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Marta Gravela

Introduction

In recent years, there has been a resurgence of interest in the forms of popular
politics emanating “from below” and exploring the role of “common people”,
frequently in relation to the current broader dissatisfaction with, or the perceived
alienation from, institutional politics and central political authorities.' Historians
have focused on the diverse expressions of these popular politics — from social
conflict and revolt to collective petitions — which frequently yielded direct polit-
ical statements and provoked action from powerful authorities.> However, along-

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 European
Union nor the granting authority are to be held responsible for them.
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1. John Walter, Crowds and Popular Politics in Early Modern England, Manchester,
Manchester University Press, 2006; Jan Dumolyn et al. (eds.), The Voices of the People in Late
Medieval Europe. Communication and Popular Politics, Turnhout, Brepols, 2014; Hipdlito Rafael
Oliva Herrer, Sobre la politizacion ordinaria de la gente comun a finales de la Edad Media, in Esther
Loépez Ojeda (ed.), Una nueva vision de la Edad Media. Legado y renovacion: XXVI Semana de
Estudios Medievales, Najera, del 27 al 31 de julio de 2015, Logrono, Instituto de Estudios Riojanos,
2016, pp. 259-290; Christian D. Liddy, Contesting the City: The Politics of Citizenship in English
Towns, 1250-1530, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017; Claire Judde De Lariviére, Julien Weis-
bein, Dire et faire le commun. Les formes de la politisation ordinaire du Moyen Age a nos jours,
in «Politix», 119, 2017, pp. 7-30; Ben Eersels, Jelle Haemers (eds.), Words and Deeds. Shaping
Urban Politics from below in Late Medieval Europe, Turnhout, Brepols, 2020; Leen Bervoets, Jan
Dumolyn, Urban Protest in Thirteenth-century North-western Europe: A Comparative Approach,
in «Journal of Medieval History», 48/1, 2022, pp. 75-102; Tom Johnson, Claire Judde De Lariviere,
Ordinary Politics in Late Medieval Europe, in «Past and Present», 268/1, 2024, pp. 250-285.

2. Monique Bourin, Giovanni Cherubini, Giuliano Pinto (eds.), Rivolte urbane e rivolte
contadine nell’Europa del Trecento. Un confronto, Firenze, Firenze University Press, 2008; Justine
Firnhaber-Baker, Dirk Schoenaers (eds.), The Routledge History Handbook of Medieval Revolt,
London-New York, Routledge, 2017; Samuel K. Cohn, Lust for Liberty: The Politics of Social
Revolt in Medieval Europe, 1200-1425, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2006 and Cohn’s
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6 Marta Gravela

side such exceptional and extraordinary expressions, daily, “ordinary” practices
played a substantial part in community life and the political engagement of the
population. This special issue is devoted to such practices, with particular refer-
ence to the crucial theatre of collective decision-making, community councils,
and to the records issuing from them.

While historians have largely examined these sources in an urban context,
this special issue evaluates them through the study of Alpine communities during
the late medieval and early modern periods. The aim is to lay the groundwork
for a better understanding of these political entities that gained significant impor-
tance within the greater European landscape during this era.’ Few studies have
attempted investigations of this terrain, especially with respect to the late medi-
eval period, due to a scarcity of sources in some localities and to a preferred
interest in the early modern phase of communal development.* Unsurprisingly,
only the Swiss region has received significant attention.> Given the importance
of the Swiss communal model, there is a pressing need to examine neighbouring
Alpine territories; yet, unlike the Swiss examples, these regions were part of
wider political structures and frequently governed by multiple layers of local and
“central” authority, which made the situation more complex.

more recent Popular Protest and Ideals of Democracy in Late Renaissance Italy, Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 2021; Marta Gravela, Altre rivolte. Violenza antisignorile nell ltalia tardome-
dievale, in Sandro Carocci (ed.), La signoria rurale nell’ltalia del tardo medioevo, 4. Quadri
di sintesi e nuove prospettive di ricerca, Firenze, Firenze University Press, 2023, pp. 277-297;
Fabrizio Titone (ed.), Disciplined Dissent in Western Europe, 1200-1600. Political Action between
Submission and Defiance, Turnhout, Brepols, 2022; Henry Miller et al. (eds.), Petitions and Peti-
tioning from the Medieval Period to the Present, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2024.

3. Peter Blickle, From the Communal Reformation to the Revolution of the Common Man,
Leiden, Brill, 1998; Beat Kiimin, The Communal Age in Western Europe, c. 1100-1800. Towns,
Villages and Parishes in Pre-Modern Society, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. On urban
council proceedings see Marta Gravela, Jean Paul Rehr, Collective Decision-Making in the
Alps. Researching Late Medieval Communal Politics Through a Digital-Native Project, notes 9-13,
in this special issue.

4. Notable exceptions include Massimo Della Misericordia, especially Divenire comunita.
Comuni rurali, poteri locali, identita sociali e territoriali in Valtellina e nella montagna lombarda
nel tardo Medioevo, Milano, Unicopli, 2006; Nicolas Carrier, Fabrice Mouthon, Paysans des
Alpes. Les communautés montagnardes au Moyen Age, Rennes, Presses universitaires de Rennes,
2010; Fabrice Mouthon, La naissance des communs. Eaux, foréts, alpages dans les montagnes de
Savoie (XII-XVI siécles), Chambéry, Société savoisienne d’histoire et d’archéologie, 2016.

5. Paul Schaefer, Il Sottoceneri nel Medioevo. Contributo alla storia del Medioevo italiano,
Lugano, La Commerciale, 1954; Randolph C. Head, Early Modern Democracy in the Grisons:
Social Order and Political Language in a Swiss Mountain Canton, 1470-1620, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1995; Immacolata Saulle-Hippenmeyer, Nachbarschaft, Pfarrei und
Gemeinde in Graubiinden, 1400-1600, Chur-Desertina, Komissionsverlag Bundner Monatsblatt,
1997; Caroline Schnyder, Reformation und Demokratie im Wallis (1524-1613), Mainz, von Zabern,
2002; André Holenstein, Thomas Maissen, Maarten Prak (eds.), The Republican Alternative. The
Netherlands and Switzerland Compared, Amsterdam, Amsterdam University Press, 2008; Prisca
Roth, Korporativ denken, genossenschaftlich organisieren, feudal handeln. Die Gemeinden und
ihre Praktiken im Bergell des 14.-16. Jahrhunderts, Ziirich, Chronos, 2018.
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This special issue is thus chiefly devoted to the western Alps (the entire
French and Italian Alpine regions and the Swiss Canton of Ticino). Profound
research still lacks on this area despite the survival of extremely rich archives, a
relevant number of which preserved by local municipalities from which they orig-
inated centuries ago. The western arc of the Alps is at the core of a large research
project, DEMALPS. Democracies of the Alps. Issues, Practices and Ildeals of
Politics in Mountain Communities, 1300-1500, which has undertaken the study
of Alpine communities in comparative perspective through a digital methodology
enabling real, live research exchange.’ Guiding this research project are questions
regarding the meaning of politics, social and political inclusion or exclusion,
social mobility, as well as the content of political decisions and actions. While
political decisions and actions were certainly driven by the practical, local neces-
sities and desires connected to the rural and mountain environment, they were
also informed by conceptions of social hierarchies and the expectations of roles
of superior authorities in local matters and beyond.”

In order to examine community politics and language in the late medieval and
early modern Alps, the papers presented here focus specifically on proceedings of
councils and assemblies. Other community institutions certainly existed, such as
parishes and confirarie, though their relevant archives or written traces of meetings,
if they were produced, have rarely survived.® As a point of clarity of taxonomy,
“council proceedings” for the project are those sources issuing from a meeting of
the local council, an institution whose size and functioning varied strongly from
place to place. “Assembly proceedings” refers to the documents resulting from
a general assembly of the community heads of household. The original sources
employ a variety of terms, in Latin or vernacular depending on the region: from a
general liber communitatis, to liber propositarum, to a more precise liber refforma-
tionum consilii communitatis, to ordonnances and délibérations.

These records, often — but not always — collected in registers, report a
preamble setting out date and place of the assembly, the officer calling it, and
the formulas confirming the validity of the meeting. Other elements may follow:
the list of participants; one or more proposita (issues under debate); one or more
consilia (the opinions of the councillors taking part in the assembly); a vote; and
one or more reformationes (decisions by the council). However, as the articles
demonstrate, the lack of standardized rules for drafting these documents at the
time means that the preservation, form, and structure of these sources constitute
essential points of entry into the investigation of communities and their political
expressions. Furthermore, the proceedings were clearly not precise, exhaustive
accounts of meetings. Rather, they were an elaboration of what took place, often

6. Marta Gravela, Medieval Alpine Communal Politics under the Spotlight. The ERC Project
DEMALPS, in «Studi di Storia Medioevale e di Diplomatica», n.s., 7, 2023, pp. 465-476.

7. On the environmental issues in the Alpine regions see Jon Mathieu, History of the Alps, 1500-
1900. Environment, Development, and Society, Morgantown, West Virginia University Press, 2009.

8. Another important medieval institution, the guild, does not appear in sources for the Piedmont
and the Aosta Valley, as opposed to their appearance in the sources of the Alpine Provengal area.
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aiming at concealing moments of great conflict, internal dissent, and factionalism.
This is likely the reason why individual speeches nor detailed accounts of voting
were rarely recorded. We can nevertheless discover between the lines fragments
of political conflict and divergent opinions. Council and assembly proceedings
were thus more than just administrative records for growing communities; they
were powerful tools for projecting a community’s identity, internally and exter-
nally, as a cohesive and legitimate political entity.

The first article, by Jean-Paul Rehr and myself, introduces council proceed-
ings and the methodological challenges of such a large comparative investigation,
fused with the stakes of the digital approach adopted by the DEMALPS team and
the database resulting from it. The two papers that follow, by Chiara Corradini
and Clément Carnielli, offer an overview of the census of proceedings carried
out by the research team in the Italian and French Alps respectively, highlighting
clusters of council registers in some areas — sometimes particularly precocious,
such as in Sisteron, Haute Provence — and archival voids in others, arguing for
different community solidity and documentary models. Focusing on certain local
case-studies, these articles pursue a deeper analysis of the documentary practices
of Alpine communities, which suggest different political uses of record-keeping,
notably in relation to superior authorities.

Specific themes are developed in the following of this special issue. The
emergence of council registers in the fifteenth century in a community in Piedmont
is examined by Davide Morra, who links this to a process of social mobility and
creation of a local elite, capable of collaborating with local lords and consolidating
municipal institutions. Elisabetta Canobbio shifts our attention to worship prac-
tices discussed in the council meetings of fifteenth-century Lugano, in the Canton
of Ticino, and opens a comparison with another community in the duchy of Milan,
Bormio, thus expanding the investigation to the central Alps. Controlling the
resources of local churches emerged here as a community prerogative that they
were not willing to let go, showing the different resoluteness of communities in
this area. The subsequent article, by Massimo Della Misericordia, also focuses on
Bormio, a large horgo with a complex settlement fabric. By examining the exten-
sive spatial references used between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in council
proceedings, where we find Latin merged with expressions in local dialects, the
paper investigates the political representations of territorial conflicts and the
inhabitants’ perceptions of the variety of mountain ecology and its transforma-
tion. The comparative perspective and chronological openness towards the early
modern centuries are further proposed in the concluding paper by Beat Kiimin,
which offers insights into possible thematic and geographic extension of research
to the Swiss area, a key region in the scholarly work of the past few decades.

Marta Gravela, University of Turin, Department of Historical Studies
marta.gravela@unito.it



