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Sharecropping in southern Tuscany: 
a micro-analysis of the ‘Fattoria’ 
production system (1858-1889) 
GIACOMO ZANIBELLI

KEYWORDS: agriculture, sharecropping, Tuscany, protectionism. 

JEL CODES: Q12, N13, N53, N93. 

T his article studies the effects of the 1880s cereal crisis at the micro level as well 
as structural changes to Tuscan agriculture. It looks at the sharecropping sys-
tem of southern Tuscany from 1858 to 1889, by observing production and 

market trends for the large Canonica property in Certaldo (Tuscany), a municipality 
between Siena and Florence. The results show that Canonica did not suffer the effects 
of the cereal crisis; instead, the production of wheat, corn, oil and especially wine in-
creased. Fertilizer use also increased, resulting in improved grain yields. Comparison of 
aggregate production for the provinces of Siena and Florence and the region of Tuscany 
showed that Canonica presented a production trend similar to that of the Siena 
province. An effective response to the exogenous shock was made possible by a proper 
accounting structure and the development of specific management strategies by the owner 
and agricultural agents (fattori).
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La aparcería en el sur de la Toscana: Un análisis micro 
sobre el sistema productivo de «Fattoria» (1858-1889) 

PALABRAS CLAVE: Agricultura; Aparcería; Toscana; Choques exó-
genos. 

CÓDIGOS JEL: Q12, N13, N53, N93. 

Este artículo estudia los efectos de la crisis de los cereales de 1880 a nivel mi-
cro y los cambios estructurales de la agricultura toscana. Examina el sistema 
de aparcería de la Toscana meridional de 1858 a 1889 observando la polí-

tica estratégica de gestión, la producción y la evolución del mercado de una gran pro-
piedad (Canonica), situada en Certaldo (Toscana), una localidad entre Siena y Flo-
rencia. Los resultados obtenidos muestran que la Canonica no sufrió los efectos de la 
crisis de los cereales de los años 1880, sino que tuvo un aumento de la producción de 
trigo, maíz, aceite y, sobre todo, vino. También hubo un incremento en el uso de fertili-
zantes que condujo a un crecimiento en los rendimientos de los cereales. La compara-
ción entre la producción agregada de las provincias de Siena y Florencia y la región 
de Toscana ha llevado a la conclusión de que Canonica presentó una tendencia pro-
ductiva similar a la de la provincia de Siena. Una respuesta eficaz al choque exógeno 
fue posible gracias a una correcta estructura contable y al desarrollo de estrategias de 
gestión específicas por parte del propietario y los agentes agrícolas (fattori).
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The literature has focused on many aspects of the sharecropping contract, including anth-
ropological, legal, economic and historical. Sharecropping is a specific form of land ma-
nagement that links the landowner and the tenant1 (sharecropper) contractually, provi-
ding the use of a plot of land, and in some cases a rural house. The peculiarity of the 
contract lies in the subdivision of the product in variable quotas between landowner and 
sharecropper (Federico, 2006). This specific case has a global span, with a variety of con-
tractual clauses that may include different product shares and the use of capital by the 
signing parties. A general classification of this form of land tenure is infeasible, given that 
there may be significant differences within a single nation. In 19th century Europe, sha-
recropping was more widespread in the Mediterranean area (Biagioli, 2013): Italy (mez-
zadria), France (métayage), and Spain (aparceria and masoveria in the Catalan area). 

Some historians and economists have a negative opinion of this specific agrarian con-
tract, while others are optimistic. According to Marshall (1920), sharecropping brought 
inevitable inefficiency, resulting in a decline in agricultural output and yields, and crea-
ting an obstacle for technical progress. Before Marshall, physiocrats had argued that me-
tayage should be replaced by a form of capitalism that transformed and modernized agri-
culture through significant investments by owners and salaried work (Biagioli, 2013). 
There were, however, those such as John Stuart Mill (1871) who thought that the criti-
cism of sharecropping was excessive. The idea of a contract resistant to change survived 
over time. From these positions, studies flourished which began to speak negatively about 
sharecropping. Emilio Sereni (1947) saw this contract as a feudal remnant in which there 
was disproportionate cultivation of wheat and excessive employment of labour (Cohen 
& Galassi, 1996). Moreover, sharecropping presented a negative correlation to monito-
ring costs (Alston & Higghs, 1982). 

However, significant studies have changed this approach to the problem. In particu-
lar, those of Cheung (1969) analysed the relationship between tenant and owner, Stiglitz 
(1974) focused on the question of risk, and Hoffman (1982, 1984, 1996) on operating 
costs. From this background, scholars have recently reviewed previous studies that con-
sidered sharecropping as a backward and inefficient institution (Newbery, 1975; Winters, 
1978; Bray & Robertson, 1980; Cohen & Galassi, 1990; Emigh, 1997; Carmona & Simp-
son, 1999, 2007; Ackerberg & Botticini, 2000, 2002; Garrido, 2017). Answers to macro 
questions can be found by revisiting what the international scientific debate has produ-

1. The term is used in common language, though contracts usually did not refer to the word share-
cropper.
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ced by focusing on the farm dimension. It is essential to point out that the history of agra-
rian farms can be utilized for general analysis of agricultural history (Galassi & Zamagni, 
1993). As Giovanni Federico (1984) wrote, there are two methodological approaches to 
the study of peasant farms: an anthropological one in which society is studied with non-
economic categories, and an economic one in which specific aspects of the agricultural 
sector are addressed using political economic tools. In agreement with Federico (1984), 
the latter appears more applicable to the analysis of 19th century Italy. 

This study aims to place itself within the debate over the backwardness of sharecrop-
ping, specifically in its micro dimension, by measuring the degree and capacity of response 
to the exogenous shocks of the Tuscan (Italy) fattoria system2 in the second half of the 
19th century. Particular attention will be paid to the 1880s to see how a sharecropping te-
rritory was able to respond to the arrival of American grains in Europe. During this time, 
there was a greater supply of cereals than demand, and foreign cereals began to arrive in 
Europe at lower prices, which created trouble for European wheat production. From a 
similar perspective, it is interesting to observe what occurred in the Italian countryside, 
given that the Italian agricultural economy was heavily based on wheat. It is significant 
to study sharecropping during “shocks” also because the sharecropping contract was con-
sidered a means of attracting farmers in times of crisis. 

The research was conducted through an analytical study of accounting records by en-
riching the type of economic variables compared to previous research (Ciuffoletti, 1975, 
1980, 1986; Galassi, 1986, 1987; Biagioli, 2000); the farm is an important accounting la-
boratory (Giradeau, 2017). Studying the accounting structure can help to acquire qua-
litative variables to verify the general conditions of an agricultural system. The metho-
dological approach to farm accounting has led to important results for Spain (Pérez 
Picazo, 1991; Garrabou, Saguer & Sala, 1993; Garrabou et al., 1995; Garrabou, Planas 
& Saguer, 2001, 2012; Pascual, 2000; Lana, 2003; Planas & Sauger, 2005). 

The work is notable because the fattoria system differentiates the Tuscan case from the 
others studied in Europe, both for the size of the farms and, in particular, because the large 
owners possessed farms in a variety of areas in the region. This allows for broader com-
parative analysis in terms of soil conformation and crop types. The relevance of this study 
lies in the attention paid to a fattoria located in the border area between the provinces of 
Florence and Siena not yet studied by the literature, thus expanding the survey sample 
to cover all of the agricultural regions in the two provinces. It is also significant because 
in 1835 the area had a limited presence of vines and olive trees, a peculiarity that makes 

2. Fattoria was the term used for for sharecropping farms in Tuscany.
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the fattoria a particularly interesting case study in which to measure the degree of inver-
sion in production in the second half of the 19th century compared to the fattorie already 
studied in areas with a high incidence of vines (Galassi, 1986, 1987; Biagioli, 2000). Ho-
wever, the most essential aspect is that, compared to Galassi (1986, 1987, 1993, 1996), 
who has studied aspects mainly related to the production and productivity of factors, this 
study also reconstructs the expenses for crops and the sales market.  

The evolution of wheat and corn production, as well as oil and wine, can be estimated 
from accounting records dating from the period of the Grand Duchy of Tuscany to the pro-
cess of unification and consolidation of the new State. Those records also provide infor-
mation on the market trend of sales of the main products of Canonica (wheat, corn, wine 
and oil) from the pre-unification period to 1889 (when the series of accounting records 
ends). Moreover, they reconstructed the evolution of sharecropper living standards in the 
same timeframe in order to propose a global vision of the productive and social conditions 
of the fattoria during a period of economic stress. This research enables the acquisition of 
new elements on the evolution of Tuscan agriculture in the post-unification years, which 
are particularly meaningful considering the difficulty in obtaining data on a municipal scale 
and the precarious reliability of the statistics. Furthermore, this work enriches the litera-
ture on Tuscan fattorie in the second half of the 19th century, with the attainment of sig-
nificant information on investments by a large property that appeared unwilling to invest 
capital in agriculture rather than safer treasury bonds (Galassi, 1986). An attempt has been 
made to demonstrate how Tuscan sharecropping presented elements of dynamism through 
its ability to adopt strategies that allowed it to follow agricultural market trends. 

This paper tests the hypothesis by Fenoaltea (2006) that the years of the cereal crisis 
were in fact a period of growth and specialization for agriculture. Going back to the 1880s 
is crucial in order to attempt to respond, at a micro level, to some of the questions posed 
by historiography. To these, we have tried to respond at a macro level (Fenoaltea, 2006; 
Zanibelli, 2022a). According to Pescosolido (1998), the decrease in the price of wheat 
should have led to a decrease in food consumption, while according to Zamagni (1981), 
there should have been social unrest and emigration. This would have led in turn to so-
cial tensions, and ultimately, considerable migratory flow. Castronovo (1995) also sees 
these years as critical. While Fenoaltea (2006) has provided some important macro res-
ponses, it is also essential to attempt to reconstruct what happened inside businesses. This 
is predominantly because the latter makes it possible to enrich the debate over some spe-
cific points. Fenoaltea (2006), for instance, points out the difficulty in finding data such 
as agricultural wages. Analysing the micro case is imperative because it allows us to ve-
rify what has been shown on a national scale with annual data, thus significantly enriching 
the historiographical debate regarding the years of deflation.  
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The article is organized as follows: Section II presents a politico-economic study of Tus-
can sharecropping. This section also describes the accounting documentation used and 
its importance for fattoria’s governance. Section III presents data on the size of Canoni-
ca’s poderi and its sharecroppers. Section IV analyses the evolution of Canonica’s agri-
cultural production, the fattoria’s income, and the debt of sharecroppers in the same pe-
riod. Finally, a number of conclusions are drawn.  

2. SHARECROPPING IN ITALY, 1881-1931 

With regard to the Italian case we can confirm that sharecropping, despite being present 
in almost all of the Peninsula provinces, was concentrated mainly in the central regions 
and especially in Tuscany. In the various regions, sharecropping took on different cha-
racteristics, from the traditional Tuscan sharecropping (MAIC, 1891; Federico, 2006; Bia-
gioli & Pazzagli, 2013) in which a strong bond tied the sharecropper to the land and the 
dwelling, to particular dissimilarities regarding the contract and its application localized 
in the south (Russo, 2013). In Sicily, for example, the agreements were non-exclusive, and 
sharecroppers did not reside on the farm. Thus, there was no strong link between the land 
and the sharecropping family. In Campania, however, the share of subdivision of wine was 
based on the quality of the product. 

Although the planned duration of the contract was one year, this ended up being much 
longer, as confirmed by the accounting records of this research. The study of population 
censuses and other statistical sources has made it possible to reconstruct the evolution of 
sharecropping in the Italian peninsula from 1861 to 1931. It is estimated (1861) that 
roughly half of the agricultural workers in the central regions were sharecroppers. Ac-
cording to the first General Census of the Population of Italy, 34% of the agricultural po-
pulation were sharecroppers in Modena, Reggio and Massa, 57% in Romagna, 71% in 
Marche, 38% in Umbria and 40% in Tuscany (MAIC, 1863). As can be seen in Table 1, 
from 1881 to 1931, the presence of this contract is located in the central regions (MAIC, 
1882; ISTAT, 1935a)3. It is interesting to observe the growth of sharecropping in all of 
the regions from 1881 to 1931, particularly from 1881 to 1911. This would make it pos-
sible to hypothesize a diffusion of this contract during the exogenous shocks, confirming 
the importance of analysing the productive system of the Tuscan sharecropping. The sig-
nificance of this contract was taken into consideration for the entire central area of the 
Italian peninsula. 

3. The 1861 figure is not shown in the table because the regions are classified differently.
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TABLE 1 

Percentage of land under sharecropping  in Italian regions 

 

Regions 1881 1911 1931 

North  

Piedmont 4 6 6 

Liguria 9 14 12 

Lombardy 14 21 13 

Veneto 9 12 15 

Center  

Emilia 30 33 34 

Tuscany 46 57 59 

Marche 59 60 65 

Umbria 20 50 58 

Lazio 9 16 22 

South and Island  

Abruzzi and Molise 11 15 17 

Campania 6 11 6 

Apulia 1 2 6 

Basilicata 1 5 6 

Calabria 4 12 16 

Sicily 5 9 19 

Sardinia 7 5 11 

North 9 13 12 

Center 39 50 54 

South 6 9 13 

Italy 13 20 22 
Source: own processing from MAIC (1882) and ISTAT (1935a). Values are expressed in% of workers (man). 

2.1. Tuscan Sharecropping: characteristics, location, and accounting system 

In Tuscany, the productive sharecropping structure revolved around the podere (Biagioli, 
2000). The sum of these units formed the fattoria (Ciuffoletti, 1986; Galassi, 1986, 1987; 
Biagioli, 2000; Zanibelli, 2019)4, where corporate governance was planned and admi-

4. This term indicates the house that was provided by the landowner to the sharecropper. The 
production unit that formed the basis of the contract was the podere, which also included the land to 
be cultivated through the system of policoltura, and stables for livestock. The subsequent products 
were divided (1/2) between sharecropper and owner. The fattoria was the headquarters of the indi-
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nistered. The production was divided in half between sharecropper and landlords, the lat-
ter’s share being called parte dominicale. This term refers to the part of the production 
that went to the landowner, who kept the best part for himself (Biagioli, 2000). The lan-
downer entrusted the control of the company to an agent called fattore, who had speci-
fic agricultural knowledge and was the liaison between sharecropper and landlord (Cian-
feroni, 1973; Biagioli, 2000). This supervisory role was particularly significant because, 
unlike the Spanish case, it required a fair level of knowledge of agricultural techniques 
(Planas & Sauger, 2005; Pazzagli, 2008). 

According to Biagioli (2013), the Tuscan mezzadria shared similarities with French 
metayage and Catalan masoveria. The factors that distinguished them from other contracts 
include: a) agreements essentially based on Roman law: sharecroppers were bound to land 
improvement works, while owners had to make investments before the establishment of 
the family; b) investment in livestock and agricultural tools in the Catalan masoveria at 
the worker’s expense, although landowners occasionally provided grain for sowing: in 
France and Italy, the landowner was involved in the provision of goods, though in some 
areas the livestock had to be provided by sharecroppers (in Tuscany, seeds were supplied 
jointly, while cattle were supplied by the owner); c) production units based on the poli-
coltura of wheat, oil and wine; d) an obligation on the part of the worker’s family to cul-
tivate the land received in concession and the prohibition from cultivating any other, ad-
ditional land. 

Regarding the spatial distribution of this contract in Tuscany, Rogari (1998, 2002, 
2009) pointed out that during Unification, sharecropping occupied 800,000 hectares, ap-
proximately 1/3 of the Tuscan territory, and that 63% of the population of this area lived 
under this contract. Rogari (2009), reporting a study by Bellicini (1989), revealed that 
the incidence of sharecropping increased between 1830 and 1930. The 1930 Census of 
Agriculture shows a slight increase in the relevance of sharecropping, which accounted 
for 40% of the agrarian population (ISTAT, 1935a). In three agricultural areas of Tus-
cany, the prevalence of sharecropping was even greater: 51% in the hills, followed by 38% 
in the lowland area, and the lowest, recorded at 21%, in the mountains (ISTAT, 1935b). 
Hills provided rich land for vines and olive trees, though the introduction of agricultural 
machinery was difficult (Galassi, 1986). Shifting the focus to the provincial scale (ISTAT, 
1935b), in 1930 sharecropping was predominantly concentrated in the provinces of Flo-
rence and Siena (60%) followed by 54% in Arezzo. The ratios in the other provinces were 
substantially lower5. The extensive presence of sharecropper production units in Florence 

vidual production units.

5. The values of the other provinces are reported: Livorno (34%), Pisa (47%), Pistoia (31%), Gros-
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and Siena was due to the significant number of large landholdings (fattorie). This con-
firms that most of the population in the two provinces (Siena and Florence) lived under 
sharecropping (Detti & Pazzagli, 2000; Zanibelli, 2022b). 

Some scholars analysed Tuscan sharecropping from a negative position (Sereni, 1947, 
2016; Giorgetti, 1974; Pazzagli, 1973, 1979), framing it as a backward contract unwilling 
to change, despite no incompatibility being detected between sharecropping and capita-
list development (Lehman, 1984). The political climate of Italy after Second World War, 
in which the Marxist thesis on the inequity of sharecropping, due to the extraction of sur-
plus labor in feudal working environments, deeply conditioned the historiography deve-
loped around Sereni’s positions (1947). Also, one of the issues was that one position lo-
oked at the single parts of the contract and not at both, without considering that one part 
could provide what the other lacked (Reid, 1973). The optimistic view began to gain 
ground with the studies on the fattoria system by Mirri (1970) and Biagioli (1970), who 
brought to light the importance of focusing attention on the farm dimension, thus be-
ginning a national debate on the issue; particularly on the relevance of accounting (Cop-
pola, 1983; Galassi & Zamagni, 1993). Since the global explications not allow produc-
tion and productivity to be measured, it was not possible to carry out analyses on 
historical series or measure the real relationship between landowner and sharecropper 
(Herring, 1978; Robertson, 1987).  

The economic structure of Tuscan fattorie required proper and extensive accounting-
administrative documentation: the Libri di Fattoria (Saldi). These documents are crucial 
for accounting (Mussari & Magliacani, 2007) because they provide insight into the de-
velopment of production and the economic relations between landowner and sharecropper 
(Cianferoni, 1973; Poni, 1978; Biagioli, 2000). Furthermore, they allow for the detection 
of important variables such as production, productivity, expenses for fertilizers and new 
crops, and poderi accounting (Cianferoni, 1973). 

The peculiarity of the Tuscan case lies in the presence of accurate accounting struc-
tures, realized through a pre-established scheme (Tantini, 1852), which enables the me-
asurement of the qualitative evolution of the documentation in order to relate it to the eco-
nomic performance of the fattoria. In addition, the accounting books offer the opportunity 
to carry out comparative analyses between various fattorie with homogeneous series. In 
this perspective, accounting books become useful tools for corporate governance to res-
pond to exogenous shocks. 

seto (27%), Lucca (19%) and Massa Carrara (12%).
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3. THE CANONICA FATTORIA OF CERTALDO: LOCATION, SIZE AND 
STRUCTURE OF THE AGRARIAN POPULATION 

As anticipated, in this research we will focus on Tuscany (Italy), specifically the area of 
Certaldo, located on the border between Siena and Florence (Fig. 1). This is a particu-
larly key municipality because it is situated in a border area, which makes it possible to 
analyse the structural or non-structural dependence of the agricultural sector on Siena 
and Florence. In addition, Certaldo’s agricultural population was mainly formed by sha-
recroppers (Azzari, 1982).  

FIGURE 1 

The localization of Canonica in Tuscany 

 

Source: our own processing with GIS. The cartogram also shows the different markets where the fattoria’s 
products were sold. The municipalities are represented on a scale of size per number of inhabitants.  

 
The fattoria studied is the Canonica6, the property which extended over 647 hectares from 
1858 to 1868 (Zanibelli, 2019). In the pre-unitary period, Canonica did not show spe-
cialization towards vine cultivation, thus showing a predominance of arable land7. The map 

6. In 1817, the fattoria was acquired by the Conti family, with the death of the last heir (Princess 
Corsini - wife of Conti) was passed to the Counts Gherardi del Turco Piccolomini until the 1920s, 
when Rolando Barducci became owner. After Barducci’s death, the property passed to the San Marco 
Orphanage of Siena (MERLINI, 2018).

7. The map shows the land value per quadrato toscano. 1 quadrato toscano = 3,0416.19m2. The car-
togram was built using the value of land cultivated with vines and olive trees, using data from the 
Catasto Leopoldino.
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also shows the main sales markets of the fattoria and the cities of Siena and Florence, to 
facilitate the location of the area studied. Initially, Canonica was divided into 25 poderi, 
though later sub-divided into more. Before the process of national unification, the ave-
rage size of the podere was 26 hectares (Fig. A1)8. The data indicates how the owners of 
the company likely fractionalized units, as in other areas of Tuscany (Ridolfi, 1858). The 
community of Certaldo covered 7,396 hectares9, of which approximately 97% corres-
ponded to the agrarian and forest area10. Canonica’s fattoria occupied around 9% of this 
share. 

The time series of production and value have been reconstructed through the ac-
counting documentation (Saldi)11. An initial, qualitative approach to the source has re-
vealed that the accounting entries maintained a high qualitative level during the period 
observed. No drop in the quality of accounting was detected during the period of exo-
genous shock (1880s). The registers have a homogeneous structure that tends to be pre-
served over time, according to the classical scheme of Tuscan sharecropping (Tantini, 
1852). This first study of archival source quality has provided evidence of the attention 
that the property owner and farm agent paid to keeping the accounts, by offering a first 
indicator of the structural well-being of the farm. The analysis focuses on wheat, corn, oil 
and wine as indicative of the sharecropping economy. The fattoria also produced most of 
the minor cereals and legumes. The reconstruction of the time series on production has 
also allowed us to measure the trend of the sale of products, the income of the fattoria, 
and sharecropper debt. The archival documentation supplies insight into production fac-
tors, including capital (land rent), work and land (corresponding to the podere dimension 
understood as arable land).  

Population analysis is essential because it enables the reconstruction of the size of hou-
seholds and investigation into the changing living conditions of sharecroppers during eco-

8. The average size of individual production units was 24 ha, the minimum value of 3 ha, the max-
imum of 65 and the standard deviation of 13 ha.

9. The idea of deepening a business structure located in the Certaldo area finds a precise conno-
tation in the fact that already in the great period this territory had been carefully accessed within a 
specific social statistical study concerning the whole Grand Duchy of Tuscany, promoted by Attilio 
ZUCCAGNI ORLANDINI (1854).

10. ZUCCAGNI-ORLANDINI (1854: 184-85). The values reported by Zuccagni Orlandini are in 
quadrati toscani for the total surface and in staia for the forest agricultural area. In order to bring the 
values back to hectares, specific processing coefficients were used: 1 quadrato toscano = 3,406.19m2; 
1 staia = 1750.10m2.

11. The accounting and administrative documentation is kept at the State Archives of Siena. The size 
of the production units was in stiora, an ancient Tuscan unit of measure. This was converted into 
hectares through the following coefficient of transformation: 1 stiora =5.25 are.
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nomic shock12. Analysis of the Canonica population was detected through the specific re-
gister containing the agricultural population of the fattoria available from 1870 to 1874. 
This data is relevant because not all fattorie had special sharecropper family registers. 

During the above-mentioned timeframe, there was a migration of 11 men and 13 wo-
men. The numbers are of little importance, considering that the authorization of the lan-
downer was necessary in order to leave the podere. The women left the house to marry, 
and the men most likely took over other poderi of other fattorie. During the period bet-
ween 1870 and 1874 (Table A1), the population of Canonica was 250 inhabitants, of 
which 108 were men (43%), 88 women (35%) and 55 children (22%)13. The average 
number of men, women and children per household was 4, 3 and 2, respectively, making 
the average household size 9. The Libretti Colonici have enabled the detection of an ave-
rage lifespan of under 50 years. Canonica had 152 work units spread over 650 hectares14.  

From the accounting records, we were also able to reconstruct the evolution of the farm 
supervisory labourers. This information is valuable because it allowed us to detect the ef-
fect of supervision policies on the economic performance of the fattoria. In the period ob-
served, three fattori directed Canonica: Anton Maria Pacini from 1858 to 1864; Giovanni 
Pacini from 1865 to 1881; and Roberto Buracchi from 1882 to 1889. 

4. THE FATTORIA’S REACTION TO THE EXOGENOUS SHOCK: 
PRODUCTION STRATEGY, MARKET AND SHARECROPPER LIVING 
CONDITIONS 

This section reports the results achieved through the analytical study of the fattoria’s ac-
counting records15. It is organized as follows: a description of the movement of farm price 

12. Age corrections were made, taking 1870-74 as the reference period for the survey. For this rea-
son, deaths and births dating as far back as 1858 have been considered. This made it possible to re-
constitute the population of all the production units on the fattoria. (Table A1).

13. All males and females under the age of 10 have been included in the category of children.

14. The differences with the total value previously analysed are due to the fact that some fattorie 
could not rebuild the extension. The average number of sharecroppers per podere was 5, 1 for every 
4 hectares. The total rent was 23,154 Lire and a per unit average of 182 Lire. The rent per hectare 
was 34 Lire.

15. Archivio di Stato di Siena (AS SI), Postunitario, Azienda la Canonica, Amministrazione. The 
production values, reported in ancient Tuscan units of measurement, were converted into those cur-
rently in use in agriculture. Subsequently, the value of production was estimated using Tuscan mar-
ket prices and the agricultural deflator of the Bank of Italy. The conversions were made using the 
conversion coefficients contained in MARTINI (1976). The wheat an corn were brought back to the 
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trends in management and production costs, the change in the product structure and mar-
ket, and lastly, the evolution of sharecropper living conditions to provide a general pic-
ture of economic conditions in Canonica during the period of economic shocks. Inter-
national macroeconomic changes heavily influenced an agricultural economy such as 
Italy’s, strongly centered on wheat, by promoting processes of changes in production in 
favor of commercial products (oil and wine), at the expense of cereals (Fenoaltea, 2006; 
Zanibelli, 2022a). The winds of change also arrived in sharecropping areas such as Tus-
cany. A similar trend occurred in other countries in the Mediterranean area with a high 
presence of sharecroppers, such as Spain, albeit in different ways (Simpson, 2001; Serrano, 
Sabaté & Fillat, 2021). Although the productive system of the Tuscan farm was based on 
a rational distribution of crops, wheat also played a key role in the production structure, 
as in other Mediterranean economies (Serrano, Sabaté & Fillat, 2021). Although an exo-
genous shock of such magnitude could have affected the economy of the Tuscan country-
side, deflation brought with it a propulsive boost to major commercial products, and the 
fattoria was able to respond to these macroeconomic changes by preserving its economic 
performance (Fig. A2). Even in Canonica’s sale prices during the cereal crisis there was 
a decrease in the relative price of wheat and wine. Values increased after the introduction 
of protectionist measures (1887). There is a difference between the trend of provincial and 
farm values in 1885, when Canonica returned to producing more wheat. Although the 
accounting records end abruptly in 1889, data from the last two years of the time series 
are in line with provincial figures.  

The changes caused by deflation and the arrival of phylloxera in France led to the de-
velopment of new market prospects for Tuscan wine in other Italian regions. The resul-
ting growth of the wine sector was not entirely destined for export to foreign countries 
(Galassi, 1986). Environmental and macro-economic conditions were a contributing fac-
tor to initial investments in Tuscan viticulture of the 1870s. Landowners, seeing what was 
happening in France, were incentivized to continue expanding this crop. Investing in wine 
also entailed increased costs of management, control and “improvement works”, un-
derstood as all those actions put in place to improve crops in the long run. Canonica sho-
wed itself to be attentive to international changes, and for this reason the expenditure on 
fertilizers (manure) and sulfur rose during the 1880s. Landowners’ willingness to invest 
in production improvements, in particular for wine (Fig. A3), was demonstrated by the 
introduction of new crops during the 1870s. The propensity to invest was also observed 
for other big farms, such as in Tuscany (Galassi, 1986, 1987) and Lazio (Felisini, 2019). 
It emerges that the enlightened nobility was interested in improving the production 

staia; wine and oil barili and fiaschi. The conversion coefficients for wine and oil are not the same, de-
spite the names being so.
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systems of their large agricultural farms. As for Canonica, these resources found appro-
priate allocation through proper use by qualified production control figures (fattori) who 
knew how to properly manage the use of production factors. In the fattoria, investments 
continued even in the first years of the crisis, the trend of which reversed beginning in 1883 
and then stabilized under the protectionist laws of 1887. The property investment poli-
cies were in line with the provincial ones (MAIC, 1881). After this measure, the values 
returned to the same level as the years prior to the crisis, when there was a new tendency 
to favor the cultivation of wheat thanks to rising cereal prices. 

Until the 1880s, wheat and corn occupied the largest annual share of the total value 
of the fattoria’s production (Table 2). The cereal output remained constant until the 1880s, 
and during the crisis there was also substantial improvement in wheat and corn produc-
tion (Fig. A4). The quantity then began to drop when protectionist measures were en-
forced in 1887. Canonica’s values are not in line with those of other Tuscan farms (Ga-
lassi, 1986, 1987, 1996), where no similar trend is observed. The fattoria’s good results 
are likely to be found in the fact that a decrease in the cultivated area did not follow a de-
cline in production during the crisis, thanks to the increase in yields (Fig. A5). 

With regard to commercial products after the 1880s, the wine share, which consti-
tuted the majority, increased significantly16. The growth of wine output continued in the 
period following the beginning of enforcement of the protectionist measures of 1887, 
when production stabilized and returned to its pre-crisis level. Wine production grew 
until the 1870s, when it stabilized. From the 1880s on, production grew, with peaks bet-
ween 1882 and 1883 (Table A2). Considering that four years must pass between the 
planting and production of the vine, the increase in production in the 1880s was due 
to the investments made in the same timeframe. This is also confirmed by what emer-
ged at the aggregate level, where the similarity of Canonica’s values with the general va-
lues for the province of Siena can be observed (Table A3). The growth of wine pro-
duction was closely related to both that of relative provincial and fattoria prices. In the 
years 1887-89, production stabilized and returned to the numbers before the crisis. For 
these years, the trend was similar to one of the fattorie analysed by Galassi (1986, 1987), 
located in the province of Siena. Oil occupied a relevant portion during the period from 
1858 to 1863. Subsequently, its share dropped to a minimum, and in later years occu-
pied a smaller part of the total farm production. Moreover, for this type of product, the 
relevance of the effects of atmospheric agents must also be taken into account, as they 
play a significant role in production17. Between 1858 and 1889, production declined un-

16. The analysis of commercial products (oil and wine) was carried out through the average values 
of production for regular time intervals.
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til the end of the 1870s, when the trend reversed until 1887 (the year protectionist me-
asures went into effect).  

TABLE 2 

Percentage share of wheat, wine, oil and corn in total production value, 1858-89 

Period Wheat Wine Oil Corn 

1858-64 36 12 38 15 

1865-69 37 44 6 13 

1870-74 46 29 5 20 

1875-79 42 28 4 29 

1880-84 32 38 3 26 

1885-89 33 39 3 25 

Source: our own processing from AS SI, Postunitario, Azienda la Canonica, Amministrazione. Values in%.  

 

FIGURE 2 

Total production value and agricultural income of Canonica. 1858-89 

 

Source: our own processing from AS SI, Postunitario, Azienda la Canonica, Amministrazione. 

 

The crop transition towards wine preserved the fattoria from the fluctuation of the rela-
tive wheat/wine price, by registering a growth in the output values and income (Fig. 2). 

17. For this reason, the trend has been calculated through a fixed based-index (1875-79 = 1) of the 
average production of some specific periods.
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This is due to the increase in the production and sale of wine, considering that with the 
consolidation of protectionist policies in support of wheat, the value falls below the ave-
rage for the 1858-89 period. 

The strong economic performance of the fattoria must also be analysed in relation to 
the management and control system based on the figure of the fattore: the economic 
growth of Canonica commences with Giovanni Pacini’s management, and becomes so-
lid with that of Roberto Buracchi, thus showing a propensity of the landowner to invest 
in human capital with managerial skills. 

Production changes also caused a switch in the market for Canonica products, with 
a decrease in cereal sales and an expansion of commercial products. As Giuliana Biagioli 
(2000) wrote, the sharecropping market in the first half of the 19th century was distribu-
ted in proximity to the fattoria. For the Ricasoli fattorie located in the Chianti, the goods 
were easier to sell on the Siena market than in Florence due to the problem of transpor-
tation costs. Quality wine arrived on the Florence market and was sold in the landowne-
r’s cellar. Transportation costs were absorbed by the presence of wealthy people in Flo-
rence who guaranteed the purchase of the product (Biagioli, 2000). 

The data shows how the fattoria had its own market space, in particular thanks to its 
location on the border between the two provinces of Siena and Florence18. The location 
of the fattoria, however, also opened it up to other markets along the Siena-Empoli route 
to reach Pontedera (Fig. 1). The railway also played an important role. Cereals, wine and 
oil had different markets and sales processes (Biagioli, 2000). The cereals were consumed 
nearby, not only in the municipalities of Poggibonsi, San Gimignano and Certaldo, but also 
in Siena. The accounting documents do not allow for the detection of transportation costs, 
even though in some registers, it is reported that a portion of the goods was collected by 
the merchants at the fattoria. Using the data from Biagioli (2000), a transport cost of 5% 
for wheat to Siena can be hypothesized. The same values were used to estimate the trend 
in transportation costs, considering that this occurred predominantly with wagons19. The 
decrease in transportation costs may have opened fattoria products to new markets, thus 
increasing the opportunities for grain sales outside the traditional circuits. In some cases, 
these products were also sold in greater quantities than in the parte dominicale. As far as 

18. The analysis on the sales trend was carried out by calculating the percentage of the sales value 
on the total value of the landowner’s production (parte dominicale) of cereals and product sales for each 
year.

19. Taking the average price of some periods (1858-68 = 1), we can observe how between 1880 
and 1886 these halved (0.5), only to rise again after the law of 1887 (0.7) went into effect.
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wine is concerned, the great demand also led to the sale of part of that of the sharecrop-
pers, who obtained benefits from this, among which was reducing the debt with the ow-
ner. Sales price trends revealed how the fattoria market was more closely linked to the Siena 
market, based on proximity, than Florence, which had an international dimension (Fig. A2). 

Changes in the fattoria market, particularly the decrease in wheat sales (Fig. A6), also 
greatly affected the living conditions of sharecroppers. The debt was mainly derived from 
the wheat loan, so a decrease in the price of cereal favored a reduction in sharecropper 
monetary debt (Biagioli, 2000). This is particularly relevant because the sharecroppers 
were always heavily indebted to the landowner, and therefore obliged to repay the debt 
with other types of services (such as improvement work in the fields) because landlords 
supplied the only source of credit to which the sharecroppers had access. 

The crisis of the 1880s seems to have led to improvements in living conditions, as the 
value of the debt decreased without a corresponding decrease in cereal production. If the 
debt decreased, it is assumed that there was consequentially an improvement in the living 
conditions of the peasants. For this reason, Allen’s (2001) surveys of annual caloric con-
sumption let us estimate the trend in sharecropper wheat consumption, which subse-
quently lets us calculate the total share of sharecropper nutrition. Analyses conducted show 
that there was no shortage of cereals on the fattoria, and that the quantity available for 
food use increased in the 1880s, as observed in other areas of Tuscany (Biagioli, 2000). 
The decrease in the price of cereal led to investment in other crops, thus guaranteeing gre-
ater availability for sharecropping families, who in turn reduced their debt and improved 
their living conditions (Fig. 3). In 1887, the trend changed once again. The data confirm 
Fenoaltea’s analysis (2006). The decrease in the price of wheat brought an improvement 
in living conditions and wages. Essentially, there was no worsening of per capita con-
sumption, as hypothesized at the macro level (Pescosolido, 1998), but an improvement 
in the amount of wheat available for food use. With the enforcement of the 1887 tariff, 
the situation worsened. Moreover, the structure of agricultural families remained the same 
over time, allowing us to assume that there were no significant agrarian migrations, as evi-
denced at the national level (Castronovo, 1995). 

Accounting records revealed how the fattoria was able to respond to the macroe-
conomic changes caused by the exogenous shock by also showing a propensity for 
growth. Thus, the theories of backward sharecropping severely affected by the cereal cri-
sis do not seem to be supported by this study at a fattoria level (Georgetti, 1974; Paz-
zagli, 1973, 1979; Sereni, 1947, 2016). The more positive view by Biagioli (2000), Mi-
rri (1970), and Galassi (1986, 1987) of an active, dynamic sharecropping system 
seems to be more correct. 
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FIGURE 3  

Wheat quantity available in addition to consumption and evolution of debt 

 

Source: our own processing from ASS, Postunitario, Azienda la Canonica, Amministrazione. 

 
5. CONCLUSIONS 

The results obtained enrich the debate regarding Tuscan agrarian history in the post-uni-
fication period and especially during the exogenous shocks of the 1880s. In particular, four 
aspects emerged: the inclination of the landowner to invest, the ability of the production 
and accounting systems to respond to exogenous shocks, the improvement of sharecropper 
living conditions during the 1880s, and the fattoria’s high-quality accounting. 

The elaboration of the data contained in the accounting books has enabled us to ob-
tain significant results, thus enriching the debate over the reaction of the sharecropping 
system to the exogenous shocks (Galassi, 1986, 1987). The results align with the theory 
that sharecropping is a contract capable of adapting to changes (Winters, 1978).  

The analysis of the data has brought to light how, after the 1870s (management of the 
fattoria of Giovanni Pacini), significant investment was made into the introduction of new 
crops (vines), thus making it possible to respond decisively to the fall in cereal prices du-
ring the period of deflation. Once the new crops entered production, there was an incre-
ase in sales of commercial products, mainly wine. The increase in sales was also favored 
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by the arrival of phylloxera in France, which opened new market space for Tuscan wine 
in the Italian market. Observing sales performance is vital because the sharecropping struc-
ture demonstrates exceptional ability to adapt to market changes (Newbery, 1975). The 
resources produced by the increase in sales of wine permitted an expansion in expendi-
tures for fertilizers, thus beginning a process of economic growth for the fattoria. The evi-
dence of Canonica is in line with that of the province (MAIC, 1881), and also shows the 
erroneous perception of sharecropping as a system hostile to investments and enhancement. 

The new investments brought significant improvements within the production system 
and allowed the production of wheat to remain high during the 1880s despite a reduc-
tion in the area cultivated. This was possible because the increased use of fertilizers cau-
sed an increment in wheat yields. Deflation led to a decrease in cereal sales, which resulted 
in the availability of high-quality cereals for food on the farm. This resulted in an impro-
vement in sharecropper living standards, thus also favouring better allocation of the la-
bour factor within the production cycle.  

Landowner investments made up for the difficulties in accessing credit that small-
holders would otherwise have encountered. So, the sharecropping contract allowed for sig-
nificant interventions compared to other areas (Serrano, Sabaté & Fillat, 2021). 

The dynamism of the fattoria is in line with that of the province of Siena, where the 
production of commercial products (oil and wine) continued to grow even after the in-
troduction of protectionist tariffs in 1887. This fact confirms the significance of agricul-
tural institutions (Accademia dei Georgofili and Comizi Agrari) in the growth of human 
capital and the transmission of agricultural and accounting knowledge (Bertini, 2001; Za-
nibelli, 2022b). This need be explored in order to understand the successful performance 
of the Canonica. 

To achieve these results, clear and outlined strategic planning of the farm production 
system was necessary by the property owner through the work of the fattore. Developing 
a proper response strategy to economic shocks also required an efficient administrative 
structure set up by the owner, in order to assist the fattore during the business planning 
process.  

From a similar perspective, the accounting structure of the Canonica was a key element 
which, together with the propensity to invest by ownership, helped to respond positively 
to the economic shock of the 1880s. The book of Saldi was an essential tool for a proper 
agricultural administration because, in addition to ordering the accounts reported in the 
same document, it also covered all the economic activities of the farm, thus favoring stra-
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tegic planning by the different agents of the farm who followed over time. As has been 
found during the period observed, no changes in the quality of the accounting are noti-
ced, confirming a correlation between business performance and accounting accuracy.  

Summing up, it emerges that the capacity to respond to the exogenous shock of the 
1880s was due to the tendency of property owners to invest in supervisory labourers and 
the administrative structure of the fattoria. Landowners were also able to grasp the chan-
ges that were happening in Tuscany, in particular the introduction of new cultivations of 
vines and the use of more fertilizer. These operations improved production, productivity, 
and also sharecropper living conditions. 
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