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This volume is a first attempt at examining one of the most important and 
yet little studied aspects of the Colombian exchange: the introduction and 
diffusion of maize in some countries of Southern Europe. While the pota-
to and its impact on European history have been examined in quite some 
detail, thanks to a large number of articles and monographs (McNeill 1948; 
Langer 1975; Salaman, 1985; Komlos 1998; McNeill 1999; Ó Gráda, Paping, 
Vanhaute 2007; Gentilcore 2012), the same cannot be said for maize – de-
spite the incontrovertible importance this crop has achieved as a food-
stuff in many rural areas of the Mediterranean region, as is probably most 
true of Italy (Alfani, Mocarelli, Strangio 2017, 46-47). But even in the case 
of Italy, after the seminal work of Messedaglia (1927), we can mostly find 
only short contributions or a few insightful syntheses (Mantelli 1998; Doria 
2002; Finzi 2009; Gasparini 2015). However, much the same may be said 
with regard to other Mediterranean regions and countries since the his-
toriographical ‘state of the art’ regarding maize is quite similar if not even 
more scarce (Panjek in this volume). Apart from the generally unsatisfying 
number of specific regional studies on maize in the earlier stages of its dif-
fusion, one thing is certainly even more true: we lack a comprehensive vi-
sion and a comparative perspective on this process that would embrace the 
whole of Southern Europe.

For this reason, this volume is made up of a collection of contribu-
tions, each with a specific geographical scope. By combining regional 
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historiographical reviews, case studies and researches, it gathers and of-
fers a wider spectrum of information about maize introduction and dif-
fusion, which enables a comparative perspective. Such an approach to in-
vestigating this topic seems extraordinarily useful, and that is the reason 
why we have brought together scholars from different countries who are 
dealing with the same issues. We decided to focus on the eastern part of 
the Mediterranean taking into consideration certain countries facing the 
Adriatic Sea. We have involved scholars from Italy, a country that, thanks 
to its position and size, has a central place in the Mediterranean world as 
well as a known historical role in maize pioneering, along with Austria, 
Slovenia and Serbia. The idea was to embrace the Adriatic area from the 
Alps to the Danube, asking these scholars to tackle the same issues in order 
to produce a steady basis for a truly comparative work. 

The first question to be answered pertained to the chronology and ge-
ography of the diffusion of maize in the countries considered. Although it is 
a well-known fact that the diffusion of maize followed a west to east direc-
tion starting from Spain, a full and comparative overview of the spread of 
this plant is still lacking; we can mainly count on researches carried out at 
a narrower regional scale, also in the case of Italy (Coppola 1979, Levi 1979, 
Fornasin 1999, Gasparini 2002; Mocarelli, Vaquero Piñeiro 2018). The coun-
tries between the eastern Alps and the eastern Adriatic coast, addressed in 
this volume, represent the ideal extension of such a west-east maize dif-
fusion route. It was our intention to check whether and when this is con-
firmed by historical evidence. In the case of the Balkans, it will be also 
fruitful to investigate the presence of another possible line of maize diffu-
sion on a south-north axis from the Black Sea and the Ottoman Empire to 
Central Europe. Moreover, particular attention had to be focused on the 
time when maize became a widespread and familiar commodity. A good 
proxy for this would be the date on which maize prices began to be record-
ed on regulated grain markets. In Lombardy, for example, that happened in 
1681 in Bergamo, in 1717 in Milan, etc. (Maffi, Mocarelli forthcoming). To 
both locate and map the areas where maize cultivation and consumption 
had become preponderant is an important issue, because there are signs 
of a discrepancy between the two aspects, since in many cases the areas of 
production and consumption did not overlap (Mocarelli 2019). 

A second important issue to deal with were the reasons for a great-
er or lesser success of maize. An important reason, although not the only 
one, that explains the spread of maize, or indeed its failure to do so, would 
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seem to be linked to the prevailing climate and, especially, to the amount 
of rainfall (Alfani 2010). On the contrary, territories where rainfall was 
scarce, such as most of southern Italy, seem unfavourable for maize diffu-
sion (Venturi 1987, 237-238). Even more important for explaining the great-
er (or lesser) success of maize are land ownership patterns and the types of 
agrarian production relations and contracts. This is a really crucial issue 
since there is evidence that not all forms of land ownership and types of 
contracts favoured the introduction of maize cultivation. Thus, for exam-
ple, in central Italy the predominance of a sharecropping system would ap-
pear to have made the adoption of maize more problematic than in north-
ern Italy (Mocarelli, Vaquero Piñeiro 2018). Moreover, equally relevant in 
order to explain the ways in which the diffusion of maize took place seems 
to be the cultural dimension, that is to say the attitude of peasants with re-
gard to this new crop (Gentilcore 2017). This will be illustrated with two 
different examples. It is well known that the introduction of the potato 
in the Italian Peninsula encountered more problems than that of maize 
(Gentilcore 2012, 36-63). On the other hand, a relevant role may have been 
played by the existing tradition in local agriculture, because the diffusion 
of maize seems also linked to the availability or, inversely, lack of other 
foodstuffs that could feed peasants easily (Lazarevic in this volume).

A third relevant issue deals with the supposed dichotomy between 
self-consumption and market. Usually scholars think of maize as a cere-
al destined above all for self-consumption, even though there is a large 
amount of evidence regarding the marketed sale of maize. This is a crucial 
point since not many studies deal with how wheat and maize interacted on 
the grain markets and in what way their prices might have been correlat-
ed. In particular, it would be of great interest to get a reading on the differ-
ent kinds of consumer behaviour in ‘normal’ years as compared to years 
of scarcity. Were there shifts in consumption from wheat to maize and, if 
so, in what way did they influence prices (Mocarelli 2015, 58-63)? Another 
telltale regarding prices could be comparing the prices of maize with oth-
er cereals, since maize was prevalently a food for the common people; in 
this sense it was not so much in direct competition with wheat, but more so 
with rye, millet, buckwheat and the like, depending on local circumstances 
(comprising ecological factors, production relations and perhaps even the 
cooking tradition).

Self-consumption and the market both relate to the final important 
topic, that is nutrition and demographic impact. The impact of maize on 
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peasant life is a quite well-studied issue, mainly with regard to the great dif-
fusion of pellagra due to the exclusive consumption of polenta (De Bernardi 
1984), although a proper chronology and geography of pellagra diffusion 
are still lacking. At the same time, it would be important to also empir-
ically test the demographic consequences of maize diffusion and in par-
ticular the hypothesis that the widespread diffusion of maize, especially 
from the eighteenth century onward, was crucial in diminishing famines 
in Southern Europe, thus allowing a faster growth of the population than 
before (Alfani, Mocarelli, Strangio 2017, 46-47). By shedding more light on 
this aspect, it would be possible to conduct a more steady and convinc-
ing comparison between maize and its northern competitor, the potato, 
whose demographic consequences are interpreted in an established man-
ner in northern European historiography (for example Nunn, Quian 2011).

The contributions of this volume give relevant insights into the afore-
mentioned issues. If we look at the chronology of diffusion, for example, 
it is easy to find significant differences within countries, as the case of the 
Italian Peninsula clearly shows. As a matter of fact, in northern Italy maize 
was already known in the middle of the sixteenth century in some territo-
ries of the Venetian mainland, such as Rovigo and Este (in the Province of 
Padua); the famines of the 1590s accelerated its diffusion (Alfani 2011), as 
did the plague of 1630-1631. At the end of the seventeenth century, maize 
was sown throughout the Venetian mainland – from eastern Lombardy, 
that is the provinces of Bergamo and Brescia, to the Friuli region, in the 
rest of the Lombardy region, in Piedmont, and in the Papal Legations south 
of the Po River. During the eighteenth century it consolidated its advance 
both in the countryside, as demonstrated by the frequent cases of pella-
gra in the State of Milan (Mocarelli 2015), and in the cities, where it was be-
coming more and more important on the urban regulated markets, main-
ly in towns close to the Alpine area such as Como or Bergamo (Costantini 
2016 e 2019). 

On the other hand, the situation was quite different in central Italy 
where maize appeared later than in the northern part of the peninsula. The 
new crop remained a botanic curiosity for a long time and its diffusion be-
gan only at the end of the seventeenth century in Tuscany and Marche, 
reaching Umbria in the following century where it did not become truly 
important until the nineteenth century (Vaquero in this volume). In south-
ern Italy, on the other hand, the situation was very different as the dry cli-
mate and the indisputable dominance of wheat in local agriculture left lit-
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tle room for maize diffusion, which was mostly limited to the Apennines 
area or to places where the geopedological characteristics and the pecu-
liar nature of settlements greatly limited the production of wheat, as in 
Valdemone in Sicily. In this area in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, maize acted as an alternative crop grown by the population to combat 
production shortage and the increase in taxes on wheat and flour following 
the Mediterranean scarcity of 1763-64 (Fazio 2018).

Moving northeast, that is toward Carinthia, it is equally possible to 
note some differences as maize had the status of a botanical rarity until 
the early eighteenth century, even though its first appearance can be docu-
mented as early as 1559. Moreover, its spread during the century was not ho-
mogeneous since in south-eastern Carinthia (Lower Carinthia) there was 
no evidence of maize cultivation until the early nineteenth century, unlike 
in Upper and Central Carinthia. It is important to note that the first are-
as where maize had spread were those north of the Alpine Divide and it 
is possible to suppose a maize penetration through Alpine passes linking 
Carinthian valleys with South Tyrol and Friuli. 

If we move southeast, that is east of the Republic of Venice and the 
eastern Adriatic coast, i.e. to the present-day Slovenia and Croatia, the sit-
uation was even more complex. The case of the Slovenian region is exem-
plary in this regard since we can find many differences in the timing of the 
diffusion of maize and in its geographical distribution. In the middle of 
the seventeenth century maize was sown and consumed quite often in the 
south-western part, close to the Adriatic coast and Venetian Friuli, and per-
haps even more so in the north-eastern part of the region (Styria), but it was 
almost unknown in the central area and even its wide diffusion during the 
eighteenth century reached the central part of the region (Carniola) only 
marginally; there, the population relied on maize solely in times of food 
crises. This was the case for a long time since in 1913 only 8% of arable land 
was devoted to maize in Carniola, compared to 32% and 40% in Gorizia-
Gradisca and Istria, respectively (Lazarević in this volume).

It is also worth noting that during the eighteenth century the maize 
trade, centred around the harbours of Trieste and Rijeka, was becoming 
more and more important for import, especially (but not only) during the 
food crises, and for export. While the imports signal that the consump-
tion surpassed local production capacities, the exports of maize through 
both sea ports seem to be linked to another very interesting trait that has 
emerged in our case studies. In fact, in the Slovenian region it is possible to 
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point out two different main axes of maize diffusion. The first line of dif-
fusion followed the west-east axis (the Po Plain, Venice, Friuli, Trieste and 
Rijeka). The second one, which might explain the early diffusion and im-
portance of maize during the seventeenth century in eastern Slovenia (and 
Austrian Styria), as well as the exports in the eighteenth century, is the dif-
fusion of maize in and from the Balkans, following the Danube and its trib-
utary rivers from the south-east to the north-west. In Slovenia we see these 
two axes converge. 

It is evident that, in order to explain these different timings and grades 
of maize diffusion, it is necessary to reflect on the reasons for its greater or 
lesser success. In the cases considered in this volume, climate seems to mat-
ter but is less important than the agricultural conditions, i.e. landowner-
ship and contracts, cultural habits and the presence of alternative plants. 

With regard to climate, it will suffice to note that the areas where 
maize encountered its first success were characterized by favourable cli-
matic conditions, namely warm and sufficiently moist summer months. At 
the same time, maize cultivation was common in the lowlands and flat-
lands and wherever it was possible to rely on streams. However, from the 
eighteenth century onward, the introduction of varieties which could be 
successfully cultivated in colder areas and the extraordinary yield ratios 
of maize favoured a widespread diffusion to such an extent that during the 
nineteenth century wherever the soil and the climate allowed maize culti-
vation the peasants would plant it. Afterwards the diffusion was unstoppa-
ble until it reached the point that in Carinthia maize for silage and grain 
was grown on 24,943 hectares or 62.5% of the arable land (Drobesch in this 
volume). The same can be said for some areas of Slovenia and, even more 
so, of Serbia where 46% of arable land was already devoted to maize in 1867 
(Lazarević in this volume).

However, during the first phases of maize diffusion in the early mod-
ern period, climate was a necessary precondition but not the only one. The 
local agricultural conditions could be even more important. I refer mostly 
to landownership and tenure conditions, that is to say the “relations of pro-
duction”. Where peasants did not own the land, which was mostly the case 
in the areas where agriculture was more productive, the landowner’s choic-
es regarding what to sow were determinant. In Bergamasco, for example, at 
the beginning of the seventeenth century the Consorzio della Misericordia 
Maggiore, the main landowner of the province, opposed maize introduc-
tion since it did not want to run the risk of reducing the amount of land 
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devoted to wheat (Moioli 1983, 630-631). The same happened in the areas 
shaped by the predominance of sharecropping, such as central Italy, where 
the introduction of maize was similarly slowed down. In fact, within the 
economy of the sharecropping podere, despite the splitting of the yield be-
tween the landowner and peasants, the former was in a stronger position 
and was mainly interested in wheat, wine and oil production (Mineccia 
1983). 

In northern Italy the diffusion of maize increased after the plague of 
1630-1631, owing to the growing contractual power of peasants who sur-
vived the epidemic and the awareness of landowners that maize, due to its 
high productivity and the fact that its growth did not overlap with that of 
wheat, could become pivotal for peasants’ alimentation without compro-
mising wheat production. Moreover, being more productive than the other 
crops eaten by peasants such as millet or buckwheat (notwithstanding it re-
quired hard work) and being suitable for sowing together with other crops, 
such as vines or pumpkins, it soon found favour with both the landowners 
and the peasants.  

Thus, starting with the eighteenth century, wherever the soil and 
weather conditions and the agricultural framework allowed it, maize diffu-
sion was becoming unstoppable. In the case of the possessions of Bonate di 
sopra, Comun Nuovo e Nova owned by the Consorzio della Misericordia 
Maggiore in the plain of Bergamasco where the production of maize, which 
had still been marginal in the decade 1650-1660, overtook that of wheat in 
the decade 1711-1720, mostly thanks to the pressure and requests of peasants 
(Moioli 1983, 688-707). 

In some territories, however, the features of local agriculture left no 
room for a remarkable diffusion of maize. That is the case in most of south-
ern Italy where, on the one hand, wheat cultivation for export predominat-
ed, as in the case of Sicily, and where, on the other hand, the centrality of 
transhumant breeding, as in Tavoliere of Apulia, limited grain cultivation 
(Russo 2016). On this plain about 110,000 hectares of land were used by the 
Dogana, the institution that regulated sheep transhumance, eight months 
a year, after which time the land was given to the landowners for their own 
use during the summer (Mercurio 1990, 12). At the end of the warmest sea-
son, in fact, millions of sheep left Abruzzo and the mountains of Molise 
and headed for the Apulian Plain, as did the flocks of central Italy, but they 
headed for the Tuscan Maremma, where Dogana dei Paschi operated, and 
to the Pontine Marshes south of Rome (Ciuffetti 2019, 220-225).  
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The case of the large area east of Italy is different since the current state 
of historiography only allows for hypothesizing. First of all, in the pres-
ent-day Carinthia, Slovenia, Croatia and Serbia, a late feudal or manorial 
system prevailed for centuries, as it had in a large portion of southern Italy, 
although it differed significantly here since the peasant population lived on 
their farms in small villages. In this part of Europe, landlords and peas-
ants alike had been conditioned by the fact that the tributes were defined 
a priori in official registers, meaning that the landlord had to receive and 
the peasant had to cultivate precise amounts of certain grains. This limit-
ed the possibility of agricultural modernization, as Sandgruber noted dec-
ades ago (1982, 260-263). 

On the other hand, it is well known that in Slovenian lands, for ex-
ample, landlords tended to change the nature of tributes from in kind to 
money since the fifteenth century and through the early modern period, 
although it was not a linear process (Panjek 2011). In these cases, peasants 
could more freely choose which kind of crop to cultivate or what else to 
produce and then sell it to get the money needed to pay tributes. In such 
a situation, maize cultivation could become a strategic choice since it was 
suitable for self-consumption but also had a growing market – on the oth-
er hand, it is documented how peasants in the present-day western Slovenia 
would sell their produce and use the revenue to buy maize on the market 
for their own consumption (Panjek in this volume). 

The issue of taxation is really an interesting one to deal with in order 
to understand peasants’ choices. In some parts of Sicily, for instance, peas-
ants started to cultivate maize precisely because, being a new crop, it was 
free of taxes. However, its increasing cultivation was soon noticed by the 
authorities and, consequently, a tithe was imposed on maize, making peas-
ants abandon its cultivation (Fazio 2018). Something similar happened in 
Slovenia with buckwheat from the sixteenth century onwards. In short, un-
like on the Italian Peninsula, where we may lean on numerous studies, the 
relation between landownership and tenancy conditions on the one hand 
and maize diffusion on the other is still an open research question in the 
eastern Alpine and Adriatic regions.

The decision to sow maize, however, did not depend only on the in-
stitutional framework or on economical evaluations, but also on cultural 
habits. As a matter of fact, the introduction of a new crop required an open 
mind and an interest in innovations since it was necessary in many cases 
to abandon the well-known plants and ways of cultivation. One of the rea-
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sons for the late diffusion of potatoes in Italy was the peasants’ indifference 
toward a crop that grew under the soil and was consequently considered 
dangerous and even capable of transmitting leprosy. After all, in 1765 the 
Encyclopédie defined the potato thus: “elle ne sauroit être comptée parmi les 
alimens agréables... On reproche avec raison à la pomme de terre d’être ven-
teuse; mais qu’est-ce que des vents pour les organes vigoureux des paysans 
& des manoeuvres?” (Encyclopédie 1765, ad vocem). 

The same could be said of maize since at the beginning peasants had 
to make do with a crop suitable for both animal and human nutrition; later 
on, some doubts arose mostly in the areas where peasants were used to oth-
er crops. Thus, for a certain period the consumption of maize among the 
rural population was hindered due to mistrust (Levi 1979), although there 
is evidence that in northern Italy maize substituted the traditional food of 
the peasants during the crises of the second half of the sixteenth century 
(Cazzola 1991). In other territories, as Zarko Lazarevic clearly shows in this 
volume, the local population could be very strongly attached to traditional 
crops. That was the case in some parts of Slovenia, where buckwheat dom-
inated for centuries, slowing the advance of maize.

Despite these important differences among territories, maize culti-
vation has increased impressively in the countries considered in this vol-
ume, especially from the eighteenth century onward. This huge increase in 
production requires tackling an important, usually underestimated, issue, 
namely that of maize as a marketable crop that is not used only for self-con-
sumption. It is necessary to overcome the simplistic idea that “a dualistic 
cereal growing… took place: the wheat one, market-oriented; the maize 
one, the key element of subsistence and a poor economy” (Doria 2002, 572). 
In fact, in many territories, starting with the eighteenth century, it is easy 
to find a dual grain market based on wheat on the one hand and on maize 
on the other. 

In northern Italy, wheat and white bread dominated only in the main 
cities such as Milan, where the consumption of wheat accounted for more 
than 80% of total consumption. In Como, a much smaller town close to the 
mountains, the consumption of wheat in normal years was just below 50% 
of total consumption. Maize made up the difference, particularly in bad 
harvest years. In fact, on the Como market wheat amounted to between 
45% and 48% of cereals sold during the good harvest years, while in the bad 
years, wheat only amounted to between 35% and 37% of the total (these data 
were taken from the State Archive registers in Como, Archivio storico civ-
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ico, cc. 396-411 and refer to the period 1808-1834). Finally, in mountainous 
and rural communities, it is normal to find places where 80-90% of cereal 
consumption was represented by maize.

Thus, it seems very interesting to examine this dual grain market, tak-
ing into account different variables and, in particular, the population dis-
tribution, i.e. the presence or absence of a significant urban network, and 
the population density. The case of northern Italy shows a peculiar situa-
tion since we can find some big cities, many towns and “quasi-towns” close 
together, and a high and widespread population density, even in the large 
Alpine area. That is particularly true of Lombardy as the following table 
clearly shows.

Table 1. Mountain area in Lombardy, inhabitants and population density (1790)

Territories Surface (km²) % of mountain area Population Density (in./km²)
Bresciano and Riviera 4,882 55 340,000 70
Bergamasco 2,490 82 220,000 88
Cremasco 572 0 41,000 71
State of Milan 7,892 23 1,117,000 141
Lombardy 15,836 42 1,718,000 108

Sources: for Eastern Lombardy Mocarelli 1996, 342-343 and Mocarelli 1997, 267-268; 
for the State of Milan Romani 1950, 25, 43

Let me focus on two issues that emerge from this situation: on the one 
hand, the grain market outside the cities and the kind of grain sold on it, 
and the price trend on the other. Usually, historians dealing with prices and 
markets in the early modern period refer almost exclusively to the big cit-
ies and to the annone, ignoring the fact that most of the population lived 
outside the cities. Even in one of the most urbanized areas of Europe in 
that period, such as northern Italy, urbanization rates varied between 20-
30%, meaning that around 70-80% of the population lived in rural areas. 
Therefore, rural markets, where maize was gaining a growing importance, 
played a relevant role in the supply of the rural population since the coun-
tryside was not characterized only by self-consumption. 

These markets were important especially for the supply of areas with a 
high demand for grain (villages with thousands of inhabitants or those en-
gaged in manufacture) or with low grain production (e.g. mountain areas). 
The case of the Italian Alpine area, which met both conditions, is exempla-
ry since it suffered, as did the biggest European cities, a structural lack of 
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food; in its case it was due to the small plots of arable land that were usual-
ly barren. It is precisely the poorness of agriculture in the hilly and moun-
tainous areas and the necessity for their inhabitants to work in manufac-
turing activities in order to get the money to buy grain that is at the core of 
Mendels’ model (Mendels 1972), recently reinterpreted in a convincing way 
by Aleksander Panjek (2017).

Therefore, same as Milan or Paris, the Alpine areas had to buy grain 
elsewhere but, unlike the big cities of the plain, they could not count on the 
production of their surrounding areas, because the environmental situa-
tion was unfavourable. As a result, they had to pay exceptionally high grain 
prices due to the transport costs. On the southern rim of the Alps were lo-
cated several small towns with grain markets where every year thousands 
of tons of grain were produced and sold at high prices. That was the case, 
for example, of the grain market in Desenzano that supplied the villages 
of the riviera of Lake Garda and southern Trentino inhabited by around 
45,000-60,000 people, equalling the size of a big city (Bertoni 2014). 

In spite of the availability of grain transportation along an important 
waterway, i.e. Lake Garda, the costs of reaching Desenzano and the pres-
sure of a substantial demand made prices on the market very high, most-
ly in the years of bad harvests. In 1782, for example, wheat was sold at 81.8 
lire per hectolitre, while in a big city like Milan the price was only 59.7 lire. 
It is interesting to note that the prices in Desenzano were perfectly aligned 
with those of markets close to the Alpine area, where there was a structur-
al lack of grain, such as Bergamo and Udine, where the prices in 1782 were 
80.8 and 81.2 lire per hectolitre, respectively (these data are from the forth-
coming database built by Giulio Ongaro and myself on grain prices in Italy 
during the eighteenth century). 

It is true, however, that in these rural markets, maize was becoming in-
creasingly important. If we consider the sessions of the Desenzano market 
in August, when the availability of wheat was at its peak, and in December, 
when the same applied to maize, we can find these data for the period be-
tween 1751 and 1791: in August 1751, 306 some of wheat and 621 of maize were 
sold; in August 1791, 608 and 1,384, respectively; in December 1751, 159 some 
of wheat and 332 of maize; in December 1791, 568 and 1,434, respectively. If 
millet is also considered, it is easy to note that on the Desenzano market 
wheat accounted only for 20-30% of the grain sold. Even more interesting is 
the fact that on such markets close to the hills and mountains the centrality 
of maize during the eighteenth century was reflected in the prices; in some 
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years, it is possible to observe an unusual phenomenon, namely that maize 
prices overtook those of wheat. That happened especially during food cri-
ses, e.g. in May 1764, July-August 1773, July 1794 (Zalin 1990, 351). On the 
contrary, in markets located in areas with great producers of grain the dif-
ference between wheat and maize prices was huge, often more than double, 
as it is possible to note in the case of Mantua (Vivanti 1967, 423).

Prices and their trend are the second important issue to deal with con-
sidering markets. As Manuel Vaquero clearly shows in this volume, many 
questions are still open. If and how wheat and maize prices interacted; if 
there are any co-movements; if the prices show a possible integration of 
markets or not; who the buyers were; the kind of relation existing between 
production and market (in the case of Umbria, it seems that the sale of 
maize on markets preceded its widespread cultivation). I can add two oth-
er issues. The first is the relation between the level of prices and the availa-
bility of grain. In the case of Desenzano, there is, in fact, evidence of high 
prices in spite of a good availability of grain. In 1780, for example, 71,000 
some of wheat were sold at prices between 36 and 38 lire per soma, while in 
1790, when 86,000 some were sold, the price exceeded 70 lire (Zalin 1990, 
345, 349-351). The same happened in Cuneo where in 1765 93,000 emine of 
wheat were sold at an average price of 2.16 lire, and in 1776 only 12,450 em-
ine at 2.14 lire. Therefore, it is possible to think that the prices depended not 
only on the quantity of supply, as is usually believed, but in some cases also 
on the level of demand. Such is the case of Cuneo, where in 1765 an extraor-
dinary demand from the army was recorded (Bonelli 1968, 824-828). 

The second issue is the role played by maize on the market. According 
to Coppola, the growing production of maize in the State of Milan, start-
ing in the eighteenth century, resulted in a lower price of wheat, to the point 
that maize determined the general price of grain in Milano (Coppola 1979, 
104). But if it is true that people bought maize when wheat prices rose, then 
there is the problem of determining at which price level this shift occurred. 
Moreover: what happened when wheat and maize prices were similar? Did 
consumers shift toward wheat or not? 

In my opinion, the only certainty is that the advent of maize not only 
offered peasants the opportunity to escape hunger but also made the grain 
market wider and more complex. This evidence calls for a radical re-think-
ing of the debate about the standard of living and the “great” or “little” 
divergence that dominated economic history over the last two decades. 
In fact, we have a bulk of studies in which real wages, the living condi-
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tions and divergence are calculated taking into account only the urban 
prices of wheat, mainly in the big cities, ignoring other towns, rural mar-
kets and maize. The flaw of such an approach seems very evident (Hatcher, 
Stephenson 2018) and has produced unconvincing general statements as to 
the little divergence between Northern and Southern Europe (Mocarelli, 
Ongaro 2019, 131-140).

The last important issue to deal with is the demographic consequenc-
es of maize diffusion and, in particular, the hypothesis that its widespread 
diffusion was crucial in diminishing famines in Southern Europe. In con-
sequence, starting in the eighteenth century, there was room for the pop-
ulation to grow faster than before (Alfani, Mocarelli, Strangio 2017, 46-47). 
However, in some territories, this change happened even earlier. As Alessio 
Fornasin clearly shows in this volume, the spread of maize in an area of 
Friuli during the seventeenth century directly affected population growth. 
This connection “seems to work in Malthusian terms: the introduction of 
maize stimulated population growth and not vice versa”. This path of re-
search seems very interesting but not yet well practised. More studies in 
this direction will allow us to abandon a negative view of the consequenc-
es of maize diffusion, focused only on the spread of pellagra, and to make 
fruitful comparisons with the growth of potato consumption in Northern 
Europe. It is an important issue because, if maize in Southern Europe 
played the same role as potatoes in northern countries, we find nothing 
comparable to the Irish potato famine in southern countries.

In conclusion, I think that the contributions in this volume show the 
importance of dealing with maize diffusion, its modalities and conse-
quences, and offer us some stimulating new insights into this issue. The 
awareness that we need more studies on Mediterranean countries, such as 
France, Spain, the Balkans, in order to get a more comprehensive view of 
the history of this pivotal crop is surely a good start.
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