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The little
church of
Cerbaiola,
where the
roof has been
redone but no
interventions
have been
carried out on
the walls.

MONTECASTELLI PISANO AND CERBAIOLA: VIRTUOUS
SURVIVING EXAMPLES OF TWO SMALL OLD VILLAGES

Fabio Fratini, 0Oana Adriana Cuzman, Silvia Rescic
Istituto di Scienze del Patrimonio Culturale, CNR Firenze-Italia

This work analyses the interventions carried out in two close villages, Montecastelli Pisano and Cer-
baiola, located in southern Tuscany, in an old mining area called “Colline Metallifere” (Metalliferous
hills). Both villages have suffered a strong depopulation after the cessation of the mining activity. Fortu-
nately, both of them are still surviving albeit with different strategies.

Montecastelli Pisano was a mining centre in the Medieval Period and later, in the XIX" century, due
to a copper vein discovery. Nowadays only 60 people reside in the village but thanks to a small group of
willing foreigners who have found here their refuge, the village is rich in cultural activities. Cerbaiola
was founded in 1750 as an open countryside village, with an agricultural function, 4 km far from Mon-
tecastelli. In the early 60° of the last century, with the end of sharecropping, this small village was com-
pletely abandoned and has slowly undergone a process of transformation in ruins. In the 80s part of the
buildings have been restored entering in the rural accommodation circuit. The methodologies adopt-
ed in the building refurbishment/conservation will be examined in the belief that only by searching for
compatible solutions in terms of materials, structures and functionality, it is possible to become pro-
moters of an effective conservation of the rural villages as an architectural heritage of the Mediterrane-
an countries.

Keywords: building materials, Colline Metallifere, survival strategies, Montecastelli Pisano, Cerbaiola

Introduction

Human settlements are the result of historical events and of the men’s work, and are con-
stantly evolving, responding to various natural and/or anthropic solicitations. There are two
possible evolutions:

-progressive abandonment and transformation into ruins of these inhabited centres that still
retain traces of materials, building technologies and traditional construction systems, be-
coming time windows on past history;

-continuity of housing, despite the progressive change in the methods of use due to changes
in the local economic activities, historical events, etc.

In this case very often the settlement suffers transformations both on individual historic
buildings and in the urban layout with a possible irremediable loss of a significant cultural

heritage. This lack of attention was normally due to a lack of recognition of the value of the
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Fig. 1

the two villages ; - { }
of Montecastelli B . e ) =k Firenze
Pisano and - /
Cerbaoiola in E}
the “Colline BT
Metallifere” of
southern Tuscany
(after Google
Earth, modified).

Pisaho

Google Earth

© inherited architectural heritage, considered as obsolete and incapable of responding to
Fig. 2 . .

the urban system  current performance and functional requirements.

of Montecastelli
with concentric
circles around the  this architectural heritage, which in Italy, as in the whole Mediterranean region, for cen-

Pannocchieschi .. . . . . . .
castle (after turies influenced travellers, artists and architects and it actually characterizes and identi-

Google Earth, fies the nations themselves (Rudofsky 1964; Carver 1979; AAVV . 2014)

modified).

However, it should be noted that a greater awareness has developed about the value of

This new awareness is also manifested at the legislative level. The article 30 of the Code
of Cultural Heritage (2004) establishes that the State, the regions, the territorial public
authorities as well as the private owners must guarantee the safety and conservation of
their cultural heritage properties.

According to art. 29 of the Code, conservation should be ensured «through a coherent,
coordinated and planned study, prevention, maintenance and restoration». The latter
is defined as «direct intervention on the asset through a complex of operations aimed at
both its material preservation and recovery, and at the protection and transmission of its
cultural values».

Unfortunately, the interventions carried out in many Italian villages highlights how these
purposes have not always been pursued. Sometimes the architectural assets, even if pro-
tected by the law, have undergone interventions that have modified their identity and
compromised their conservation over time. Although the re-use of buildings according

to new functions is to be considered the way through which to ensure their conservation,
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often the interventions determine their radical transformation altering the testimonial value

of valuable cultural resources (Fratini et al., 2019b). Certainly, architecture is to be consid-
ered a “living work” and, as such, destined to undergo continuous changes over its existence.
The signs left by the modifications, necessary from time to time, testify to its evolution and,
at the same time, its «vitality» (Vassallo, 2007). Projects on existing architectures should be
drawn up taking care to control the needed changes. Interventions should be carried out pro-
moting the objective of quality in contemporary additions without endangering the cultur-
al value of the assets (Council of Europe: Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural
Heritage for Society, 2005). It is in fact a matter of minimizing the modifications and/or de-
structions and of planning any additions taking care to respect the signs of the past (Musso &
Franco, 2015; Vegas & Mileto, 2015; Acar Bilgin 2019).

This paper intends to focus on the analysis of the interventions carried out in two close villag-
es, Montecastelli Pisano and Cerbaiola, sited in the “Colline Metallifere”, an area of south-
ern Tuscany sparsely populated that in the past was characterized by a widespread mining

activity and at present by the exploitation of the geothermal energy (Fig.1). Both villages
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Fig. 3

the
Pannocchieschi
tower with its
scarp base under
restoration.

©

Fig. 4

the village of
Cerbaiola, in
a dominant
position above
the valley of
Pavone and
Cecina rivers
(right) (after
Google Earth,
modified).

have suffered a strong depopulation, even Cerbaiola in past decades has found itself in a

state of neglect, but both are surviving albeit with slightly different strategies.

The methodologies adopted in the building refurbishment/conservation will be exam-
ined in the belief that only by searching for compatible solutions in terms of materials,
structures, and functionality, it is possible to become promoters of an effective conserva-
tion of the most diffused architectural heritage of the Mediterranean countries, that rep-

resented by the rural villages.

Historical information and socio-economic aspects

Montecastelli Pisano is located at the top of a hill 500 m above sea level, on the watershed
between the valley of Cecina river from that of Pavone. The village has developed with
an urban system with concentric circles (Fig.2) around a castle attested since the begin-
ning of the XIIT" century, remained almost uninterruptedly under the control of Volterra
until the end of the XVIII™ century when it was incorporated in the territory of Casteln-
uovo Val di Cecina (Schminke, 2015). The remains of the walls at the base of the hous-
es of the external perimeter and the access door on the southern side are still visible. Of

the original castle only the Pannocchieschi mighty tower is left, with a square shape and
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Cerbaiola

a scarp base (Fig.3). On the top of the hill there is also the Romanesque church of Santi Fil-
ippo and Giacomo, dating back to the XIII™ century. The village houses a Museum of Ru-
ral Life, born in 1985, which documents the agricultural activity and local craftsmanship. As
previously mentioned, among the productive activities, besides agriculture and forestry, min-
ing had great importance. The Pavone valley was known since ancient times for the copper
and silver mineralizations embedded in the local ophiolitic rocks. Abandoned in the Mid-
dle Ages, the Medici tried to reopen the mining activity on several occasions until in 1832 the
discovery of an important copper vein, enabled the exploitation that continued until 1869.
During the period of activity, the mine had a great importance in the economy of the area
managing to employ many hundreds of people.

After the Second World War, like most marginal areas, Montecastelli suffered an important
depopulation. At present only 60 people reside in the village, many of the houses have be-
come second houses of those who once lived there or had their family of origin, others have
been purchased by “foreigners”, others remain unsold also because the most sought-after

dwellings are those isolated in the country, often transformed into “farmhouses”.
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Fig. 5

the square of the
little village of
Cerbaiola.

Certainly, it should be noted that after the crisis period from the 70 to the 90, the vil-

lage managed to recover, increasingly outlining its vocation as a welcoming village in

the name of tranquillity and cultural activities. This was possible particularly thanks to
a small group of willing foreigners who have found their refuge in this small village: the
Auditorium della Compagnia, born in a deconsecrated church, organizes classical music
concerts in the summer; theatre, folklore, painting and sculpture exhibitions are also or-
ganized in the former school which has become the Centro Polivalente Montecastelli. In
the village there is a bar-restaurant which is also the meeting point of the local commu-
nity, two other restaurants, a garage, but no grocery stores, while the receptivity is guar-
anteed by the farmhouses that dot the splendid countryside of this litle-known area of
Tuscany, rich in wild areas covered by dense Mediterranean scrub and alive because of
the presence of endogenous energy testified by the numerous steam emissions that char-
acterize the landscape.

Cerbaiola is a small village dating back to 1750, completely isolated, in a dominant po-
sition at 350 meters above sea level on the valley of the Cecina river (Fig. 4). In the dis-
tance, on a high hill there is Volterra. This village can be reached after 4 km of unpaved
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road which starts from Montecastelli and ends there. It was born as an open village, without
defensive walls, with an agricultural function, so that the inhabitants were close to the work-
place and could use common services. Until the 50¢, 14-15 families lived there, for a total of
about 100 inhabitants, who, except three families of direct farmers, worked “a mezzadria” (as
sharecroppers) for the owner of the farm. In 1952 the farm was purchased by Serafino Cor-
solini, from Pescia Romana, in the Maremma near Viterbo, who had it managed by a farmer
who lived permanently in the village.

To testify the history of this community, in which all the children had the same nurse, there
are the manor house, the small church, the school, which was a multi-class, the common
bread oven, the stables. With the end of sharecropping, in the early 60¢, this small village was
completely abandoned. In 1963 a part of the village with the surrounding farm was bought
by a farmer from the province of Latina, while the remaining part by a Florentine. The build-
ings owned by the latter have suffered a process of ruin and at present are for sale while the
first owner, in addition to the cattle breeding activity, was at least concerned to keep the roofs
of its buildings in good condition. The grandchildren still live in the village continuing the
farming activity and since the 80s they have renovated the houses by inserting them in the ru-
ral accommodation circuit (Borgo La Cerbaiola, Casa Vacanze Le Pelaghe). Some of these
houses have been sold to private individuals who spend the holidays there but, in their ab-
sence, these houses are managed by the original owners as rural accommodation.

Arriving in the village, there is a particular atmosphere because not everything has been re-
stored, the spaces between the buildings are all unpaved, there are still buildings in a state of
ruin, the square is a parking area for some tractors and agricultural machines (Fig.5). Around
the village the cattle graze in the wild. On a country road it is possible to reach the bottom of
the valley, at the confluence of Pavone and Cecina rivers where, in the clear waters, it is pos-
sible to take suggestive baths. In the silence it can happen to see mouflons, wild boars, porcu-
pines drinking. Nevertheless, to meet the requirements of rural tourism, in a field outside the
village a swimming pool overlooking the valley has been realized.

The disadvantages of this small village, its complete isolation, an exclusively agricultur-
al economy, have now become its strengths, with a sustainable redevelopment, which was
done “on tiptoe”. The tourist who arrives, especially if there are other tourists who are guests
of the various houses, can partially experience the village atmosphere of the past. A holiday
thatis a discovery is offered, giving pleasant emotions in an isolated environment surrounded

by nature that is still partly wild.
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Fig. 6
unworked
serpentinite
blocks for the
bearing walls
and square
blocks of
limestones as
corner stones in
Cerbaiola.

Fig. 7

Cerabaiola,

the frame of a
window made of
bricks.
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Local geology and building materials

In the past, the materials used to build towns and villages were almost exclusively those
available locally. Each territory was characterized by its own building materials and its
own finishing techniques. In the territory of the peninsula, thanks to the great geological
variability and the presence of small states, which lasted until the second half of the XIX*"
century, these differences are particularly evident even on a small scale as in the case of
Montecastelli and Cerbaiola (Fratini et al., 2019a). Both villages are located on a vast
outcrop of serpentinite rocks. This lithotype originated through the metamorphism of a
peridotite, a magmatic rock belonging to the Earth mantle. It is present in the ophiolitic
complexes of the northern Apennine, remnants of the Giurassic oceanic lithosphere that
now are exposed in the Ligurian tectonic units of eastern Liguria, Tuscan Apennine and
Colline Metallifere.

However, Cerbaiola is also located near outcrops of marly limestones belonging to two
different formations, the Palombini Shale Formation (Lower Cretaceous) and the Hel-
mintoid Flysch Units (Early-Middle Eocene), both belonging to the Ligurian tecton-
ic units, while in the vicinity of Montecastelli, organogenic limestones of the Messinian
and Pliocene ages are present, deposited in marine basins above the Ligurian tectonic
units.

This circumstance has determined the fact that the two villages differ greatly for the
building stone materials that have been utilized. In Cerbaiola, almost exclusively un-
worked serpentinite blocks of irregular shape have been used with square blocks of marly
limestones and organogenic limestones as cornerstones (Fig. 6). The frame of the open-

ings are either in bricks or sandstone. (Fig. 7)
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In Montecastelli the private houses are in mixed masonries realized with unshaped or rough-
ly shaped blocks made of prevailing organogenic limestone and secondary bricks, serpen-
tinite, marly limestones (Fig. 8). Sometimes the bricks prevail particularly in the modest
houses. The corner stones are often made of organogenic limestone (Fig. 9). The frames of
the windows are generally in bricks and the portals are in organgenic limestone, sandstone,
sometimes realized with great care. Regularly shaped blocks of organogenic limestone have
been used in the parish of Santi Filippo and Giacomo and in the Pannocchieschi tower,
where the cornerstones are in sandstone.

The use of unworked serpentinite blocks in Cerbaiola can be explained by the difficult pro-
cessing of this kind of rock material to obtain regular blocks, requiring expert stonecutters,
not justified by the importance of the buildings. The serpentinite outcrops are in fact charac-
terized by a fracturing without any preferential directions, from which only irregular shaped
blocks are obtained. In addition, the sound material is very hard and tends to chip with pro-
cessing.

On the contrary the processing of the marly limestone to obtain regular blocks is easier be-
cause, although the material is very hard and has a tendency to chip with processing, never-
theless in the shaping of the stone ashlars, it is possible to take advantage of the beds more
suitable in thickness, like those lower than 30 cm, often crossed by regular fractures (Dipas-
quale etal., 2016). This is why it has been used as a cornerstone. Moreover, this material has
avery high durability against the action of atmospheric agents.

As for the organogenic limestones, these are quite soft stones, easy to work and shape in reg-
ular blocks, like the stones used in Salento and Sicily for the Baroque architecture. General-
ly, this material shows a low resistance to decay which is manifested by strong alveolarization
phenomena. Nevertheless, the variety of organogenic limestone present in this territory is
quite resistant to decay as testified by the conditions of conservation of the ashlars exposed
since the Middle Ages in the parish of Santi Filippo and Giacomo and in the Pannocchi-

eschi tower.

Restoration and reuse interventions

The access to Montecastelli from the southern gate of the ancient walls introduces to a vil-
lage that is neat and well-kept but not adapted for use and consumption by tourists. In this
sense it is a “true village”, which maintains a charm, not done to be visited but to be lived.
There are buildings with fagades that give the impression not to have been affected by inter-
ventions since the XIX century while part of the houses has undergone interventions in the

external walls in more or less recent years, from the 60-80s until now, recognizable on the
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Fig. 9
Montecastelli:
corner stones
are often made
of organogenic
limestone.
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style and materials used. The Pannocchieschi tower is currently being restored while

there are no buildings in the state of ruin. Overall, you get the impression of spontaneous
interventions by individual owners, not regulated by municipal provisions. An interven-
tion planned at the level of the entire village was instead the renewal of the paving of the
alleys using sandstone slabs worked in a herringbone pattern.

The interventions of the 60s and 80s were those less respectful of the formal aspect of the
facades and less appropriate as regards the type of materials used. In fact, there are realiza-
tions of terraces, cement renders that sometimes show extensive falls, cement repointing
of the mortar joints among the stone blocks and bricks, rebuilding of jambs and lintels of
the service openings on the ground floor (garages and warehouses) , shutters and sheet
metal doors.

The most recent interventions consist in the renewal of parts of fagades or entire fagades
with the elimination of the degraded lime plasters and repointing the joints with abun-
dant hydraulic lime mortar to partially cover the stones and bricks.

With regard to Cerbaiola, we have already mentioned that part of the houses is in a ruin.

By observing these buildings, it is evident that some of them were rendered with a lime
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mortar. In buildings that have undergone maintenance since the 80s, three situations are ob-

served:

- the renders, when present, were eliminated with a following repointing with abundant hy-
draulic lime mortar to partially cover the stones;

- repointing with abundant hydraulic lime mortar even in the case of original absence of a
render;

-absence of intervention in the stone facings without original render.

The frames of the windows and of the entrance doors, if interested by an intervention, have
been realized in brick. The doors of the windows and portals are made of wood.

The external access stairs to the first floor, when present, have remained original with the
stone steps worn by the use.

Overall, these interventions are respectful of the architectural typologies and are appropriate
for the type of materials used. Emblematic in this regard is the small church on which the
roof has been redone but no interventions have been made on the walls which are in exposed

stone with remains of the old lime render (Fig. 10).
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Conclusions

Generally, the desire to make the architectural artefacts responsive to the changed func-
tional/performance requirements determines the irreparable alteration of the testimo-
nial value of valuable cultural resources. The existing buildings are made suitable for
current days uses and better environmental performances without establishing a dia-
logue with their historical value. Nevertheless, Montecastelli Pisano and Cerbaiola have
survived maintaining evidence of their history in their building materials so strictly con-
nected to the local geological resources.

Both villages are “true village”, not to be visited but to be lived and this is testified by
the building heritage which presents different aspects: there are buildings that give the
impression not to have been affected by interventions since the XIX™ century, houses
that have undergone interventions in the 60-80s (those less respectful of materials and
formal appearance) and buildings interested by recent interventions. These ones show
particular attention to the conservation of the peculiar architectural characteristics both
concerning the building materials and the formal appearance therefore testifying the de-
velopment, in recent decades, of a new sensitivity towards vernacular architecture while
guaranteeing the adaptation of the architectural artefacts to present functional and per-

formance requirements.
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