost of Arezzo’s territory.

According to Repetti, there had been an earlier settlement on the site of Terranuova. From at least 1085 
there had been a fortified settlement called Castello di Gang hereto had stood on a hilltop about a kilometre 
east of the town. In 1271 the Florentine government ordered the inhabitants of the place to move to a new 
settlement in the valley nearby and to tear down the old castello.226 The new settlement was called Castello 
di S. Maria (di Ganghereto). According to Repetti, the inhabitants of this new settlement were among the 
communities that rebelled against the conti Guidi in 1336 and turned to Florence for defence. After this, the 
Florentine government decided to have the Castello di S. Maria (di Ganghereto) fortified with stone walls 
and towers, and this became the town that we presently know as Terranuova.227

This would mean that Terranuova was created in two phases, in 1271 and 1337. Due to the very regular 
structure of the urban layout, this seems quite unlikely, however. If it is true that a new settlement was created 
on or nearby the site in 1271, it was probably destroyed to make way for the creation of a truly new town in 1337.

The legislative docu ment mentions that the new town was to be built ‘[...] in the Valdarno on the side of 

226  It is a fact, however, that it was not completely torn down, since the place was still inhabited later on and still had some military strategic significance in 1312. (Davidsohn 
1960, vol.III, among others p.682)

227 Repetti 1830, Vol.2, p.399.

fig.3.24: Plan of Terranuova Brac-
ciolini, after a cadastral plan of 1966. 
(From: Van den Heuvel 1983)

fig.3.23: Plan of Terranuova Brac-
ciolini, after a cadastral plan from the 
19th century (From: Friedman 1988) 
Many of the earlier wall towers appear 
to have been demolished by the time 
this plan was made, and the south-
ern corner of the town had become 
practically devoid of buildings. (cf. 
fig.3.25)
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Castro S. Ciconie’.228 Cicogna 
(or Ciconia) is a small walled 
settlement about four km. east 
of Terranuova. The document 
lists the twelve communities 
that submitted to Florence and 
that were to deliver the settlers 
of the new town. Among 
them, there is no Castello S. 
Maria, however. There is a 
Comunis de Ganghereta, but this 
was probably the community 
centred on the old settlement 
on the hill east of Terran-
uova. Therefore, it seems 
that Repetti’s version of the 
story is incorrect. I have only 
been able to locate four of the 
twelve places. They all lie on 
hilltops at a distance of up to 
2.5 km. from the new town.

The layout of the town is 
regular, and shows clear traces 
of having been even more 
regular originally. ( figs.3.23-
24) The outline is an elongated 
rectangle measuring 159 x 333 
m. The long axis is directed 
northeast to southwest. The 
circumference was completely 
walled, but the short sides 
were largely demolished in the 
19th and 20th centuries. There 
were four gates, one in the 
centre of every side, which were connected by two straight streets that intersect in the centre of the town.

The central main street, along the long axis of town, is paralleled by three streets of lesser width on 
either side.229 In contrast to Castelfranco, San Giovanni and Scarperia, there are no double rows of house lots 
in between, but only single rows. Closer study reveals that on either side of the main street the parallel streets 
nearest to and furthest from the main street are less wide than are the middle ones.230 There are various 
indications that there originally were also relatively wide streets parallel to these streets, along the inside of 
the town wall.231 From this it can be deduced that the parallel streets that presently lie nearest to and furthest 
from the main street were originally only meant as back streets. The houses must originally have been turned 
towards towards the middle parallel streets, which they still largely are, and to the wall streets. Apparently, 
the wall streets were allotted and given out to the owners of the adjoining lots at some time in the 16th to 18th 
centuries (in any event, before 1734; see fig.3.25). The wall streets were deemed no longer useful, since the 

228  ‘[...] ad facienda construi et de novo fieri unam vel duas terram et terras in partibus Vallis Arni a Castro S. Ciconie citra’. Richter 1940, p.386, doc.6; Friedman 1988, pp.332-334, doc.16.
229  In the southern quarter of town there are only two parallel streets. Instead of the outermost street, with adjoining house lots, there are a large parking-lot and a monastic 

complex here. It seems most likely, however, that a street was planned originally, since it would form part of a symmetrical structure, analogous to what we see in the other 
terre nuove.

230  The main street was c. 8.5 m. wide, the nearest and the furthest parallel streets were about 4.9 m. wide, and the middle ones almost 6 m. (see appendix B, par.B.3.1, table II)
231  A plan of 1779 depicts these streets. (Biblioteca Nazionale, Firenze, Manoscritti, A.1.13, fol.34; published in Friedman 1988, p.21) It seems that this plan does not portray the 

actual situation at the time, however, since these streets cannot be seen in a plan of 1734. (fig.3.25) However, it seems likely that wall streets were originally planned to give 
access to the outermost house lots and the many wall towers of Terranuova, since wall streets were also planned at Castelfranco, San Giovanni and Giglio Fiorentino (see 
pars.3.8.1, 3.8.2, 3.8.6). There are traces remaining of such wall streets, particularly in the eastern quarter of town. The positions of the four clerical buildings indicated 
with crosses on the left (= northwest side) in the plan of 1734, also suggest that there had been a street along their backsides. The wall streets probably were about 6.8 m. 
wide. (see appendix B, par.B.3.1, table II)

 
fig.3.25: Plan of Terranuova Bracciolini made by Vittorio Anastagi in 1734. (From: Archivio 
di Stato Arezzo). The top is oriented northeastward. This plan depicts 24 towers in the town 
wall, including the four corner towers and the four gate towers. The wall streets along the long 
sides of the town had already been eliminated and replaced by gardens and buildings by the 
time this plan was made. Garden plots within the town are indicated by the word Orto as well 
as by thick black lines (almost) all around the plots, as in the four corners of the town. 
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stone walls of Terranuova had lost their military value as they had become obsolete due to new military tech-
niques, and Terranuova had lost its strategic position after the Florentine Medici dynasty had come to rule 
the whole of Tuscany. The wall streets were not really needed to reach the adjoining houses, since they could 
simply be reached by way of the back streets, which subsequently became the main access streets to these 
houses.

As in the earlier terre nuove, the central cross street has four streets running parallel to it: two along the 
short sides of the outline and two about halfway in between. Their function was to connect the longitudinal 
streets; originally no house lots seem to have been oriented on these streets.

In the very centre of town there is a symmetrical rectangular piazza, measuring about 40 x 53 m., with 
the long axis perpendicular to the long axis of the whole town. Its corners open up to the back streets 
between the first and second rows of houses (counting from the main street).

Most probably, the original house lots all had an elongated rectangular form, laid out perpendicular to 
the long axis of the town. They had a standard width of 10 braccia (5.84 m.), but their length varied. As at San 
Giovanni, there were four different lengths. The lots facing the main street were about 17.5 m. long, the lots 
in the second rows from the main street measured c.14.9 m., those in the third rows c. 12 m. and the outer-
most ones originally were c. 8.5 m. in length.232 

From a document it appears that in 1367 the stone walls were finished and that eight towers were completed. 
Sixteen more towers were still to be finished, however.233 It seems that the locations of the towers were prin-
cipally the same as the 24 towers at San Giovanni, mainly built at the end of the streets. ( fig.3.25) Consider-
able parts of the town walls have been preserved up to our own day. ( fig.3.33) As in Castelfranco and San 
Giovanni, the walls and towers were largely built of natural stones found in (ancient) riverbeds. The former 
circuit of the town ditch can still be recognised from the structure of streets and lots outside the town walls.

The original division of the town into four administrative and social quarters is still recognisable from 
the small churches that lie centrally located at the crossroads in every quarter. ( figs.3.23, 3.24) The church of 
San Biagio ai Mori, in the western quarter of town, must have been built before 1367. The dedication appears 
to have been transplanted from an earlier church in the village of Mori, which was situated on a hilltop not 
far north of Terranuova before the new town was created. 234 This simple single-aisled church was built on a 
space as large as four half house lots.

Unlike the other terre nuove, it seems that no church was built on the central piazza of the town.235 The 
town hall originally seems to have been the only building with a special function that was located on the piazza. 
In a plan of 1734 it is indicated next to the western corner of the piazza. ( fig.3.25: ‘Casa de comune’) Later in the 
18th century, the town hall was moved to a larger building on the south corner of the piazza, in front of which a 
loggia was built.236 (see fig.3.25) Unfortunately, no details are known about the early houses in Terranuova.237

At present, Terranuova is a small town surrounded by agricultural fields. The built-up area has grown to 
about eight times its original size in the 20th century. As at the other terre nuove discussed above, it is remark-
able that the layout of the extensions is considerably less regular than that of the original town.

 3.8.6 Giglio Fiorentino

The short-lived history of the terra nuova Giglio Fiorentino seems to have been largely forgotten until David 
Friedman found some highly interesting documents in the Florentine Archivio di Stato. A document of 16 
January 1350 records that the abbot of the Badia Agnano submitted its lands with seven villages to  
Florence, in order to gain its protection against the plundering and usurpation of ‘certain magnates that 
were the enemies of Florence’.238 These magnates, or at least some of them, were members of the mighty 
232  See appendix B, par.B.3.1, table II.  For the outermost lots this length is based on the few old buildings that still have their original back boundaries along the former wall streets.
233 Richter 1940, p.364, n.62; Friedman 1988, p.236, n.3.
234 Pozzana 1985, p.101; Comune di Terranuova Bracciolini 1996, p.41.
235 The present church on the east side of the piazza was only built in 1443. (Friedman 1974, n.30)
236  A plan of 1779 indicates that the town hall was in the south corner of the piazza by that time, and that a loggia stood in front of it. (Biblioteca Nazionale, Firenze, 

Manoscritti, A.1.13, fol.34; depicted in Friedman 1988, p.21)
237  Domenico Bacci writes that the old houses are mainly built of rounded natural stones from riverbeds, and that brick was sometimes used for the storey facades. Only the 

facades of the houses of the wealthiest inhabitants were built of hewn stone. (Domenico Bacci 1956, p.98) It seems likely, however, that the earliest houses were largely 
built of cheaper materials like wood and rammed earth.

238 Friedman 1988, pp.334-335, doc.17.
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Ubertini clan. This family had originally founded the abbey and had donated much of the property belonging 
to it. Therefore, they regarded the abbey’s possessions more or less as their own. In this period, the bishop 
of Arezzo, who was actually the ruler of the city, was a member of the Ubertini family. The area around the 
abbey actually lay in the bishopric of Arezzo and the territory of the city-state of Arezzo, and hence it was 
very vulnerable to the Ubertini, as it would not get protection from the bishop or the administration of the 
city-state. Therefore, the abbot turned to the government of the mighty city-state of Florence for protection 
by submitting the abbey’s possessions and ensuring its defence by contract.239 Four days later, on January 20, 
the communities of the villages in the area also submitted to Florence.240

A document drawn up on 25 January records that the Florentine committee of the Ufficiali della Castella, which 
was responsible for the fortifications in the Florentine countryside, was instructed to make plans for the cre-
ation of a ‘great settlement’ in the ‘newly acquired Florentine Val d’Ambra’.241 The next thing that is known 
of the project is a document of 19 May 1350, in which it is described in detail. Because this document gives 
such a good and rare insight into a town planning project of the high-period of town foundation, the text is 
reproduced in our appendix A. Among other stipulations, the site of the new town is determined, the ground 
plan of the town is described (including its dimensions), the names of the four gates are determined, and the 
name of the new town is established. In addition, the coat of arms of the town is described, it is determined 
that the market shall be held on Saturday, and some details of the form of the houses are prescribed. Further-
more, it is established which rural communities are to be re-settled in the new town, that the houses of the 
old villages must be torn down, and that the settlers shall be exempted from direct taxes for five years. Some 
of these stipulations will be discussed below.

The official document containing the legislation for the new town was drawn up on 2 June of the same 
year.242 No reason or motive is given in the documents regarding the creation of the new town. As at 
Terranuova, it clearly was an opportunistic action of the Florentine administration, a means by which its 
authority was to be extended over a larger territory.

After this, nothing more is heard of the project. It seems that it was aborted soon after this document 
was made up. The reasons for this are not precisely known, but it is most likely that severe armed conflicts in 
1351 played an important part in it. The great conflict was the war between Florence and the Vis conti rulers 
of Milan, and a smaller one was the occupation of the Valdambra and the castello of Agnano by the Ghibelline 
clans of the Ubertini, Pazzi and Tarlati.243

The name Giglio Fiorentino means ‘Florentine lily’ or, literally, ‘flowering lily’. This flower was the main 
element in the coat of arms of the city-state. Just like Firenzuola, the name thus indicated more or less di-
rectly that the town was created by Florence and belonged to its territory.

The location where the town was to be built is not exactly known. The documents only mention that it was to 
be laid out on ground in the Valdambra that was newly acquired by Florence (25 January 1350), while later it 
was decided that the location was to be Selvapiana (19 May and 2 June 1350), which literally means ‘forested 
plain’. ( fig.3.1) I have not been able to locate Selvapiana. In analogy to the other terre nuove it seems logical, 
however, that the town was to be laid out on the bottom of a valley on a main road. This makes it most likely 
that the town was planned near the river Ambra on the road that connected the Valdarno di Sopra and Florence 
to the Sienese territory and the south. Of course, the location must also have been fairly close to the settle-
ments that were to go up in the new town. Of the eight communities mentioned in the documents that were 
to be re-settled in the new town, I have been able to locate seven, at a maximum mutual distance of about 7 
km. (see fig.3.26) In my opinion, it seems most likely that the new town was to be built at or near Capannole, 
which was one of the settlements to be replaced by the new town. On this location the Scerfio stream joins 
the river Ambra and a road leads off from the main road to Badia Agnano. Another possible location is the 
plain directly north and northeast of Badia Agnano. This seems less likely, however, since this location was 
not on a main road, and therefore could not serve the purpose of guarding interregional traffic and the access 
to Florence’s territory and would be less helpful to the economic success of the town. Capannole lies at a 

239 Friedman 1988, pp.47-49; Cini 1907, pp.56-59.
240  Fabbri 1980, p.502.
241 Friedman 1988, pp.334-335, doc.17.  On the committee, see par.7.6; Friedman 1988, pp.152-153.
242 Friedman 1988, pp.343-347, doc.20.
243 Fabbri 1980, p.590; Matteo Villani, II, 18-19 (Villani 1823, I, pp.199-200). 
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distance of c.45 km., as the crow flies, from Florence. With this site, the town would have been the farthest 
outpost among all the terre, and a true border town.

From the description of the town’s structure in the document of 25 January, Friedman has made a recon-
struction of the town plan design, which is depicted in figure 3.27. The document gives many dimensions, 
in whole Florentine braccia’s.244 Most dimensions are multiples of 10 b. (5.836 m.).245 The outline of the plan 
was to be 470 b. long and 246 b. wide. (274.29 x 143.57  m.). It is not explicitly mentioned that it would be 
rectangular, but the fact that the length and width are given, and the analogy to the other terre nuove strongly 
suggest that this was so. The town was to be surrounded by ditches, and a palisade was to be built and later 
replaced by a stone wall.246 In every side of the outline there was to be a gate. Though it is not explicitly 
mentioned, in analogy to the other terre it is most likely that these would be placed in the middle of each side 
and that they would give way to the main street and a cross street. 

The main street was to run along the long axis of the town and was to be wider than all the other streets, 
measuring 14 b. The layout of the town was to be symmetrical around this main street. Parallel to it, eight 
other streets would be laid out. The nearest two on both sides were to be 10 b. wide, then there was to be one 
of 8 b. wide, and the streets along the walls were to be 10 b. wide. It is not mentioned in the description, but 
it may be assumed, in analogy to the other terre, that there would also be wall streets along the short sides 
of the outline of the town, since these were vital to the defence of the town and since it is most unlikely that 
the residential streets and back streets were planned as dead-end streets.247 Secondary perpendicular streets 
halfway between the centre and the short sides of the town, as in the other terre, are not mentioned either. Since 
they were less vital to the flow of traffic, they may not have been planned, but it is also possible that, like the 
wall streets, they were simply forgotten in the description of the plan. 

The piazza was to be sited in the centre, measuring 90 x 70 b. (52.52 x 40.85 m.). Nowhere in the document is 
it mentioned that walls, streets or other boundaries were to be straight, but it may safely be assumed that this was 
the intention. The analogy to the other terre nuove strongly suggests that the plan was intended to be orthogonal.248

The house lots were to be 10 b. wide and decrease in length from the main street outward.249 The ones 
facing the main street were to be 28 b. long, the lots in the second and third rows off the main street were to 
be 20 b. and the lots in the outermost rows were to be square, measuring only 10 by 10 b. (5.836 x 5.836 m.). 
House lots of such a small size were very unusual for new towns in the period. In fact, I know of no other 
new towns where lots of such a small size were planned. The square form is also very unusual; the normal 
form of a house lot was an elongated rectangle.

Every row of houses was flanked by streets on both sides. It is likely that the houses in the second and 
third rows were arranged with their front sides turned towards one another, so that the backsides of house 
lots would all be turned towards the first and the third streets parallel to the main street. With this layout, 
these last streets would provide back access to the house lots, as originally had been the case in Terranuova. 

The ditches were to be 20 braccia wide and 10 b. deep. No specifications are given for the walls or palisades. 
Relatively many specifications, however, are given for a small stronghold that was to be built in one corner 
of the town, towards Montuotii.250 This building had the form of a tower 40 braccia high, with three storeys. It 
was to be surrounded by a ditch and a wall, with gates and bridges towards both the town and the surround-
ing countryside. This stronghold seems to have been planned to fulfil a purely military function. Possibly it 
was to house a small garrison. On the other three corners of the town wall towers with open backsides (‘false 
towers’) were to be built.

244 See appendix A. In this study, the braccio is taken to be 0.5836 m. (see above, n.119)
245 See par.6.4.2 and appendix B, par.B.4.
246  According to the foundation document of 2 June 1350 ‘And the men of the said valley were forced to build and maintain at their own expenses palisades and brattices, until the town was 

walled in stone all around.’ (‘Stecchatos quoque et bertescas homines dicte vallis eorum sumptibus facere compellantur et manutenere donec terra ipsa murata fuerit circum circa.’ Friedman 
1988, p.345, doc.20)

247  In his reconstruction of the plan, Friedman has drawn a wall street only on the right end of the town. I have made a small adaptation to the plan on the left end by making 
the wall street go all the way around the town. 

248 Apparently, it was considered a matter of course that all lines were to be straight and that the angles were to be right. (see also par.8.6.3)
249  In his reconstruction of the plan, Friedman indicated that the lots on the left of the main cross street would only be 8 b. wide. In this way he solved the problem of the piazza 

being 70 b. wide and the cross street being ‘similar’ to the main street, which would mean that it would also be 14 b. wide. On the right side he has drawn an alternative 
possibility, the lots being 18 b. wide. This seems more logical for lots on a relatively important street: particularly in the outer rows they would be more naturally oriented 
towards this street. In analogy to the other terre (except for Firenzuola) it is more likely, however, that the cross street was meant to be less wide than the main street, most 
probably measuring only 10 b. instead of 14.  

250 Most probably the castle of Montozzi is meant.
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In the piazza a well was to 
be made. A ‘chasa del comune’, a 
sort of town hall, had to be built 
facing the piazza. A loggia was 
planned in front of it, in which 
the representative of the govern-
ment was to reside during 
public ceremonies. Opposite 
this building the parish church 
was to be built. The dedication 
to San Piero was probably taken 
over from the village of Pieve a 

Presciano, the inhabitants of which were to be among the settlers of the new town.251 
In the margins of the document with the description of the project it is written that the houses fronting the 

main streets must have at least one enclosed storey of which the roof is covered with tiles, and that the facade must 
be at least 10 braccia high, built of stone or brick. The document does not say so, but it is likely that the reason for 
this prescription for the facades was to give the main streets a beautiful, wealthy and uniform appearance.

It was stipulated that the houses in the settlers’ former villages were to be dismantled. Hence, it was 
obvious that materials of these houses, like beams, tiles and stones, would be reused if they were still in 
good condition. The fact that it is stipulated that the facades were required to be built in stone or brick 
implies that the other walls were mostly built in other materials.

The project for the new town was soon aborted. If construction work was ever actually started, nothing is 
known of it, and probably it did not get far. For the study of history, however, the remaining documents 
are quite important, since they give a rare insight into the way a new town was planned. The document of 
January 25 is the only clear source giving concrete and detailed information about the way the spatial layout 
of a new town was conceived. No comparable document is known from anywhere in Europe in the whole 
period in which so many new towns were created. The documents also provide much information on other 
aspects of the planning of the new town, such as the forced resettlement of the population, the ritual of 
invoking the proper saints and the apparent importance of the proper denomination of the gates.252

251 Friedman 1988, p.240, n.22; see also appendix A.
252  ‘And at the said place [are] invoked the name of God and of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the glorious apostles Saint Peter and Saint Paul, the blessed Saint John, Saint Zenobius, Santa 

Reparata and the other saints of paradise.’ (Friedman 1988, p.338, doc.19; see appendix A)  For the denomination of the gates, see par.3.9.3.1. 

fig.3.26: Topographic map of the area 
around the site where Giglio Fiorentino 
probably was to be built. (Detail of 
the Carta Stradale Provincia Firenze 
1:100.000, Studio F.M.B. Bologna, 
c.1990, not depicted to scale) The seven 
settlements that I was able to find (out 
of the eight in total) which were to be 
replaced by the new town are underlined 
in blue. Giglio Fiorentino itself prob-
ably was to be built near Capannole in 
the valley of the river Ambra (streaming 
from south to north on the left side of 
the figure). The probable site is marked 
with a red dot. An important ancient 
road followed the valley, connecting the 
Florentine territory to the Sienese territory 
and the south.
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3.9 General spatial aspects of the terre nuove

In the following paragraphs, various aspects of the spatial layout of the terre nuove will be considered for the 
six towns, taken as a group. Similarities and differences will be discussed as far as they are relevant.

 3.9.1 The locations

All six terre nuove fi orentine were founded in the province of the city-state of Florence, in areas where the rebel-
ling Ghibelline families traditionally had held power. These areas all lay on the margins of the Florentine 
territory. The towns were mainly sited on major roads that connected Florence and its countryside to neigh-
bouring cities and their territories. Of Giglio Fiorentino this is likely, but not certain. Only Terranuova seems 
to have been sited on a road of lesser importance for interregional traffi c.

All six towns were built in the plains of mountain valleys, near rivers. The surroundings of the towns 
were all fertile areas with relatively intensive agriculture, and were therefore important to the city of Florence, 
especially for its food supply.253 From the relevant documents it can be assumed that the terre were explicitly 
meant to be located in the plains.254

253  According to Hermann Bauer the terre nuove were explicitly built in valley plains so that they would look like the mother city, which was also sited on a low-lying plain. 
(Bauer 1965, p.21) It is quite likely, indeed, that the terre were meant to look like Florence in certain respects (see par.3.9.3.1 and 8.5.2), but it is most unlikely that the loca-
tions were chosen specifi cally for that reason, as other motives most probably were much more important. (see par.3.5) The fact that settlements were transplanted from 
high- to low-lying locations in many other places in Europe in the same period (see par.5.2), also suggests that Bauer’s view on the subject is far too narrow. 

254  In the documents recording the deliberations upon the foundation of one or two new towns in the Valdarno di Sopra in 1285, it is specifi ed that they must be founded ‘in 
plano’. (Friedman 1988, pp.306-307, doc.1) The foundation document concerning three towns in the same area of 1299, mentions that two of these are to be built ‘in planitie 
et partibus de Casuberti’. (idem, p.308, doc.2) For the town of Scarperia the patent of authority granted to the offi cial in charge of 1306 mentions that he is to level (splanare) 
the site in a fashion which he thinks right. (Richter 1940, pp.380-381, nr.3; Friedman 1988, p.313, doc.4) The new town on the Consuma pass founded in 1329 is, according 
to its foundation document, to be built ‘in Plano dell’Asentio’ among other reasons because this site is ‘tam ratione planitiei’. (Richter 1940, p.381, nr.4; Friedman 1988, p.327, 
doc.12) The foundation document of Firenzuola of 1332 states that the town is to be built ‘in loco qui dicitur Piano dell’Arca’. (Richter 1940 p.381, nr.5; Friedman 1988, p.329, 
doc.13) For Giglio Fiorentino, fi nally, both the description of the plan and the foundation document (both of 1350) mention that it is to be built ‘in loco dicto Selvapiana’. 
(Friedman 1988, pp.338, 344, docs.19, 20) 
It is unlikely, however, that there was an explicit policy to site the new towns on level sites: these sites rather came about as the result of the functions for which the terre 

fi g.3.27: Giglio Fiorentino. Plan reconstructed by Friedman, after the description in the document of 19 May 1350 (see appendix A). (From: 
Friedman 1988, modifi ed by the author) The dimensions are given in Florentine braccias of 56.36 cm. Giglio was founded by the Florentine 
government in 1350, but the project was aborted before the town was really built. At present it is not even clear exactly in which location it was to 
be built, and neither is it clear at what stage the project was given up. It is quite possible that people were in the process of moving to the new settle-
ment at that time. It is likely that the war with the Milanese lord Giovanni Visconti in 1351 was the reason for the early demise of this new town. 
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With these low-lying sites, the terre nuove were representatives of a fairly new kind of settlement in 
Tuscany. Older settlements in the countryside - except for those of the Roman era - had mostly been sited on 
hilltops or ridges, where they enjoyed better natural protection against the intrusion of bandits and enemy 
armies, as well as against natural dangers such as floods and malaria. The older villages, from which the 
settlers of the terre were drawn, were mostly sited on such higher locations.255 The transplantation of settle-
ment from high to low sites was not unique for the terre nuove. In paragraphs 5.2 and 5.3 the subject will be 
discussed more generally for the high-period of town foundation.

 3.9.2 Urban layout

The six towns that are known as the terre nuove fiorentine, are not just recognisable as a group since they were 
all founded roughly in the first half of the 14th century by the government of the city-state of Florence, but 
also because they share a number of characteristic elements in their layout, by which they are distinguished 
from most other towns, newly founded or not.

   3.9.2.1  General plan form of the original plantations ( figs.3.6-3.27)

All six towns were planned to have a rectangular form surrounded by stone town walls. In the walls there 
were gates in the centres of all four sides, which connected to straight streets that crossed at right angles in 
the heart of town. In the centre, at the crossing of the main streets, there was a rectangular piazza.256 The 
house lots were arranged in parallel rows in the long direction of the town plan. The lots had a standard 
width, but there were groups of different length, according to the width of the rows in which they lay. The 
streets were all straight and arranged in an orthogonal pattern, with the residential streets in the long direc-
tion of the town and the cross streets perpendicular to them. The plans were basically symmetrical along the 
two central intersecting axes.257

   3.9.2.2  Outline forms and size

The dimensions of the outline forms of the six terre varied considerably. At Castelfranco the outline was 
almost square: 235 x 263 m. This is also the case at Firenzuola (188 x 213 m.), but the original plan must 
have measured 342 x 633 braccia (c. 200 x 369 m.), probably at least until the late 14th and possibly until 
the late 15th century.258 Like the originally planned form of Firenzuola, the other three terre have elongated 
outlines, with a ratio of the sides of around 2 : 1. San Giovanni originally measured about 190 x 462 m., 
Scarperia c. 128 x 303 m., Terranuova c. 159 x 333 m. and Giglio c. 144 x 274 m. 

So, San Giovanni was by far the largest town and Firenzuola the smallest in its eventual layout, although 
it was initially meant almost just as large. San Giovanni was probably intended for about 540 house lots, or 
actually somewhat less because buildings for clerical institutions would also take up space. Castelfranco was 
smaller, but since many house lots appear to have been planned considerably smaller than in San Giovanni, 
their planned number amounted to 688. Scarperia was planned for about 350 house lots, Terranuova for 
about 436, and Giglio for 340 house lots (although space of some of these house lots would be occupied by 
institutional buildings). The great majority of the settlers of the new towns came from villages with roughly 
between ten and eighty households.

nuove were planned, and most probably also as a result of the fact that they ideally had well-ordered, regular and symmetrical plans, which would have been hard to realise 
on hilltops or steep slopes.

255  In this context, the word ‘low’ must be considered relative, however, as Castelfranco and Scarperia are located down in the valley, but not at the lowest possible sites. 
Conversely, not all older settlements were sited on hilltops, though many of them actually were.

256  Repetti was probably the first, in 1830, to describe the corresponding features of the five terre nuove that were actually built. It seems that he was also the first to regard the 
terre nuove as a group at all. (Repetti 1830, vol.5, p.513)

257  For Firenzuola, however, much is unknown of its original planned form. it is not known whether it was planned to have a central piazza and residential streets in the long 
direction, but this seems most likely, since the rectangular outline and the two intersecting main streets are analogous to those found in the other terre, and thus it seems 
that these elements were also planned in similar fashion.  

258 See par.3.8.4. 
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   3.9.2.3  Relief

As discussed above, the terre nuove were all built (or at least planned, in the case of Giglio) on plains. This 
meant that the natural terrain was already more or less flat, but it seems that in the five towns that actually 
were built the terrain was made even more flat to enable the layout to be made more regular. This is quite 
visible when one looks along the main streets of the towns. These flattened plains were not completely level, 
but rather sloped gently with the inclination of the natural terrain, so that rainwater would be drained away. 
The flatness of the ground on which the towns were built is quite rare among new towns of the period: even 
when towns were built on a natural plain, there is usually more relief visible in the streets and open spaces. It 
seems that for the terre nuove the terrain was flattened more meticulously.259

   3.9.2.4  Streets 

The streets in the terre nuove originally were all straight, and there is a clear hierarchy among them. The most 
important street is the main street, which traverses the town right through the middle in the longitudinal 
direction. This street connects two of the four town gates. It is wider than all other streets and it is flanked 
by the house lots with the greatest length.260 ( figs.3.9, 3.28) Parallel to this main street there are secondary 
streets with a residential function.

The number of secondary parallel streets varied. San Giovanni and Scarperia originally had four streets 
parallel to the main street. At San Giovanni, two of these were the outer wall streets. At Scarperia the eastern-
most probably also was planned as a wall street; on its west side the irregular stretch of town wall lay more or 

less parallel to the street, but was largely 
somewhat further out. In the original 
layout of Terranuo va there were four 
parallel streets that served as main access 
streets to the house lots and as wall streets 
with a military function. At the back of the 
original house lots there were also four 
back streets, of lesser width, that served 
to provide secondary access to the house 
lots and to drain rainwater. The original 
structure is presently hard to recognise, 
since the space of the wall streets has 
been annexed and the back streets have 
been promoted to main access streets. 
The design for Giglio Fiorentino also 
contained four secondary parallel streets 
(of which two were wall streets) and four 
parallel back streets. In all these cases the 
number of rows of house lots was eight. 

Castelfranco is exceptional, since it 
had sixteen parallel rows of house lots and 
eight secondary streets parallel to the main 
street. Firenzuola is also exceptional in 
its present form, with just two secondary 
parallel streets. It is clear, however, that 
this was not the originally planned layout, 
whose street structure is not known 
beyond than that there were two major 
intersecting streets. It seems most likely, 
however, that its structure was intended to 
be similar to San Giovanni or Terranuova.

259 See n.254 and par. 9.7.
260 The widths of the longitudinal streets and alleys are given in table XIII in appendix B.  

fig.3.28: Main street of Scarperia. Photograph taken from the southwest, c. 1900.
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In our own day, some (or parts) of the more 
peripheral secondary streets have vanished, due to 
depopulation (Castelfranco, Terranuova), land-
slides (Castelfranco), the creation of large (mainly 
monastic) complexes (San Giovanni, Terranuova, 
Scarperia) or the suppression of the wall streets 
when they no longer served a military function 
(Terranuova).  

Perpendicular to the main street and its parallels 
there are cross streets. These streets mainly had a 
traffic function. Through the middle of the towns 
there was a main cross street, connecting the two 
lateral town gates. In San Giovanni this connection 
can barely be called a street, since the piazza takes 
up a major part of its length. In Firenzuola this 
street is no longer present, but it is a fact that it was 
originally planned. The towns had secondary cross 
streets along the short sides of the wall circuits 
and halfway in between the central cross street and 
these wall streets.261 These secondary cross streets 
were generally relatively narrow. (see fig.3.29)

Most probably, the towns originally all had 
wall streets all along the inside of their town 
walls.262 These streets had a traffic function, 
particularly for military logistics in the case of 
sieges or attacks. But, in addition to that, they 
also functioned to provide main access to the 
houses along the longitudinal wall streets. 

In Castelfranco, San Giovanni and Scarperia 
there originally were alleys in between the rows 
of house lots, which were arranged back to back. 
Only in San Giovanni are they still largely recognisable. These alleys functioned as drains for rainwater and 
as light shafts. Particularly in San Giovanni, where they were somewhat wider than in the other two towns, 
they probably were also intended to provide rear access to the house lots. As mentioned above, back streets 
were planned in Terranuova and Giglio, instead of the narrow alleys. These back streets were wide enough 
for a cart to reach the back of the lots.

   3.9.2.5 Piazzas

The towns were planned to have piazzas in their very centres at the intersection of the main streets. Only 
for the original layout of Firenzuola this is not known for sure, but it seems most likely, in analogy to the 
other terre. The piazzas were rectangular, but they had quite different dimensions. At San Giovanni it had an 
elongated form, perpendicular to the main axis of the town, almost reaching all the way to the two lateral 
town gates. Scarpe ria has a piazza that is sited asymmetrically, to one side of the main street and the major 
cross street. Originally, however, it may well have been intended to be larger and more symmetrical, since 
it is likely that the space was intruded on by the Palazzo dei Vicari and possibly also by the two churches and 
some houses. In Firenzuola the basic form of the present piazza is not unlike that of San Giovanni, but it 
is irregular because it has been intruded on by the later construction of a church and various galleries. At 
Castelfranco the piazza is almost square, slightly elongated in the longitudinal direction of the town plan, 

261  At Giglio the ‘halfway cross streets’ may not have been planned, but it is also possible that they were simply forgotten in the description of the plan, just as the cross streets 
along the town walls were. (see par.3.8.6) In Firenzuola only the southern wall street is still present, but in the 19th-century plan (fig.3.22) remnants of the northern one can be 
recognised. It seems, however, that there was only one ‘halfway cross street’ in this town. It may be assumed that in the original plan, which was much larger, there were two.

262  The irregular western face of the outline of Scarperia may have been an exception, however. Of Firenzuola the details of the original plan are not known, but it seems most 
likely that it also had a wall street all around its perimeter. 

fig.3.29: Secondary cross street in Castelfranco. Photograph taken 
from the main street to the southeast.
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and slightly asymmetrical. Unlike the piazzas in the other terre, it has closed corners, which make it appear 
as though it has been cut out of the four adjoining street blocks. The piazzas of Terranuova and Giglio were 
both designed as rectangles slightly elongated in the direction perpendicular to the main axis of the towns, 
with the corners opening up to back streets. In paragraph B.4 the subject of how the piazzas may have been 
designed is discussed. The dimensions of the piazzas are also given there.

The piazzas were originally meant to function as market places, as well as communal ceremonial and social 
spaces. In fact, it seems that the second function became more important during the 14th and 15th centuries, for 
in the description of the project of Giglio it is mentioned that ‘outside the town the market shall be held on the Saturday 
of every week’ and in some of the other terre by the 15th century the market was moved to a market field outside the 
towns.263

   3.9.2.6  House lots

The house lots in the terre nuove were originally designated in Latin as casolare.264 They were oriented with their 
main accesses on the main street and its secondary parallels.265 The lots had predetermined dimensions, but 
they were not uniform. Their width originally seems to have been equal in every town, either 10 or 12 braccia 
(5.84 of 7.00 m.), but the length varied almost by row of house lots, in such a way that the lots grew shorter 
the further away from the central main street they were. This diminution of the lot length is quite different 
in each town: in Castel franco the lot length in the six outer rows of house lots diminished just slightly per 
double row; and in Scarperia only the lots facing the main street are clearly longer than the ones further 
outward. Only for the originally planned layout of Firenzuola is it, once again, not known whether a diminu-
tion of the lot length was intended. In the present plan of the town the allotment is too irregular to recon-
struct an original regular layout.

The (reconstructed) lengths of the different house lots in the terre are given in appendix B in table XII, and 
the method by which these dimensions presumably were generated is amply treated in paragraph 6.4 and 
appendix B. In paragraph 8.5.2.1 the reason for the variation in lot sizes is discussed.

 The diminution of the lot length in such a structural way as we find it in the terre nuove (apart from 
Firenzuola) is unique among new towns of the high-period of town foundation. It is also rare, in fact, for 
earlier and later periods.266

   3.9.2.7 Gardens  

Many of the inhabitants of the terre nuove must have had gardens where vegetables were grown, for domestic 
use as well as for sale in the market. In the larger house lots the space at the back of the houses may have 
been used for such gardens. For Scarperia it is known that garden plots were distributed just outside the 
town in 1308, two years after the beginning of the project.267 In both Castel franco and Scarperia the statuti 
of the late 14th and 15th centuries even decreed that every household should be able to dispose of a garden.268 
The documents regarding the foundation of the towns do not mention gardens, but it is not unlikely that the 
distribution of garden plots just outside the towns formed part of the original projects. Remnants of system-
atic allotments of garden plots, however, can not be recognised in plans. From the situation in later plans it 
appears that vacant plots were also used as gardens. (see figs.3.6-3.25)

 Most households must also have possessed or leased agricultural land in the surrounding area, 
which they generally had already worked before they moved to the new towns.269

263 Friedman 1988, pp.77-78, 339, doc.19; see appendix A.
264  This term is used in various documents. See for instance Richter 1940, p.382, nr.5e; Friedman 1988, pp.314-315, doc.5, p.317, doc.7, pp.330-331, doc.14.  The houses were 

generally designated as domus.
265 This probably does not hold for the house lots flanking the piazza. It is most likely that the buildings on these lots turned their (main) facades towards the piazza.
266 Some of the rare other cases are mentioned in ch.8, n.165.
267  Friedman 1988, pp.316-317, doc.6. The foundation of the Florentine new town of Pietrasanta (presently Casaglia), in 1284, was different in this respect. Here the settlers 

received three pieces of ground: a house lot, a garden plot right outside the town and a larger piece of farmland. The plots had standard dimensions and were allotted in a 
regular layout. (Pirillo 1981, p.186)

268 Romby & Diana 1985, p.78, n.50.
269  Early tax registers from Scarperia demonstrate that most households lived from agriculture. (Romby & Diana 1985, p.77) Most likely, the situation was similar in the other terre.
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 3.9.3 Architectural elements

Apart from Giglio, which was probably never actually built, and Firenzuola, the layout of which was largely 
re-structured in the 14th and/or 15th century, the terre nuove fiorentine are relatively well preserved. Compared to 
the bastides of southwest France, and particularly in comparison to the new towns of Wales treated in chapter 
1, they retain relatively much of their old defences and relatively many old houses and clerical buildings from 
about the first two centuries of their existence. This is due to various factors: apart from Giglio and Firen-
zuola the towns were fairly successful in attracting settlers, which meant that many houses and other build-
ings were, in fact, built; the buildings were fairly substantial; there have not been disasters severe enough to 
destroy all of them; and there have not been large-scale redevelopments in the course of the past one and a 
half century or so. Apparently, the buildings and the urban structures of the terre nuove still function quite well 
in modern times.

   3.9.3.1 Town defences

The towns originally were meant to be surrounded by ditches and stone walls. This appears most clearly 
from the description of the Giglio Fiorentino project and documents regarding the building of gates and 
walls at Firenzuola270 and, to a lesser extent, from the other legislative documents. Remains of 14th century 
town walls with gates and towers are still to be found in Castelfranco, San Giovanni, Scarperia and Terra-
nuova. After the foundation of the towns, it usually took some decades before stone fortifications were 
actually finished, due to a lack of finances or professional manpower.271 It seems that in most towns timber 
palisades preceded the stone walls.272

The rectangular and regular layout of the defensive circuits was determined by the regular all-over struc-
ture of the towns. One important element of regularity that was a precondition for effective flank defence of 
the walls, however, was that the wall stretches between the towers were straight, and this was clearly the case 
with the terre nuove.

Once the defences were finished, the towns must have made a strong impression on contemporaries, 
with their ditches, walls and towers. (see figs.3.8, 3.14, 3.30, 3.33) The fortifications generally appear to have 
been modelled on the new defences of the mother-city, the so-called ‘third wall’ of Florence, in structure 
as well as in appearance.273 ( fig.3.31) Many Italian city-states had their own typical form of city gates. For 
instance, Siena had low gate towers made of brick; Lucca had double towers flanking the gates with alternating 
layers of stone; and Florence had high and thin towers above the gates, which had a rectangular plan and a 
largely open backside and which were crowned with protruding battlements with rectangular merlons. By 
using this type of towered gate, the terre nuove were easy to recognise as Florentine satellite towns. ( fig.3.32) This 
effect was strengthened by the Florentine coats of arms that were installed above the gates at the exterior side.274

The construction of the gates, towers and the residence of the capitano were paid for by the government 
of the city-state; the building of the houses was undertaken by the new inhabitants themselves. It seems 
that in most cases the inhabitants were also responsible for the construction of the ditches and a large part 
of the walls. In this duty they were to be aided by the inhabitants of the directly surrounding area, who were 
allowed to seek protection in the towns in times of peril.275 The form, dimensions and materials of the town 
walls were prescribed by special government committees.276 The walls were largely built of rounded rocks 
taken from riverbeds, while brick was also used for the parts higher up.277

270 Richter 1940, pp.382-386, nrs.5b-5m.
271  At San Giovanni it took at least until 1311 (and probably some decades longer) before the stone defences were finished; in Scarperia it took even longer; in Firenzuola it took 

at least 20 years; and in Terranuova it seems to have taken at least 30 years. (Richter 1940, p.364, n.62; Baldari 1980, pp.142-143; Friedman 1988, pp.236-237, nn.3-6; Santi, 
Romby, Brunori and others 1990, p.11) No dates are known for Castelfranco.

272 See Matteo Villani, I, 15-55 (Villani 1823, X, pp.192-261); Friedman 1988, p.338, doc.19; Richter 1940, n.60, 62.
273  Diana 1989, p.765 ; Franchetti-Pardo 1989, p.737 ; Friedman 1988, p.68 ; Van den Heuvel 1983, p.39.  The construction of the ‘third wall’ of Florence, around the much 

enlarged city, had begun in 1284 and lasted well into the 14th century. 
274  Ante-gates with a more or less square plan and crenellated walls, like those in front of Florence’s gate towers, seem to have only been built at San Giovanni in the late 14th 

century (Boldrini & De Luca 2004, p.263) and at Scarperia (at least in front of the northwestern gate, which was incorporated into the keep in the mid-14th century) (see figs.3.30, 
3.19) Such an ante-gate has only been preserved in the Oratorio delle Grazie, on the southwest side of San Giovanni. (see Bianchini 2003, pp.101-104; and figs.3.13, 3.14) 

275  Richter 1940, pp.263, 273; Friedman 1988, p.63.  Similar arrangements, with the lord of the town paying for the gates (usually four of them) and the inhabitants paying for 
the ditches and walls, can also be found elsewhere in Europe. (see par.2.10.5.1)

276  Pirillo 1984, p.281; Friedman 1988, p.63.  Documents survive in which prescriptions are given for the fortifications of Firenzuola and San Casciano (1356). (Richter 1940, 
pp.381-386, nrs.5b-5m) There is also a document in which the Florentine government prescribes that the towers at Terranuova must be built to a height of 15 braccia above 
the height of the walls. (Friedman 1988, p.236, n.3)

277 Bianchini 2003.
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Rectangular towers protruded from the face of the walls in order to provide flank defence for the 
stretches of wall in between. There were towers above the four gates and four more were built at the corners 
of the towns. And at least in San Giovanni and Terranuova there were also several towers in between. It 
seems likely that a similar layout was foreseen for Firenzuola’s original plan and possibly also for Scarperia.

The number of wall towers varied by town. It is not always clear what the original intention may have 
been and in some cases it is not even clear how many towers were actually built. At Giglio only eight towers 
seem to have been planned; at Castelfranco the number may have been eight or sixteen; for Firenzuola the 
original intentions were to build sixteen towers; and at San Giovanni and Terranuova 24 towers were planned 
(and probably built). (see figs.3.14, 3.8, 3.25, 3.27) Half of the planned towers in these two towns were to be 
located at the end of streets, four more at the corners of the wall circuit, and eight were planned halfway 
down the relatively long stretches in between, along the longitudinal sides of the towns. For Scarperia it is 
not clear how many towers were planned originally. 

Three towns were (to be) provided with military strongholds. The castle-like Palazzo dei Vicari at Scarperia was 
created shortly after the middle of the 14th century. ( fig.3.21) It seems unlikely, however, that it was planned 
right from the outset, since it blocks one (and originally probably two) of the secondary streets. At Giglio 
Fiorenti no a small military stronghold in the form of a large tower was planned initially at one of the corners 
of the town. ( fig.3.27) Apart from its form, a major difference with the stronghold in Scarperia was that this 
building only had a military function and was not meant to function as a seat of government.278 In 1362, 
Firenzuola was also supplied with a keep, which does not seem to have been part of the original plans. 

From this course of events it appears that keeps were not planned as constituting elements of the 
defences of the Florentine new towns until about halfway through the 14th century. By this time, keeps were 
added to the towns that (still) had strategic significance.

From the early documents regarding the foundation and planning of Firenzuola and Giglio it appears that it 
was regarded of significant importance that the town gates were properly denominated. They were named 
after the cities to which the roads through them went and after saints who had a specific meaning to Flor-
ence or in the areas the gates opened towards.279 These denominations must have had a symbolic function. 
In all probability, the ‘right’ designations were also believed to provide heavenly protection.

278 See appendix A.  
279  Gates were named after Florence and Bologna and, among others, after San Giovanni, the patron of Florence, and San Quirico, a locally popular saint in the eastern part of the 

Sienese territory, towards which the southwest gate of Giglio was directed.  See Richter 1940, p.382, nr.5a; Friedman 1988, pp. 329, 338, docs.13, 19; see also appendix A.

fig.3.30: View of San Giovanni Valdarno from the northwest. Detail from the fresco ‘Allegory on San Giovanni’ in the Salone dei 
Cinquecento in the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, by Giorgio Vasari and Giovanni Stradano, 1563-1565. 
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   3.9.3.2 Ecclesiastical houses

Together with the town gates and town halls, churches and chapels were probably among the fi rst stone 
buildings in the new towns. Every town had one or more parish churches, which generally were institutions 
transplanted from villages where the settlers had come from. The mendicant orders were also quick to settle 
in the new towns, building monasteries and churches.280 The churches were mostly sited on the central 
piazza. This was not the case, however, in Terranuova, where every quarter had a chapel in its centre.281 (see 
fi gs.3.23-24) The original churches and chapels were modest, single-aisled, unvaulted buildings.

It is remarkable that the church buildings all conformed to the grid-layout of the towns. They were not 
oriented strictly towards the east, as church buildings ought to be according to liturgy; they followed the 
basic axes of the urban layout, although in most cases the most eastward direction was chosen for their 
orientation. The churches are therefore mostly to be found on the northeast or southeast side of the piazza.

   3.9.3.3 Town halls

The buildings where the governors of the Florentine commune, the capitani, were housed can be regarded 
as the town halls. Most of these buildings actually became real town halls later on. They were sited on the 
central town squares. In Castel franco, Terranuova and Giglio Fiorentino the town hall was on one of the 
sides of the piazza, which meant that it did not assume a special position among the other buildings around 
the market place.282 In San Giovanni and Scarperia the town halls were much more prominent, however. In 
San Giovanni it was built in the middle of the piazza in the early 14th century.283 ( fi g.3.15) The stronghold that 
was built on the west side of the piazza in Scarperia around 1355 also served as town hall and as the resi-
dence of the Florentine governor of the region.284 ( fi g.3.21)

Various scholars have written that the town halls of the terre nuove looked like, or were even copies of, the 
two consecutive town halls of Florence in the 13th and 14th centuries, the Bargello and the Palaz zo Vecchio.285 The 
similarities are, however, rather shallow. The town halls of San Giovanni and Scarperia have machicolated 
bell towers with rectangular crenellations, which are more or less similar to the tower of the Bargello. The rest 
of the palazzo of San Giovanni is (and originally was) very different, however. At Scarperia the similarity 

280 Friedman 1988, pp.173-175, 240, n.22; see also par.9.18.
281 In Castelfranco the church at the piazza has been replaced by houses. In Terranuova there is a church facing the piazza, but it was only built in 1443. (Friedman 1974, n.30)
282 The town halls of Terranuova, Giglio and Firenzuola, however, were (to be) distinguished from other buildings by galleries along their facades.
283 See Cardinale & Serafi ni 1990; Boldri na & De Luca, 1988, pp.33-66.
284  Friedman 1988, pp.65, 198, 275, n.76.  This building was probably not part of the initial plan for the town. (see par.3.8.3) It is not known whether and where a town hall was 

planned originally. 
285 See, among others, Braunfels 1976, p.134; Van den Heuvel 1983, p.38; Castelluc ci & Bargellini 1991; Norman 1995.

fi g.3.31: Perspective drawing of a town wall with 
towers and gate of the late-13th-century type of 
the ‘third wall circuit’ of Florence. (From: Fanelli 
& Privisonno 1990) The town walls of the terre 
nuove fi orentine were basically built along the 
same model but more modest in size.
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to the Bargello goes further, because of the rough 
form of the masses of the building and the ma-
chicolations, yet not so far as to make the build-
ing a copy of the Bargello or even to allow us to say 
that it explicitly referred to it.286 It might well be 
that the similarities were not wilfully designed 
as such, since they seem largely to have followed 
the function of the building, and the rectangular 
crenellations were typical of Florentine fortified 
architecture in general.287

   3.9.3.4 Public loggias

Apart from the town halls and churches, there 
was usually also a public gallery or loggia in the 
piazzas of the terre nuove.288 Such loggias were 
more or less common in market places of Tuscan 
towns and cities. They had various functions. They 
served as ceremonial spaces where the representa-
tive of the city-state was seated during festivities 
and official ceremonies, such as the administra-
tion of justice.289 Another function was to provide 
a covered market space, as in Castelfranco, San 
Giovanni and possibly Firenzuola; in Scarperia the 
loggia was primarily used for oratory.

In Giglio Fiorentino a loggia was planned 
right in front of the ‘chasa del comune’, and in 
Firenzuola it was actually built in that posi-
tion. (see fig.3.22) The loggia at Scarperia was 
accommodated in the southeast side of the 
piazza. In San Giovanni it originally occupied 
most of the ground floor of the town hall. Only 
in Castelfran co was the loggia built as a free-
standing structure in the piazza itself. (see fig.3.6)

   3.9.3.5 Houses

The houses were to cover the whole width of the relatively narrow plots 10 or 12 braccia wide along the street 
front. This width generally was taken up by one room and possibly a passage alongside it. The houses were 
built side by side, mainly with common walls shared between them, so that they formed continuous rows.

The settlers themselves had to take responsibility for the construction of their own houses.290 To the 
modern eye the uniformity of the house lots might give the impression that whole rows of houses were built 
as single projects, but this seems not to have been the case. The settlers were obliged to build a house on the 
lot that was assigned to them within a limited period of time, for instance four months. If they failed to do 
so, they would be fined or the lot would be assigned to someone else.291

286  It should be noted that the machicolations and crenellations of the Palazzo Vicarile of Scarperia were largely added - apart from those of the tower - with the reconstructions 
of the second quarter of the 20th century. It is not known whether this reconstruction was based on the presence of traces of original machicolations. (see Romby, Taddei 
and others 1995, pp.8-9) 

287  It should also be noted that by the time the keep of Scarperia was built, the Palazzo Vecchio had replaced the Bargello as the main communal palace of Florence, which makes 
it seem less likely that the Bargello was the prototype for it.

288 Friedman 1988, p.189.
289 Friedman 1988, pp.180-195, 341, doc.19; see also appendix A.
290 This was normal for houses in new towns across Europe. See par.9.12.   
291  A document of 1308 described how a house lot in Scarperia was assigned to another settler after the first one failed to build a house within the given period of time. The new 

settler was to build his house within less than three months. (see Friedman 1988, p.315, doc.5) The first group of settlers of Giglio Fiorentino was to move to the new town 
‘with their houses’ within four months of the drawing up of the relevant document. (see Friedman 1988, p.339, doc.19; also appendix A).

fig.3.32: Photograph of the southwestern gate tower of Castelfranco, 
the Porta Fiorentina or Torre Campana, with view through the 
main street in a northeastern direction. In front of the house to the 
right of the tower, the town wall (of which only a small part has been 
preserved) is just visible.
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As far as is known and visible from the outside, not much is left of the original houses nor of possible 
original outbuildings at the rear of the larger plots. There still are quite some old buildings that originally date 
from the 16th, 15th and sometimes even the 14th centuries, but it seems that ordinary houses are rare among 
these. However, behind more recent facades older structures may be found, like that on the Corso Italia 105 
in San Giovanni.292 ( fig.3.34) In view of the lack of other recognisable old houses, De Luca’s reconstruction of 
this building may be regarded as an example of the average 14th-century town house in the terre nuove.

It is likely that in the first decades after the town foundations the houses were largely built of cheap and 
easily available materials like wood, stones from riverbeds, rammed earth or sun-dried bricks, just as were 
those in the new towns of Wales and southwestern France. In Giglio the houses facing the main street had 
to have facades of hewn stone up to a certain height. Early documents from Scarperia indicate that the roofs, 
which all lay parallel to the front streets, had to be covered with tiles. The reason most probably was to insure 
that the houses were more fireproof. The same may have been the case in the other terre.

The larger house lots were probably not completely built-on originally. ( fig.3.34) It is likely that the back-
sides of these lots were left as open spaces, for yards and gardens. In the course of time more buildings came 
to cover this area: separate sheds, stables and workshops and extensions to the house. Eventually, the houses 
were extended so far back that practically all lots were almost completely built on.293 Some of the older 
houses on the larger lots in San Giovanni, Scarperia and Firenzuola still have courtyards and backyards. (see 
figs.3.12, 3.20, 3.22)

The present houses on the original lots are quite large. In San Giovanni, for instance, the lots were all 
5.84 m. (10 braccia) wide, and their length was c. 23 m., 16.7 m., 14.3 m. and 11.3 m. Most houses now have 
three floors, but originally the number of storeys was generally lower.

Some house lots have been divided in the course of the centuries. But more lots were amalgamated in 
order to create, for instance, monasteries, large palazzi (mostly only along the main streets), schools or large 
spaces for businesses. The width of the house lots (10 or 12 braccia = 5.84 or 7.00 m.) was probably partly 
chosen so that it was easy to span the houses with single wooden beams connecting the lateral walls, without 
having to support them by pillars or walls in between.

The ground floors of the houses originally were largely used for business. The living quarters were on 
the second (and third) floor. The second floor often appears to have been divided into two main rooms, the 
camera and the sala, which were sometimes subdivided by thin walls. More small rooms could be located on 
the third floor. In the 15th century many houses had a loggia or a kind of pergo la on the roof.294

292 See Boldrini & De Luca 2004, pp.270-277.
293  Cerudelli, Leoni & Ventura 1978, pp.53, 60; Cardi nale & Serafini 1990 (both regarding San Giovanni); Santi, Romby, Brunori and others 1990, p.11 (regarding Scarperia).  The 

16th-century town plan of San Giovanni by Piero della Zucca contains a section through the rows of houses at the bottom, which suggests that by then most houses already 
covered the whole of the lots. Apart from their surface area, the height of the houses also appears to have been greater when they stood nearer to the main street. (see fig.3.13)

294  Romby & Diana 1985, pp.79-85.  Such a loggia on the roof is possibly depicted in the plan by Della Zucca (fig.3.13) in the section at the bottom, on the roof of the house to 
the right of the main street.

fig.3.33: Photograph of 
the town wall and towers 
in the southern corner 
of Terranuova. View 
towards the southwest. 
This area in the corner of 
the town has been devoid 
of buildings at least 
since 1734, when there 
was a garden here. (see 
fig.3.25)
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In San Giovanni and Firenzuola shallow galleries below projecting upper storeys were made in front of 
many houses along the main streets and the piazzas. (see fi gs.3.12, 3.22) Most probably, however, these 
galleries were not planned initially, although the upper stories of early houses may have projected forward 
into the street. (see fi g.3.34)

3.10 Conclusion

It can be concluded that the Florentine new towns discussed in this chapter were fairly successful projects. 
Giglio Fiorentino was never actually built, but the other towns we have discussed have survived into our own 
time. It should be noted, however, that in roughly the same period there were at least three more Florentine 
efforts at town foundations that failed. Since very little is known about these projects they have barely been 
discussed above.295 

Of the towns that were realised, only San Giovanni is of economic signifi cance; the others have remained 
small. The towns at least partly succeeded in fulfi lling the functions for which they were built: protecting the 
Florentine countryside, the settlers, the harvests, the markets and the roads from the threat of enemy forces 
and marauders. The towns also made an important contribution to the incorporation of the countryside 
and its inhabitants into the Florentine city-state at the cost of the old feudal lords, which was the main goal 
of their foundation. The terre nuove must be regarded as satellite towns of Florence. Three of the towns even 
became the centres of administrative regions of the city-state in the 14th century. Despite that, their autonomy 
was limited, however.

In the early period of the towns the populations, which were gathered from the villages of the 
surrounding areas, mainly lived from agriculture, but in the course of the centuries the towns clearly devel-
oped more urban economies. By the 15th century, for instance, San Giovanni and Scarperia were well known 

295 See par.3.3.

fi g.3.34: Reconstruction drawing of a house 
lot along the main street in San Giovanni 
(Corso Italia 105) as it might have been in 
the 14th century. (by Daniele de Luca, pub-
lished in Barabesi 1992) The most important 
difference with the present-day situation is 
that the lots were not yet completely built 
over. The walls were built in rammed earth 
(ground fl oor) and brick pillars with sun-
dried bricks in between (side walls above the 
ground fl oor).
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for their ironwork. All towns had inns, but relatively many were to be found in Scarperia, being a popular 
place to stay overnight on the journey between Florence and Bologna. At present, agricultural and industrial 
activity has vanished from the historic town centres, though it is still to be found in the (mainly) 20th-century 
extensions to the towns and their nearby surroundings.

Fortunately, the historic centres still contain many of their original structures and quite a few of the old build-
ings from the 14th to the 19th centuries. The plans of the terre nuove still show significant similari ties. They have a 
strictly orthogonal and very regular street layout, based on a main street, serving as a thoroughfare, with parallel 
residential streets and a central rectangular piazza with a cross street extending from it. Originally, the outlines 
of the towns were rectangular, with wide ditches, stone walls with four gates and a wall street all along the inner 
side of the town walls. A very peculiar feature of the towns are the house lots, which were originally all of the same 
width, but which became shorter the further they are from the central main street.296 Despite the fact that there are 
also considerable differences in plan form, such as the dimensions and number of streets, alleys and house lots, 
the simi larities in urban structure mark the terre nuove as a group which is clearly different from other new towns 
of the period, even including other Florentine foundations.

The fact that the plans of the terre nuove are considerably more regular than the average new town of the 
period, along with similarities in the forms of the piazzas to new towns elsewhere in Europe, led Friedman 
to conclude that the planners ‘had access to a wide spectrum of medieval new-town design and they borrowed from it 
eclectically.’297 I doubt whether that is correct to the extent that Friedman suggests, since it is likely that similar 
forms were ‘invented’ autonomously in different places as solutions to similar problems. It is beyond doubt, 
however, that the planners were, at least to some extent, inspired by the examples of other towns. (cf. figs.3.4, 3.11)

In the following chapter, the first part of this study will be concluded with a comparison between the terre 
nuove and the new towns of Wales and southwest France. In the second part of this dissertation, certain 
aspects of the terre nuove, such as their siting in valleys, the planners, the method of design of the plans and 
the idea behind the feature of the variation of the lot length will be dealt with in the thematic chapters 5 to 
8, where they are also compared with other newly founded towns of the high-period of town foundation else-
where in Europe.

296  Firenzuola, however, does not share all these characteristics, but it appears that its structure was considerably changed in the late 14th or 15th century. Its original form must 
have been much more similar to the other terre. (see par.3.8.4)

297 Friedman 1988, p.116; see also pp.81-116.
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