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3. The evolution of property rights in Tuscany, from 
the end of the Middle Ages to the nineteenth 
century

Giuliana BIAGIOLI

IntroductionI. 

This chapter attempts to understand how property rights worked and were socially 
appropriated during the early modern period in the Italian region of Tuscany. The 
initial proposition is that property relations transcend ‘legal principles and institutional 
frameworks’ (Congost, 2003: 74).

From the point of view of size, this case would appear, on the face of it, to be a 
marginal one in European history. Present-day Tuscany, even though it is larger than 
when it was a regional State in the early modern times, is still not very large: less 
than 23,000 sq. km, with a population of just over three and a half million inhabitants. 
However, in this small area there are many cities which back in the Middle Ages 
were free communes, with a population that exceeded the European average. From 
medieval times up to the modern period, this Italian region has been continuously 
involved in European history. It was one of the protagonists in the creation of the 
first world economy in the early modern period, centred around the Mediterranean 
and identified by Braudel, and albeit more marginally, it continued to be involved 
with major trends in the context of European history until, with the advent of the 
Habsburg-Lorraine dynasty in the mid-eighteenth century, it fully entered the great 
European phenomenon of the Enlightenment. Throughout the period it played an 
important role in the evolution of property rights in Europe as well, both through the 
adoption of new forms of behaviour by actors and social groups and the adaptation of 
pre-existing institutions to new economic and social conditions.

Tuscany has been an area of precocious urban civilization since the Middle Ages, 
with a pre-eminence of many manufacturing and commercial cities in relation to the 
countryside. While artisans, merchants and bankers from Florence, Lucca and Pisa 
had commercial, financial, and political relations throughout Europe, they were also 
among the most important landowners who diverted a part of their capital to acquire 
land, in order both to diversify their investments and to gain control of agricultural 
surpluses and raw materials. The seigniorial system found it hard to establish itself 
where city institutions, the comuni, did not allow institutional competitors to settle 




