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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 
Perceptions and reactions 

Bruno Figliuolo 

This chapter describes and contextualises the reactions of people, populations and 
public institutions as they coped with destructive earthquakes in medieval Italy. It is 
divided into two parts: the first analyses the emotional and psychological reactions 
of contemporaries to catastrophes, while the second considers the impact of seismic 
events and the responses they engendered across society, focusing particularly on the 
reconstruction of buildings and related economic and financial impacts. Both of these 
phenomena will be contextualised historically. 

CONTEMPORARY REACTIONS TO 
EARTHQUAKES IN MEDIEVAL ITALY 

Understanding how medieval populations reacted to earthquakes is far from simple. 
Surviving written documents are almost always characterised by a detached, offi-
cial tone. Only in rare cases are the thoughts of the individual, their fears and some-
times unconfessed convictions revealed. Here it may be possible to observe, behind 
the bureaucratic discourse of the ambassador’s dispatches or the elegant prose of the 
humanist’s treatises, the uncontrolled and spontaneous behaviour of affected popula-
tions, their fears and emotional responses as well as deeply rooted, often superstitious, 
beliefs (Figliuolo 1992, 164–175). One example of this is the descriptions by Italian 
witnesses of the uncontrolled panic which occurred after the major earthquake in the 
northern part of southern Italy on the night of 4 December 1456. This event caused 
widespread damage and destruction, but in the surviving source material, which 
documents the responses of the contemporary population, the authors—who were 
humanists, politicians and ambassadors—were never inclined to be irrational. Bindo 
de Bindis, for example, the ambassador of Siena in Naples, wrote a few days after 
the earthquake: ‘we do not really believe we are still alive, because we are so terrified 
and alienated due to the great fear we had and still have’ (Figliuolo 1989, 9–12). The 
humanist Giannozzo Manetti, who was active at the court of Alfonso V of Aragón at 
that time, describes how the inhabitants of Naples poured out into the city streets in 
the middle of the night, half-naked and terrified: ‘one could hear only cries, shouts, 
prayers and lamentations in the city. All seemed dismayed and beside themselves, and 
they walked about as though they were crazy, calling out the names of their relatives’ 
(Figliuolo 1989, 17–19). 
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These horrendous scenes brought tears to the eyes of onlookers, and indeed Manetti 
himself wept when he witnessed them. Bindo added: ‘it seemed as though the sky 
was opened, as if everyone commended themselves to God, thinking that death must 
come upon them soon. Friars, priests, women, boys and girls of all ages were as sheep 
without a shepherd hunted by wolves; they walked around shouting “misery, misery” 
and so loudly that it seemed that the stones themselves were crying’ (Figliuolo 1989, 
10). King Alfonso V, who proved such an effective leader in organising pragmatic 
responses in the aftermath of the 1456 disaster, ‘was very dismayed by the earthquake’ 
according to the Venetian ambassador Bertuccio Contarini (Figliuolo 1989, 23–24). 

Many early or later medieval chronicles describe similar popular reactions. An 
earlier account of the 1125 earthquake written by Falcone di Benevento, notary and 
chronicler of the same city of Benevento, provides an analogy: 

An unknown and tremendous wonder happened in Benevento while we were 
all sleeping soundly. Suddenly an earthquake so unprecedented occurred that 
all of us, shocked, expected to die. The population, as soon as people were 
awake, ran towards the bishop’s palace to pray that God our saviour should 
open the chest of his mercy to us unworthy. Then Pope Honorius [at that time 
in Benevento] left his rooms and quickly reached the Basilica of Saint John, 
where he immediately knelt down in front of the altar and—crying—began to 
invoke the misery of God the Saviour 

(Falcone di Benevento 1998, 82–85). 

From these two accounts, which are more than 300 years apart, it would seem that the 
‘dismay and terror’ which the population experienced as a result of seismic shock dur-
ing the 1456 earthquake, as well as their immediate reactions in the aftermath, evolved 
little over the course of the Middle Ages. 

Modern socio-psychological research identifies three main phases in the behaviour 
of individuals when they cope with a catastrophe: ‘pre-critical’, ‘critical’ and ‘post-
critical’. Analysis of these distinct psychological phases allows an elusive phenomenon, 
such as fear, to be historically contextualised, making it possible to evaluate whether 
significant change occurred (or not) during the medieval period. The initial ‘pre-criti-
cal’ phase is characterised by panic, uncontrolled fear and guilt about an event which, 
in Christian theology, is primarily perceived as a just punishment for sins committed 
(Stoetzel 1978, 270–275). This explains why one of the most immediate responses 
adopted by medieval populations was to appease the wrath of God. This was accom-
plished in various ways: through prayer, individual acts of contrition, the organisation 
of solemn religious processions and collective masses, as well as penitential rituals. 
In the days immediately after the 1456 earthquake, all the ambassadors in Naples at 
that time recorded in detail that, despite heavy rain, groups of men, women and chil-
dren still walked about barefoot, without food, dressed only in crude sacks and hair 
shirts in the streets of the city, praying and crying loudly about their misery (Figliuolo 
1988, 154–158). Over a century earlier, a very similar situation is described by the 
Islamic scholar Ibn Battuta when a collective procession, which brought together Jews, 
Muslims and Christians, was organised through the streets of Damascus following the 
arrival of the Black Death in 1348 (Roux 1990, 198). 
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 MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

After this initial phase of fear and alarm, the ‘critical’ phase begins, during which 
different elements of social interaction are activated. The need to react to the event 
was practical, usually enacted through mutual support and under the supervision of 
leaders—who, at least in the case of medieval Italy, were often appointed on an ad 
hoc basis. In the following ‘post-critical’ phase, questions begin to be posed about 
the nature and causes of the disaster and, most importantly, what might be done in 
the future to avoid a recurrence. Questions like these often give rise to critical and 
philosophical reflections which, in the medieval period, provoked concern for what 
the future might bring. These fears were often informed by visions of the Apocalypse. 
It is perhaps worth asking, however, whether such attitudes of fear and repentance 
were really connected to an apocalyptic interpretation of earthquakes. Some Italian 
historians have emphasised this contemporary connection between medieval seismic 
events and the Apocalypse (Placanica 1990, 19–25; Golinelli 2012) but, in the view 
of this author, not convincingly so (Figliuolo 2010, 321–325). Excluding periods of 
exceptional crisis during the later Middle Ages, apocalyptic interpretations were not 
the norm. 

The three phases of behaviour described above can be observed to varying degrees 
in many of the historical sources which document the reactions of local communities to 
earthquakes in medieval Italy. They can clearly be seen, for example, in the exaggerated 
displays of devotion and collective penitence in Rimini after the earthquake had 
almost completely destroyed the town in 1308. For one month, throughout day and 
night, flagellants processed through the town and public confessions were organised 
(Dalarun 1988, 664–665, 680). Clearly, the prevalence of theological interpretations 
of the earthquake during the ‘pre-critical’ phase fundamentally affected the public 
response to the disaster. 

In other cases, more drastic measures were considered. After the earthquake which 
struck Abruzzo and a great portion of central Italy in September 1349, many of the 
citizens of L’Aquila—who were also coping with the Black Death at the time—advocated 
abandoning the city completely. It should be noted, however, that L’Aquila was a new 
town, founded by the Emperor Frederick II and his son Manfredi, and was less than 
a century old at the time (documents in Figliuolo 2002, 885–886; 2010, 326–330). 
In those towns which continued to be occupied, reconstruction proceeded extremely 
slowly. One factor in this may have been the value placed by district authorities on 
ensuring that military fortifications were repaired and remained in a functional state 
rather than prioritising assistance for the local population. In the case of the 1348 
Carinthia earthquake, the damage caused by an earthquake was still appreciable 30 
years later when the ruins of the affected buildings could still be seen across the local 
landscape (Borst 1988, 38–41). In cases such as these, it is difficult to be sure whether 
it was fear of God’s wrath that drove medieval populations to a tipping point that led 
them to favour abandonment, but it must be a possibility. 

Compared to the situation in L’Aquila in 1349 and in Carinthia in 1348, the after-
math of the 1456 earthquake was rather different. The latter event failed to inspire 
any inflammatory preaching which might in turn have speculated on eschatological 
interpretations of the earthquake as visions of the end of the world (Figliuolo 1988, 
161–167). Nor were the processions which did take place accompanied by fanatic 
zealotry, flagellations or anti-Jewish acts—Jewish populations in particular were often 
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treated as scapegoats by urban European populations affected by natural disasters 
(Anderson et al 2015; and see Curtis, Chapter 15). Instead, the reaction in Naples 
in the aftermath of the 1456 earthquake was more rational, and a notable degree of 
control was exercised by both the monarchy and the public authorities. The practical 
responses necessary to deal with the problems caused by the disaster during the ‘criti-
cal’ phase would appear to have overshadowed any fearful ‘pre-critical’ interpretations 
of the disaster in this case. In the countryside, however, and particularly along the 
Apennines, public institutions did not work with the same efficiency. Here they made 
no attempt to deter penitential and superstitious responses amongst the populations 
affected. The reactions adopted within these peripheral societies were uncontrolled 
and based upon unfounded rumours which appear to have been widely accepted; fears 
based on superstitions and folklore ran rampant. 

The firm stance adopted by public authorities appears to have guarded against the 
kinds of displays of exasperation, condolence and contrition which are so often asso-
ciated with the pre-critical phase. Contemporary written records even suggest that 
when the local authorities were able to take control of the situation effectively, social 
and emotional life in the countryside quickly returned to normal without preserv-
ing a significant long-term memory of the earthquakes as disasters. In the case of the 
Republic of Venice, which adopted a political attitude of firmness and rationality and 
left no room for social hysteria or superstition, the Venetian authorities were already 
acting against the superstitious rumours circulating at the time of the prophesied 1524 
deluge (which did not occur) and against those who were accused of spreading plague 
during the latter decades of the 16th century (Niccoli 1987, 185–215). This attitude 
contrasts strongly with the position adopted by the civic authorities in Ferrara during 
the recurrent seismic events of 1570–74. As a result of these earthquakes, the popula-
tion of Ferrara participated in prayers and processions which lasted for many months. 
The Capuchin friars and local astrologers who held sway at the court of the Duke of 
Ferrara were an important influence here, and even slowed down the reconstruction 
works for fear of repercussions when the position of the planets did not augur well 
(Guidoboni 1984, 107–135). 

There was always a danger that ‘pre-critical’ fears would dominate the approach 
adopted during the ‘critical’ phase. This point is underlined by the case of the earth-
quake which struck the city of L’Aquila in 1461. During this event, the podium of 
the basilica of Santa Maria di Collemaggio (Figure 3.1) collapsed, burying the taber-
nacle of the church, which at that time held three consecrated Hosts. The Hosts were 
soon recovered and found to be in immaculate condition beneath the rubble. As a 
result, they were proclaimed as true relics and, in order to protect them, a new, tem-
porary tabernacle was immediately constructed in the Piazza del Duomo (see Forlin, 
Chapter 2). Around this structure, numerous masses were celebrated over the next 
few days, and the Dominican preacher Giovanni Albanese called fervently upon the 
town’s inhabitants to repent and fast, convincing them that the earth was about to 
open up and swallow them because of their sins. In this penitential atmosphere, pri-
vate antagonisms were set aside, and different members of the community took part in 
collective processions wearing hair shirts and walking barefoot. Extraordinary stories 
about miracles, revelations and wonders which occurred before or during the earth-
quake quickly spread. 
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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

Figure 3.1 The basilica of Santa Maria di Collemaggio, L’Aquila, Italy (photograph by 
Stemonitis, CC BY-SA 2.5) 

One such rumour was that young boys dressed in white had walked around the city 
just before the earthquake, asking for mercy and foretelling of the impending disaster. 
According to others, one pious 15-year-old boy, a servant at the cathedral, predicted 
accurately that he would be killed as a result of the earthquake. Others vowed that they 
had seen a group of soldiers dressed in black crossing the countryside and shouting ‘at the 
home of Sano’. Only the next day, when news arrived that the house of Sano (the castle of 
San Eusanio) had been razed to the ground, did the diabolic nature of this vision become 
clear. The castellan of Rocca Calascio, another centre not far from L’Aquila, claimed 
to have seen a great fire moving rapidly towards L’Aquila, triggering the earthquake at 
exactly the moment it reached the city. Others testified to hearing horses shuffling as well 
as the sounds of chains and weapons clashing (Figliuolo 2002, 908–909). 

In the light of rumours like these, a link might be suggested between large-scale 
collective penitential rituals and the spread of eschatological superstitions and social 
fear related to such events. Not everyone interpreted earthquakes in the same way, 
however. Although they may have been considered extraordinary, they were still natu-
ral events which could be explained through natural laws and rational thinking. Some 
individuals readily engaged in conceptualising the causes behind earthquakes and what 
might be done in the future to prevent damage during the ‘post-critical’ phase. It is 
significant that a masterpiece of humanistic logic and rationality, treating earthquakes 
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as naturally explicable phenomena, was published in the aftermath of the earthquake 
of 1456: the De terremotu, written by Giannozzo Manetti and commissioned by King 
Alfonso V of Aragón in 1457 (Manetti 2012). 

Although it may appear to be the case that, during the long medieval period, there 
were no significant changes in the immediate reactions of populations affected by natu-
ral catastrophes, the situation did evolve progressively at the end of the Middle Ages 
as society began to develop more and more complex reactions to cope with seismic 
disasters. 

THE IMPACT OF SEISMIC EVENTS 

There are significant differences in the ways in which affected areas handled economic 
recovery in the aftermath of earthquakes. Previous research has not fully considered 
the many factors which influenced economic recovery, such as the supply of goods or 
the reconstruction of damaged settlements. The remainder of this chapter therefore 
examines the duration of repairs and the different methods by which the necessary 
funds were raised in order to restore and reconstruct towns, as well as individual 
buildings. This further illuminates the different reactions adopted by contemporary 
individuals, institutions and society as a whole in the face of widespread earthquake 
damage. 

Beginning with the 1349 earthquake in the southern Apennines, which is known 
through a variety of historical accounts (mostly unpublished), within a few weeks of 
the seismic event, public buildings were repaired, or at least made structurally secure.1 

That public life and the functioning of institutions should continue undisrupted was 
clearly a priority. Only three days after the earthquake, on 12 September 1349, the 
podestà and the magistrate of the people of Orvieto (Umbria), respectively Giovanni 
domini Tommaso and Teo de Michelozzi, were ordered by the 16 priors (heads of 
the civic guilds) of the Commune to provide temporary premises within the city walls 
for local law-keeping forces and magistrates who had been forced to leave their usual 
premises, the palaces of the Commune (Figure 3.2) and the People (Figure 3.3), due to 
severe structural damage caused by the earthquake (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 65v).2 

The same day, the treasurer of the Commune was ordered to pay nine golden florins 
and 20 soldi of deniers in acconcimine palatii Communis (in order to restore the Palace 
of the Commune) (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 65v). Also on 12 September, the civic 
authorities directed that the grape harvest should take place as usual and that both 
the wine and must should be sold exclusively within the communal territory, thereby 
ensuring that these products would be made available to the local community—the 
objective of Orvieto’s institutions here was to avoid a goods shortage or the surfacing 
of any social unrest (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 66r). 

The sense of loss was so profound that only a few days later, on 16 September 
1349, the civic authorities granted an amnesty to all those who had been imprisoned 
for insolvency. This unusual measure was undertaken for two reasons: firstly, Orvieto 
was by now almost completely abandoned quasi totaliter civibus vacuata because of 
the occasione pestis et mortis generalis; and secondly, as a result of the ‘signs’ which 
appeared daily (signa que cotidie apparent), their view was that everyone should be 
more disposed to mercy and severity ad misericordiam quam ad severitatem (SASO, 
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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

Figure 3.2 The Palace of the Commune, Orvieto (Italy). The facade of the building has been 
transformed in the post-medieval period. On the left, the medieval church of 
Sant’Andrea (photograph by Fantasy, CC BY-SA 3.0) 

Figure 3.3 The Palace of the People, Orvieto, Italy (photograph by Luca Aless, CC BY-SA 4.0) 
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Riformagioni, 136, 66v–67r; Carpentier 1962, no. XII, 245–246, and see 197–198 
for evaluation of the earthquake in relation to the general civic situation). Signa is an 
important term here, referring directly to millenarian and eschatological interpreta-
tions which, at the time, pervaded urban populations. 

Ensuring that repairs were promptly carried out on important public buildings 
was one of the major preoccupations of the civic council in Orvieto. On 6 October, 
for instance, they voted, with 63 in favour and 9 against, that the podestà and his 
retinue (including his horses) should relocate to Giovanni di Pietro Vasconi’s lodgings 
(hospitium) for 15 days. This was because his normal place of work, the Communal 
Palace, was at risk of collapse. The costs of this relocation, 22 liras and 10 soldi, 
were to be covered by the Council (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 72v). On 20 October, 
after a proposal from Giano di maestro Damiano, a blacksmith, the treasurer of the 
Commune was granted permission to invest all the money he could collect, up to a 
maximum of 500 liras of deniers (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 3), to repair the prisons 
and the roof of the podestà’s palace. On 3 November, once it had been verified that the 
prisons, the roof and other parts of the Communal Palace needed urgent interventions, 
the treasurer was permitted to spend, without any further authorisation but under the 
supervision of an auditor named by the priors, up to 200 liras to carry out the repairs 
(SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 21r–v). On 13 November, the council of the Duecento 
(ie the two hundred) ratified this initiative and instructed the treasurer to spend up 
to that amount for the reparation of the Communal Palace (in acconcimine palatii 
Communis) (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, f 75r). 

Once the immediate post-disaster phase had come to a close, the policy adopted by 
the Commune to address this difficult socio-economic situation became more effective 
and long term. Less than three months after the seismic event, on 25 November, the 
civic council noted that heavily damaged buildings threatening to collapse were still 
widespread throughout Orvieto. Given this precarious situation, the council agreed, 
with a large majority (60 votes in favour, 12 against), that no-one within the town or 
the suburb (in civitate vel burgis) could destroy or demolish, even partially (destruere 
vel scarcare in totum vel pro parte), any house or building (aliquam domum vel hedifi-
cium domus), except those so heavily damaged by the earthquake that they threatened 
further collapse. In such cases, demolition was permitted, but only on the condition 
that a more robust building was constructed in its stead (pro rehedificando ipsa cum 
melioramento) (SASO, Riformagioni, 136, ff 77v–78r). 

If the initial interventions to make the most important public buildings safe and 
secure seem to have occurred very rapidly, repair works on the rest of the buildings 
in the town could be protracted, both because public institutions met with chronic 
difficulties in collecting financial resources to fund the repair work, and because no 
economic support was provided for private citizens. For an entire year after the earth-
quake (1350), despite the critical economic situation and the demographic collapse, 
the Commune of Orvieto continued to invest all its available resources in carrying out 
repairs on the Communal Palace. This is exemplified by the council’s authorisation on 
15 May 1350 for the treasurer to spend up to 50 libras on repairs to the Communal 
Palace and, at the same time, to increase the council tax owed by the community, as 
the council now recognised that current tax revenues were insufficient to meet the ris-
ing costs of repairs. 
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As a result of this move by the council, despite 19 votes against out of a total 
of 77, taxation in the town was drastically recalculated, taking into account yearly 
incomes below 25 libras for the first time, doubling the tax on incomes between 25 
and 100 libras, and increasing it by one third for incomes between 100 and 800 libras 
(SASO, Riformagioni, 137, f 108v; on this reform, see Carpentier 1962, 180–187). It 
is clear that, in order to meet the extraordinary cost of repairing the public buildings, 
extraordinary tax increases were required. Associated with this fiscal reform, a new 
tax collector, one Iacobuccio di Giano Berardini, was appointed, who, together with 
the treasurer, had powers to allocate financial resources directly to the most urgent 
repairs. 

That the new taxes were quickly put to use repairing public buildings is demon-
strated by the fact that, on 5 September 1350, further structural repairs were ordered 
to the Communal Palace. The Council of the Priors and Eight Sages ordered the treas-
urer, despite the existence of legal norms which prevented this course of action, to 
transfer 15 gold florins to the clergy of the church of Sant’Andrea (Figure 3.2), which 
adjoined the palace, for the repair of a column and a wall in the church. This repair 
was considered crucial in preventing the structural collapse of the palace, which would 
have resulted in a financial catastrophe for the Commune (SASO, Riformagioni, 137, 
Ivi, f 131r).3 Further work was carried out a year later, on 25 April 1351, when the 
priors, acting on behalf of the Commune (although they lived and worked outside 
the palace in the house of the Holy Roman Church), hired two builders, Cecco Luigi 
and Vannuccio Cioni, to repair three of the Communal Palace’s pillars. The bill for 
this work amounted to 32 florins and had to be withdrawn from a fund of 150 flor-
ins which had been made available to the collector novorum introituum, the recently 
appointed tax collector. This was money which had been reserved to fund the most 
urgent restoration works, which along with the Communal Palace, also included the 
public aqueduct (SASO, Riformagioni, 138, f 10r and 139, ff 34v–35r).4 Other res-
toration works are attested for the Communal Palace in November 1357, focusing 
in particular on the reconstruction of the roof (SASO, Riformagioni, respectively ff 
134r and 146r; and 146, f 50v, payment for roof repairs, 30 July 1358). Maintenance, 
however, seems to have lapsed thereafter, and by 1373, further structural works were 
required. Pietro Lotti and Giovanni Angelucci Lotti were to supervise the restora-
tion of the palace which was ‘in the past the residence of the podestà, and which 
now requires new repairs’ (SASO, Riformagioni, 162, f 53v; see Perazzini 2012–14, 
108–117, on the architectural history of the palace of Orvieto). The poor condition 
of the palace is suggested by the fact that, up to the half of the 1370s, the meetings of 
the civic councils took place in the domus of the Holy Roman Church or in the Palace 
of the People, that is, in palaces other than the Communal Palace. The impact of the 
earthquake on Orvieto and the struggle to recover from the seismic event are also 
shown by specific requests for reconstruction. In January 1352, the serviti (members of 
a mendicant order) asked the Commune for authorisation to extract building material 
from the tuff boulders detached by the earthquake along the flanks of Orvieto’s nearby 
hill. The goal of the monks’ request was to rebuild their church, which was still unfit 
for use three years after the earthquake. The Commune, having accepted this appeal, 
cleverly added that the Virgin would grant her intercession for the security and pro-
tection of the city (SASO, Riformagioni, 140, ff 14v–15r; the proposal was accepted 
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with 89 votes in favour, 3 against). While public works were certainly the main pri-
ority for the civic authorities, some very limited assistance was also given to private 
citizens. At the assembly of 29 June 1351, the priors agreed to pay for the rebuilding 
of some houses owned by Pietro Nannuccetti. These houses had been demolished by 
public order, most likely for safety reasons, in the aftermath of the earthquake. The 
expenses, carefully quantified by two experienced builders, were covered in full by the 
Commune (SASO, Riformagioni, 139, f 21r).5 This is a very rare example of documen-
tary evidence for the intervention of public institutions in support of private citizens 
or ecclesiastical bodies. In general terms, any intervention of authorities in private 
affairs focused on providing very limited fiscal relief, which usually only lasted for a 
very short time. 

Funds to cover reconstruction expenses were usually collected locally, with repairs 
commonly requiring long periods of time for their completion. This was particularly 
true in the case of ecclesiastical buildings. The limited resources available when a 
disaster occurred, or in its immediate aftermath, were often quickly swallowed up 
in the immediate interventions required to prevent heavily damaged structures from 
collapse. For instance, repairs undertaken in Viterbo by the treasurer of the church 
of Sant’Angelo in Spatha (Figure 3.4) were fortunately recorded in a notebook of 
expenses dating back to July 1349.6 This record is highly significant (and as such is 
transcribed in the Appendix here) because it provides new information concerning 
damage in the city of Viterbo, which goes almost entirely undocumented in all other 
surviving historical sources. The document records a contract between the treasurer 
and a master Angelo (a specialist builder/mason) relating to the reconstruction of 
several arches, which still exist today, and two chains, which were fixed into position 
after only two working days to reinforce the right flank of the building. This work was 
relatively expensive: 65 libras, 19 soldi and 2 deniers, including the cost of purchasing 
and transporting materials. However, despite their cost, Angelo did succeed in securing 
the structure and preventing any further collapse. 

In Viterbo and elsewhere, the financial costs of an earthquake could be high, and 
this could lead to further complications. For example, on 28 June 1352—three years 
after the earthquake—the mint of Naples (which at that time acted as a financial insti-
tution) remitted half of the taxes owed by three localities in Abruzzo (Rocca Gilberti, 
Picinisco and Staffoli) because these places had suffered heavy damage from the earth-
quake and had been abandoned by half of their inhabitants (Bonito 1691, 570–571). 
Clearly the towns were unable to meet their tax burden. In most cases, reconstructions 
had to be funded through money raised locally and, as a result, the work usually took 
a long time to be completed. In 1360, for example, the Cathedral of Veroli, in the 
province of Frosinone, Latium, was still unfit for use. The clergy’s assemblies had to 
take place in the dormitory, and existing income streams proved insufficient to sup-
port the finances of the 12 canons there. Hearing of their plight, Pope Urban V granted 
indulgences to those who contributed to the cathedral’s reconstruction in 1365 (LP, 
Urbano V, no. 015016; the other documents about Veroli are published in Guidoboni 
and Comastri 2005, 472–474). Similar indulgences were granted by Pope Innocent VI 
and Pope Urban V to the abbey of Montecassino in 1353 and 1363 respectively (LP, 
Urbano V, no. 000517). Nevertheless, the reconstruction in southern Lazio did not 
even begin until 20 years after the earthquake. In this case, the demographic crisis of 
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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

Figure 3.4 The church of Sant’Angelo in Spata, Viterbo (Italy). Note, on the right, the reinforcing 
arches built in the aftermath of the 1349 earthquake (photograph by Sailko, 
CC BY-SA 3.0) 

the Black Death also played a role, exacerbating the abandonment of settlements in 
the aftermath of the earthquake. Indulgences were also relied upon to raise financial 
capital to fund reconstruction in the case of the cathedral of Alife in Campania in 1366 
(LP, Urbano V, no. 000394). 

Although many donations and bequests—with or without the promise of indul-
gences—were made, these proved insufficient. The most widely applied method to 
raise money towards reconstruction costs was the alienation of estates, and prop-
erty sales did take place in 1352 and 1365. This allowed the bell tower at Veroli 
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Figure 3.5 The bell tower of the Cathedral of Veroli, Italy (Courtesy of Teleuropa.it) 

Cathedral (Figure 3.5) to be reconstructed in 1356. Although the majority of repairs to 
the cathedral were completed only in 1365, documentary evidence demonstrates that 
the bishop’s houses and hospitals were still in need of repair in 1376, some 27 years 
after the earthquake (LP, Urbano V, no. 015016). Lay authorities also made contribu-
tions to support restoration works on religious buildings, both by reducing taxes (as 
was the case in Cassino in 1368 and 1373) and through spontaneous donations. In 
1354, for example, Queen Giovanna I and her son Luigi di Taranto gave an annual 
grant of 12 ounces of gold to the Dominicans at Sulmona for the restoration of their 
church. Thirty years later, this was confirmed by their successor, Charles III of Durrës 
(Figliuolo 2002, 882–883). The difficulties in raising necessary funds meant that some 
repair projects were ongoing for decades after an earthquake. The restoration works 
to the abbatial church of Cassino, for example, had still not been completed in 1376, 
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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

when Pope Gregory XI allocated additional finances (LP, Gregorio XI, no. 11082). 
Papal intervention in support of the large basilicas in Rome was also fuelled by indul-
gences which, for example, were granted to those visiting the eternal city and making 
donations towards the restoration of the basilica of Saint Paul outside the walls, par-
tially ‘conquassatam’ (ruined) and completely ‘deformatam’ (deformed) by the 1349 
earthquake (LP, Clemente VI, nos 002459 and 002195). The reconstruction which 
took the longest to be completed, however, was probably that of the church and the 
monastery of San Salvatore in Rimini; it was damaged by an earthquake in 1308 but 
repairs only began in June 1395, almost 90 years later (ASR, 761, ff 33r–34r). 

Remarkably, heavily damaged churches were sometimes relocated wholesale to safer 
locations. In 1371, Pope Urban V allowed the parish church of Santa Maria in Alvito, 
in the diocese of Sora, also in the Frosinone region, which had been destroyed by the 
earthquake 22 years earlier, to be reconstructed in a more secure position—within the 
castle rather than below the fortifications (LP, Urbano V, no. 012208). Another exam-
ple comes from Capitanata, in Ascoli Satriano, where in 1426, about 30 years after the 
seismic event which had affected the area, the local bishop, Jacob, being unable to find 
an appropriate place to rebuild the cathedral, asked Pope Martin V for authorisation to 
transform the church of the friars minor into the cathedral. The Pope assented, but the 
new cathedral was only put into use in 1455, almost 30 years later (Figliuolo 2002, 884). 

Moving forward in time, the picture changes dramatically. After the earthquake 
of 5 December 1456, buildings in Naples were shored up and made safe within a few 
weeks. Pier Candido Decembrio, a Milanese humanist, who was in Naples as part of a 
diplomatic mission at the time of the earthquake, wrote to Cicco Simonetta, the secre-
tary of Sforza, on 14 January 1457 to say that: 

the capital of the kingdom seemed like a forest placed on the top of a moun-
tain, as only trees and rubble were visible. The buildings which still stood 
were shored up with posts, to such an extent that you could not see down 
the streets. And every day, with great danger, the houses were demolished 
to prevent them from collapsing later, as they will surely collapse, due to the 
severity of the damage. 

(Figliuolo 2002, 887) 

One year later, on 31 Janaury 1458, King Alfonso approved a budget to pay workers 
to reinforce the damaged buildings and clear the debris from the streets. During the 
spring of that same year, Enea Silvio Piccolomini, who later became Pope Pius II, 
affirmed with great satisfaction that the reconstruction of the city was complete just 
two years after the earthquake. ‘Naples’ he said ‘is flourishing again by virtue of its 
citizens’ perseverance and the King’s generosity’ (Piccolomini 1544, 305). 

Somewhat less efficient were the responses organised by public institutions on the 
periphery of the kingdom, where the effects of the seismic disaster appear to have been 
much more severe. In these places, the walls of cities and castles were rebuilt slowly. This 
is demonstrated by a letter sent to Federico da Montefeltro, the count of Urbino, in May 
1460 (30 years after the earthquake), which references the fact that Giovanni D’Angio’, 
pretender to the throne of Naples, had conquered the town of Isernia without difficulty 
due to fact that it was ‘ruined and weakened by the earthquake’ (ASM, Sforzesco 202, 
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Napoli, cc 181–182). Furthermore, in 1465, the ambassador Antonio da Trezzo wrote 
to his lord, the Duke of Milan, Francesco Sforza, that no walls were standing in Sepino 
in Molise, as all the buildings had been flattened by the earthquake (ASM, Sforzesco 
215, Napoli, c 30). Despite these reports of severe destruction, none of these heavily 
damaged settlements were completely abandoned, attesting to the fact that, in rural areas 
also, the impact of the earthquake was successfully absorbed. This was probably a result 
of the combination of political stability and demographic and economic growth. 

The reaction of ecclesiastical institutions to the 1456 earthquake was also slow. This 
was mostly because of the state of Church finances at the time. As a result, the organisa-
tion and funding of the reconstruction of ecclesiastical buildings was ongoing for con-
siderable periods of time. As discussed above, one way through these difficulties was 
the collection of donations, indulgences and charity—as occurred in the cases of the 
cathedral of Calvi and the church of San Bartolomeo in Benevento (Figliuolo 1988, 151– 
152). Another approach adopted by ecclesiastical authorities in order to cope with this 
financial burden was to merge impoverished institutions with other wealthier properties. 
This occurred in 1460 when the near-deserted monastery of Santa Maria in Venticano, 
Campania, was merged with the church of San Bartolomeo in Benevento, mentioned 
above. On the other hand, houses and workshops—both those in good condition and 
those badly affected by the earthquake—were to be sold off at lower and more favour-
able prices. This extensive sale of Church property was an attempt to raise the necessary 
resources to repair the churches which had been badly damaged by the quake. 

Looking at the political and financial structures involved in the reconstruction pro-
cess more generally, it is clear that different types of institution—both lay and ecclesi-
astical—needed to co-operate in order to achieve the common goal of reconstruction. 
This is perfectly demonstrated by the urgent works undertaken in 1458 to reinforce 
the damaged basilica of San Nicola in Bari (Figure 3.6). It is worth noting that this was 
not an urban cathedral but a civic church, erected due to public demand in order to 
host the relics of the Saint. To repair the damage, the elected mayors, delegates of the 
universitates of the noblemen and the people agreed to contribute 200 ducats (100 per 
universitas) to fund the construction of two supporting arches in the central section of 
the church’s nave. The diocese, meanwhile, made a further donation of 50 ducats (Idra 
and Speranza 1992, 81). 

The same earthquake affected the town of Capua and here too different institu-
tions co-operated to carry out repairs. Indeed, in 1460, the king authorised the city to 
restore—along with the contribution of the Floria (ie the extra-mural urban district)— 
the town gates which had been damaged by the earthquake. However, as they were 
public fortifications, the works required the consent of the captain and the castellan, 
both of whom were royal officials (Senatore 2016, 325–326). 

In another case, the earthquake of 1461 caused heavy damage to the hospital of 
L’Aquila, which had only been completed four years earlier. Ten years later, in 1471, 
the restoration works remained unfinished. To remedy this situation, the town council 
approved the re-allocation of the income from the tax on saffron which, up until that 
point, had been donated to the church of San Domenico. In this case, therefore, the 
different civic institutions (the treasurer, the five heads of the guilds and count Lalle 
Camponeschi) were able to agree upon an extraordinary solution to meet the cost of 
repairs. 
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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

Figure 3.6 The basilica of San Nicola in Bari, Italy (photograph by Berthold Werner, 
CC BY-SA 3.0) 

CONCLUSIONS 

An analysis of the reactions to medieval seismic disasters seems to confirm that the 
tenor of the responses undertaken by private individuals and public institutions 
between the 12th and 16th centuries is consistent with the broader phases of crisis or 
growth experienced by medieval society during the same chronological period. While 
the impacts of earthquakes were rapidly absorbed both from an emotional and social 
perspective during the 13th and the 15th centuries, in the 14th and late 16th centu-
ries, when collective mentality and political structures were weakened by prolonged 
economic and demographic crises, the effects of seismic disasters appear to have been 
exaggerated by the sensitivity and perceptions of the affected populations. 

This tendency can be observed in the responses adopted in the wake of some seismic 
disasters which occurred in the eastern Mediterranean during the 15th century, when 
the robust institutional structures of the western states demonstrated a remarkable effi-
cacy in the management of emergency. One good example of this is the reactions put 
in place by the Republic of Venice in the aftermath of the earthquake which struck the 
island of Cyprus in 1491 (see references in Figliuolo 2002). When the public authori-
ties reached the affected area, in order to prevent local populations from abandoning 
their towns, they co-ordinated the supply of building materials for the reconstruction 
phase and eventually financed the restoration of some important buildings, such as the 
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cathedral of Nicosia, for instance. In particular, the efforts of the Serenissima focused on 
the swift reconstruction of the fortifications of Famagusta, the most strategic Venetian 
stronghold on the island. For this purpose, the Maggior Consiglio granted a sum of 
3,600 ducats in August 1492, while the chamber of Nicosia, the local political institu-
tion in charge of the management of the economic resources in Cyprus, attempted to 
develop high-risk speculative investments in order to react more promptly to the finan-
cial needs imposed by the reconstruction. This phase proceeded very quickly and was 
completed well before the planned deadline of four years. In February 1494, the Senate 
of Venice congratulated his lieutenant in Cyprus that Famagusta was better fortified 
than before the seismic disaster, although some additional works were still needed for 
the castles of Paphos and Kyrenia. 

A similar approach was developed by the Knights Hospitaller on the islands of 
Rhodes and Kos, respectively hit by earthquakes in 1481 and 1493 (see references in 
Figliuolo 2002). The 1481 Rhodes earthquake was interpreted as the manifestation 
of the wrath of God and stimulated the adoption of religious responses such as 
collective processions and repressive norms against a number of sins. Nevertheless, 
the restoration and reconstruction of damaged buildings and infrastructures began 
immediately and were completed in a very short time. With regards to the Kos 1493 
earthquake, the extraordinary richness of the documentation produced by the Council 
of the Knights of Saint John allows us to trace the responses developed in the aftermath 
of this seismic event on a daily basis. Among the first counter-measures, the Order sent 
General Reginald of Saint Simon with his entire fleet to Kos to transport doctors and 
surgeons, medicines, timber for the erection of temporary encampments and millstones 
to support the production of bread, on top of large quantities of food and wine. Some 
days later, builders were also dispatched to speed up the reconstruction of the castles 
of Kos and Antimahia, although the latter was eventually abandoned and rebuilt in 
a new location. Simultaneously, a tax reduction was granted to the local population, 
with the intention of minimising the abandonment of affected settlements. Recovery 
was very rapid, and only a year later, the most strategic affected sites had already been 
restored to good condition. Over the next few years, the local population contributed 
financially to the reconstruction and paid, for instance, for the erection of new houses 
within the repaired and reconstructed castles of Kos and Antimahia. In this particular 
case, the exceptionally high economic and social investment was highly successful. 
The Florentine pilgrim Bonsignore Bonsignori, who visited Kos in 1497, noted that 
‘the town was completely ruined because of the earthquakes, and not even a house 
was still standing, but the Grand Master had already rebuilt it, completely new nearby 
the old one’ (BNCF, Ms Magliabechiano, XIII, 93, f 31r; for a detailed analysis of this 
earthquake, see Figliuolo 2002, 895–905). 

APPENDIX 

Transcription of the document listing the expenses for the restoration of the church of 
Sant’Angelo in Spatha, Viterbo (1349): 

In nomine Domini, amen. Infrascripte sunt expense facte in arcubus, in gronaria pro 
auditorio parietis magni ecclesie versus domum Arcii Tucii de Sancto Leopoldo prop-
ter terremotus qui fuerunt anno Domini M.CCC.XLVIIII, tempore domini Clementis 
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MEDIEVAL EARTHQUAKES IN ITALY 

pape VI, indictione secunda, die *** mensis septembris, propter quos etiam in ruina 
fuerunt turres que erant in opposito hostii ecclesie Sancti Stephani, verum et ipsa eccle-
sia et turris Marcucii domini Pauli, que in contrata Sancti Quirici, super molendinum 
nostrum. In primis: 

in victura unius ronçini quando ivi ad Sanctum Martinum in Montibus, s. VIII; 
item in carciatura in tribus vicibus quatriungulorum, s. L; 
item dedi in modo quando feci conventiculam cum magistro Angelo de contrata Sancte 

Marie in Podio, qui fecit dictos arcus, d. XXXII; 
item dedi tunc dicto magistro summa de conventicule facta inter me et ipsum de trigin-

taocto libris cum suis coniis et manualibus, florenos II; 
item, de conventicule fuit etiam quod darem sibi omni die unum petittum vini, in 

summa de toto s. XXX; 
item dedi Forabusco pro triginta medialibus calcine, ad rationem sex solidum cum 

dimidio pro quolibet mediale, l. VIIII, s. XV; 
item dedi dicto Forabusco pro C medialibus terrene l. III, s. XI; 
item dedi magistro Bartholomeo qui fecit duos cintros in duobus diebus, summa in 

pane, vino et carnibus, s. VI; 
item dedi dicto magistro pro suo labore duorum cintruum in duobus diebus, s. XXIIII; 
item dedi in prima die quando magister Angelus venit ad laborandum, s. II; 
item dedi in bullonibus pro cintris s. VIII; 
item dedi dicto [added over the line] magistro die XI octobris, florenos II; 
item habuit magister in presentia prioris florenos III; 
item dedi magistro Angelo florenos II; 
item habuit magister Angelus florenos VIII; 
item dedi in tramutatura catene de pariete ecclesie s. XII. 
Summa huius facta est libre LXV, s. XVIIII et d. II.7 

NOTES 
1 The sources from Orvieto are particularly rich in detail. There is the ‘Riformagioni’ (ie the 

communal actions) and other legal and administrative sources produced by the chancellery 
of the podestà and the magistrate of the people (SASO, Podestà e Capitano del Popolo, 4, 
fasc. 5; 6, fascc 15, 20, 26, 39 and 44; SASO, Podestà e Capitano del Popolo, 4, fascc 5; 6, 
fascc 15, 20, 26, 39 and 44), as well as some notary records (SASO, Archivio Notarile, 5, 
Bernardino di Luzio, 1329–1393—with an act of 1423, not 1333–60 as from inventory— 
fragmentary f 102; SASO, Archivio Notarile, 6, Francesco di Iacopo, 1368–71, f 138). 

2 At the next meeting of the Council on 14 September 1349, the obligation for the institutions 
to carry out their functions in public palaces was confirmed, with the intention of avoiding 
fraud (fraudes) and plotting (machinationes). For the political structure of the cities during 
the 14th century, see Carpentier 1962, 34–41. 

3 The sum was destined pro acconcimine et reparatione columpne et muritii ecclesie Sancti 
Andree predicti, faciende subter palatium Communis Urbisveteri […], cum nisi dicta repara-
retur columpna palatium ipsum pro maiori parte minetur ruinam, quod in dicti Communis 
dampnum redundaret et periculum et iacturam, non obstante aliquibus iuribus loquentibus 
in contrarium. 

4 The two builders are in charge of the works ad actandum et reparandum palatium Communis 
dicte civitatis, secundum pacta, conventiones et salario infrascripta, videlicet: […] actare 
dictum palatium et pro ipsius actatione unam columpnam de macinegno, fundatam in loia 
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WAITING FOR THE END OF THE WORLD? 

palatii versus plateam dicti Communis, altitudinis XXXII falorum et grossa trium pedum 
et duorum pedum scultam extra murum dicti palatii, ex parte anteriori. Item, scarcare et 
scarcari facere duas columpnas intus dicti palatii, ubi stabat arcus ipsius palatii, usque ad 
columpnas rotundas veteres, et in eis colligere cornices macinegni in quatruni, et supra dictas 
cornices murare cantones et lapides tufi lapidarum veterorum archi dicti palatii et colump-
narum veterorum altitudinis usque ad postam in qua poni debeat cavaglionus dicti palatii. 
Et predicta omnia et singula facere promiserunt ad bonam calcem et renam et macinengnos, 
and pro muratura et reparatione pontis muti spitagliorum transitus aque a principio vene 
usque ad mutum subtus cerbaiolam. 

5 Quod emendentur domus dirute per Commune Urbisveteris Petro Nanuccepti secundum 
declarationem et extimationem duorum magistrorum de arte muratorum dicte civitatis, qui 
etc.: videlicet per Cecchum magistri Luccii et alium eligendum per dictum Pietrum. Et quod 
camerarius dicti Communis qui pro tempore fuerit teneat dictam emendationem dare de 
omni pecunia Communis. Cecco di Pietruccio was the person selected some weeks later by 
Pietro Nannuccetti (see f 30r, 13 August). 

6 CDDV, Archive of the Parish of Sant’Angelo, ‘Serie Carte Antiche’, Folder II (unit 29–50, no. 
34), 1344–1368. From July 1349, records include the entries and the expenses of the church, 
beginning: In nomine Domini, amen. Hic scripte sunt expense facte per me Gerardum, 
canonicum et camerarium ecclesie Sancti Angeli de Spata Viterbiensis, anno Domini M.CCC. 
XLVIIII, tempore domini Clementis pape VI, indictione secunda, die primo mensis iulii. 

7 Summa sunt libras VII, s. XIV, d. II has been deleted. Another contemporary hand, using 
a different ink, intervenes later to copy the sum at the bottom of each page, presumably 
because the paper was deteriorating. 

ABBREVIATIONS 
ASM: Archivio di Stato di Milano. 
ASR: Archivio di Stato di Rimini, Archivio Preunitario. 
BNCF: Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale, Florence. 
BNP: Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris. 
CDDV: Centro di Documentazione Diocesano di Viterbo. 
LP: Ut per litteras apostolicas. Les lettres des papes des XIII et XIV siècles: les lettres communes. 
SASO: Sezione di Archivio di Stato di Orvieto. 
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