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The aim of this 
study is to hi-
ghlight carpologi-
cal remains of food 
plants that have 
been found in for-
ty archaeological 
sites of the Medie-
val and Renaissan-
ce Periods (7th – 
16th cent. AD). All 
sites are located 
in Northern Italy. 
The deposits be-
longed to different 
contexts, especial-
ly waste disposal. 

A list of about 100 taxa of plants that can be used for food has been filled. It includes cereals 
(naked wheats, spelt, einkorn, emmer, barley, rye, broomcorm, foxtail millet, sorghum, oat), 
pulses (among which lentil, pea, chickpea, bitter vetch, faba bean,…), many fruits and nuts 
(grape, fig, peach, apricot, quince, sweet and sour cherry, plums, pear, apple, medlar, black 
mulberry, pomegranate, jujube, melon and watermelon, woodland strawberry, chestnut, 
walnut, hazelnut, almond, …), vegetables and condiments (eg. beet, bottle gourd, carrot, chi-
cory, lettuce, orache, purslane, rocket,…; anise, basil, dill, celery, coriander, fennel, mints, 
parsley, cultivated poppy, black pepper, …) and plants for beverages, oils and food dyes. 

For a better interpretation of these data, written sources, such as the most ancient 
Italian “cookbooks”, have been checked for food plants. Such texts dated to a period 
between the 14th and the 17th century AD, and include “Liber de coquina” (various 
anonymous authors), “Libro de arte coquinaria” (the first collection of recipes ”sig-
ned” - Maestro Martino - MM in the table at right), “De honesta voluptate et valetudi-
ne” (Platina), “Libro novo nel quale s’insegna a’ far d’ogni sorte di vivande” (Cristofo-
ro da Messisbugo - CM in the table at right), “Opera. Dell’arte di cucinare” (Scappi),…

6 - Food plants from the “Duchesse’s Garden” in Ferrara (drawings: Riccardo Merlo)

Materials from archaeological excavations: dishes from a convent (Ferrara -via Scandiana), playing dice in ivory and coral necklace (gifts at banquets of 

the Este: Ferrara - Piazza Municipale), fragment of serving dish (Imola - Piazza Matteotti) (photos: Soprintendenza Beni Archeologici Emilia-Romagna)

1 - Castanea sativa (seed - 20 
mm); 2 - Prunus domestica 
(endocarp - 19.8 mm); 3 - Vitis 
vinifera subsp. vinifera (pip - 6 
mm); 4 - Fragaria vesca (achene 
- 1,4 mm); 5 - Triticum aestivum/
durum (caryopsis - 5.3 mm) 
(photos: G. Bosi, R. Rinaldi)

7 - strawberry (Biblioteca Estense, Modena - alfa.M.5.9 = Est. 28 - Herbolaire c75M.); 8 - Maestro Martino da Como - Libro de arte coquinaria (end 15th cent. AD); 9 - Cristoforo da Messisbugo  - Libro novo nel quale s’insegna 
a’ far d’ogni sorte di vivande (mid 16th cent. AD)
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Emilia Romagna - 
18 sites

Lombardia - 
7 sites

Valle 
d’Aosta - 

0 sites

Piemonte - 
5 sites

Liguria - 
2 sites

Veneto - 
2 sites

Friuli-
Venezia 
Giulia - 
2 sites

Trentino-
Alto Adige 

- 4 sites

cerealsfruits

pulses

nr. sites

1

2 3

4

5

6

7 8

9


