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Preface

Fabrizio Ricciardelli, Kent State University, Florence, Italy

Mario Ascheri and Brad Franco’s book on the history of Siena is a masterful combination of methodical rigor and a wealth of data communicated in an enjoyably fluid style. Despite the distinctly synthetic approach of this highly informative work, it does not neglect even minor episodes when these have a significant bearing on the city’s history. It offers insights into the customs and practices, the food and the bureaucracy, the neighborhood associations (contrade) and the forms of solidarity that characterized Sienese history, consistently viewed from a global perspective. One of the most important contributions of this book is the food for thought it offers on the subject of republicanism and its different expressions. Using the paradigmatic example of Siena, Ascheri and Franco draw on their backgrounds as historians of law, institutions, and culture to produce a substantial work of history and political science.

Like many other cities in central-northern Italy, in the course of the tenth century Siena too acquired specific privileges, exploiting the crisis of the Regnum Italiae. When the Commune of the Consuls emerged in Siena, the aristocratic elite that governed it was dependent on the approval of the ordinary citizens, namely those who did not own a warhorse. Consular Siena was pro-Ghibelline and boasted a lively civic spirit. Strengthened by the wealth imported by the mercatores in Champagne, it began the ascent to greatness that materialized in the start of building work on the cathedral of Santa Maria Assunta, the institution of the canons’ school that supplied leading ecclesiastics to the Roman Curia, the construction of the great hospital of Santa Maria della Scala, and the courses of university teaching provided by the Commune. The authors point out that the popolo began to be spoken of even in the consular phase of the commune in Siena, and that the businessmen had dealings with both the Empire and the Papacy. They trace the emergence of the aversion toward Florence that helped strengthen in the Sienese the value of the civitas and hence of the res publica.

Ascheri and Franco clearly illustrate how the long era of the Sienese Republic began in 1287, with the installation in government of the so-called Nove, or Nine, members of the government who held sway over the city and its hinterland up to 1355. The principal objectives of the Nove were to officially guarantee justice to all citizens irrespective of political status, to assure the peace and unity of the city, and to ensure, through the fair distribution of the honors (and burdens) of government, the equable allocation of offices among those admitted to full political rights. The Republic looked after the welfare of the citizens and the development of the city, and all measures were aimed at guaranteeing the right and duty of good citizens to take part in the civic government. As in many other cities of central-northern Italy, in Siena too the offices were assigned on rotation for short periods of time – from two to six months – so as to ensure a balanced access to the Concistoro, the principal organ of city government. The overarching constituent element of this republicanism was the mythical enthronement of values such as peace, liberty, prosperity, and, above all, the participation of all the citizens in the Good Government.

In this long exposé of Sienese history, Ascheri and Franco linger in particular on the period that followed the experience of the Nove. In this phase, admission to the Concistoro and the other offices was disciplined by distributing the families within the monti governing at the time, so as to guarantee territorial representation. For over a century, the companies of the city districts – the so-called societates – were the linchpin of the republican constitutional system. They were responsible for collecting the names of the popular candidates entitled to sit on the Consiglio del popolo, of which all those who had served for two months in the Concistoro were life members. Since in the course of the fifteenth century the population of Siena averaged around 20,000 inhabitants, the authors point out that – before the watershed of 1480 – the number of those sitting on the Consiglio del popolo reached the level of around 800. The republican constitutional tradition even managed to withstand the oligarchic attempts of the mid-fifteenth century. Not even the impositions of the Spanish, who were ready to expel the exponents of the Nove from government, managed to unhinge the Sienese republican system, a political organism solid enough even to withstand the insistent pressure of the French.

When Cosimo I de’ Medici took possession of the State of Siena in 1557, subjected two years before after a long siege, the city continued to maintain its traditional magistracies, which Florence was never able to dismantle, despite obviously exerting ultimate political control through its local trustees. The fact that the Florentine Grand Duke never had his office in the Palazzo Pubblico – which had always been the seat of popular representation in the city – confirms that the Florentines were never strong enough to penetrate the political heart of Siena. Instead of installing their government in the Palazzo Pubblico, they had to content themselves with a site next to the Cathedral in the Palazzo del Governatore (now housing the prefect’s office and the provincial authority), which although a fine building in its own right was anything but emblematic of the city’s political identity. Even when, in 1561, Cosimo I de’ Medici drafted a far-reaching reform of the Sienese state, which significantly reflected the criteria that had guided his government of Florence, Siena was never thoroughly conquered by Florence but continued to remain merely a territory of the Tuscan capital: a political entity with a historic republican system that was never profoundly affected. Even under Medici rule, the Concistoro continued to meet every two months in the Palazzo Pubblico, where the frescoes of Ambrogio Lorenzetti never failed to inspire the assembly with the profound republican spirit of the city.

The habit of the Sienese of occupying themselves with the res publica had been deeply rooted for centuries and remained intact up to the sweeping reforms of Peter Leopold. Sienese republicanism lived on even in later periods, through the university, which consistently managed to attract prominent figures, through the Bank of the Monte dei Paschi, the hospital of Santa Maria della Scala, the academies, the welfare institutes, and the magnificent Cathedral of Santa Maria Assunta. The republican legend remained vital even when the extraordinary faith in the institutions began to falter after World War I, in the Fascist era, and after World War II, not to mention more recent times when the oldest bank in the world, the Monte dei Paschi, was at the center of a financial scandal that plunged the entire community into severe crisis.

In short, Mario Ascheri and Brad Franco’s book is a profound and valuable work addressed to a broad public. It is a book that succeeds in demonstrating how the republican system that was constantly present throughout Siena’s history became paradigmatic. Over the centuries that followed the Middle Ages, the republican government of this city became ingrained in society, and it reveals its capacity to guide us through the twists and turns of the history of Western democracies. I am in fact convinced that, in its complexity, the case of Siena constitutes one of the most tangible models available for understanding the dynamics of contemporary political systems.
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Introduction

Siena captivates. Under the Tuscan sun, its monuments and cobblestone streets radiate an antiquity, a permanence, an overwhelming beauty. Under the moonlight, Siena charms: the Piazza del Campo’s cafés buzz with locals and university students, while members of local neighborhoods march with the flags of their contrada, singing their neighborhood’s unique songs in unison. Siena inspires: how a city of only 55,000 could be heir to so many late medieval and Renaissance artistic and architectural masterpieces allows us to examine the relationship between creativity, place, and culture. Few places in Europe inspire such a fierce loyalty among its populace while causing visitors, five million of whom flock to the city each year, to fall under its seductive charm.

Given the city’s size, Siena’s contributions to Western civilization are unparalleled. One of the most stable republics of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, Siena was the first to publish its constitution in the language of the people in 1309, giving its citizens access to justice. Duccio’s Maestà, completed in 1311, helped usher in a new era of art that led to the Italian Renaissance, in which artists were revered and where beauty and elegance allowed viewers to feel closer to the divine. Only three decades after Duccio completed his masterpiece, Ambrogio Lorenzetti painted his frescoes on Good and Bad Government, which helped move Italian art beyond a primarily religious focus as governments felt increasingly emboldened to follow Lorenzetti’s model by using art as political propaganda for ruling elites. The same century also witnessed the Sienese attempting to construct the largest cathedral in the world, only to have their hopes dashed by architectural problems with the construction coupled with the arrival of the gruesome Black Death, which killed a significant part of the population and forced the Sienese to check their ambition.

Beyond Siena’s political, artistic, and architectural legacy, the city is famous today for its Palio festival and contrada (pl. contrade) system. For 800 years, Siena has been the site of horse races, and for nearly half a millennium, those Palio races, named for the artistic cloth (palio) or banner that the victor receives, have taken place between the city’s neighborhoods twice a year around the Piazza del Campo. While the Palio and the pageantry, solemnity, and fervor that it inspires get all the attention, Siena’s unique system of contrade is what gives the Palio its significance. In fact, the contrade, namely, the 17 neighborhoods of the city, each with several thousand members and its own contrada colors, flag, emblem, church, social club, and gardens, are at the heart of Sienese identity and community. The contrade inspire a fealty to one’s neighborhood and city that is so intense and so singular as to demand close investigation in any study of the city.

This book, then, has two chief goals. It seeks to examine the history of Siena from its origins in order to understand the city’s contributions to the development of the modern world. It also seeks to make the twenty-first-century city, as well as its contrade, Palio, and traditions comprehensible to anyone visiting the city. To do so, we will have to look beyond the traditional myths, such as the city’s special relationship to the Virgin Mary or its ability to succeed in the face of steep physical limitations, which have only served to romanticize the city and its storied past. In fact, Siena’s historical importance was rooted in its location, which allowed it to be a crucial center of banking, commerce, and trade for centuries. In addition, international visitors have long been a crucial economic engine of the city, whether it has been in the form of medieval pilgrims on their way to Rome or modern-day tourists visiting the city as part of their own Grand Tour of Italy. In fact, as we will see, Siena’s monuments and beauty need to be understood in terms of the ways in which they were both made possible and necessary owing to the city’s reliance on outsiders. More broadly, Siena’s history was closely connected to the fate of its banks and commercial institutions. In fact, it’s only slightly oversimplifying the situation to state that Sienese exceptionalism, at its core, is the byproduct of the city’s wealth, in particular its chief financial institutions. Since the thirteenth century, Siena’s wealth has made possible the city’s monuments, art, and political stability, all of which helped the city attract visitors and civic investment that, in turn, have served to enrich the city’s institutions and its inhabitants. In short, for much of its history, Siena has been a wealthy city, with the means of supporting its inhabitants, valuing its cultural heritage, funding monuments, and maintaining their upkeep. And by doing so, they’ve attracted millions to visit the city, which has further strengthened Siena’s economy, and has created a virtuous feedback loop where the more the Sienese have invested in the city, the more outsiders have done the same.

As we will see, an analysis of Siena’s relationship with its financial industry also helps explain those periods of difficulty in the city’s history. For instance, when Siena’s great Tuscan rival, Florence, managed to finagle the banking business of the popes in the fourteenth century, Siena underwent a series of economic and political upheavals from which it never fully recovered. In more recent times, Siena has been the recipient of extensive patronage from the city’s famed Monte dei Paschi di Siena and has received billions from the bank’s Foundation in recent decades for artistic restorations, historical studies, building renovations, championship-caliber pro sports teams, contrada expenses, and much more. And yet, recent years have witnessed a tragic turn in the bank’s finances, and as a result, in Siena’s fortunes. In the aftermath of the global recession of 2008, the Monte dei Paschi found itself holding a staggering amount of toxic debt, bankrupting the bank, the Foundation, and abruptly ending the period in Siena’s history where “Babbo Monte” (Daddy Monte, or, in effect, “sugar daddy”) was able to provide for the benefit of the city. Only by examining the long history of the city from its origins can the modern city and its present circumstances become fully intelligible.

Yet as we will see, throughout the city’s history, the Sienese have had to contend with forces beyond their control, from outbreaks of plague and famine and powerful kings who wished to subdue Siena, to the grand dukes and the World Wars. Siena’s modern challenges may be unique, but the city has faced and overcome great challenges before, and there are many reasons to believe that the future for the Sienese is still bright. It is our hope that by examining the long history of the city, readers will come to better understand the city today, its relationship with its past, its people, and their contrade, and Siena’s uncertain future.

Siena, 1 December 2018

M.A. and B.F.
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Part I

From the origins of Siena to the fall of the Sienese Republic




 1

The origins of Siena


From the Etruscans to the Romans

For all cities, their development and destiny are rooted in their unique natural environment. Rome stands as perhaps the greatest example of this truism: its seven hills made it virtually unconquerable, while the Tiber provided the Romans with easy access to the Mediterranean, allowing them to import enough food to feed a million mouths a day and to command an army and navy capable of governing its three-continent empire. Beyond just Rome, throughout the history of the Mediterranean world, all the great powers and great cities were, quite naturally, located on or near water. Millions of gallons of daily drinking water were necessary to support the populations of the largest cities, and waterways were the most efficient way to trade, conduct overseas war, and travel. Within the history of Italian cities, Genoa, Pisa, and Venice all made their fortunes and empires through their navies, while Florence’s mercantile and woolen industries depended on the Arno for production and for transporting their goods abroad. In this regard, Siena is unique: despite having no adequate natural water supply and no water access to the sea, the people of Siena would go on to build one of the most prosperous and beautiful cities in Europe, creating one of the most successful republican governments of the Middle Ages, shaping the development of Renaissance art, and becoming one of Europe’s great intellectual and cultural capitals.

At the same time, Siena was strategically located, and its location has been crucial to its wealth, vitality, and importance throughout its long history. This was true in the ancient world, with the city first developing as a trading and meeting hub in the middle of a triangle of three more important cities, namely, Arezzo, Chiusi, and Volterra, and then growing in significance in the Middle Ages, owing to its location along the commercially lucrative Via Francigena, which led pilgrims from all across Europe to Rome. At the same time, whatever its natural advantages, Siena’s natural features imposed several limitations on the city’s size and power. Landlocked and surrounded on all sides by other cities and their armies, Siena could never become the ruler of Tuscany, never mind Italy, as it found itself in regular conflict with numerous powers at its shared borders. Moreover, with the Elsa and Ombrone rivers far removed from the city center and insufficient to support a large population and its industries, coupled with its lack of a seaport (at least until the fourteenth century), Siena lacked the requisite natural resources to become a great mercantile state, let alone an empire.

Yet the first peoples to lay a claim to the area did in fact choose the site for strategic reasons: sitting on an elevated ridge that rises above the surrounding countryside of southern Tuscany, the site upon which Siena was built gave its first settlers the high ground. Before the rise of Rome in the second half of first millennium bce, the Italian peninsula of the ancient world was crowded with dozens of ethnically diverse warring tribes, each with its own language, customs, and cultural heritage. In such a violent environment, Siena’s ridge offered its earliest inhabitants the ability to withstand almost any kind of invasion. In time, it allowed them to establish their dominion over the surrounding countryside. The first people to do so, based on the existing archaeological evidence, were the Etruscans, creators of a culturally advanced civilization that flourished in the first half of the first millennium bce. Unfortunately, the Etruscans largely remain mysterious to us: despite the survival of some 5,000 Etruscan inscriptions, linguists still haven’t been able to crack the code of their language. Yet based on the survival of elegant tombs, the inscriptions, and their accomplished artisanal wares, it is clear that society has flourished in this part of Italy for nearly 3,000 years. Though the evidence for Siena is meager, scholars agree that Etruscans were the first to build a citadel at the top of the highest hill in what would become Siena and used that citadel to subdue the surrounding countryside and to retreat when under attack. In the countryside, farmers worked the fertile land, turning the region into a major center of agricultural production. The area’s steep hillsides were covered in vines and olive trees for those most precious and elemental of ancient products: wine and olive oil. In addition to serving as an Etruscan military post, the hilltop was almost certainly a site of religious importance, as well, as was the case in virtually all hilltop cities and towns in the ancient world. This most ancient part of Siena is still called Castelvecchio, meaning ancient citadel, and walking the area’s quiet, steep, and ancient streets even today, one is transported to an earlier time when controlling the high ground was even more important than having convenient access to waterways and a water source.1

Rome managed to conquer Etruria and the rest of the Italian peninsula in the third century bce, though it would be a couple more centuries until the Romans would build much more than a military garrison in the area. In fact, the historical record for Roman Siena remains silent until the reign of Augustus. Following a series of bloody civil wars that left large parts of the peninsula depopulated and, more broadly, brought an end to the Roman republic, Augustus (ruled 27 bce–14 ce) enacted a major building program to rebuild and repopulate numerous Roman colonies, including Saena Julia, as Roman Siena was called. Like all Roman cities, Saena Julia had a forum for trade, temples for prayer, baths for recreation, and public fountains.2 We don’t know the exact site of the baths or fountains, so it is hard to judge the scale or sophistication of the Roman aqueducts without knowing how close to the elevated city center they lay. However, we can say with certainty that it was in Roman times when Siena first became a city, using slave labor to exploit the surrounding hills and their fertile land. In 90 ce, its citizens received Roman citizenship, and shortly thereafter, Siena begins to appear regularly in the written record, including in the writings of Pliny, Ptolemy, and Tacitus. In fact, the second-century Roman historian Tacitus provides us with our first glimpse of the Sienese people in a story he shares dating to the time of Vespasian. Tacitus recounts that a Roman senator visited Siena, expecting to be greeted as an honored guest. Instead, the Sienese satirically treated him to his own mock funeral, earning a reprimand from the Roman Senate for dishonoring one of its senators. If nothing else, this story suggests that already by the first century ce, Roman Siena had enough power and independence that its people could get away with this kind of irreverence as a form of political protest. At the same time, given that Tacitus’ story of the mock funeral is our only snapshot that survives from Roman Siena, we can safely say that the city was never particularly important during the Golden Age of Rome, just a small Roman city on a hill, like so many others.

In fact, we know almost nothing about life in Siena until the second half of the seventh century ce, more than 500 years after Tacitus. The reason for this absence in the historical record is the decline and collapse of Roman authority in the West that coincided with destabilizing invasions by various Germanic tribes. Like so many other cities across the peninsula, Siena often found itself in the crosshairs of larger political and military conflicts, first between Romans and Germanic armies in the fifth century. The following century was even more devastating to the peninsula. The Byzantine emperor Justinian (d. 565) fought an ultimately doomed decades-long war to attempt to reconquer the western Mediterranean from the victorious Germanic tribes. During this chaotic, uncertain, and transitory period of Roman and then Germanic rule, urban inhabitants were often forced to flee to the countryside to engage in subsistence farming, as city populations collapsed owing to unreliable food supplies, a lack of public justice, and unmaintained aqueducts. Perhaps counterintuitively, the lack of any historical evidence from this period of Sienese history is, in itself, quite revealing. So complete is the silence in the written and archaeological records that it is possible that the invasions (by Visigoths, Vandals, Ostrogoths, and then Lombards) and wars led to the near collapse as well as the wholesale destruction of settlements in Roman Siena.


Lombard and Carolingian Siena

What we can say with certainty is that by the time evidence of life in Siena returned, in the second half of the seventh century, the population and its system of governance had changed radically. Most critically, the Lombards controlled the city and for the first time in its history, bishops became important players on the scene, a crucial development in our ability to recover the city’s history, owing to the written nature of medieval Catholic culture. The Lombards (or literally, the Longbeards, who were yet another fierce Germanic tribe) first invaded Italy in 568 and found quick success in establishing control over much of the peninsula, as the wars between Justinian’s armies and the Ostrogoths had only recently concluded, leaving Italy decimated and its borders vulnerable. In fact, the only places where the Lombards did not find success were in those coastal cities that would have required a navy to control: the port towns of Ravenna, Genoa, and Venice to the north, and Bari, Tarento, Otranto, and Naples to the south. Rome’s decline was particularly dramatic, with the population declining from a million in the time of Augustus to under 50,000 by the year 800 and the ancient monuments already by that time in a state of decay. Yet Rome maintained its independence from Germanic rule, thanks to the Roman Church’s alliance with Constantinople and the religious authority that the popes claimed as the heirs to Rome’s history, both its Christian and imperial past. Though it would take centuries before the papacy would become particularly powerful, it was during the time of Lombard rule in Italy when we first see the bishops of Rome (starting with Pope Gregory the Great at the end of the sixth century) begin the process of centralizing their rule and convincing others that they held religious authority and even secular power over all of Christendom.
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Figure 1.1Map of known Lombard and Carolingian settlements, as recorded in surviving documents from the eighth and ninth centuries

Where the Lombards did conquer, they were ruthless, and according to their own contemporaneous chronicler, they killed off the Roman ruling class, composed of both civic leaders and landowners, and made everyone else subject to their power, exacting a third of their produce as tribute. In the decades following their conquest, the Lombard kings settled in Pavia, located in the southern part of the province that, not coincidently, is called Lombardy today. From there, they ruled through the support of two types of representatives, gastalds and dukes. While dukes tended to be given a greater amount of autonomy, gastalds were more explicitly connected to royal power and served at the pleasure of the Lombard king. Gastalds ruled across Tuscany, including in Siena.

Though the Lombards explicitly rejected a great deal of Rome’s past, they did embrace one aspect of Roman rule: they governed from cities, many of which, as we have seen, had been largely depopulated if not abandoned. Such was the case in Siena, which the Lombards chose to make a cornerstone of their power in southern Tuscany. The reasons for their investment in Siena are obvious: Rome remained the only great international Christian city in the west, and from Siena, the Lombards could control much of the traffic heading to and from the eternal city. In fact, Siena’s elevated location gave the Lombards control over a crucial portion of what was becoming the most important thoroughfare on the peninsula, the nascent Via Francigena that connected all of Europe with Rome.

The seventh century brought not only the return of secular power in Siena, in the form of gastalds of Lombard descent, but also the first evidence of episcopal authority in the city. While it is certainly possible that Siena was made a bishopric before this point, given that all of the other medieval Tuscan dioceses of any import were established centuries before, the evidence for Siena suggests that after decades of serving as an administrative center and military outpost for the Lombards, Siena was only made a bishopric in the seventh century. In fact, the earliest evidence of bishops in Siena dates to 650 ce, when the Lombard king appointed a fellow Lombard elite named Maurus to govern what was a small bishopric, consisting of little more than just the city of Siena. In the century that followed, Siena’s bishops found themselves in a position that those Etruscans a millennium before had known only too well: attempting to carve out their own territory at the expense of neighboring powers.



[image: ]

Figure 1.2Via Francigena. Map of the Via Francigena from Canterbury to Rome. The oldest extant description of the Via Francigena, dating to the end of the tenth century, records each of the stops listed on this map

In fact, the most famous incident in Siena’s first thousand years of history, the city’s prolonged conflict with Arezzo, was the result of exactly this issue: Siena’s seventh- and early eighth-century bishops seeking to expand their territorial claims over their neighbors. More specifically, Bishop Maurus and his successors claimed that the diocese of Siena should match the (much larger) dominion of Siena’s gastald. Siena’s bishops claimed a great swath of land to the east comprising 18 parishes that had traditionally been under the jurisdiction of the bishop of Arezzo. At stake was not only theoretical spiritual authority but also larger matters of wealth and power, in the form of control of the parishes, tithe collection, and the administration of church property. Matters between the two cities led to bloody conflict. The bishop of Arezzo was eventually forced to retreat, though the Sienese suffered the loss of one of their judges in the fight.

Not insignificantly, the land under dispute was believed to house the relics of that figure who during this time would become so central to Sienese memory: Ansano. As the tradition goes, during the time of the Emperor Diocletian, a young man named Ansano (ca. 284–304 ce) came to Siena to convert its people, only to be swept up in the Great Persecutions of the day and martyred in the Sienese countryside in 304 ce. In fact, Ansano’s shrine at Dofana was located directly in the middle of the contested territory, and it was during this time within the context of the fight with Arezzo that the Sienese, judging from the surviving records, first began to venerate Ansano as their chief patron saint. Siena’s bishops rooted their territorial claims in Ansano, whom they held up as Siena’s first bishop and thus as their predecessor. Surviving sources indicate that in this fight between bishops that took place in 711, the “whole people of Siena” (universus senensis populus) stood united against Arezzo’s bishop and demanded that Siena’s bishop be given jurisdiction over the contested territory. The fact that the people themselves got involved in the matter suggests that already by that time, the larger population had shared interests connected to the land, and that they viewed their bishop as a legitimate ruler who could advance their cause. In addition, this conflict took place at a time when the relic trade was booming and pilgrims were increasingly flocking to Rome to visit its catacombs and the relics of its early saints. At a time when all cities and their bishops were scrambling for power, Ansano quite literally helped the bishops of Siena succeed in creating a valuable territory under the control of the decayed and depopulated urban center, located near the old citadel on the hill, in what was then the only part of the city that existed: Città. More broadly, Siena’s control over Ansano’s relics was part of a broader effort to ensure that the city became an essential stop for people traveling the Via Francigena on their way to Rome.

The death of Siena’s chief judge and the retreat of Arezzo’s bishop was just the beginning of a 500-year conflict between the two cities. A few years later, in 714, the Lombard king tried to resolve the issue by siding with Arezzo, as its diocese was older and its borders had traditionally extended right up to the city of Siena. Thus, he insisted the Sienese renounce the contested territory. But the Sienese refused to let the issue stand, viewing the territory as simply too valuable to their growing ambitions to cede. The conflict with Arezzo provides us with our first real glimpse into the medieval city: the period of Lombard rule had undeniably elevated the strategic importance of Siena, as the gateway to Rome to the south with easy access to areas of Lombard control in the north. The documents make clear that Lombard Siena was growing and that its inhabitants used whatever means available, including political and legal means, as well as appeals to Saint Ansano and even the explicit threat of violence, in their efforts to expand the city’s influence and its control over the region. It was also during the Lombard era when the great monasteries of the Sienese countryside, namely Santo Salvatore all’Amiata and Sant’Eugenio, still standing just a stone’s throw from the city, first came to control significant territory, with the monks becoming powerful landlords and significant players in Siena’s future.

In the second half of the eighth century, owing to the papacy’s alliance with the Franks, the Lombards lost their grip on much of central and northern Italy. The Frankish-papal alliance, which led to the creation of the papal states in the 750s and the rise of the Carolingian dynasty, reshaped power dynamics throughout Europe and led to the return of emperors in the West, beginning with Charlemagne’s coronation in the year 800. The rise of the Franks does not seem to have been traumatic for Siena, and if anything, Siena’s import as a key stop on the Via Francigena only seems to have grown as a result. In fact, it was the Carolingians who founded the rich and powerful monastic community of Sant’Antimo on an ancient Roman settlement, strategically constructed in Sienese territory not far from the Via Francigena, adding to the appeal of the region for travelers. The Romanesque monastery can still be admired today, sitting as it does, in a lush green valley, a short distance from the vineyards of Montalcino that produce the finest of Tuscan wines, Brunello. Further evidence of Siena’s elevated importance can be found in the efforts of one Carolingian count, named Adelrat, who in 833 attempted to create his own unified kingdom centered on Siena and comprising the territory of Florence, Arezzo, Voltera, Chiusi, and Arezzo. Though the effort ultimately failed, it points to the fact that the city’s location made it increasingly attractive to the major political players in the region. In fact, even the emperor, Charles the Fat, visited the city in order to preside over a tribunal in 881.

But Siena’s territory remained quite small, with the city facing growing cities at its borders as well as powerful family lineages, including most famously the Aldobrandeschi, who controlled large swaths of rural Tuscany and fought any and all advances. Beyond local threats, larger geopolitical struggles also had a negative impact on Siena. Most importantly, a series of wars in the second half of the ninth century between rival claimants over control of the Carolingian Empire led to a collapse of centralized power in Europe. This in turn left Europe’s borders unguarded, leading to waves of invasions from all directions: from African and Spanish Muslim ships, Normans from Scandanavia, and Magyars from the Danube river basin. This broader political breakdown (which eventually led to the rise of the Ottonian dynasty, who made peace with the Magyars and ruled as emperors from Germany) affected power dynamics everywhere, including in Siena. Most importantly, the breakdown of political order made traveling throughout Europe more precarious and trade much harder to conduct.

Only those Italian cities on the coast (Venice, Pisa, and Genoa) managed to use the broader collapse of centralized states to their advantage. Inland cities like Siena struggled to maintain populations of only a few thousand owing to the numerous petty lords who had built castles on scores of hilltops across the southern Tuscan countryside in their efforts to establish dominion over as much territory as their manpower allowed. This period of time between 900 and 1100, was essentially a society run by warlords. The same strategy employed by the Etruscans, of garrisoning the highest points of elevation and subduing the surroundings, once again applied. Feudal society was controlled by those powerful families, almost all of Germanic origin, who had exercised control over Italy’s inland cities ever since the conquest by the Lombards. These feudal lords took the title count and used titles and nominal support from an overlord to raise their own armies and use force and negotiation to control the rural peasantry.

Siena, atop its elevated ridge, managed to weather the collapse of Carolingian society fairly well.
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