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Introduction

Beneath the tranquil surface of Lucca’s ochre-tiled rooftops and peaceful cobbled
lanes lies a world quietly alive with the rhythm of creation. Step through any of the
city’s imposing gates, and you enter not only a meticulously preserved Tuscan jewel,
but a living gallery of handmade wonder. Here, the scent of beeswax mingles with that
of old vellum and new leather, the clack of handlooms threads the morning air, and
sunlight reveals the polish of a craftsman’s bench. For centuries, Lucca’s artisans have
practiced their trades within these sturdy walls, leaving a legacy shaped by ingenuity,
resilience, and devotion to beauty.

In an age when mass production sweeps the globe, Lucca stands as a rare stronghold
for the craftsman’s touch. This book, The Artisans of Lucca: Tradition, Craft, and
Community in a Tuscan Walled City, invites readers into an immersive exploration of a
culture defined by its makers. Here, the hands of weavers, woodworkers, luthiers,
ceramists, and papermakers knit together not only products but also families,
neighborhoods, and civic identity. Their stories, techniques, and celebrated lineages
set Lucca apart as a city where tradition is both preserved and lived anew each day.

We begin with the city’s deep history—a chronicle of trade, transformation, and
exchange that saw Lucca rise as a beacon of quality silk in medieval Europe, and later
forge its own path as a hub of diverse crafts. Through resilient family studios and
innovation in adversity, Lucchese workshops have weathered wars, shifting tastes,
economic booms and busts—and now face new pressures and possibilities in an
interconnected world. From the creaking floors of silk ateliers to the hum of modern
paper mills and the vibrant bustle of artisan markets, the city’s craft landscape is as
dynamic as it is rooted.

Yet, this is not just a retelling of history or a distant admiration of fading skills. Woven
through these pages are intimate portrayals of those who carry centuries-old
traditions forward: the families who trace their lineage to legendary guilds, the women
preserving textiles once woven behind closed doors, the resourceful makers who defy
convention with bold design or sustainable practice. We meet the people who, in their
modest workshops, shape Lucca’s sense of self—past, present, and future.

At a pivotal moment when heritage crafts risk extinction from global competition and
generational change, Lucca offers a window into what is lost when handwork
disappears—and what is gained when a community rallies to preserve, adapt, and
celebrate it. Through storytelling, practical insights, and lush description, this book
aims to connect travelers, craft lovers, and the merely curious to the enduring soul of
a city that prizes the human touch.
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Walk with me into the labyrinth of Lucca’s narrow streets, behind workshop doors, and
into the heart of festivals and marketplaces. Discover the artistry that has shaped and
sustained this city for centuries—and what it means, still, to be an artisan of Lucca. In
these pages, you will not only glimpse the wonders being made, but hear the living
voices of those devoted to making.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Walled City: Geography, Origins,
and ldentity

Lucca sits quietly in the Serchio River valley, embraced by the gentle curves of hills
and the more imposing presence of the Apuan Alps to its north and west. This fertile
plain in central Tuscany, not far from the Ligurian Sea, has cradled human settlement
since the Paleolithic era. The city’s distinct identity, however, begins to truly take
shape with its ancient origins, a narrative woven through layers of Ligurian, Etruscan,
and Roman influences.

The very name "Lucca" hints at its geographical roots. While some theories connect it
to a Ligurian word "Luk" meaning "marsh," suggesting the city’s early terrain was
boggy, other scholars propose an Indo-European root "Leuk," signifying "luminous
space" or a clearing. This latter interpretation evokes an image of a deforested area,
perhaps an island amidst the Serchio’s debris, where light could penetrate and a
community could thrive. Regardless of the exact etymology, the presence of the
Serchio River has always been central to Lucca’s life, providing both a fertile
environment and a source of power.

It was the Romans who truly laid the foundation for the Lucca we recognize today. In
180 BC, Lucca became a Roman colony, and by 89 BC, it held the status of a Roman
municipality. The Romans, ever practical, imposed their structured urban planning on
the existing settlements. The historical center of Lucca still clearly preserves this
rectangular grid street plan, a testament to its Roman heritage. The main
thoroughfares, the Cardo and Decumanus Maximi, now known as Via Fillungo, Via
Cenami, Via San Paolino, Via Roma, and Via Santa Croce, trace the ancient north-south
and east-west axes of the Roman city.

At the heart of this Roman layout was the forum, the bustling center of economic and
social life, which corresponds to the modern-day Piazza San Michele. While the grand
structures of the Roman era have largely faded, their imprints remain. The distinctive
elliptical shape of Piazza dell'Anfiteatro, for instance, directly outlines the former
Roman amphitheater, a place once reserved for official events and spectacles.
Similarly, the Piazza Sant'Agostino conceals the remains of a Roman theater, and
fragments of the original Roman walls can still be found integrated into later buildings,
such as the Church of Santa Maria della Rosa.

Beyond its physical layout, the Roman influence shaped Lucca's strategic importance.

Situated at a crossroads of ancient routes connecting cities like Parma, Florence,
Rome, Pisa, and Luni, Lucca prospered as a hub of trade and communication. It was

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

this strategic location, combined with the fertile surrounding plain, that would
contribute significantly to Lucca’s future as a center of commerce and craft. Even in
the 1st century BC, Lucca was important enough to host a significant political meeting:
in 56 BC, Julius Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus met here to reaffirm their political
alliance, known as the First Triumvirate.

As the Roman Empire waned, Lucca, like much of Italy, entered a period of transition.
After 476 CE, it fell under the successive rules of the Goths, the Byzantines, and then
the Lombards. Under the Lombards, from 576 to 797, Lucca gained considerable
prestige as the capital of a duchy known as the Duchy of Tuscia, which encompassed a
significant portion of what is now Tuscany. During this era, Lucca even minted its own
coins, a clear indicator of its growing autonomy and economic strength.

The medieval period brought further recognition. During the 9th and 10th centuries,
Lucca was the principal city in Tuscany, with its counts holding the title of margraves
of Tuscany. The city also commanded a crucial segment of the Via Francigena, a major
pilgrimage route that connected Lombardy and Rome. This continued prominence,
however, was not without its challenges. The 14th century, in particular, saw Lucca
pass through the hands of various rulers and endure periods of conflict with powerful
neighbors like Florence and Pisa. Despite these struggles, Lucca largely managed to
maintain a remarkable degree of independence.

It was this fiercely guarded independence that truly forged Lucca’s unique identity. For
almost five hundred years, Lucca proudly operated as an independent republic, a
remarkable feat in a region often dominated by larger, more powerful city-states like
Venice and Florence. This commitment to self-governance deeply embedded itself in
the Lucchese psyche, fostering a strong sense of community and self-reliance that
continues to resonate today. The word "Libertas" was proudly emblazoned on its
banner, symbolizing its long-standing autonomy until the arrival of the French
Revolution in 1789.

Perhaps the most striking symbol of Lucca’s enduring identity, and its resolve to
protect its independence, are its magnificent city walls. These imposing Renaissance-
era fortifications, built between 1504 and 1648, are among the best preserved in
Europe. Stretching over four kilometers in circumference, these walls are not merely
historical relics; they are an integral part of daily life in Lucca, a wide, tree-lined
promenade enjoyed by residents and visitors alike.

The current walls are, in fact, the fourth iteration of Lucca’s defenses. The initial
Roman walls were followed by medieval fortifications, expanded over centuries to
encompass the growing city. The formidable Renaissance walls, however, were a
response to the geopolitical anxieties of the 16th century, primarily the expansionist
ambitions of the powerful Medici family in Florence. Built lower but significantly thicker
than previous walls, with compacted earth embankments, they were designed to
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withstand the new military technology of siege cannons.

Remarkably, these grand defenses were never truly tested in battle. While Lucca
engaged in conflicts in the surrounding region, the city itself never underwent a siege,
and the walls’ military purpose remained largely a deterrent. The one notable instance
they were put to the test was not against an invading army, but against the forces of
nature: during a disastrous flood of the Serchio River in 1812, the gates were bolted
and reinforced, successfully saving the city from inundation.

In the 19th century, with their military utility diminished, the walls underwent a
transformation. Duchess Maria Luisa of Bourbon, who governed Lucca from 1815,
commissioned architect Lorenzo Nottolini to convert portions of the walls into a public
park and promenade. This foresight transformed a defensive barrier into a beloved
civic space, a green ring around the city where people could stroll, cycle, and enjoy
panoramic views. The walls became, and remain, a physical manifestation of Lucca's
enduring connection to its past and its unique sense of communal life.

Today, Lucca stands as a "Citta d'arte," a City of Art, not just for its well-preserved
historic center and architectural monuments like the Guinigi Tower with its rooftop
garden or the impressive Cathedral of San Martino, but for the living history within its
walls. The city’s identity is intrinsically tied to its self-contained nature, its history of
independence, and its remarkably preserved urban fabric. This insulated environment,
nurtured over centuries, provided a unique incubator for the artisanal traditions that
would come to define Lucca.
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