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The paper has a threefold aim: on the one hand, it wants to contribute to 
the dating of the first examples of the diffusion of maize in the Republic 
of Venice, specifically in the Province of Vicenza. In other words, it aims 
to determine when this cereal appeared for the first time in that area. On 
the other hand, the chronology and geography of its first appearance can 
provide some useful hints regarding why and where maize started to be 
cultivated. Finally, the paper will propose a first and provisional analy-
sis of how this happened. Indeed, as many scholars who dealt with this 
topic have underlined, maize was not extensively cultivated at the begin-
ning, and its production was not a market-oriented one; this is also true of 
those areas (such as the Veneto and Friuli regions) where most of the ru-
ral population lived on this cereal until the late twelfth century. Moreover, 
it is still not clear if the use of the so-called sorgo turco for feeding ani-
mals preceded its introduction in peasants’ gardens in order to integrate 
the diet of the day labourers and of the small tenants and landowners. The 
analysis of certain archival sources related to the Province of Vicenza has 
helped in proposing a hypothesis about the itinerary that maize followed 
since the last thirty years of the sixteenth century in the area of the prov-
ince close to the mountains: from the presence of small amounts among 
the provisions of cereals in households, to its – quite precocious – inclu-
sion in the market mechanisms. 
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Maize in the Republic of Venice 
and in the Province of Vicenza: a state of the art 

Since Luigi Messedaglia’s studies, who dedicated many pages to maize dif-
fusion from the Americas to Europe, and particularly in the Republic of 
Venice (Messedaglia 1924; 1927; 2008), many researches have dealt with the 
chronology and characteristics of the gradual ‘conquest’ of the country-
side by this cereal. Danilo Gasparini (2000; 2002; 2015) in particular ana-
lysed maize cultivation in the Venetian area. Sometimes these researches 
focused, with “rustic erudition” (Gasparini 2002, 12), on the long-standing 
problem of when and where maize appeared for the first time; however, re-
search into the chronology of its diffusion is not simply a question of who 
was first. In fact, understanding when and where this happened is crucial 
in order to establish the why and how.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, maize reached Spain from 
the Americas, where it was extensively used, even if in a quite different way 
compared to its milling and processing into polenta that characterized the 
countryside of northern Italy. Then it spread with “rapid advancements and 
prolonged interruptions” (Cazzola 2014, 311) in the Mediterranean area, 
from the Iberian Peninsula to the Ottoman Empire. Already from the 1620s 
onward, it was cultivated in Andalusia, Catalonia, Galicia and Portugal; af-
terwards, it rapidly crossed the Pyrenees and spread throughout the south-
ern part of France, where its use in human diet struggled to take hold1. The 
new cereal reached the Italian Peninsula in the mid-sixteenth century; the 
Republic of Venice was quite probably one of the first areas where maize 
was accepted not only as an exotic crop, perhaps used as a model for mar-
ble friezes, but also for intensive cultivation. This happened in the Province 
of Rovigo already in the mid-sixteenth century and in the territory of Este 
(in the Province of Padua) in the 1580s2. In conjunction with the famine of 
the 1590s (Alfani 2010, 232-233; 2011; Clark 1985), maize spread rapidly in the 
provinces of Treviso and Verona and in the Papal Legations south of the 
Po River, reaching in the seventeenth century the Province of Belluno, the 

1	 Cazzola 2014, 311-315; 1991, 110-112; 2002, 236; 2015, 35-38; Slicher Van Bath 1972, 
368; Finzi 2009, 17-18, 28; Levi 1991, 156; Montanari 1993, 128.

2	 Fassina 1982, 34-36; Cazzola 1991, 112-113; 2014, 315-316; 2015, 38-39; Finzi 2009, 19; 
Doria 2002, 571; Vecchiato 1979, 71-72; Mocarelli and Vaquero Piñeiro 2018, 23.



m a i z e di ff usion i n t h e r epu bl ic of v e n ice: t h e ca se of t h e prov i nce of v ice n z a

27

Friuli region, the provinces of Brescia and Bergamo, and finally the rest of 
the Lombardy region and the Piedmont one3.

While sketching the geographical expansion of maize, some elements 
should be underlined and will be recalled on the following pages: firstly, the 
introduction of maize initially occurred on marginal fields, usually char-
acterized by a high humidity level that made them unsuitable for the cul-
tivation of wheat4. Secondly, it is important to keep in mind that in these 
fields maize gradually substituted the minor cereals, especially during the 
famines – we have already referred to the food crisis of the 1590s – because 
its high yield was a useful instrument in rebalancing the relationship be-
tween population and resources5. Besides these elements, we should not 
forget that the importance of the yield was accompanied by the ‘newness’ 
of maize; indeed, given that it was a previously unknown cereal, it was not 
included in the farming contracts and in the tithe obligations (Levi 1979, 
1095; 1991, 156; Cazzola 2002, 236; 2015, 38, 40, 44). This ‘exemption’ guaran-
teed to the peasants the possibility to keep the entire harvest for their fam-
ilies. Finally, Franco Cazzola and Roberto Finzi in particular emphasized 
the strong relationship between the introduction of maize and the charac-
terization of the agrarian contracts, underlining that the diffusion of this 
cereal happened initially where the fields were cultivated by day labourers. 
Indeed, maize became a part of their salary in order to place a greater part 
of wheat on the market. On the contrary, according to Cazzola with refer-
ence to the Emilia Romagna region, “the areas of more ancient cultivation 
and where there were well-established sharecropping structures […] expe-
rienced generally a greater resistance to the new cereal” (Cazzola 1991, 118-
120; 2014, 318; 2015, 40, 44-45). Therefore, if in Emilia Romagna the share-
cropping areas were characterized by a later diffusion of maize, Giovanni 
Levi asserts that, at least in Piedmont, also “the areas characterized by the 

3	 Fassina 1982, 38-50; Coppola 1979; Levi 1979, 1092-1100; Finzi 2009, 28-31; Cazzo-
la 2014, 317; 2015, 39-42; Fornasin 1999; 2000, 11-31; Pezzolo 2011, 101; Rombai and 
Boncompagni 2002, 188; Doria 2002, 571; Vecchiato 1979, 72; Mocarelli and Vaque-
ro Piñeiro 2018, 26; Sereni 1982, 231; Gasparini 2015b, 138-141.

4	 Cazzola 1991, 112-113; 2015, 39, 43; Finzi 2009, 19-20, 28; Cazzola 2014, 314; 2002, 
236; Gasparini 2002, 34; Fassina 1982, 32-33, 55; Levi 1991, 160; Montanari 1993, 128-
129; Coppola 1979, 38-39.

5	 Levi 1991, 156-157, 162; 1979, 1094-1095, 1098; Cazzola 1991, 112, 114-115, 118; 2014, 
310-311, 317-319; 2002, 236; 2015, 35, 42-44; Doria 2002, 571; Finzi 2009, 34-35, 43-45; 
Gasparini 2002, 16, 20-22; Montanari 1993, 163-165; Pezzolo 2011, 101; Fassina 1982, 
52-53; Rombai and Boncompagni 2002, 188; Mocarelli and Vaquero Piñeiro 2018, 
24; Coppola 1979, 39, 41, 44; Sereni 1982, 231.
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presence of small estates and ones where wheat and grapevines were culti-
vated experienced a strong resistance” (Levi 1979, 1096). Furthermore, both 
Cazzola and Finzi have underlined that even if the arrival of maize often 
coincided with conflicts that involved landowners and peasants, and with 
situations of relevant changes in the power relationships and in the con-
tracts, they did not happen because of the introduction of the new cereal, 
even if maize did play a role in these transformations. Finzi, in particular, 
wrote that “maize cultivation, far from being the cause of changes in the 
production relationships, seems to be used within processes that started 
because of other causes” (italic in the original text Finzi 2009, 67; Coppola 
1979, 76-77, 105-134). 

That being said, when did maize reach the Province of Vicenza? 
Messedaglia asserted that this happened at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century (Messedaglia 2008, 174); the subsequent research by Fassina on 
Lisiera and Mason Vicentino seem to confirm this periodization (Fassina 
1982, 45; 1981). Danilo Gasparini recalls Fassina but at the same time refers 
to a book published by Silvano Fornasa and Sergio Zamperetti on the his-
tory of Castelgomberto (a village in the area of the province close to the 
mountains) (Fornasa 1999, 168-169), where maize was found as early as in 
1595, “in inventories and in leases where the landowner reserved the stram-
mi [i.e. the mulch] of the previous harvest, including the canes of the sor-
go rosso and of the sorgo turco [i.e. the maize]”. Then, recalling Gasparini, 
since the beginning of the seventeenth century maize played a prevalent 
role in shaping the food provisions of the peasants of Vicenza (Gasparini 
2002, 27-28). These few lines show that in the Province of Vicenza too, as in 
other areas, the history of maize is a history of gradually moving the chro-
nology of its diffusion further back, and this paper is no exception. 

Before maize: food consumption and characteristics 
of the Province of Vicenza in the sixteenth century 

In order to understand when, where, how and why maize spread through-
out the Province of Vicenza, we should first reconstruct the geographical, 
economic and demographic context in which this process happened. In 
the early modern period, the Province of Vicenza was a bordering prov-
ince of the Republic of Venice, and it was characterized by the presence 
of many “almost cities” (rural villages with thousands of inhabitants) and 
by a morphology that was mainly hilly and mountainous. In its northern 
part, there was the Asiago upland and mountains more than 2,000 metres 
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high, while in the central southern part there were the Colli Berici, hills of 
lower heights. Indeed, according to the data included in the “Provincial 
Territorial Plan – Environmental Report” prepared in 2009 by the Province 
of Vicenza (Province of Vicenza, 2009, 7), among the 2,722.2 square km 
of the present province (almost corresponding to the early modern one), 
1094.25 square km, i.e. 40.2%, are mountainous, 814.25 square km (29.9%) 
are hilly, and just 813.7 square km (29.9%) are level. Generally speaking, 
we can therefore say that it was a far from level territory, which had rel-
evant effects on its economic structure. Despite this, from a demograph-
ic point of view, the Province of Vicenza was densely populated: accord-
ing to Fornasin and Zannini (Fornasin and Zannini 1999, 115), in 1548 there 
were 124,760 inhabitants in the countryside of the province, and 30,948 in 
the city – so there was a total population of 155,708. It was a relevant demo-
graphic weight (Ongaro 2020): referring to the present borders of the prov-
ince, it means around 56 inhabitants per square km, including the city, or 
46 inhabitants per square km including only the countryside. Just think 
that at the end of the eighteenth century the areas that would be the first to 
industrialize, i.e. England and the Low Countries, had a population density 
of, respectively, 61 and 51 inhabitants per square km. These figures are even 
more relevant if we consider the morphology of the territory that implies 
the concentration of population in the few level areas. Looking at a “food 
and mouths” (Galletti 1994) register dated 1546 (BCB, AT ), which will also 
be mentioned on the following pages and which records the population of 
81 villages of the countryside of Vicenza, we can observe that 24 of them 
greatly exceeded 1,000 inhabitants and that, among these, seven were char-
acterized by a very relevant population, sometimes nearly reaching 5,000 
inhabitants: Brendola (4,728 inhabitants), Montecchio Maggiore (3,178), 
Thiene (2,187), Arzignano (4,834), Schio (4,958), Lonigo (2,884), Valdagno 
(3,070). Almost all these villages were located in the area of the province 
close to the mountains; especially Schio, Arzignano and Valdagno were the 
fulcrum of the development of manufacture in the countryside of Vicenza 
in the sixteenth century. Moreover, we must consider that the 1546 survey 
is incomplete, meaning that other villages (such as Marostica) that were de-
mographically relevant are not included in the register. 

As regards the economic structure of the province, especially in the 
last twenty years, many researchers have outlined the main characteris-
tics of the secondary sector, both in the city (Demo 2001; 2004; 2006) and 
in the countryside (Vianello 2004; Demo and Vianello 2011); however, the 
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agricultural sector was left in the shadow (Ongaro 2017), despite some ex-
ceptions (Ferrarese 2008). During the fifteenth and sixteenth century, the 
city of Vicenza, approximately at the centre of the province, experienced a 
relevant economic and demographic development (same as many villag-
es in the countryside) thanks to the wool production (first) and to the silk 
one (second). Furthermore, significant ore bodies in the area close to the 
mountains had been attracting investments by citizens and Venetian pa-
tricians since the end of the fifteenth century (Fontana and Vergani 2003). 
However, beyond the mining activities, since the sixteenth century – and 
with an almost uninterrupted growth until the nineteenth century – the 
area of the province close to the mountains was characterized by a relevant 
production of wool textiles and raw silk. In the large villages recalled above 
(Arzignano, Valdagno, Schio), some inhabitants asserted that during their 
lives they were employed only in the secondary sector, as weavers or wool 
combers (Vianello 2004). Moreover, even those who were not specialized 
workers in the textile sector, were involved in the context of a pronounced 
integrated peasant economy (Panjek, Larsson, and Mocarelli 2017); daily 
work in the fields was often accompanied by transporting goods for rural 
merchants, by breeding silkworms, silk reeling and spinning, weaving in 
peasants’ houses, and working in kaolin mines (Demo and Ongaro 2020). 

Regarding the agricultural sector, as anticipated there are no specific re-
searches able to clarify the size of the estates, the contracts used, and the cul-
tivation techniques: Andrea Ferrarese wrote, referring to the first phase of 
expansion of the urban properties in the countryside between the fifteenth 
century and the beginning of the sixteenth, that the agrarian landscape of 
the Province of Vicenza was characterized by “a general absence of appoder-
amento processes, a strong fragmentation of the estates, and by a persistent 
rigidness of agrarian structures” (Ferrarese 2008, 289). During the sixteenth 
century, it seems that the situation changed, precisely because of the grad-
ual increase in the urban properties in the countryside, but recent research 
seems to confirm the absence of large estates with sharecropping contracts 
and, on the contrary, the potential persistence of small estates or the pres-
ence of large estates cultivated by day labourers (Ongaro 2020).  

In this context of a mountainous/hilly territory, with a relevant de-
mographic weight, an economic structure based mainly on the secondary 
sector, especially in the area close to the mountains, and characterized by 
the absence of relevant sharecropping structures, what was the food of the 
peasants in the sixteenth century? When is it possible to date the introduc-
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tion of maize? Many sources seem to exclude the presence of the new cere-
al until the 1570s, or at least it was not reported in the state surveys on ag-
ricultural production and was not used as payment in kind for workers in 
the fields or in factories. Obviously, this does not mean that maize was un-
known (even if there is no proof of the contrary), however, if it was culti-
vated in the gardens of peasants, it did not play a relevant role in terms of 
human nutrition. Indeed, the analysis of the accounting books of a rural 
merchant who lived and operated in Schio, Antonio Razzante, dated 1550-
1574, shows that even if almost all the workers who came from a wide ge-
ographical area and who were employed in various economic sectors re-

Map 1. Percentage of minor cereals in the total amount of cereals (minor and wheat) 
produced in 1545 
Source: BCB
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ceived part of their remuneration in kind and often in minor cereals (millet 
and rye mostly), maize was completely absent (Demo and Ongaro 2020). 
The role played by rye, millet, barley, buckwheat, oat and spelt in feeding 
the peasants, especially in the area of the province close to the mountains, 
is confirmed by the already mentioned survey of “food and mouths” dated 
1546. Figure 1 show the percentage of minor cereals and wheat reported to 
the Venetian authorities in various villages. 

The picture is not surprising and it is certainly not typical only of the 
Province of Vicenza: in almost all the rural villages, more than 50 percent 
of food availability was guaranteed by legumes and minor cereals, and of-
ten wheat played a marginal role. Certainly, we are in the period before the 
“boom” of wheat production in the Republic of Venice (in the second half 
of the century) (Zannini 2010), but it is quite probable that the situation was 
the same also in the following decades. Furthermore, especially in the hilly 
and mountainous areas, the consumption of minor cereals and legumes 
was quite high, between 75 and 97 percent.

Maize in the countryside of Vicenza
When and where can we place the arrival of maize in the countryside of 
Vicenza? Fassina was quoted on the previous pages, who asserts that the 
first example of maize cultivation is dated 1611 and located in the north-east-
ern part of the province, in the plain between the Tesina and Brenta rivers. 
Moreover, we referred above to new discoveries that seem to anticipate the 
arrival of maize – still in the area close to the mountains – at the end of the 
previous century. 

Beyond these examples, new researches help to redefine the chronol-
ogy and geography of maize diffusion in the Province of Vicenza: Silvano 
Fornasa wrote that an inventory dated 1570, which referred to goods owned 
by the Panciera family in a village close to Creazzo, reports “a basket with a 
small amount of sorgo turco” (Fornasa 2013, 200-201). Furthermore, a sur-
vey of agricultural products in private houses drafted by the public officers 
of San Vito di Leguzzano (a village close to Schio) in 1572 reports “half 
a staio of sorgo turco” (Snichelotto 2019, 146-148) owned by a local fami-
ly; that equalled roughly 13 litres, given that one staio of Vicenza amount-
ed to 27,043175 litres (Martini 1883, 823). These amounts are not enormous, 
but neither are they irrelevant; in those years, maize was probably already 
a well-known and cultivated product, at least in small quantities, even if 
we do not know whether it was used for human feeding or for the animals. 
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However, in the 1590s, its diffusion was much more widespread; in 1595 
for example, some staia of maize (i.e. dozens of litres) were reported not in 
peasant houses, but in the estates of the noble families Trissino and Piovene 
in Castelgomberto – close to Valdagno, in the Agno Valley (Fornasa 2002). 
Moreover, another element that suggests that maize was fully included in 
the local agricultural structure already in the 1590s is its mention in con-
tracts – such as the strammi in Castelgomberto referred to above – and es-
pecially the fact that it was no longer excluded from the tithes. On the con-
trary, as anticipated, this was an element that characterized the first steps 
of its diffusion. In 1597 for example, Girolamo and Asdrubale Trissino, who 
owned some estates in the Agno Valley, between Arzignano and Trissino, 
shared the tithes of the sorgo turco cultivated in Castelgomberto (Fornasa 
2002). Moreover, in 1599, Natale Faggion signed the contract for the col-
lection of the “sorgo turco tithe”; according to Fornasa, in the same year 
the production of the new cereal in Trissino was around 500 staia (around 
10,000 kg) (Fornasa 2003, 126).

Therefore, in the mid-1590s, maize – at least in the area close to the 
mountains – spread out from the peasant gardens and was cultivated on 
the estates of the noble families of Vicenza (and included in the tithes); 
however, an archival source leads us to anticipate the diffusion of the new 
cereal at the end of the previous decade. Indeed, the historical archives of 
the Municipality of San Vito di Leguzzano include a relevant price series 
of agricultural products, dated 1587-1708 (ASCSVL). In the sixteenth cen-
tury, San Vito was a village with around 1,000 inhabitants and part of the 
administrative district (Vicariato) of Schio in the area of the Province of 
Vicenza close to the mountains (Snichelotto 2019; Ranzolin, Snichelotto, 
and Zuccollo 2007; De Tomasi 1993). Prices are recorded at the end of the 
books that collected the fines imposed by the marighi and saltari (rural po-
lice officers) because of damages to public and private properties (Ongaro 
and Savio 2019; Ongaro 2016; Snichelotto 2005). This means that they were 
probably the prices used to fix the refunds due by the transgressors to the 
owners of the fields and woods that had been damaged; therefore, they were 
not real market prices, but were certainly closely related to them, given that 
the price of every agricultural product was established on the basis of the 
market price recorded for that product every year. The price series of San 
Vito di Leguzzano is particularly interesting because already in 1587 the 
price of maize (sorgo turco) was recorded almost uninterruptedly, togeth-
er with the prices of wheat, sorghum, buckwheat, millet, rye, panìco, vetch 
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and other legumes, chestnuts and various fruits; it is interesting, even if not 
for the aims of this paper, that the prices of mulberry leaves, which were 
widely used for the rearing of the silkworms, were also included. 

The fact that, as we will see on the following pages, the prices of maize 
were strongly related to those of other cereals and particularly to those of 
wheat, suggests that already at the end of the 1580s, so before the famine of 
the 90s, the sorgo turco was widespread and used especially for human con-
sumption, together with other cereals. 

Before a more specific analysis of the transition of maize from being 
a ‘garden cereal’ to its complete inclusion in the market dynamics, it is in-
teresting to propose a hypothesis about the geography and chronology of 
this process. First, it is clear that, at least according to the archival sourc-
es which have come to light so far, maize appeared for the first time in the 
villages in the north-western part of the Province of Vicenza: it was the 
most densely populated area of the province, where relevant villages, such 
as Arzignano, Schio or Valdagno, were located. Therefore, it was an area 
with an important demographic pressure in terms of the equilibrium be-
tween population and food resources, given also that the area close to the 
mountains and its valleys (Chiampo, Leogra and Agno) were certainly not 
the most suitable for the cultivation of wheat. As shown in Figure 1, in this 
area consumption of minor cereals assured the survival of the population: 
quoting Fornasa, who refers to the Agno Valley (where Valdagno, Trissino 
and Castelgomberto were located), in that valley “peasants preferred to cul-
tivate the minor cereals that guaranteed a more certain yield”; during the 
early modern period “the yellow maize polenta and the grey one made with 
buckwheat stood out in the peasant diet in the Agno Valley, with a differ-
ence due to the elevation: in the villages on the valley floor the first one pre-
vailed, while the second one characterized the villages in the hills and in 
the high valley” (Fornasa 2012, 38-39). The case of San Vito in the Leogra 
Valley is another clear example of this: in this village, according to the 1546 
survey, 92% of the harvest consisted of minor cereals; an absolutely pre-
ponderant percentage. Therefore, it is not surprising that that was exact-
ly where maize found fertile ground for a rapid diffusion, also for human 
nourishment. Indeed, not only was the morphology of the area not suita-
ble for the extensive cultivation of wheat – contrary to the southern part of 
the province – but the economic structure also developed according to this 
characterization: as anticipated, between the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ry a flourishing textile industry was strengthened in these very villages and 
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valleys. At the moment, there is a lack of specific research on this topic, but 
we can hypothesize that this element also affected the diffusion of maize. 
Similarly, specific research on agrarian contracts and on the agricultural 
production could provide useful information on the cultivation techniques 
and varieties of products.  

Moreover, if it is true that in this area, too, the general cultivation of 
maize and especially the moment in which it substituted the other minor 
cereals in the harvests and in the peasant diet – as we have observed, this 
often depended on the elevation of the villages – happened during the fam-
ine of the 1590s, and then completely between the seventeenth and eight-
eenth century, it is also true that a previous situation of food scarcity could 
have facilitated its inclusion in the rural alimentary regimen. In this sense, 
especially the 1569-1572 famine that affected central and northern Italy has 
a chronology that is entirely compatible with the examples referred to in 
the previous lines (Alfani, Mocarelli and Strangio 2015, 4, 7-8, 10, 26; Alfani 
and O’ Grada 2017, 8-9; Alfani, Mocarelli and Strangio 2017, 29-35). 

Maize in the Province of Vicenza: 
self-consumption or market? A hypothesis.

Before concluding this short and preliminary analysis of the diffusion of 
maize in the Province of Vicenza in the early modern period, it is inter-
esting, referring to the examples quoted above, to propose a hypothesis on 
the use of the new cereal and especially on its connection with the mar-
ket dynamics. This topic is widely recalled in the historiography on maize: 
Marco Doria wrote that, within a process that continued to intensify un-
til the eighteenth century, “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; Levi 1991, 161). Montanari recalls 
this bipartition that seems to link maize consumption to poverty and wheat 
to richness, given its high price; however, this does not exclude the inclu-
sion of maize in market dynamics, to which especially the day labourers 
and the salaried workers resorted (Montanari 1993, 167). Furthermore, the 
importance of maize in the organization of both the rural and the urban 
market has been extensively demonstrated thanks to the research on the 
Lombardy and Umbria regions conducted by Luca Mocarelli and Manuel 
Vaquero Piñeiro (Mocarelli and Vaquero Piñeiro 2018, 25, 42-43), howev-
er, their focus is on the eighteenth century; scholars who analysed the first 
steps of maize diffusion stressed the fact that the new cereal appeared ini-
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tially in peasant gardens, because it ‘eluded’ the tithes and the obligations 
to transport part of the cereals to the cities, first for use in animal breed-
ing, and later for self-consumption (Gasparini 2002, 17; Alfani 2010, 232-
233; Cazzola 1991, 112-113). The examples referring to Creazzo (1570) and San 
Vito (1572) can be read in this sense, even if the sources do not refer explic-
itly to the real use of the cereal. The cultivation of maize on aristocratic es-
tates, the increase in the amounts harvested, and the inclusion of the cere-
al in agrarian contracts and in the tithes in the 1590s suggest its precocious 
diffusion and, almost certainly, its inclusion in the local and supralocal 
commercial channels. The research by Mocarelli and Vaquero Piñeiro on 
the grain market in Lombard and Umbrian cities in the eighteenth centu-
ry, among others, confirms the validity of the price trend as an indicator of 
the market integration and of the role played in it by maize (Mocarelli and 
Vaquero Piñeiro 2018, 21, 25, 42-43). Briefly, a high correlation of price series 
suggests the development of a commercial space, thanks to the cereals that 
show common trends. For this reason, the connection of the price trends 
of various cereals has been interpreted as a valid indicator of their level of 
commercialization (Mocarelli and Vaquero Piñeiro 2018, 21, 42; Gasparini 
2002, 13); therefore, if this level is high, their consumption would be re-
leased from mere self-consumption (that could exist regardless) and they 
were certainly included in broader commercial circuits. Giovanni Levi, too, 
asserts that maize “reached the markets later compared to when it became a 
relevant crop, and was even more slowly included in the surveys of market 

Graph 1. Wheat and maize prices in San Vito, 1587-1708 (decimalized Venetian lire per staio) 
Source: ASCSv
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prices”. This strengthens the importance of the prices (and of their control) 
in defining a product’s level of commercialization (Levi 1991, 156).

Graph 1 shows the price trends of wheat and maize in San Vito be-
tween 1587 and 1708; the trends are fundamentally synchronized, and their 
correlation index is 0.67. If we look at the correlation between the two series 
in shorter periods, the picture is even more interesting (Table 1).

Table 1. Correlation index of maize and wheat prices in San Vito (1587-1689) 

Period Number of years Correlation index

1587-1601 15 0.52

1602-1616 15 0.73

1617-1631 15 0.79

1632-1646 15 0.46

1647-1656 10 0.80

1685-1689 5 0.82

Source: ASCSVL

Table 1 shows – even if it was not possible to select fifteen-year samples 
especially for the last period, which may have produced a partial distortion 
of the results – that during a century there was a clear increase in the cor-
relation, and therefore in the degree of integration of the maize and wheat 
markets. Moreover, it shows also a disintegration of the cereal market af-
ter the seventeenth century plague; however, for this paper it is important 
to underline that in the fifteen-year period of 1587-1601 the correlation in-
dex is 0.52. Certainly, this value is lower compared to the ones in the seven-
teenth century, but it suggests a relevant correlation between the two price 
series; therefore, a probable influence of the wheat prices on the trend of the 
maize ones and, finally, the resulting precocious introduction of this cere-
al in the market dynamics. 

The presence of maize in the cereal market at the end of the sixteenth 
century is certified, but how ample was this market? In other words, was 
its commerce limited to San Vito or, on the contrary, was there already in 
that period at least a regional market? In this case the analysis of price se-
ries again provides useful information, as Graph 2 shows.
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Graph 2. Wheat prices in Padua (decimalized Venetian lire per staio of Padua), San Vito 
and Bassano (decimalized Venetian lire per staio of Vicenza)6

In this case too, the coefficients of correlation between the series are 
quite high: 0.77 between Padua and San Vito; 0.79 between San Vito and 
Bassano. Moreover, the comparison of the maize prices in San Vito and the 
wheat prices in Padua and Bassano produces coefficients of correlation of, 
respectively, 0.5 and 0.72; therefore, the correlation is quite higher between 
San Vito and Bassano. 

In conclusion, not only did the maize in San Vito start its process of 
inclusion in the cereal market in the 1580s, but the market itself went be-
yond the borders of the Province of Vicenza, and it was strongly related to 
the price trends in the bordering markets. Furthermore, as anticipated, the 
mechanism of the tithes itself testifies to the relevance of the new cereal al-
ready at the end of the sixteenth century; however, beyond this, it would be 
relevant to understand, as Gasparini suggests, “why and when […] it was 
included in the rentals as were the other cereals, and which were the con-
tract terms” (Gasparini 2002, 13), because these elements could contribute 
to understanding its emergence. 

Conclusions
The picture sketched on the previous pages testifies, on the one hand, to 
the precocious inclusion and diffusion of maize in the villages of the area 

6	 About sources, prices of wheat in San Vito are in ASCSv, for Bassano see Lombardini 
1963, while for Padua data has been collected by Professor Luciano Pezzolo. I want to 
thank him for shared them with me.
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of the Province of Vicenza close to the mountains. The first examples of the 
presence of the new cereal are dated as early as 1570; by the 1580s and 90s 
maize seems to have been included in the market mechanisms – as proved 
by the correlation of prices with other cereals and the prices of wheat in 
various markets – in the tithes, and in the agrarian contracts. It spread in 
an area with a high demographic pressure that affected the relationship be-
tween population and food resources, especially taking into account the 
morphology of the area that was less suitable for the cultivation of wheat. 
As it happened in other areas, in Veneto and specifically in the Province of 
Vicenza too, maize spread where there was already a relevant consumption 
of minor cereals (Gasparini 2002, 13; Pezzolo 2011, 101; Fassina 1982, 52-53, 
55), which it substituted gradually as the main foodstuff in peasant diet – 
with the resulting problems of pellagra and malnourishment7. However, it 
is difficult to link the diffusion of maize with the structure of the agricul-
tural sector: indeed, on the one hand, according to Cazzola the new cere-
al spread firstly where there were large estates farmed with cattlemen and 
schiavenza contracts (work in exchange for money and in-kind payments), 
and later in the areas with the prevalence of sharecropping (Cazzola 1991, 
118-120; 2014, 318; Finzi 2009, 66-72). However, this does not explain why 
in the Province of Bergamo for example, “where sharecropping lasted for 
a long time, it supported […] a wider expansion of maize”, and there the 
new cereal was well received quite early, roughly since the second decade of 
the seventeenth century (Coppola 1979, 17-18, 107-109). This is maybe due to 
the fact, as Cazzola himself underlines, that not all the sharecropping rela-
tionships were the same; what was valid for the provinces of Bologna and 
Ferrara and their “rich” sharecroppers, could not apply to the poorer fam-
ilies of sharecroppers that had a lower bargaining power with the land-
owners. Indeed, probably the definition of the contracts, the choices of the 
landowners or of the tenants on what should be sown and on the subdivi-
sion of production affected the diffusion of maize more than the sharecrop-
ping structure itself. There is no specific research on the agrarian struc-
ture of the Province of Vicenza, therefore it is not possible to confirm or 
reject these interpretations; however, it seems that in the area of the prov-
ince close to the mountains, which was characterized by strong manufac-
turing professions, the sharecropping of ample estates was absent; but we 
do not know if there was a prevalence of sharecropping of small properties, 

7	 Coppola 1979, 114-134; Doria 2002, 572-573, Gasparini 2002, 103-110; Finzi 2009, 81-
134; Cazzola 1991, 121-122; 2015, 35.
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if peasants owned or rented small plots, or if there were large estates culti-
vated by day labourers or salaried workers (Ongaro 2020). 

Instead, we can confirm that maize tended to spread first in margin-
al fields (Fassina 1982, 55) and in areas located in the hills or close to the 
mountains (Gasparini 2002, 34); indeed the villages where the first exam-
ples of its cultivation have been found were situated close to the Prealps, of-
ten in valleys that were not suitable for the cultivation of wheat. However, 
in the mountains the cultivation of maize was more difficult. There, the 
peasants consumed other crops, e.g. chestnuts in the Piedmont mountains 
(Levi 1991, 160), or buckwheat in the Agno Valley. Similarly, we can confirm 
that the difficulties in maintaining the delicate equilibrium between pop-
ulation and resources was exactly what facilitated the diffusion of maize 
and its use for human consumption (Levi 1991, 162; Cazzola 2002, 236; 2014, 
317-319); indeed, not only are the case studies in the Province of Vicenza 
characterized by a relevant population density, but the chronologies of the 
introduction and of the spread of maize cultivation are linked to two situa-
tions of relevant food scarcity: the famine of 1569-1572 and the far more se-
vere one in the 1590s. 
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