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The underground tour of the keep documents the human presence in 

Larciano and Valdinievole from the most ancient periods up till today. 
 

The display cases chronologically illustrate:  
 1B. Prehistory 

 2. The Etruscans 

 3. The Ligurians and Early Roman Colonization 

   The Necropolises of Poggioni and Bizzarrino 

   The Brickworks at Fabbrichelle di Cerbaia 

 4-5A. The Roman Period and the Villas of Pozzarello and Vaiano 

   Mosaics and Architectural Elements 

   Metal, Glass and Special Objects 
   Ceramics 

   Cappuccina-style Tomb (reconstruction) 

 5B. Stratigraphic Excavation of the Parish Church of S. Lorenzo in Vaiano 

 6. The Age of Castles in Valdinievole  

   Materials from the Restoration of the Larciano Keep 

   Colorless, Glazed Ceramics from the Valdinievole Castles 

 

Two disputed objects from the archeological excavation follow: 
 7A. A Medieval Community: the Castle of Serravalle 

 7B. A XV Century Industrial Structure:  the Cafaggiolo di Lamporecchio Oil Mill 

 

The three main typologies of medieval and Renaissance ceramics are documented with finds from Valdinievole.   

 8. Archaic majolica 

 9. Majolica 

   The Montelupo Fiorentino Majolica Workshop 

 10. Graffito Ceramics 
 

Thus 

 13. Collection of Post-Industrial Period Ceramics from the village of Larciano 

 

In addition, architectural elements from the churches of Santa Maria of Trosciano (Monsummano T.) 

and of San Silvestro (Larciano) have been preserved.   

 

 
 

The educational section introduces:  

 1A. Roman and Medieval Money from Larciano and Valdinievole  

 2A. An Etruscan Funerary Urn with Materials from the Tomb’s Furnishings 

 11. Examples of Etruscan Era Ceramics from Lazio: Attic, Bucchero and Architectural Elements  

 12.  An Important Group of Proto-Majolica Ceramics from the Province of Benevento 
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Upper Paleolithic 

PREHISTORY 
(100,000 – 4,500 years ago) 

 

There is no evidence from the Lower Paleolithic in all of Valdinievole, probably because 

remains from that period were eroded from the land surface and filled the valley floor, 

which today is the current wetlands area. 

The most ancient lithic artifacts from the Larciano area are datable to the Middle 

Paleolithic (100,000 – 40,000 years ago) and were discovered on the remains of the terraces 

at Poggio Bagnolo (circa 25 m. a.s.l.).  There are tools, bits and flakes made by Neanderthal 

man that relate generically to the Mousterian culture.   

 

 

There are many more sites in 

the area, especially in the hills that 

surround the current wetlands, 

where artifacts from the Upper 

Paleolithic (40,000 – 10,000 years 

ago) have been brought to light.   If 

the area shows greater evidence of 

having been inhabited by the Homo 

sapiens sapiens, who replaced the 

Homo sapiens neanderthalensis, it 

is due also to the fact that the 

terraces on which the hunting 

groups camped have been better 

preserved. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

As an example of the Mesolithic (10,000 – 4,500 years 

ago), the Casa Gentili site must be pointed out as one 

location where, within a few square meters, one 

hundred microliths were discovered, many of them the 

small flakes that are a waste product of knapping.  We 

are probably looking at a camp of hunter-gatherers that 

was set at an unsually low altitude – about 35 m. a.s.l. 

– a type of settlement more commonly found on high 

ground.   

For the moment, little evidence has been found from the Neolithic and Eneolithic or 

from the Bronze Age.    

Mesolithic 

1B 
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THE ETRUSCAN PERIOD 
(VII – III cent. B.C.) 

 

 

Valdinievole was under Etruscan control from the beginning of History, although 

predominately as a communication route between the Arno valley and the transapennine 

pass that led directly to Marzabotto along the Reno River.    

Although Etruscan origin place-names are not lacking along the slopes of Montalbano – 

Cecina (from Kaiknaś), Cóttina (from Cutnas) near Montevettolini as well as Cresa (from 

Creśa) near Stabbia, Galleno (from Calinai), and Arme (from Armnal), the ancient name of 

the Usciana, the wetlands emissary in the immediate area – practically no evidence of 

inhabited areas has been found.  The few Bucchero or impasto pottery shards datable to the 

Archaic period were found in Casa Belriposo (Larciano).   

Surface discoveries in the belt of Apennine foothills have been more consistent: from the 

eloquently named Poggio alla Guardia, an important highland site, and from some recent 

acquisitions from archeological excavations at Pieve a Nievole. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A small bronze portraying Hercules 

Promachos (fighting in the front line) 

possibly confirms the existence of a route 

connecting to northern Etruria in the III 

century B.C. The statue was discovered at 

the end of the 1800s in Castelmartini and is 

particularly important to the archeology of 

Valdinievole.    

It may perhaps be proof of the presence 

of a still-unidentified sacred area, or it may 

have been a valuable object lost or hidden 

by an ancient traveler.   

 

 

Hercules Promachos  

from Castelmartini 
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THE LIGURIANS  

AND  

THE FIRST ROMAN SETTLEMENT 
(III – II cent. B.C.) 

 

The Roman-Ligurian wars in the III cent. B.C., led to the disappearance of numerous 

settlements in the lower Serchio valley, but apparently without the same consequences in 

Valdinievole. On the contrary, it seems that, after coming down from the Apennine ridges, 

the Ligurians co-existed peacefully with the pre-existing Etruscan population and with the 

Italic peoples that had moved up from Lazio and Campania, and contributed to the 

development of the colonies that sprang up along the continuation of the Via Cassia.    

The necropolises of Bizzarrino (Monsummano T.) and of Poggioni (Cerreto Guidi) thus 

appear to indicate a typically Ligurian tradition but one that includes imported pottery and 

Roman coins among their funerary furnishings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Romanization of the area is also seen by the widespread appearance of rural 

settlements in the foothills, while industrial sites, like the brickworks discovered at 

Fabbrichelle di Cerbaia (Lamporecchio), arose at the edges of the wetlands, with their 

workers perhaps from the, by then, completely integrated Ligurian population. 

Late Ligurian grave in Bizzarrino 

 ideal reconstruction 

Ligurian grave in Poggioni  

 ideal reconstruction  
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A ROMAN BRICKWORKS 

FROM THE LATE REPUBLICAN PERIOD 
(III – II cent. B.C.) 

 
The brickworks at Fabbrichelle di Cerbaia (Lamporecchio) were discovered in 1987 

during work in the farm fields, and are similar to other ancient brickworks that operated in 

the area but that currently have been identified only by surface signs. 

The structure, with a south-southeast entrance, was made up of a large, trapezoidal 

combustion chamber that, at one time, was connected by a long corridor to the quadrangular 

firing chamber dug directly into the clay soil of the hill.  

The perforated floor of the firing chamber is made up of rectangular blocks, their 

corners cut in such a way as to form a grill with diamond-shaped holes once they were 

placed side by side.   

The structure supporting the perforated floor was approximately 90-cm high and 

formed by a series of parallel walls of ashlar-shaped clay blocks, fired in situ, that opened 

into the arch of the prefurnium.  

The structure has a canal system at the sides, made from tiles ‘alla cappuccina’, i.e., 

placed like roof tiles.  The system flowed into a square well, and then continued downhill to 

ensure water runoff.   

There have been very few discoveries of any materials used daily, apart from some 

shards of colorless or black glaze pottery that place the date of the Cerbaia site in the Late 

Republican period.   

 

 

Coocking plane and prefurnium 
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Lamporecchio (PT) loc. Fabbrichelle di Cerbaia - Plan of the Roman brickworks  
(revised by G. Ciampoltrini, E. Pieri – La fornace, il castello, il frantoio, archeologia nel territorio di Lamporecchio, 2005, p. 17)  

 

cooking chamber 

firing chamber 

prefurniu

m 

entrance 

drain 
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THE IMPERIAL ROMAN PERIOD  
(I cent. B.C. – V cent. A.D.) 

 
The imposing task of agrarian reorganization in the Augustan Era – visible in the 

somewhat indistinct signs of centuriation carried out between Montecatini and 

Monsummano – ensured a particularly prosperous period for the population of Valdinievole.  

The image is one of an industrious and productive region that based its economy on a 

systematic development of the area, even exporting its products beyond regional borders and 

importing goods in exchange. 

Typical of this situation was the prosperous settlement of Pozzarello, probably connected to 

the Roman villa in Vaiano that, as the result of a III-century economic crisis, benefited from 

its transformation to an established settlement during a period which saw various rural 

centers disappear and, at the same time, the rise of the latifundia. 

This situation appears to have continued until the end of the Classical period, at the dawning 

of the V century, when the territorial structure was redefined due to the changed political 

situation that resulted from the first barbarian invasions. 

 

 
 

POZZARELLO  
(Monsummano T.) 

 
 

Set in a flat area at the foot of Montevettolini and known by various place-names like 

Pozzarello, S. Paolo, and Villa Bardelli, the site has been the subject of surface 

reconnaissance surveys and of a limited, emergency excavation in 1987-88 because of a 

SNAM methane gasworks project. 

 

Three main phases of inhabitation have been identified during the Roman period through 

the materials discovered in the area:  

 

•  The first phase is datable to the end of the Republican period:  black glaze pottery and 

amphorae shards;  

•  The second is related to the early Imperial period: Italian terra sigillata and thin-walled 

pottery;  

•   The third to the late Imperial period: vitreous material, African pottery shards and transport 
containers, as well as a large number of mosaic tesserae, cocciopesto floor fragments and lead 

pipes (fistulae).  Objects of notable interest include a signet ring, a small scale and some 

decorated glass paterae.  

4-5A 
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SIGNET RINGS 
 

 

Signet rings were basically used to mark food products, cheeses and loaves of bread. 

The Pozzarello discovery, together with a practically identical exemplar from Castiglion 

Fiorentino in Val di Chiana, has been attributed to Aurelius Calpurnius, an “entrepreneur” 
and the owner of a business set up as an autonomous “unit” located throughout the territory.  
Its products, probably destined for Urbe, would have been identified by a mark that was 

“unmistakable” also because of the Greek characters used with the idea, perhaps, of adding a 
touch of the exotic. 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mirror image of inscription 

Aur(..)Kal 
pournei 

Aur(elius) Calpurnius 

Bronze signet ring from the villa of Pozzarello 
(Length. 5.1 cm; width 2.5 cm; int. diam. of ring 1. 7 cm)  

Bronze scale (29.5 cm) from the Roman villa of Pozzarello 

Etched glass plate 
(11 cm, h; 2.8 cm, w)  

From the Roman villa  

of Pozzarello 
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                ARCHEOLOGICAL AREA OF VAIANO 
  (Larciano – Monsummano T.) 

 

It has been known by the place-names of Vaiano, Villa Galeotti and even Pievaccia 

because of its proximity to the pre-existent Parish Church of S. Giovanni Battista and S. 

Lorenzo in Vaiano. A portion of a mosaic floor was discovered during farm work at the site 

at the beginning of the XIX century and was donated to the municipality of Pescia by the 

Galeotti family, where it is now displayed in the local museum.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The archeological importance of the site however has been known since the XVIII 

century when a local scholar, Giovanni Baldasseroni, wrote a letter dated 23 December 1740 

to Giovanni Lami, the director of Florence’s Riccardiana Library and a collector of 
information and documents on the grand duchy’s history, in which he described an epigraph 

– now lost – that had been re-used on the altar of the now abandoned Parish Church of San 

Lorenzo (Pievaccia). 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  This marble slab was part of a Roman funerary monument dedicated to L. Vennonius 

L.F. Fab(ia tribu) and to his freedwoman Vennonia Phil[e]. 

 

The material on display comes from surface collections and from a survey conducted in the 

1970s.  

Some cappuccina tombs are datable to the late Ancient period of the villa and came to light 

in 1985 in the excavation of the lower layers that was carried out in the nearby Parish 

Church of San Lorenzo.  

5A 

ARCHEOLOGICAL AREA OF VAIANO 

Roman villa at Vaiano 

Parish Church of San Lorenzo (Pievaccia) 
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Reconstruction of a tomb alla cappuccina, IV-V c. A.D. from the Parish Church of S. Lorenzo a Vaiano 

Mosaics from the Roman villa of Vaiano 
Reconstruction of a floor mosaic pattern at Vaiano 
From (G. Ciampoltrini, E. Pieri – La fornace, il castello, il frantoio, 
archeologia nel territorio di Lamporecchio, 2005, p. 30)  
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THE PARISH CHURCH OF  

SAN LORENZO IN VAIANO 
(V - XV cent. A.D.) 

 
Like elsewhere in the valleys between the Serchio and the Arno Rivers, a settlement 

(village) grew up around the Roman villa in Vaiano.  As Christianity spread through the 

countryside and the master’s house experienced a definitive decline, a church was built on 
the sacred area of the ancient Roman necropolis. 

The Ecclesia Sancti Laurentii was first documented in 772 A.D. and by 936 A.D., it was 

known as the Pieve di S. Lorenzo.  At the time of a 1354 pastoral visit, however, it was 

already in ruins and the area completely abandoned. 

It was subsequently incorporated into the structure of the ‘Villa Galeotti’, which has 
been renovated and is currently being used as the Montecatini Golf Club House. 

An emergency stratigraphic excavation was carried out in 1985-86 on less than 1/6 of 

the parish church’s entire surface area.  It highlighted the stratigraphic sequence of the 

following activities:  
1 - Some graves “alla cappucina” were discovered cut into the crumbling rock, datable to the IV-V century 

A.D.  

 2 - Excavations in the rock identified some postholes, probably referable to a wooden building with an 

unknown plan. 

 3 - Again cuts in the base rock and the remains of furnaces for casting bells during the ‘Romanesque’ phase of 
the parish church are in activities 1 and 2.  A large amount of slag and parts of terracotta molds formed the 

planking levels related to the construction yard for the parish church where a group of five Luccan denari 

minted between the XI and XII centuries were uncovered.  Related to this was the construction of two 

perimeter walls during the ecclesiastical building’s ‘Romanesque’ phase, and from which sections were 
removed for other uses in the modern age. 

 4 - Re-cover the planking levels of the work yard in order to raise the level in preparation for the ecclesiastical 

building’s flooring, one layer of dark earth filled with brick fragments and small- and medium-sized 

stones. 
 5 - A foundation of loose stone for the church floor, possibly of slabs, was placed on layer 4.  Five coins from 

the XII-XIV centuries, the last period of inhabitation, were found in the loose-stone foundation, the last 

period of utilization and of the dismantling of the parish church, already in ruins by 1354. 

 6 - A layer of dark earth re-covered the loose-stone foundation where modern material and coins from the 

XVIII and XIX centuries were found as well as Roman and medieval ceramic shards in a secondary 

position.   

Parish Church of San Lorenzo a Vaiano 

(Pievaccia). Excavation plan.  

5B 
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Villa Galeotti in a photo from the beginning of the XX century 

Parish Church of San Lorenzo a Vaiano: a view of the excavation and a detail of a pit for casting a 

bell.   
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 THE FORTRESS AND CASTLE  

OF LARCIANO 
 

As part of the fortification of Tuscany in the 10th century, the plains settlements were 

deserted in favor of those in the highlands and the villa of Larciano, recorded in 942 A.D., 

evolved into a castle, dominion of the Guidi counts, cited in 1099.  There is very little 

archeological or historical evidence from this period. 

In 1226, Larciano was acquired by the Commune of Pistoia that endowed it with a keep 

(the ‘rocca’ or fortress), and a captain’s dwelling equipped with a cistern and a guard 
tower.  Thus, together with Serravalle, Cecina and other castles, it became part of a vast 

system of fortification and protection along the valley roads.  

In particular, the portus de Brugnano, on the lacus focensis (the Fucecchio Wetlands), 

were reached by way of Larciano and from there, via waterways to the Arno and the sea. 

 

The fortress and the church dedicated to Saint Sylvester had a favorable position in the 

highest part of the town and it defended to ancient entrances of Porta di Bagno and Porta 

San Marco.  

Restored in 1974, it is one of the most interesting in the Pistoia area. 
 

 

 

 

The Marzocco, a sandstone lion and 

symbol of the Florentine Republic, 

currently located on the ground floor of 

the tower.   

 

The Fortress, a bastion of Castle of Larciano with a guard tower 

6A 



 

 14 

LARCIANO MUSEO CIVICO 

 
COMUNE  DI  LARCIANO 

Medaglia d’Oro al Merito Civile 

THE VILLAGE OF LARCIANO 
 

Little by little, the village arose at the foot of the fortress, following the morphology of 

the land.  Two phases of development are seen on two distinct levels. 

The oldest phase corresponds to the area occupied by the open village, and has not yet 

undergone an archeological examination. For this reason, there are no materials from the 

X-XII centuries among the finds from Larciano in contrast to those exemplified by 

Monsummano Alto (display case E1) and Serravalle (display case H).  

During the second phase, at the time of the passage to the Signoria of Florence, the 

village was enlarged and the city walls were built.  

The period between the XIV and the XV centuries was apparently prosperous, at least 

on the basis of the ceramic fragments discovered.  Remnants of apparently good quality 

products, they come from nearby brickworks (Bacchereto, Montelupo and perhaps from 

Valdinievole itself), as well as from beyond the Apennines and even from Moorish Spain. 

Research carried out in the proximity of the southern gate has also collected finds from 

the modern era (display case L), a period that was ignored until a few years ago. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Aerial view of the village of Castello di Larciano  

Larciano Castello: principal discovery areas of 

archeological material  

 

1. Fortress 

2. Church of San Silvestro 

3. Bagno Gate  

4. San Marco Gate 

5. South Gate 

6. Western dumping ground 
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THE CASTLES 

 OF EASTERN VALDINIEVOLE 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Serravalle 

Montevettolini 

Lamporecchio 

Larciano 

Cecina 

Monsummano 

Montecatini 
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A CASTLE IN VALDINIEVOLE: 

THE VILLAGE OF CASTELLARE 
(Serravalle Pistoiese – X-XI cent.) 

 
During the Roman era, the territorial organization was centered on the villae, through 

which the landed property was managed (probably connected to high-ranking landowners 

as seems evident from the inscriptions), and was headed by a group of small settlements 

that were responsible for developing the territory’s resources. Alongside specialized 
agricultural products (such as wine. conserved in amphorae. from Empoli at least in the 

regional and Tyrrhenian markets), natural resources gradually acquired an important role, and 

included pastures for pig- and sheep-raising and wood that supplied the work yards in Pisa still 

active in the early VI century. 

Some of these settlements – known by their praedial place-names of Brugnana, 

Varignano, Greppiano, Giugnano, Bufignano, Varazzano, Papiano, Porciano, and 

Orbignano – were developed in curtis around a plebs, a church that depended directly from 

the diocese, which played an important administrative role. 

In the years around 600 A.D., there were clashes between the Lombards, who occupied 

Lucca, and the Byzantines, whose advance had been opposed for some time by Fiesole (of 

which the ‘Triumph of Agilulf’ is an extraordinary archeology proof). Consequently, the 
administrative borders of the city were redefined, and no longer corresponded to the 

diocesan limits, as in the early Middle Ages, and that usually coincided with the limits of 

the Imperial Age municipia. 

From that moment on and for almost a thousand years, the territories of Pieve a Nievole, 

Vaiano (Larciano) and Lamporecchio were the frontier between Lucca and Pistoia.  In fact, the 

area of the Parish of Vaiano that belonged to the diocese of Lucca reached almost as far as San 

Baronto. 

Between the X and XI centuries, a more general phenomenon was stimulated by this 

situation: the construction of castles that distinguished the landscape of Valdinievole and 

Montalbano in a way that is still evident today. 

The population of Castellare di Serravalle Pistoiese also peaked during this period as 

can be seen not only from the visible fortification structures but also from the considerable 

amount of particularly interesting ceramic materials discovered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A – Heads   B – Pots   C – Jugs 

 

Undamaged whole jug 
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THE OIL MILL OF CAFAGGIOLO 
(Lamporecchio – XIV-XV cent.) 

 
Until recently, grain and oil mills were fundamental to the Valdinievole economy. 

One example of this business, which was already a in the early Middle Ages, is the oil 

mill found on Montalbano, along the road that goes from Cafaggiolo to the Valdiavolo 

farm. Based on the ceramic fragments found, it can be dated to between the end of the 

1300s and the first half of the 1400s. 

Some shards of archaic majolica were discovered during surface examinations on a 

tableland situated at 304 m. a.s.l.. However, a survey was prepared during an excavation 

begun in 1997, in agreement with the Superintendency, that led to a salvage excavation 

being carried out. 

The fortunate rediscovery of a millstone and a pile of sandstone – the former obviously 

used in olive milling and the latter for the collection and decantation of the pressing liquid 

– have enabled attributing the traces conserved by the shallow depth of the archeological 

layers to an oil mill structure rather similar to the one reconstructed at Rocca San Silvestro 

(Campiglia M. – LI) that was still active in 1300. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7B 

The Cafaggiolo oil mill - Excavation plan Reconstruction of the oil mill at Rocca San Silvestro  
(From C. Citter, G. Velluti, Il frantoio di Rocca San Silvestro  

(Campiglia M. – LI) ...  in Archeologia Medievale, 20, 1993, p.157) 
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 LAYOUT OF THE MILL STRUCTURE 

 

The building was subdivided into two work areas:  

- the first and lower one was used for pressing the olives, (H) and housed a tank 

approximately two meters wide inside of which – according to the dimensions – the 

millstone was moved by means of animal traction.  (The millstone and the tank are now on 

display inside the fortress). 

- the second, on the upper level, with the piling  (K) defined by the five holes (a-e) dug 

into the rock, thought to have been used to anchor the press used in pressing the olives, 

with the oil collected in the stone tank set on the ‘staircase’ (L). 
Its use probably ended due to a fire of the building’s wooden structure that supported 

the roof formed by placing the roof tiles alternately with the concave side facing up or 

down, of which charred remnants remain as well as a large quantity of iron nails found in 

the anthropic stratification. 

The quantity of discarded, broken roof tiles, found in the southeast end of the 

excavation area, could refer to the dismantlement of the building. 

At the edge of the excavation, close to the ridge way, is a series of rough-hewn stone 

blocks that could be the final outline of a covered structure in the area affected by the 

remodeling of the fortress.  

 

THE MATERIALS 

The ceramic shards recovered in the limited 

expansion of the excavation and in the reduced 

depth of the archeological strata offer 

unmistakable evidence for assigning a date to the 

complex.  In fact, all of the majolica found is for a 

type of product from around the mid-1400s in the 

Florentine area, especially from the workshops in 

Bacchereto and Montelupo. 

Tableware pieces in particular have been 

found: the individual eating bowls for table use in 

the tapered basins or catini, the jugs in red-clay 

archaic majolica or white-clay majolica probably 

for drinking from the typical round bowl with a 

straight lip, known as the Bacchereto, a style that 

was very widespread throughout the Valdinievole. 

Even if few remain, there are also circular 

‘famiglia verde’ cisterns, or rinfrescatoi, and 

basins decorated with Figlinese-style plastic 

reliefs. 

The lack of cooking pots and pans, the 

typical clay olle, seems to suggest the structure 

had an intermittent, non-residential use yet one 

that was tied to the daily or seasonal cycles of 

farm work.  

Open ceramic forms from Cafaggiolo 
A – Tapered basins (Archaic Majolica) 
B - Rinfrescatoi (circular cisterns) (Famiglia 

verde) 
C - Bacchereto-style round bowl 
D – wide-rimmed bowls 

 

from G. Ciampoltrini, E. Pieri – La fornace, il castello, il frantoio, 

archeologia nel territorio di Lamporecchio, 2005, p. 79. 
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Proto-majolica, (a contemporary of the archaic majolica in north-central Italy) appeared 

on the ceramics scene between the end of the XII and the beginning of the XIII centuries 

from southern Italy and became the most widespread ceramic tableware during the entire 

Frederican period. 

 

It is thought that Sicily played an important role in testing and perfecting this new 

technique based on the examples from the Arab world and, in particular, from north Africa.  

The generally open forms are primarily bowls and plates; closed forms are extremely 

rare, usually made up of jugs.  

The decoration is mainly geometric, with plants and animals – either real or fantastic – 

rarely represented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It uses a rich range of colors used such as various combinations of brown, yellow, blue, 

green and red that especially differentiate it from the archaic majolica with its simple two-

color scheme of manganese brown and copper green. 

The collection here on display comes from a recovery effort carried out by volunteers at 

a time when these materials were not yet considered seriously by archeologists.  They have 

been entrusted to the Larciano museum courtesy of the Ministry of Arts.  

 

12-EDUCATION DEP. 
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ARCHAIC MAJOLICA 
(XIII-first half of the XV cent.) 

 
After a long period of economic self-sufficiency, beginning at the start of the X century, 

wide ranging commerce grew again also because of the encounter with the maritime cities 

and expansion into the Islamic world. 

The merchants of Pisa, who dominated the western Mediterranean, imported glazed 

ceramics produced in north Africa, Sicily and Moorish Spain, together with other exotic 

goods.  

Among the various typologies that have reached us today through the walled basins on 

the exteriors of churches (more than 600 examples in Pisa alone and another ten in the 

surrounding area, e.g., San Miniato, Marti, etc.), brown and green painted ceramic on a 

purplish-white glaze known as “archaic majolica”.  It enjoyed particular favor at the time 
because it was imported through Majorca, which at the time was a marketplace for goods 

from Pisa in the Balearic Islands. 

Around the first half of the XIII century in various locations in Tuscany, ceramists 

mastered a craft technique that consisted of covering the “bisque” (the unfinished article, 
usually in red clay, after the first firing) with a tin-based glaze that was white with tones that 

ranged from grayish to violet; a design was executed on this in brown (manganese oxide) 

painted against a  background green in (ramina, or copper oxide). 

The decoration often – at least in our area – consisted of stylized botanical motifs that at 

times formed a border and realistic or imaginary animals; human figures and heraldic 

elements were rarely present. 

Examples of archaic majolica  

 

 

 

 

Walled basins on façade of the Duomo of San Miniato (PI). Magreb (Tunisia?) end of the XIII cent. 
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The basins (or catini), which today are ornamental, were commonly used at table as the 

collective container for the foods, together with a jug for drinks.  

Individual use was practically limited to a soup bowl as single plates did not come into 

common use until the rise in plague epidemics. 

Glass and metal drinking cups are rare discoveries because these materials were 

“recycled” and so re-melted to be re-used. 

Only the famiglia verde variant of archaic majolica remained in fashion until the mid-

XV century, which it was later definitively displaced by the properly named majolica and by 

the considerably more economical graffito. 

Basins removed from facade of the Church of S. Cecilia in Pisa,  

(green ramina and manganese brown on a tin-based white enamel). 

Jug with trefoil mouth, ribbon handle. Decorated with 

spirals of vine-shoots in ramina that support stylized leaves 

with a lattice-motif interior in manganese brown. XIII cent. 

Lattice motif, border strip of ramina slash marks. 

Second quarter XIII cent. 
 

Divisions with lattice motif, border strip with vine-

shoots.  Second quarter XIII cent. 

Circular, Famiglia verde-style cistern. Stylized 

botanical motifs. Montelupo, second half XV 

cent. 
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 MAJOLICA  
(XV-XVII cent.) 

  

Based on the Spanish models, Italian majolica began to be produced at the start of the 

1400s.  The most important production center in the Valdarno was Montelupo Fiorentino, 

where a large number of master potters and kilns were active. 

In 1407, Florence imposed dominion over Pisa and gained access to the sea, thus 

enabling Montelupo to export its products throughout Europe, and to compete with Faenza. 

The basic forms remained rather constant while the decorative styles changed as tastes 

changed. 

Until 1470, Hispano-Moresque motifs were preferred with a prevalence of blue on the 

usual manganese brown and copper green (Italo-Moresque style).  

Influenced by Renaissance taste, the palette was enriched with yellow, orange and red, 

with a proliferation of a great variety of original motifs that often acted as borders on the 

coats-of-arms of the customers, who were from the most important Florentine or Tuscany 

families or institutions (hospitals and monasteries). 

Around 1540, following an economic crisis, the compendiario style became popular that 

reduced and simplified the decorations, using primarily one color:  cobalt blue. 

For the rest, early Renaissance types were repeated but the quality was increasingly poor 

until after the 1600s. 

 

Examples of majolica from Montelupo F.no 

 
 

 

Italo-Moresque majolica.  Round bowl in 

blue and manganese brown. 

Central floral motif with lattice motif in center 

surrounded by stems with berries. 

Second quarter XV – early XVI cent. 
Blue graffito plate with symbol of San Donato in 

Polverosa. 1510 - 1520 
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Albarello (apothecary jar) with “Persian palm” 
motif. 1510-1515 

Trefoil jug with Medici coat-of-arms and 

dotted lattice motif.  1510-1515 

Compendario-style plate with city view. 1510-1520 Blue porcelain-style plate 1510-1520 
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WORKSHOP OF THE MONTELUPO FIORENTINO  

CERAMIC MUSEUM. 

MAJOLICA PRODUCTION PHASES 

 

The master potter 

 

The master potter begins work The object begins to take shape Detail of the potter’s wheel 

The jar is finished 

Recently thrown jars and jugs 

Shelves for drying 
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The painter at work 

 

 

 

Finishing and enameled plate Adding circular lines with the 

help of a lathe.  

A different brush is used at each 

step 

Design on the rim Objects left to finishing drying 

The tub of glaze, the bianchetto or slip Painting table, with some models 
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GRAFFITO  

(XV- XVIII cent.) 
 

Of Chinese origin, the graffito technique arrived in Italy by way of Byzantium.  

The piece is dipped in kaolin, a white earth, before it is completely dry, which creates a 

coating known as slip. The coating is then etched using a metal point until the red clay 

beneath is revealed.  

After an initial firing and an eventual metal oxide coloring, the piece is glazed with clear 

lead-based paint and fired a second time. 

Graffito ceramics were already present in Italy by the XII and XIII centuries but this 

type of ceramic began to be very widespread in the XV century because of it was easily 

produced and had a low market cost. 
 

Graffito examples from Pisa 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 

Rimless plate, a punta and a stecca decorations 

with pinwheels and “swallows”. XVI Cent. 
Plate with saucer foot, lowered center decorated 

with central pinwheel and surrounded by 

stylized botanical elements. XVI Cent. 

Polychrome graffito plate with decoration a 

punta.  An overlapping motif on the rim with a 

pear in the center. First half , XVII Cent. 

Rimless soup plate, stylized polychrome 

flower. First half XVII cent. 
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