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Davide Morra

Being a Community within a Lordship.
A Perspective from Luserna San Giovanni on the Emergence
of Council Registers in the Western Alps (14th-15th Centuries)

ABSTRACT

This paper provides a preliminary contribution on the data emerging from a survey of
Italian municipal archives in the Western Alps, especially those of Piedmont and Valle
d’Aosta. After an introduction dedicated to framing the problem of the production and
preservation of council registers in the rural communities of this area, I will discuss the
case-study of Luserna San Giovanni, combining records from municipal and seigneurial
archives. [ will show that during the fifteenth century this small community was affected
by processes of growth and social mobility. This fostered the consolidation of municipal
institutions cooperating with the seigniorial clan and allowing for flexible and open forms
of political participation.

Keyworps: Late Middle Ages, Western Alps, Rural communities, Lordship, Council
registers

1. Introduction: a methodological problem

What are council registers? What does their production (and conservation)
tell us about the history of small- and medium-sized communities in the late
Middle Ages?

In recent decades, questions such as these have reflected historians’ renewed
methodological attention to their sources, and have been associated with linguistic,
cultural, and documentary approaches. This enquiry has extended to the records
of medieval deliberations, as scholars have begun to question the oversimplifica-
tions inherent in certain modern archival classifications.! A survey of the munic-

Research funded by the European Union (ERC StG 2022, grant agreement n. 101077793,
2023-2028). Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author only and do not neces-
sarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Research Council. Neither the Euro-
pean Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them. All the websites were last
accessed on 19.11.2025.

1. Cléo Rager, Autopsie des «registres de délibérations municipaux» de la moitié nord de la
France (XIII*-XV* siecle). Quelques éléments pour une typologie, in Frangois Otchakovsky-Laurens,
Laure Verdon (eds.), La voix des assemblées. Quelle démocratie urbaine au travers des registres de

Published online by Viella on behalf of Fondazione Bruno Kessler
© The Author(s), 2026 CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 International license
DOI 10.52056/9791257011970/05



80 Davide Morra

ipal archives of the Piedmont and Valle d’Aosta Alps confirms this suspicion,
showing that the definition of “Ordinati” used in this area’s inventories often
conceals a range of different documents.? It is possible and useful to draw some
distinctions in order to analyse the structural and layout choices made in specific
contexts and the contents to which they relate. Here I will use the expression
“council registers” to refer to documentary units designed from the outset for the
sequential recording of documents that, at least for the most part, summarise the
proceedings of community assemblies according to formulas roughly inspired by
those of the influential Summa totius artis notariae by Rolandino de’ Passageri.?

Once we have agreed on the distinctiveness of documents of this kind within
the broader and more fluid landscape of “community registers”, what significance
can we attribute to the emergence of council registers? Historiography offers
some clues which are typically derived from the analysis of urban contexts. In
general, these registers reflect a political and documentary culture that tends to
take root where council activity intersects with the presence of a notarial milieu.*
More specifically, many factors can influence the form of the documents and the
decision on whether or not to draft them, which can even lead to similar outcomes
for different reasons. For example, some scholars suppose that the reproduction
of parts of a council debate reflects a cohesive oligarchy, while others explain it
in terms of the need for a pacified representation of a changing elite’s internal
relations.’ At least one thing is certain: generalisations are difficult.

Let us start to narrow the field, then, and look at the appearance of council
registers in the Cottian, Graian, and Pennine Alps (figg. 1-2).

In an area less extensive than the French Alps, we find only two relatively
large centres with a fairly important commune: Pinerolo, which preserves the

délibérations? Méditerranée-Europe, XIII>-XVIIF siécles, Aix-en-Provence, Presses Universitaires
de Provence, 2021, pp. 51-63.

2. See Chiara Corradini (and, for the French side, Clément Carnielli) in this issue of the journal.

3. See Marta Mangini, / quaterni consiliorum trecenteschi di Bormio nel panorama delle fonti
di matrice consiliare, in «Nuova rivista storica», 89/2, 2005, pp. 465-482: 475-476.

4. Lorenzo Tanzini, Delibere e verbali. Per una storia documentaria dei consigli nell’Italia
comunale, in «Reti Medievali Rivista», 14/1, 2013, pp. 43-79; Otchakovsky-Laurens, Verdon
(eds.), La voix des assemblées.

5. See Caroline Fargeix, Les élites lyonnaises du XV siecle au miroir de leur langage.
Pratiques et représentations culturelles des conseillers de Lyon, d’apres les registres de délibe-
rations consulaires, Paris, De Boccard, 2007 and Lorenzo Tanzini, La vie politique et les formes
de I’écrit de gouvernement dans les villes italiennes du Moyen Age. Entre ritualisation et conflits,
in Otchakovsky-Laurens, Verdon (eds.), La voix des assemblées, pp. 201-215: 208-209; Xavier
Nadrigny, Débattre en temps de crise. Les registres de délibérations de Toulouse a la fin du Moyen
Age (1374-1440), in Otchakovsky-Laurens, Verdon (eds.), La voix des assemblées, pp. 95-112. On
the decision not to draw up registers and on their distortion due to particular needs, see for example
Morwenna Coquelin, Délibération montrée, délibération cachée. L’action du Conseil erfurtois dans
ses registres de correspondance (XV* siecle-début XVI¢ siecle), in Otchakovsky-Laurens, Verdon
(eds.), La voix des assemblées, pp. 173-187 and Francesco Senatore, Le dit et le non-dit dans les
registres de délibérations des villes du royaume de Naples, XI* siécle, in Otchakovsky-Laurens,
Verdon (eds.), La voix des assemblées, pp. 65-81.
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Figg. 1-2. Council registers on the Italian side of the Western Alps (in red, first register preserved in
local archives; in blue, indirect mentions in local statutes).



82 Davide Morra

earliest and largest series of council registers (from 1328);° and Biella, where no
registers have survived from before the mid-fifteenth century. Apart from these
two cases, the sources in question date from the fifteenth century onwards and
concern communities of small-town size or smaller. All of them are situated at the
outlets of the Alpine valleys leading to the plains — with the exception of Aosta,
which is also the only settlement with an episcopal see in the area and period we
are considering. The geographical distribution of the records is strongly skewed
towards the Cottian Alps, particularly communities subject to the marquises of
Saluzzo (Costigliole Saluzzo, Revello, and Verzuolo) or adjacent to it (Barge,
Caraglio, and further away, Luserna San Giovanni); the only exceptions are
Cuorgne and Settimo Vittone.”

It is not easy to explain this distribution, because there are not very many
studies on late medieval town and village communities in Piedmont as of yet. At
the moment, there are no satisfactory overviews of the local communalisation
processes or alternative ways of organising community life — for example, around
seigneurial rather than communal administration.® For this same reason, focusing

6. The same is attested from the second quarter of the fourteenth century in other urban or
semi-urban centres of the Piedmontese plain (Chieri, Ivrea, Moncalieri, and Turin). See Marta
Gravela, Le delibere dei comuni piemontesi nel Tre e Quattrocento (citta, ‘quasi-citta’, comunita
rurali), in Ermanno Orlando, Gherardo Ortalli (eds.), Le delibere consiliari dei comuni italiani.
Uno sguardo comparativo a partire dai Misti del Senato di Venezia, Venezia, Istituto Veneto di
Scienze Lettere ed Arti, 2023, pp. 225-240.

7. As in the case of Pinerolo, for these smaller communities as well the phenomenon in the
Alpine area echoes the roughly contemporary situation in the plains: in addition to the essay by
Gravela cited in note 6, see the mentions of council registers in Alessandro Barbero, Politica e
comunita contadina nel Piemonte medievale. 1l caso di Villafalletto, in Rinaldo Comba (ed.),
Villafalletto. Un castello, una comunita, una pieve (secoli XI-XVI), Cuneo, Societa per gli studi
storici archeologici ed artistici della provincia di Cuneo, 1994, pp. 113-157 (for 1433); and Paolo
Grillo, Comunita e signori del Saluzzese nell’eta di Ludovico I, in Rinaldo Comba (ed.), Ludovico
I marchese di Saluzzo. Un principe tra Francia e Italia (1416-1475), Cuneo, Societa per gli studi
storici archeologici ed artistici della provincia di Cuneo, 2003, pp. 207-233: 221.

8. See Barbero, Politica e comunita; Nicolas Carrier, Fabrice Mouthon, Paysans des
Alpes. Les communautés montagnardes au Moyen Age, Rennes, Presses Universitaires de
Rennes, 2010; Marta Gravela, La semina del diavolo. Duca, signori e comunita ribelli (valli
del Canavese, 1446-1450), in «Studi di Storia Medioevale e di Diplomatica», n.s., 3, 2019,
pp. 173-204; Marta Gravela, Prima dei Tuchini. Fedelta di parte e comunita nelle valli del
Canavese (Piemonte, secolo XIV), in Alessio Fiore, Luigi Provero (eds.), La signoria rurale
nell’Italia del tardo medioevo, 3. L’azione politica locale, Firenze, Firenze University Press,
2021, pp. 31-49; Grillo, Comunita e signori; Elisa Mongiano, “Predecessorum suorum imitando
vestigia”: autorita del principe e autonomie locali sotto il governo di Ludovico II, in Rinaldo
Comba (ed.), Ludovico Il marchese di Saluzzo. Condottiero, uomo di Stato, mecenate (1475-
1504), Cuneo, Societa per gli studi storici archeologici ed artistici della provincia di Cuneo, 2005,
I, pp. 79-114. I will only refer to Riccardo Rao, Dinamiche sociali nei centri di fondazione del
Piemonte sud-occidentale (XIII-XIV secolo), in Federico Lattanzio, Gian Maria Varanini (eds.),
1 centri minori italiani nel tardo medioevo. Cambiamento sociale, crescita economica, processi
di ristrutturazione (secoli XIII-XVI), Firenze, Firenze University Press, 2018, pp. 133-147 for an
overview and further references to the extensive literature which, in examining «the founding
of the new towns in south-western Piedmont», «has mostly overshadowed their subsequent
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on the emergence of council registers may offer a surrogate for examining such
issues on a large scale.

This is certainly no small challenge and there is at least one other funda-
mental issue to consider. According to the statutes of certain communities —
specifically, Dronero and Valgrana — communal notaries had to draw up /libri
comunis and libri reformationum, but no late medieval examples of these regis-
ters have survived.” Even in Biella’s case, as mentioned above, some refer-
ences in the thirteenth-century statutes lead us to wonder whether the council
registers that have come down to us were really the first that the commune had
produced in its long history.!® Archival events have a decisive impact on the
documentary landscape, either due to the randomness by which certain docu-
ments were lost or because conservation scenarios can, in turn, inform us about
the communities we study. In this sense, the archive is itself a source.!' Once
again, this discourages easy generalisations.

It is precisely to avoid this that, in the present essay, I will focus on the
case of Luserna San Giovanni, which is also interesting due to the close coexist-
ence between the community and the local lords. I will examine the municipal
archive, shedding light on the traces of council activities both before and after
the appearance of the only council register that has come down to us, which
was begun in 1488 and abandoned in 1507. I will also make use of other rele-
vant archives, in particular the Luserna d’Angrogna collection.”? In closing, 1
will return to placing the story of this community (and its archive) in a broader
context, suggesting some of the questions it raises in relation to the distribution
of records in the area of interest to us.

development» (see p. 135; my own translation). More generally on the processes of communal-
isation, beyond Peter Blickle’s initial approach, see: Massimo Della Misericordia, The Rural
Communities, in Andrea Gamberini, Isabella Lazzarini (eds.), The [talian Renaissance State,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2012, pp. 261-283; and Beat Kiimin, 7he Communal
Age in Western Europe, c. 1100-1800. Towns, Villages and Parishes in Pre-Modern Society,
Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

9. Pier Paolo Giorsetti (ed.), G/i statuti del comune di Valgrana (1431), Cuneo, Societa per gli
studi storici archeologici ed artistici della provincia di Cuneo, 2004, pp. 54-59; Giuseppe Gullino
(ed.), Gli statuti di Dronero (1478), Cuneo, Societa per gli studi storici archeologici ed artistici della
provincia di Cuneo, 2005, pp. 105-109.

10. Patrizia Cancian (ed.), Statuta Comunis Bugelle. Statuti del Comune di Biella, Torino,
Centro Studi Piemontesi, 2009, pp. XXXIII, 48.

11. See Attilio Bartoli Langeli, Andrea Giorgi, Stefano Moscadelli (eds.), Archivi e comu-
nita tra medioevo ed eta moderna, Roma, Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali-Direzione
Generale per gli Archivi, 2009, particularly the essays by Marcello Bonazza and Massimo Della
Misericordia. See also Federico Del Tredici, Senza memoria? La conservazione delle scritture
comunitarie nel Milanese (secoli XIV-XV), in «Studi di Storia Medioevale e di Diplomaticay, n.s.,
2,2018, pp. 43-62.

12. I will use the following abbreviations: ASCLu = Luserna San Giovanni, Archivio Storico
del Comune, fondo Luserna; ASTo = Torino, Archivio di Stato; BRTo = Torino, Biblioteca Reale.
Sources of interest for this essay are missing in the archiepiscopal archive of Turin’s inventory
(Giuseppe Briacca [ed.], Archivio arcivescovile di Torino, Torino, Curia arcivescovile, 1980).
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2. Luserna before 1488: a community without registers?

2.1. The commune's first appearance

The earliest written record of a castrum Lucerne at the mouth of the Pellice
Valley, in the Cottian Alps, dates back to the end of the eleventh century.’* We
know that there was a church of San Giacomo there from the middle of the
twelfth century, but also that in the same «loco et fundo» there was a church of
San Giovanni. The location of these two points of reference must not have been
very different from the current one: Luserna, on a low morainic relief on the
orographic right of the Pellice; and San Giovanni, about two kilometres from
there, in the plain to the left of the river (fig. 3).

The establishment of the lordship of an aristocratic lineage descending from
Arduin took place in the area, possibly as early as the late eleventh century. This
lordship eventually organised itself into a clan (consortile). From at least 1295,
we know that the clan’s members received feudal investiture over the so-called
Luserna Valley from the Savoy-Achaea princes. It is unclear how they managed
this territory, but by 1277 a system for dividing up quotas and responsibilities
among the family’s various branches — at least those of the Bigliatori, Manfredi,
and Rorenghi — appears to have already been in place.'*

The lords’ power must have been quite pervasive, but likely relied on a certain
degree of consensus.!* For many centuries, we have no evidence of disputes with
the valley’s inhabitants — except those related to the Waldensian heresy, but this
is a complex matter on which I will not dwell. The condomini appointed podesta
in the communities or fulfilled this function themselves. They also lived in these
places; collected fines; controlled pastures, tolls, and mines; and levied various
dues and services, including a share of the inheritances upon the death of their
homines. Furthermore, it seems that until the early fifteenth century, they also medi-
ated the fiscal relationship with the higher authority of the Savoy-Achaea princes.

13. Unless otherwise indicated, the information provided below comes from Alessandro
Barbero, Il dominio dei signori di Luserna sulla Val Pellice (secoli XI-XIII), in «Bollettino storico-
bibliografico subalpino», 91/2, 1993, pp. 657-690; Marta Gravela, Luserna, in Federico Del Tredici
(ed.), La signoria rurale nell’ltalia del tardo medioevo, 5. Censimento e quadri regionali, Roma,
Universitalia, 2021, pp. 155-157; Pietro Rivoire, Storia dei signori di Luserna, in «Bulletin de la
Société d’histoire vaudoisy», 11, 1894, pp. 3-86 and 13, 1896, pp. 38-112.

14. In several sections of this essay I will refer to practices which were dependent on the
complex (and opaque) mechanisms of the clan’s functioning. I will not dwell on this, but for a recent
overview, see Alessio Fiore, Sistemi parentali e consortili nel mondo signorile, in Sandro Carocci
(ed.), La signoria rurale nell’Italia del tardo medioevo, 4. Quadri di sintesi e nuove prospettive di
ricerca, Firenze, Firenze University Press, 2023, pp. 131-161.

15. On the category of pervasiveness, see Sandro Carocci, The Pervasiveness of Lordship
(Italy, 1050-1500), in «Past and Present», 256/1, 2022, pp. 3-47. The Luserna lordship fully fits
the category of «signoria statalizzata» proposed by Alessio Fiore, La signoria nel gioco politico:
una lettura strutturale (area subalpina, secoli XIV-XV), in Fiore, Provero (eds.), La signoria rurale
nell’Italia del tardo medioevo, 3, pp. 89-103.

16. Flavia Negro, I comuni di valle nelle Alpi occidentali: una prima indagine in chiave
comparativa, in Francesco Panero, Giuliano Pinto (eds.), Insediamenti, economia e societa in aree
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«Angrogna
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Bricherasio .

* San Giovanni
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Bibiana*®
Rora’ «

N

Fig. 3. The Pellice Valley.

With the exception of Luserna San Giovanni, the area’s municipal archives do
not preserve documents from prior to the middle decades of the sixteenth century
(such is the case with Bricherasio, Torre Pellice, and Villar Pellice) or even the
seventeenth (Angrogna, Bibiana, Bobbio Pellice, and Rora). On the other hand,
we know that the «fines, 1urisdictiones et territoria» of these communities were
distinguishable from at least 12777 and that confraternities (confratrie) existed
in the valley from at least the fourteenth century.'®* During the fifteenth century,
various documents drafted by notaries attest to the presence of representatives as
well as of communal councils in these communities. Only in the case of Luserna
San Giovanni does the contemporary municipal archive preserve such ancient
records, however. I will now examine the situation for Luserna in more detail,
leaving aside the case of the other /oci in the valley.

A copy from 1499 testifies to the existence of a statute of Luserna, which
on 20 December 1276 had been read to an assembly of heads of families.!” This
statute regulated the way in which the podesta and his curia were required to

di montagna. Appennino settentrionale-Alpi occidentali (secoli XII-XVI), Cherasco, Centro interna-
zionale di studi sugli insediamenti medievali, 2023, pp. 153-229: 213-214.

17. A mid-fifteenth-century source (see note 42) explicitly states that the place of Luserna
is «distinctus et separatus» from the places of Bobbio, Villar, Torre, and Angrogna; i.e. that it has
«fines, iurisdictionem et territorium separata». For the definition of these territoria from as early as
1277, see ASCLu, 129, 954, 1.

18. Traces for Torre Pellice can be found in some fourteenth-century wills (BRTo, Luserna
d’Angrogna, 66, 1; 2; 4; 5; 6).

19. ASCLu, 130, 955, 7.
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punish certain crimes, and emphasised the binding weight of «iura et consuetu-
dines Lucerney, alluding to the fact that those who could not pay certain fines had
to be punished at the discretion of «potestate et sui consilii». There is nothing to
suggest that this document was issued by a communal institution, however, and
for a long period we have no specific evidence of the existence of councils or
officials appointed by the population.

The earliest original document in the municipal archive dates back to 1418: it
is a notarial deed drafted in the church of San Giacomo in Luserna that testifies to
the compromise reached between three mayors (sindicos) from Luserna and two
prosecutors (procuratores) from Angrogna, with the mediation of two lords from
the clan.”® The matter in dispute was the imposition of a taglia by «homines et
credendarios, consiliarios et communitatem dicti loci Lucerne». This was a direct
tax that the community had imposed on itself to pay the subsidies requested by
the Duke of Savoy, giving rise to a classic problem in cases of this kind: did the
men of Angrogna who owned property in the territory of Luserna have to pay the
taxes imposed by the people of Luserna?

This controversy confirms both the existence of distinct territories for those
communities which were subject to the Luserna clan, as well as the fact that
from the beginning of the fifteenth century such communities acquired a more
prominent role in the local distribution of those taxes owed to the Savoy.?! Once
again, however, it is clear how integrated the lords were in the life of these places,
how important they were in coordinating the government, and how the inhabit-
ants themselves could consider the domini a resource. This is particularly true
of Luserna. A mid-fifteenth-century source defines the small town as «caput
vallis et comora spectabilium dominorum [...] in quo ipsi domini ocurentibus
casibus tenent eorum consilia [...]».2 It is also significant that the three mayors
of Luserna in 1418 were Antonio Manfredi, a member of the clan, and Benettino
and Giovanni Rio, who came from a family that, according to consignamenta
(registrations), included several of the Manfredis homines proprii — i.e. men
linked to this household by oaths of personal loyalty.?

2.2. The commune in the seigneurial curia’s documents

Further proof of this close coexistence can be found in some of the earliest
documents preserved in the municipal archive. From the 1440s onwards, the
presence of a communal council becomes more evident and well-established,
yet on the documentary level it continues to appear in symbiosis with that of the
seigneurial curia.

20. ASCLu, 1344. A ducal sentence from 1429 deals with a similar dispute with Torre Pellice
(ASCLu, 129, 954, 3).

21. See Negro, I comuni di valle, p. 214.

22. ASCLu, 129, 954, 12.

23. See note 48. Antonio Manfredi may have been the brother of Giacomo and Giorgio, to
whom his share of the lordship went after his death in 1427 (BRTo, Luserna d’Angrogna, 36, 11).
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We have a letter dated 14 October 1443 from Giovanni Bigliatori to the
officials of the communities bordering Luserna.?* Giovanni, a member of the
clan, was serving as podesta of Luserna at that time, as it seems that the lords
with rights in that area would rotate in this office (or else appoint lieutenants)
on a yearly basis.> The letter shows that Bigliatori acted in close concert with
the community. On 14 October a «consilium generalis» took place which was
attended by eight «consiliarii» and «nonnullis aliis ex maioribus comunitatis
dicti loci». The meeting was convened at the sound of the bell, by the order and
in the presence of the podesta, «in loco congregari solito» (most probably the
church of San Giacomo), so as to decide how to update the land and property
registry. Furthermore, the mayors and councillors (credendari) asked the podesta
to contact the officials of the neighbouring areas to ensure that the forenses who
owned property in the territory of Luserna prepared their declarations, justifying
the request «pro bono et utilitate ac interesse dicte communitatis et rei publice.
The identity of the notary who signed the letter is also significant: Antonietto
Baudi was a freelance professional, but also one of the consiliarii of Luserna.

Other loose documents that bear traces of council meetings have very similar
characteristics to the one we have just seen. On 22 May 1453, the «plenum et
generalis consilium» of Luserna met in the parish church in the presence of a
member of the clan, Lord Michele Manfredi, who was in office as podesta. Four
individuals called consuls were present, as well as another thirty whose names
are clearly stated, in addition to many others who are not listed. This time the
notary who drew up the act was Pietro Girardi, c/avarius and scribe of the curia
of Luserna.?® In 1457, a mayor and a communal tax collector urged the podesta to
write to the officials of nearby Bricherasio, requesting that forenses landowners
contribute to the tax established by the general assembly of Lusernese. On this
occasion it was the podesta himself, the notary Antonietto di Andrea, who drafted
the document.?” On 9 May 1482, instead, a letter similar to the one from 1443, this
one in the name of the podesta Burnone Rorenghi (who was again a condominus),
was drawn up by a notary whom we will meet again: Michele Carreto. This docu-
ment reflects the decisions made at a meeting of the community’s «consilio et
credentia», which was attended by six «consules et credendarii» and three other
people «ex popularibus» (we will consider the meaning of the latter term).?

This series of documents is very interesting. Its production was spurred
by the activities of communal institutions devoted to the imposition, distribu-
tion, and collection of direct taxes. There was a select council, which could be
joined by people variously called maiores or populares, and a general assembly.

24. ASCLu, 129, 954, 4.

25. This is clearly evidenced by a notebook documenting the rotations between 1419 and
1460 (BRTo, Luserna d’ Angrogna, 51, 2).

26. ASCLu, 129, 954, 7. In Piedmont, the clavario was usually a local officer with financial
responsibilities.

27. ASCLu, 129, 954, 11.

28. ASCLu, 129, 954, 19.
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The documents that mention them were produced by the iussio of the podesta,
however, and the notaries who drafted them worked for him, even when they
were not scribes of his curia.

These same characteristics also mark a very important document of particular
interest to the community: the land registry of 1463.% It was a general assembly
that initiated the procedure for collecting self-declarations on 17 November 1462,
but once again everything took place in the presence of the podesta-lords. Above
all, the notary entrusted with drawing up the land register, Pietro Pellegrini,
described himself as «notarius et scriba curie Lucerne iuratus».

Furthermore, Pellegrini reported the existence of a more extensive record of
the council that had elected the appraisers, «in libro propositarum». This is the
earliest mention of a council register in Luserna. Did Pellegrini himself draw it
up, in his capacity as scribe of the seigneurial curia? Was it part of a series? It is
impossible to answer these questions, as no physical traces of this document have
survived. It is nevertheless worth noting that in other communities in the Western
Alps, there is evidence that notaries in the service of seigneurial curie may have
recorded council activities.* It seems that few such sources have been preserved
in municipal archives, which suggests an explanation for some gaps in the docu-
mentary landscapes that we face today.”!

2.3. The commune in the confraternity s documents

The municipal archive of Luserna preserves a rather rare source: a composite
booklet of 54 pages, with some parts missing. Although discontinuous, the anno-
tations inside it follow the activities of the Confratria del Santo Spirito (Confra-
ternity of the Holy Spirit) of Luserna between 1426 and 1518 (the bulk of the
annotations concern the years from 1450 to 1480).3? There are documents signed
by notaries, priors’ accounts, records of bequests received, and much more.
Numerous hands contributed to the text, and alongside those of professional

29. ASCLu, 126, 951. The municipal archive preserves an earlier land registry (see note 50),
but we do not know who drew it up.

30. See the 1369 statutes of Sanfront (Carlo Corsetti [ed.], Gli statuti di Sanfront, Roma,
Aracne, 1994, p. 176), the 1423 statutes of Verzuolo (Verzuolo, Archivio Storico del Comune,
ASVE 1/2, 1, c. 13r) and the 1431 statutes of Valgrana (Giorsetti [ed.], Gli statuti del comune
di Valgrana, p. 56). A register of this sort is preserved in Settimo Vittone, Archivio Storico del
Comune di Settimo Vittone, 35, 564.

31. A similar kind of registration in Trets, a small town of 330 households in the Provencal
Alps, is discussed in Laure Verdon, S’ émanciper par la délibération? Autour du premier registre
de délibérations communales de Trets (Provence, 1340), in «kEdad Media: Revista de Historia», 21,
2020, pp. 153-177.

32. ASCLu, 129, 954, 5. See Jacques Chiffoleau, Entre le religieux et le politique: les confreé-
ries du Saint-Esprit en Provence et en Comtat Venaissin a la fin du Moyen Age, in Le mouvement
confraternel au Moyen Age. France, Italie, Suisse, Rome, Ecole francaise de Rome, 1987, pp. 9-40;
Elena Corniolo, La confraternita del Santo Spirito della Porta Sant’Orso (Aosta, secoli XII-X1V),
in «Reti Medievali», 15/2, 2014, pp. 3-39.
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scribes — who added their signa — we also find those of individuals less accus-
tomed to using a pen.

This source shows the close link between the confraternity and the commune.
In the accounting records we see that already in 1450 the homines de consilio
of Luserna (also called consules), together with a variable number of populares
and the confraternity’s two massari, examined the priors’ work. In 1452 it was
explicitly established that certain of the priors’ actions could not take place «sine
licentia hominum consilii Lucerne et masariorum confratrie».’* On the other
hand, in a document dated 5 June 1458, we see that it was precisely four homines
de consilio, together with the mayor, who elected the massari.** In subsequent
documents it was again the communal council that made decisions about the
confraternity: on 11 June 1468 the consules «in numero sufficienti» and thirty-six
populares met in the presence of one of the lords in the church of San Giacomo to
regulate the collection of offerings and impose a tax; on 20 May 1472, the mayor,
four consules, and twenty-two populares met «in domo confratrie», in the pres-
ence of two podesta.’> These documents were once again drawn up by notaries
acting as freelancers, or as clavari of the seigneurial curia.

Evidence from other sources suggests that the confraternity gradually became
an extension of the commune. It is a clear sign of continuity in terms of iden-
tity that the confraternity was responsible for the upkeep of the church of San
Giacomo, the very place where the community meetings were held; the commu-
nity in turn put pressure on the Bishop of Turin to obtain decrees calling for the
reconstruction of the church’s vault in 1467 and 1469.% Significant diachronic
clues also emerge from the fact that in registers of consignamenta to the lords
between 1429 and 1449, we find declarations made out to the lords on behalf of the
confraternity by the massari in charge, concerning the possession of a few plots of
land and a domus cum curte located ad ruatam Rectam in the burgus of Luserna.’’
On the other hand, in a similar register from 1491, we find that the domus confra-
trie Sanctus Spiritus was recorded as property of the commune of Luserna.’

A process of incorporation is also quite evident on a documentary level. Deci-
sions concerning the confraternity tended to be recorded in the register of
communal deliberations, which is available from 1488 onwards. Thus, while the
booklet examined in this section reports, among other things, the inventories of

33. ASCLu, 129, 954, 5, c. 4r.

34. Ibidem, c. Tr.

35. Ibidem, cc. 10r-11r.

36. ASCLu, 129, 954, 13. See Simona Boscani Leoni, Paolo Ostinelli (eds.), La chiesa
«dal basso». Organizzazioni, interazioni e pratiche nel contesto parrocchiale alpino alla fine del
medioevo, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2012.

37. BRTo, Luserna d’ Angrogna, 43, 7, c. 31v; 44, 11, cc. 55r-56r. Note that in the declaration
for the confraternity of 18 February 1379 there is no mention of such a domus (BRTo, Luserna
d’Angrogna, 42, 3, c. 50r).

38. ASCLu, 87, 639, c. 166r.



90 Davide Morra

the church of San Giacomo’s assets dating back to 1455, decades later similar
lists appear in the register of communal deliberations.*

Union with the commune also provided an opportunity for the confraternity
to develop its activities. The aforementioned document from 1472 makes it clear
that the council had the authority to levy a tax on the entire local population
for the benefit of the confraternity — a practice that went far beyond traditional
financing through bequests and donations, and seems to have been possible only
because of the fiscal role that had been acquired by the communal organisation.

3. The surviving council register and the rise of the commune s notaries

3.1. 4 growing community

I'would now like to demonstrate that what was happening in Luserna depended
on wider economic and social changes. This is not easy, because the effects of the
“fourteenth-century crisis” in the western Alps require further study.* Further-
more, the documentary evidence available for Luserna is rather late, which makes
it difficult to identify long-term economic and demographic trends. We know that
the town had long been involved in certain economic activities. The existence of
a market has been documented from 1182, and in 1256 a customs agreement was
signed between the lords of Luserna and the castellan of Briancon to facilitate
the movement of goods and people between Queyras and Piedmont through the
Pellice Valley. In Luserna, transhumant livestock was bought and sold, along with
various other goods. The customs agreement was renegotiated for the first time
in 1320, but we have to wait until 1463 for further changes.*' Perhaps this is no
coincidence, because around the middle of the fifteenth century, issues related to
transalpine passages seem to have been very much on people’s minds.

In 1443, the communities of Angrogna, Bibiana, Bobbio, Torre, and Villar
begged the lords to allow them to use an alternative route to the one that passed
through the town of Luserna when entering and leaving the valley. Less than ten
years later the matter caused a dispute with the people of Luserna, who feared that
this attempt to go around their town would cause the «manifesta distructio» of
their fairs (nundine in the sources: two are mentioned — in other words, another in
addition to the one already known — along with two weekly markets), as well as to

39. ASCLu, 129, 954, 5, cc. 50v and 51r; ASCLu, 128, 953, 2 (deliberations of 4 and 7 July
1497). All deliberations included in this register are filed, with photos attached, in the DEMALPS
database: https://www.demalps.com/records/C000419.

40. For a general introduction, see Sandro Carocci, /I dibattito teorico sulla “congiuntura
del Trecento”, in «Archeologia medievale», 43, 2016, pp. 17-32. Late medieval socio-economic
restructuring is one of the focuses of Lattanzio, Varanini (eds.), I centri minori italiani. For Pied-
mont, one could refer to many studies by Rinaldo Comba. Here I will only mention Rinaldo Comba,
La popolazione in Piemonte sul finire del medioevo. Ricerche di demografia storica, Torino, Depu-
tazione subalpina di storia patria, 1977.

41. Barbero, Il dominio dei signori; Rivoire, Storia dei signori.
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the impoverishment of its inhabitants, who used to live «ex actibus mercatorium
et similiumy.*

In 1448, thanks to the mediation of the ducal counsellor Amedeo di Luserna
and the payment of 300 florins, the valley’s condomini and communities
succeeded in obtaining from Ludovico di Savoia exemption from any tax rights
for livestock grazing and trade «in terra nostra Pedemontium».* In 1460, on the
other hand, the men of Luserna as well as of the whole valley acted in concert
against certain abuses of the lords’ pedagiatores in Bobbio, in defence of the
«bonas consuetudines antiquas» that made them «immunes, liberi, franchi [...] et
exempti» to «ire, transire, seiornare, pernoctare, morari, stare et reddire» in the
Bobbio territory when passing «de partibus Ultramontanis in dictam vallemy. It
is interesting to note that the lords immediately showed themselves willing to
protect the valley’s inhabitants.* New episodes of this sort were recorded in 1508
on the French side of the Alps, in the Briangonnais area, where the men of the
Luserna Valley also tried to defend their right to pay reduced customs tariffs.*

Both the chronology of these documents as well as certain evidence, such as
the number of markets and fairs held in Luserna, could support the idea that from
the 1440s onwards those economic interests linked to transit through the valley
and across the Alps experienced a certain vitality, the last signs of which date to
the first half of the fourteenth century.

Other clues further suggest that growth was taking place. In the decades
following the mid-fifteenth century a significant event occurred, which in turn
points to a certain wealth and cohesion in the community: it decided to take on
the burden of an important collective investment. From 1469 compromises were
made with the various members of the consortile who held rights in the territory
of Luserna over «domibus, sediminibus, edificiis, terris cultis et incultis, pratis,
vineis, altenis, hortis, canapalibus, curtibus, curtilibus, gerbis, boschis, nemoribus,
pascuis, aquagiis, rivagiis, venationibus et aucupationibus et in quampluribus et
diversis possessionibus et prediis tam urbanis quam rusticis». Those who received
these goods from one of the condomini were then required to render services that
varied from case to case. However, under the new compromises, such services were
converted into a single annual tax paid by the community. In exchange, the commu-
nity secured the right that all those goods should be converted «in allodium francum
et liberum», and that «omnia et singula nemora, gerba, pascua et communiay pass
under the commune’s jurisdiction.* The costs of maintaining these enfranchise-

42. ASCLu, 129, 954, 12.

43. BRTo, Luserna d’Angrogna, 47, 4. In ASCLu, 129, 954, 2 we see the community’s
commitment to ensuring that this exemption would be respected in Barge in 1453.

44. ASCLu, 1345.

45. ASCLu, 1348.

46. A copy of the transaction documents is kept in ASTo, Corte, Paesi, Pinerolo citta e provincia,
9,7, cc. 1r-22v (13 March 1469, with Michele, Benettino and Tommaso Manfredi), cc. 25r-43v (18
July 1469, with Burnone Rorenghi), cc. 44r-64r (same day, with Cristoforo Rorenghi), cc. 65r-86v
(same day, with Bartolomeo Bigliatori), cc. 88r-101v (7 February 1480, with Pairone and Chiaberto
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ments (franchimenta) thus became one of the main expenses that the municipality
covered through the imposition of taxes:* a clear indication of the importance
attributed to the possibility of enjoying fuller management of the territory.

Confirming the patterns observed thus far using demographic data is a deli-
cate task. By consulting both communal and seigneurial archives, it is possible to
assemble a series of property registers for the territory of Luserna, detailing the
goods for services which were owed to the domini Manfredi.*® These sources are
not without uncertainty, however: each lord or group of lords from the clan may
have held rights to other properties which were recorded in separate registers. Even
if we assume that the members of the Manfredi branch handed down their shares in
Luserna undivided, the registers examined do not account for the rights registered
under the clan’s Bigliatori and Rorenghi branches. A person could certainly have
properties granted by several lords, but there is no way of knowing if this was the
case for all the inhabitants of Luserna. Consequently, it is only with a certain degree
of scepticism that we can interpret these data in a demographic sense.

Tab. 1. Property owners in Luserna San Giovanni in the consignamenta for the Manfredi
condomini.¥’

Year Homines proprii Extranei Total
1379 37 121 158
1429 21 83 104
1449 22 95 117
1491 /1 / 236

The impression is that, following a population collapse between the late four-
teenth century and the early decades of the fifteenth, there may have been a period
of rather intense demographic growth from the mid-fifteenth century onward,
possibly even doubling the population within fifty years. At the same time, there
is also a certain reduction in the weight of the homines proprii when compared
to the extranei. The difference between the two conditions is not very clear, but

Rorenghi). See also ibidem, cc. 23r-24v and cc. 86v-87v (for the assent of the Dukes of Savoy to
these agreements).

47. This is clear from the council register. See e.g. ASCLu, 128, 953, 2 (deliberation of 29
September 1493).

48. BRTo, Luserna d’Angrogna, 42, 3 (1379-1381, for Percivalle and Benettino Manfredi);
43,7 (1429, for Giacomo and Giorgio Manfredi); 44, 11 (1449, for Benettino Manfredi in the name
of his father Giacomo). ASCLu, 87, 639 (1491, for Giacomo, Giovanni, and Battista Manfredi).

49. Note that these data are consistent with the trends outlined in Comba, La popolazione
(esp. pp- 52-53, 89-92) for some areas of central and south-western Piedmont. Luserna would thus be
included among the mountain areas (such as Val Susa, Val Gesso, and Val Vermenagna) that escaped
the marginalisation suffered by others (perhaps including Valle Stura di Demonte) after the crisis.
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it seems that the homines proprii (also called accasati in the register of 1379)
were bound to the lords by oaths of personal loyalty and perhaps were required
to provide services and fulfil obligations, for example in the form of legacies,
more so than the extranei (also called liberi in the register of consignamenta to
the Bigliatori of 1467).5° This distinction seems to have been lost in 1491, perhaps
due to the enfranchisements stipulated in the meantime.

This series of data can be integrated with the examination of the two Luserna
land registers that have come down to us, the one from 1463 and an older one that
I would date to 1443.5!

Tab. 2. Owners of properties in land registries of Luserna San Giovanni (source: ASCLu,
126, 951; 132, 958).

Year Luserna San Giovanni Uncertain location Total
1443 100 26 6 132
1463 149 73 // 222

The figure for 1443 is quite compatible with that of the consignamenta for
1449, even if it confirms the tendency of those sources to underestimate the size
of the population. The figures for 1463 emphasise the growth trend that we had
intuited and in fact show how quickly it developed over a twenty-year period.
Moreover, the scale of the phenomenon in the San Giovanni plain — that is, in
the territory of Luserna yet outside the town — is quite evident. Significantly, the
land registry of 1443 lists a single section for Luserna, while it also records those
people who owned a house beyond the Pellice. The land registry of 1463, however,
contains two distinct sections: one for Luserna and one for San Giovanni. Over
the course of those twenty years the population living outside the town, in scat-
tered groups of houses organised around family units (traces of which can still
be found today in the microtoponyms of the area, such as via Bellonati, or the
localities of Nazzarotti and Malanot), had almost tripled, while the growth of the
population living within Luserna’s walls proceeded a little more slowly.

The parallel between this phenomenon and the decline in the number of the
lords’ homines proprii offers insights into the crucial changes that took place in
local society.

50. ASCLu, 128, 953, 1, c. 39r. It seems likely that further investigation could reveal situa-
tions of personal dependence comparable to those described for the Canavese valleys in Gravela,
Prima dei Tuchini, esp. pp. 35-37.

51. ASCLu, 126, 951 (1463); 132, 958 (undated). The undated land registry also includes
the movable property, credits, and debts of the registrants, while the one from 1463, which states
in its beginning that the land registry criteria had changed since the «antiquo registro», only
includes real estate. Some undated marginalia in the land registry show later dates, referring to the
1460s. Before 1463, the only information available on the production of a land registry is the 1443
letter mentioned in note 24. Some people mentioned in the undated land registry are recorded as
deceased in the consignamenta of 1449.
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3.2. Families old and new

It is difficult to say to what extent these changes depended on the arrival of
new families in Luserna San Giovanni. It is even more difficult to ascertain the
weight of the Waldensian presence, which I will not deal with, limiting myself
to mentioning that it was precisely in the 1450s that an inquisitor arrived in
the valley.”> Some evidence suggests that there was at least a certain degree of
geographical mobility, and that this had some weight. The 1463 register includes
a number of surnames absent from the previous register and earlier consigna-
menta. We note above all those of families that we will later find working in the
commune, such as the Carretos, the Cadraciis, the Becs (or Bechis), the Fontanas,
the Girardetis, the Lageriis, and the Pellizones. But we will see that surnames are
a difficult parameter with which to assess mobility.

Other elements that can be inferred from the land registry of 1463 are more
reliable. Towards the end of the section reserved for Luserna, it reports the
oath sworn to the clan’s podesta and the representatives of the community by a
certain Guglielmo Merta, to be accepted «tamquam habitator Lucerne». Merta
was assigned a taxable amount of two quarters of lire.* In the following pages,
another 18 people are listed with no mention of their possessions, with taxable
incomes of between one and two quarters. One wonders whether it is legitimate
to consider them all new habitatores such as Merta, or whether they were only
among Luserna’s poorest inhabitants (both possibilities were taken into consider-
ation in the capitula for the renewal of the land register).

There is no doubt, however, that the six people added to the register at a later
date — specifically, between 1473 and 1477 — were new inhabitants. Sometimes
these additions show mobility on a sub-regional scale, as in the case of Gabriele
Gamba, a master shoemaker who came from Turin; or magister Nicola Novelli
from Villafranca.** But it is possible that mobility was often internal within the
Luserna Valley itself, bearing witness to the attraction that the town exerted above
all within its lords’ domain.

Let us focus on the histories of two families that clearly illustrate the
connection between these phenomena and the rise of a commune in Luserna San
Giovanni, beginning with the settlement of a branch of the Pellizone of Villar
family in the town. This was an illustrious family of ancient lineage, a true «notary
dynasty» that left behind abundant material traces of its work for the lords of
Luserna, some of which hold a certain aesthetic value.’® The Pellizones make

52. Rivoire, Storia dei signori, p. 77.

53. ASCLu, 126, 951, c. 72r. | am interpreting “qr’” as an abbreviation for “quarti”.

54. For some people, the land registry shows other revealing origins: Pinerolo for Iacobo
Alexii; Scarnafigi for Giovanni Dominici; and Ristolas, in the Queyras area, for Arnolfo Girardi.

55. See in particular one of the consignamentorum registers drawn up by Chiaberto Pellizone
for the Bigliatori di San Giorgio, in BRTo, Luserna d’Angrogna, 43, 9. The quotation is drawn from
Rivoire, Storia dei signori, p. 71 (my translation). We have a deed drawn up in 1369 by Pellizone
of Pellizone, son of Perone Pellizone of Montebobbio, the earliest member of the family that [ have
come across so far (BRTo, Luserna d’Angrogna, 66, 3).



Being a Community within a Lordship 95

their first appearance in the Luserna sources in 1449, when a Giovanni of Bened-
etto alias Pellizone is shown as the owner of a rented house with a courtyard and
half of another house with a courtyard and vegetable garden, both in the town’s
ruata Ponteti.>® It 1s unclear whether this is the same Giovanni who in 1465 was
co-owner of a house in Villar with his brother Chiaberto Pellizone.*” In any case,
this latter Giovanni seems to be the person involved in the settlement in Luserna.

In 1460, it was Giovanni who drew up the aforementioned document of
protest on behalf of the communities of the valley against the toll at Bobbio, while
in 1469 he drew up the deeds of transaction between the commune of Luserna
and the lords. Both of these documents were signed by Giovanni Pellizone of
Villar. In 1472, confirming his profitable relations with the lords, he served as
podesta of Luserna. It was in the following year that his name was added to the
land register for the possession of a house just outside the walls, ad Pusternam.*
In 1480 he held the office of mayor for the municipality, and was also in charge of
collecting a taglia. At the same time he seems to have acted as commissioner for
the Duke of Savoy, and in 1482 he was the lieutenant of the podesta of Luserna.®
In 1488 he was again podesta, and the communal council sometimes met at his
house.®! He must have died shortly afterwards. Pietro Pellizone may have been
Giovanni’s brother, since the 1491 consignamenta to the Manfredi family mention
him as curator and guardian of Giovanni’s heirs (Simeone, Margherita, Caterina,
and Brigida). Pietro would appear to have played a leading role in the life of the
commune of Luserna during those and subsequent years, becoming its «scriba»
from at least 1509 and writing a lost «liber propositarum».®> The sixteenth-cen-
tury documents in the municipal archive are often the work of Pellizone notaries.

Despite this outcome, it is interesting to note that Giovanni seems to have
been little involved in the commune and practically absent from the confraterni-
ty’s life. From this point of view, his path was defined above all in relation to the
lords, for whom he had also worked as a notary on other occasions.®® This shows
that the attraction to Luserna depended on the town’s centrality in the valley,
regardless of the presence of the commune. The growth of the latter, however,
was of more direct relevance to other people’s lives.

Particularly revealing is the history of another family, a history inseparable
from that of Luserna’s surviving council register. Magister Bertino de Carreto
appears for the first time in the land register of 1463. His surname is not found in
the oldest sources, but the land register reveals that he was the brother of Stefano

56. BRTo, Luserna d’ Angrogna, 44, 11, c. 17r bis.

57. BRTo, Luserna d’ Angrogna, 43, 9, c. 53v.

58. ASCLu, 129, 954, 5, cc. 10v-11r. ASCLu, 126, 951, c. 75v.

59. ASCLu, 129, 954, 17 and 20, receipts dated 28 September 1480, 6 January 1481 and 11
October 1482; ASTo, Corte, Paesi, Pinerolo citta e provincia, 9, 7, cc. 88r-v.

60. ASCLu, 129, 954, 19.

61. See the records in ASCLu, 128, 953, 2, up to 4 June 1488.

62. ACLu, 67, 481, c. 3r-v.

63. BRTo, Luserna d’ Angrogna, 67, 4, and 12.
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Vilanoti. Bertino was called «Careti alias Vilanoti», however, while Stefano was
only called «Vilanoti»; another relative, Francesco, was referred to as «Vilanoti
alias Careti». While the logic behind the choice of one surname or the other is
not entirely clear, Bertino would appear to have opted for the more recent one.
Furthermore, while he and his brother still owned a house in the San Germano
district in the San Giovanni area, adjacent to Francesco’s home, Bertino also
declared that he owned a house with a courtyard, a stable, and other outbuildings
in the main square of the town of Luserna.*

At the time of his first appearance in 1463, Bertino had already made his
way in local society, and rather quickly. He was already among the commune’s
consules at the meeting for the election of the appraisers. In the following years
he took an interest in the confraternity’s affairs; he was among the populares
present at the aforementioned assemblies of 1468 and 1472. In 1482 he was once
again one of the commune’s consules et credendarii.®® He must have died shortly
afterwards, as the sources begin to refer to him as quondam, and there is mention
of a bequest he made to the confraternity.*

Bertino, however, was only the initiator of the family’s involvement in the
commune, where two of his sons, Michele and Domenico — both notaries — would
go on to play a leading role. As early as 1479, Michele began signing some of
the documents recorded in the confraternity’s booklet described in the previous
pages.”” In the late 1480s, he was responsible for almost all the surviving docu-
ments produced for the confraternity and the commune. In 1488, during his tenure
as mayor, Michele began recording the community’s meetings in a special register,
which is still preserved in the municipal archive. Finally, on 9 December 1489 the
commune allocated an annual expenditure of ten florins «pro scriba seu massario
comunis» — «videlicet michi Michaeli Carreti», as the scribe himself noted. Since
the end of November, he had already begun marking his own presence in the list
of councillors with the words «ego Michael Carreto, sindicus, notarius et scribay.®
This was the first time the commune had hired a notary on a permanent basis.

After Michele’s death, which may have occurred at the beginning of 1491,
his brother Domenico was appointed scriba comunis on 24 October 1492, again
with a salary of ten florins. He continued to compile the register for a good 15
years, until 1507. During this period Domenico also held other positions for the
commune and participated in its council. He could be described as one of its
leading members. Without going into too much detail, I will mention just two
further aspects of his rise: in 1493 he was appointed podesta of the men of the

64. ASCLu, 126, 951, c. 33v. Later sources reveal that he left his heirs a house-workshop with
a portico: see the receipts dated 1, 3, and 6 December 1490 in ASCLu, 129, 954, 23.

65. ASCLu, 129, 954, 19.

66. ASCLu, 129,954, 5, cc. 14v and 16v.

67. Ibidem, cc. 21v, 22v, 23r.

68. ASCLu, 128, 953, 2, ad datam.

69. The last document signed by his hand in the council register is dated 5 October 1490, but
in the first days of December he was still drawing up some receipts in ASCLu, 129, 954, 23.
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lord Michele Rorenghi in Angrogna;” in 1497 he is recorded as having purchased
the house of the late lord Pairone Rorenghi in Luserna’s ruata Ponteti.”

Like the Pellizones, the Carretos had likewise moved to Luserna from
outside the town, though from a nearer location: the hamlet of San Giovanni.
Unlike the Pellizones, the Carretos’ history is much more clearly a story of social
ascent, built through their relationship with the confraternity and the commune
of Luserna, where Bertino’s sons effectively applied their acquired expertise as
notaries.”” Through Michele and Domenico’s extensive use of the first person, the
council register reflects the centrality of this organisation to their identity and their
effort to develop forms of documentation suited to representing its public profile
— an endeavour inseparable from their publica fides. While the register lacks
solemn headers and opening pages, it is filled with the two men’s subscriptions
and signa, especially during Michele’s tenure.” This did not prevent — indeed, it
likely facilitated — the establishment of relations with the lords of Luserna, further
legitimising the Carreto family’s rise among the town’s influential families: those
best suited to governing by mediating between the various centres of local power.

3.3. The populares in the council

To emphasise the fact that the council register is not only the mirror of a
family history, but also a product of a society characterised by a widespread
desire for political participation, I would like to make one final point. From the
time of the earliest surviving records of council meetings in Luserna (1418), we
can observe that, in addition to councillors in the strict sense, local assemblies —
including those that were not general assemblies of heads of households — docu-

70. BRTo, Luserna d’ Angrogna, 56, 2.

71. ASCLu, 130, 955, 5.

72. 1t is unknown where the two men received their education, but it is interesting to note
that in the oldest document in which Michele Carreto appears in Luserna, as a witness to one of
the deeds of enfranchisement of 1469, he is referred to as a “notary from Bagnolo” (ASTo, Corte,
Paesi, Pinerolo citta e provincia, 9, 7, c. 1r). As of now, notaries’ geographic and social mobility in
Piedmont has been studied mainly in relation to princely authorities and, to a lesser extent, to urban
centres and bishoprics. Among the many studies, I will mention Paolo Buffo, L ‘entourage notarile
dei principi di Savoia-Acaia: statuto professionale e percorsi familiari nel secolo XIV, in Paolo
Grillo, Stefano Levati (eds.), Legittimazione e credito tra medioevo e ottocento. Notai e ceto nota-
rile tra ruoli pubblici e vita privata, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2017, pp. 57-82 and Antonio Olivieri,
1l salario dei notai ad officia. Spunti torelliani e ricerche regionali. 1l caso di Torino nel Trecento
e nei primi decenni del Quattrocento, in Isabella Lazzarini, Giuseppe Gardoni (eds.), Notariato e
medievistica. Per i cento anni di Studi e ricerche di diplomatica comunale di Pietro Torelli, Roma,
Istituto storico italiano per il medio evo, 2013, pp. 213-230, with many further references. For a
broader overview, but with an Alpine slant, see Andrea Giorgi et al. (eds.), Il notariato nell ’arco
alpino: produzione e conservazione delle carte notarili tra Medioevo ed eta moderna, Milano,
Giuffre, 2014.

73. Subscriptions became less frequent in Domenico’s time, and were only used to emphasise
the value of certain specific acts; sometimes this led to the addition of signa or simple subscriptions
by clavari and podesta of the seigneurial curia.
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mented varying participation from other individuals. These participants were
referred to in one instance as maiores (in 1443) and, from at least 1450 onwards,
more consistently as populares. These were not members of societates populi,
as attested from the fourteenth century onwards for the main centres of Savo-
yard Piedmont:”* we meet representatives of both old and new families who had
settled in the town or in San Giovanni, including people who were defined as
nobiles (even those with surnames typical of the clan) or who had held offices
for the commune, or had even been consules. The label popularis simply denoted
someone who, although not a member of the council in office, had taken part in
a council meeting.

From 1488, thanks to the council register, the phenomenon appears in all
its regularity: not only was there an average of two capita domorum meetings
per year, out of seven or eight meetings recorded, but the participation of some
populares in the councils seems to have been the norm. This also stimulated the
search for appropriate formal solutions by the communal notaries, with signifi-
cant developments taking place during Domenico Carreto’s term of office. His
brother Michele had written the lists of those present at the councils in contin-
uous fashion along the lines, without separating them from the body of the text,
opting for concise wording on the occasion of the general councils (for example,
3 February 1489: «ex popularibus ultra due partes»; and 30 November 1489:
«multitudo populi capitum domorum ultra quam due partes»). Domenico, on the
other hand, created actual lists divided into one or two columns, segmenting them
with side brackets and notes to distinguish the mayor, the consules, and the popu-
lares.” During the general councils he drew up exhaustive (or almost exhaustive)
lists that also show significant participation rates compared to the demographic
estimates we have discussed (I would say up to 50-60 per cent).

In the light of all this, it is interesting to note that in 1497 an attempt was
made to tighten up the councils’ functioning. On 27 or 28 February, at a general
assembly attended by 130 heads of households, a series of new ordinamenta were
established that were then transcribed into the council register with some care,
according to a mise-en-page reminiscent of a statutory code. A reform of the
councils was also planned, based on the idea that many people participated in
the general councils who «nihil operantur in ipso consilio [...] sed tantum modo
amittunt tempus», which «nullum commodum est rey publice». Consequently,
it was decided that from then on the convocation of the general council would
be replaced by that of 20 «intelligentes et utiles» people, who, together with
the «consilium ordinarium», would have the power to deliberate on matters
that had previously involved the general council. The 20 adiuncti were elected

74. See Umberto Delmastro, /I Popolo del principe. Il governo popolare del comune di
Moncalieri, 1338-1363, in «Quaderni Storici», 1, 2022, pp. 197-228.

75. On the importance of lists such as these in the community’s documentary self-representa-
tion, see Massimo Della Misericordia, Figure di comunita. Documento notarile, forme della convi-
venza, riflessione locale sulla vita associata nella montagna lombarda e nella pianura comasca
(secoli XIV-XVI), Morbegno, Ad Fontes, 2008.
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Fig. 4. The heads of households in the minutes of 7 August 1497 (source: ASCLu, 128, 953, 2).

immediately, with the idea of renewing their appointment year after year, as with
the ordinary councillors.

The records in the register are silent concerning any opposition. The register
itself suggests that this development was not entirely peaceful, however. While
in the minutes of 5 May 1497 the list of those present distinguished sindicus,
consules, and the people «de numero XX iurati», there was still a vague mention
of the presence of «quamplures alie persone populares». On 29 June we find the
familiar list consisting of the mayor, the consuls, and the populares. A general
council was held on 1st August, attended by 29 populares. A few days later,
the existence of a dispute became clear: on the 7th, a meeting of the heads of
households was held — 137 of them crowded into the church of San Giacomo.
There was a heated discussion («facta super hoc altercatione») about whether the
new order was really more useful than the traditional convocation of the capita
domorum. In the end, the podesta called for a vote, which revealed the express
dissent of 17 people. To resolve the situation, the podesta himself decided that the
new ordinamentum would be put to the test for one year from the date of its enact-
ment, and that during this period the 17 «repugnantes» would retain the right to
participate in council meetings anyway, if they so wished. This must be why the
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notary Carreto, adopting a highly unusual solution, marked a small O next to their
names on the list of those present (fig. 4).

On closer inspection, the register shows that the way councils were held
continued to fluctuate between ordinary councils, general assemblies, councils
with adiuncti, and ordinary councils with varying numbers of populares.

The case just described seems revealing to me. There is no space here to
clarify the identities of the reform’s opponents, but their opposition seems to
reflect the existence of a group of people who were particularly interested in
ensuring the flexibility of council participation. After all, many people took
advantage of this flexibility: both individuals who were sometimes registered as
council members as well as larger groups, perhaps for specific issues. Some took
advantage of this possibility more consistently than others, of course, but overall
the mechanism allowed a range of secondary figures to materialise around a core
of fairly recurrent names and surnames, who, as had happened with the Carretos,
could also become more regular attendees and become involved in the manage-
ment of the commune.

4. Concluding remarks

On close examination, Luserna San Giovanni’s municipal archive reveals
significant gaps. For the purposes of the present enquiry, it is worth noting that
at least two council registers are missing: one prior (ca. 1463) and one subse-
quent (ca. 1509) to the surviving register from 1488-1507. This, together with
the statutory attestations mentioned in the /ntroduction, further discourages us
from making definitive statements about the lack of such records in Alpine
communities. As recent historiography teaches us, however, even this uncer-
tainty tells us something.

The first references to the centralisation of municipal records «in archa
comunis» can be found in the council minutes of 24 August and 2 September
1505. This initiative must have contributed to the initial establishment of the
communal archive, but it evidently did not achieve definitive results and did
not entirely prevent the scattering and loss of the documents. After all, we
know for certain that the clavarii of the seigneurial curia produced documents
for the community, and that at least part of their salary must have depended on
the issuing of judicial acta. We also know from many references that notaries
passed on their protocols from father to son, and that this made them the custo-
dians of an important part of the local memory. If we take into account the long
documentary symbiosis between the commune and the seigneurial curia, and
the prominence of notarial lineages such as those of the Carretos and Pellizones
in local society, the lack of coherent archival series until the second half of the
sixteenth century does not seem to be a coincidence.

We are approaching a fundamental issue: the link between the discontinuity
of certain archival-documentary paths and the socio-institutional structure of
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the western Alpine milieus under examination. In these settings, often until the
sixteenth-seventeenth centuries, communal organisations were neither exclusive
nor predominant in shaping the institutional poles which structured the life and
choices of the local population and its elites (for example, the notarial elites). The
Luserna archive therefore reflects the consequences of a close coexistence with
a seigneurial authority on the dynamics of the production and conservation of
documents for the commune. In these circumstances, the existence of communal
organisations was only a prerequisite, and not a sufficient condition, for both
the appearance and survival of council registers. Other factors were necessary
of a cultural, political-institutional, and even social and economic nature, and
explanations must be sought on a case-by-case basis, even if they can be linked
to broader transformations.

Luserna San Giovanni offers further insights in this regard. Council registers
emerged here in what was likely a context of socio-economic growth, marked
by the intersection of social mobility and the development of communal insti-
tutions, particularly from the mid-fifteenth century onward. The history of the
Carreto family perfectly exemplifies these processes: rising “from the bottom”
and from outside the town — the San Giovanni area, which was clearly affected by
growth dynamics — they became involved in the local councils and confraternity
as a means of ascending the social ladder. Eventually, they even established a
professional relationship with the commune as its scribes. The register compiled
by Michele and Domenico is the product of a political-documentary culture that
emphasised the community’s unity while highlighting the guiding role of an elite
closely connected to both the people as well as the lords and their officers. It
reveals a pursuit of public legitimisation, both for the commune itself and for the
families — both old and new — who invested in it in order to cultivate their own
identities and interests.

In what cases did the appearance of council registers depend on phenomena
similar to those seen in Luserna San Giovanni? Can we assume that elsewhere as
well it was a sign of the renewal of local societies, resulting (with the potential
involvement of higher powers) in the questioning of pre-existing institutional
balances, more or less characterised by the presence of communal and seigneurial
institutions?

If this were the case, the map shown at the beginning of this paper would
be a trail leading to new questions, first of all about the discrepancies in the
chronology of the appearance of council registers within the area examined. The
early emergence of this phenomenon in Pinerolo may be linked to the political
rise of new social groups, a pattern common to other urban or semi-urban centres
where the Savoy-Achaea princes had begun to acknowledge the leading role of
societates populi.’® It would seem, however, that many rural contexts experi-
enced something similar later, in the wake of the “fourteenth-century crisis”. The

76. Umberto Delmastro’s doctoral research promises to provide new answers regarding this
topic. See the article cited in note 74.
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limited presence of council registers in most of the Alpine areas that were under
Savoy rule in Piedmont and Valle d’Aosta (but also in France),” as well as the
significant concentration of such documents in the Marquisate of Saluzzo and its
bordering areas, therefore reflect how the aforementioned contexts experienced
late medieval change in different ways.

The reasons for these differences represent a second issue that requires
further reflection. In some cases, local societies may have maintained a closer
connection with seigneurial institutions (not always to the satisfaction of all their
members) or adopted alternative forms of documentary representation instead of
council registers. In other instances, these societies may have been only margin-
ally affected by the economic dynamism that influenced others in the fifteenth
century, or else the redistribution of its benefits may have been highly unequal
and conservative. Also, opportunities beyond the local context — for notaries, for
example — may have weakened the identification of an elite with the commune.
Additionally, it should not be forgotten that some of the present-day municipali-
ties (and their archives) originated from the aggregation of smaller communities
during the modern age.

Ascertaining the significance of the gaps in our map will therefore require
more in-depth investigations.

Davide Morra, University of Turin, Department of Historical Studies
davide.morra@unito.it

77. See Carnielli in this issue of the journal.



