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I talian agricultural modernization in the late 19th century was partly the result of 
increased environmental and agronomic knowledge acquired from primary school 
onwards. The article opens a new research perspective by analysing how primary 

school teachers and vocational institutes contributed to agricultural and environmental 
education in rural areas of Northern Italy. These practices also raised awareness con-
cerning social and cultural problems in rural areas. Laboratory activities and field trips 
played a fundamental role in teaching strategies that combined theoretical and practi-
cal lessons, putting students in direct contact with the territory and its resources. 

In the research presented here, three case studies are analysed. The first is the network 
of primary schools brought to life by resourceful teachers and the financial support of lo-
cal authorities in the Monza area. The second focuses on the Practical School of Agri-
culture in Voghera and its field trips. The third looks at the practical training course for 
cellarmen that was planned in Stradella. Italian innovation in the final decades of the 
19th century gave careful attention to the characteristics of each territory while also look-
ing at highly successful didactic experiences in the most advanced countries.
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Enseñanza en las comunidades rurales del valle 
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La modernización agrícola italiana, a partir de las últimas décadas del siglo XIX, 
también fue el resultado de un aumento en el conocimiento ambiental y agro-
nómico desde la escuela primaria. El artículo abre una nueva perspectiva de 

investigación, analizando la contribución proporcionada por los maestros de primaria 
y los institutos profesionales de algunos centros rurales del norte de Italia a la educa-
ción agrícola y ambiental. Estas prácticas también condujeron a una nueva concien-
cia de los problemas sociales y culturales de las zonas rurales. Gracias a estas enseñanzas, 
también prácticas, los estudiantes se pusieron en contacto directo con el territorio y sus 
recursos. Por lo tanto, las actividades prácticas y los viajes de aprendizaje desempeña-
ron un papel fundamental en esas estrategias de enseñanza. 

Para que su objetivo sea más claro, el artículo propone tres estudios de caso. El pri-
mero es la red de escuelas primarias en el área de Monza, animada por maestros in-
geniosos y con el apoyo financiero de las autoridades locales. El segundo estudio de caso 
se centra en la Escuela Práctica de Agricultura de Voghera y sus viajes de aprendizaje. 
El tercer ejemplo lo da el curso de capacitación práctica para bodegueros planeado en 
Stradella. La experiencia italiana, que en las últimas décadas del siglo XIX mostró ca-
racterísticas innovadoras, reveló una atención particular a los territorios y sus diferen-
tes características, al observar también las experiencias didácticas más exitosas lleva-
das a cabo en los países más avanzados. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Today, environmental education and attention to responsible consumption and produc-
tion are among the focal points of primary and secondary education. In fact, with climate 
change and the advancement of consumer society, it has proved necessary to raise aware-
ness of these issues from a very young age. In this context, a path that combines theoretical 
teaching with practical experience and knowledge of the area is fundamental. In Italian 
primary and secondary schools, the guidelines known as Sustainable Development Goals 
of Agenda 2030, indicated by the Education for All international movement led by UN-
ESCO, United Nations and partner organizations, have been put into practice by inten-
sifying visits to companies, the use of agricultural gardens, food education and, in gen-
eral, interaction with the local area1. 

On the other hand, in recent years environmental history and rural history have con-
sidered the repercussions of human activity on the environment, especially in produc-
tion and in the agricultural sector (Alfani, Di Tullio & Mocarelli, 2012). The history of 
agricultural teaching also falls within this field of study, a topic addressed both at pri-
mary education level and on that of secondary and professional training, which would 
then have an impact on the attitude of Italian rural society towards agriculture, resources, 
and environment. In terms of scientific literature, among the most important Italian his-
torians who have dealt with the professional training of primary school teachers and the 
spreading of skills through these figures are Giovanni Vigo (Vigo, 1971, 2017; Pagano 
& Vigo, 2012), Angelo Bianchi (Bianchi, 2012), Luciano Pazzaglia (Pazzaglia & Sani, 
2001; Pazzaglia, 2002), Omar Mazzotti and Massimo Fornasari (Mazzotti & For-
nasari, 2021). As regards the study of the professional and technical figures in the Ital-
ian agri-food sector during the 19th century, Gianpiero Fumi (Fumi, 2016), Manuel Va-
quero Piñeiro (Vaquero Piñeiro, 2006, 2011, 2014) and Rossano Pazzagli (Pazzagli & 
Biagioli, 2004) conducted the main research projects. Finally, a particular sector of in-
vestigation is the phenomenon of agricultural and industrial fairs that developed above 
all in central-northern Italy. It favoured the circulation of updated scientific and tech-
nical notions, sometimes acting as a didactic experience for scholastic training courses. 
In this area we must refer to Sergio Onger (Onger, 2010; Bigatti & Onger, 2007), Gior-
gio Bigatti (Bigatti, 2000), Anna Pellegrino (Pellegrino, 2017), Luciano Giacchè (Gi-
acchè, 2012) and some studies coordinated by Sergio Zaninelli (Zaninelli, 1991). Adri-

1. For the Sustainable Development Goals and its reception by the Italian Ministry of Education 
and the National Institute for Documentation, Innovation and Educational Research, please refer to 
the following pages of the UNESCO and UN sites: https://en.unesco.org/sdgs, https://www.sdg-
fund.org, https://unric.org/it/agenda-2030/, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/, https:// 
scuola2030.indire.it [links consulted 29th December 2019].



ano Prosperi has recently analysed the living conditions of Italian rural society (Pros-
peri, 2019). 

This article is part of this historiographical framework. However, it intends to add a 
new perspective, analysing the contribution provided to agricultural and environmental 
education by the teachers of some rural areas in Northern Italy. These figures, flanked by 
other didactic and educational paths such as visits to industrial and agricultural fairs and 
the circulation of specialized publications, would lead to a new awareness of the social and 
cultural problems of rural areas. At the heart of this research, there are the first courses 
of Italian primary schools, practical schools and training courses which placed students 
in direct contact with the territory and its resources, obviously considering them in their 
different educational dimensions, ages, and social backgrounds. 

We outline the didactic dynamics in the frame of rural Italy at the end of the 19th cen-
tury through three case studies from the north of the country. The first is the network of 
primary schools in the Monza area, animated by enterprising and original teachers and 
financially supported by the local comizio agrario (agrarian committee). The second is the 
Royal Practical School of Agriculture of Voghera and the organization of its field trips. The 
third is the training course for the profession of cellarman in Stradella. 

MAPA 1 
Lombardy with Monza, Voghera, Stradella, 

and the areas of Brianza and Oltrepò Pavese 
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We chose the period from 1861 to 1900 because it was key in the social and economic 
organization of the new Italy. The Kingdom, established in 1861, came from a centuries-
old geopolitical and cultural fragmentation, which was however not yet fully remedied, 
given that the territorial changes that led to the current conformation of the Italian Re-
public continued for almost ninety years. Obviously, the educational situation was not ho-
mogeneous across the peninsula. The primacy of Italian primary education in the early 
1860s belonged to the north, especially Piedmont and Lombardy2. Italian practical and 
professional education was in a more complex situation, fragmented between contem-
porary and old-fashioned institutes, sometimes aimed at children and teenagers and other 
times at adults, with varying teaching strategies (Carina, 1871: 65-79). 

Nonetheless, if Lombardy and Piedmont were models for post-1861 Italian education, 
was it also the case for agricultural education, from primary schools to more specialized 
courses? The final decades of the 19th century were essential for preparing future labour-
ers for the agricultural sector, which would considerably improve in skills and effective-
ness in the early 20th century. Thus, our article considers the strengths and critical points 
of the “Lombard model” applied to the specific field of agricultural education in a par-
ticular time of transition. The case studies of Monza, Voghera and Stradella allow us to 
have three different points of view, both at an educational level and in terms of the agri-
cultural scenario considered in the same region –or compartment, to use the term of the 
time albeit with different socio-cultural backgrounds. Monza, in fact, had belonged to the 
Hapsburg Kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia, while Voghera and Stradella had belonged to 
the Savoyard Kingdom of Sardinia. 

In terms of sources, the most important ones to which we refer are the bulletins of the 
comizi agrari3, which sought to reach rural society in a widespread manner, communi-
cating progress and suggestions for improvement in agricultural practices. However, in 
the second half of the 19th century, the Italian population had very high levels of illiter-

2. In the case of Piedmont, it is still difficult to fully understand the good level of education reached 
before the 1860s when it was the heart of the former Kingdom of Sardinia: until 1820 the number 
of teachers fluctuated, later there was a certain increase, from 1850 a good diffusion of popular edu-
cation throughout Piedmont and in the Alpine region of the Savoy Kingdom was clear, including 
good public education for girls. In the case of Lombardy, the good education system and the fine 
training of the primary school teaching staff were due to the support policies both during the previ-
ous Kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia dependent on the Hapsburgs of Vienna, and during the 
Napoleonic period in the early 19th century. In this regard VIGO (2012), and SOLDANI (1981).

3. Our article refers above all to bulletins of comizi agrari and similar institutions, so far little used 
in the historiographical analysis of the education of rural youth. However, a complementary investi-
gation could include the analysis of the documentation kept in the archives of provinces, municipal-
ities, and chambers of commerce.
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acy, not to mention the innumerable dialects spoken on national soil. So what impact did 
bulletins have on rural society and what was the profile of the most receptive reader? 

2. INSTITUTIONAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC FRAMEWORK 

The Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed on 17th March 1861 and included most of the 
peninsula. In 1866, the Kingdom annexed the Veneto region with the Mantua area and, 
with the conquest of Rome in 1870, the territory of the former Papal States. At the end 
of 1871, a census was carried out: it revealed that the Italian population was 26,801,154, 
with a concentration in the province of Milan (1,009,794 inhabitants), followed by Turin 
(972,986), Naples (907,752), Rome (836,704) and Genoa (716,759)4. Between 1872 and 
1878, the average birth rate of the Kingdom –summing the annual averages– was 
recorded at 37.16 (per 1,000 population): the highest birth rates were in the provinces 
of Bari (42.82), Rovigo (41.79) and Foggia (41.74). Average mortality in the same pe-
riod saw some provinces in the south at the top, such as Campobasso (36.53 deaths per 
1,000 inhabitants), Foggia (35.33) and Potenza (35.07), but also a central province with 
a high malarial rate, Grosseto (35.25) (Zampa, 1881). 

In this demographic scenario, in Italy the need for agricultural productivity and 
knowledge of new technical practices was accompanied by the safeguarding of the terri-
tory that fuelled the national economy and therefore had to be preserved. To increase 
awareness of this matter in a nation with a troubled historical identity, an economy which 
was not particularly flourishing and a very high illiteracy rate, solid and widespread teach-
ing plans were needed. In 1861 and 1866 the Ministry of Industry, Agriculture and Com-
merce organized commissions of scholars and politicians to modify the Casati law and in-
sert guiding principles that would enhance the practical nature of teaching. Although these 
initiatives did not succeed completely, the foundations were laid for the establishment of 
the first two higher education agricultural institutions, respectively in Milan and Portici, 
near Naples; from the 1870s many others would be established throughout the Italian ter-
ritory (Vaquero Piñeiro, 2012). 

At the same time, one of the main problems was cultural standardization, which had 
become essential after the geopolitical unification. From this point of view, it is necessary 
to consider both the deep cultural diversity that historically characterized the Italian penin-
sula –for centuries fragmented into different states– and the high rate of illiteracy that char-
acterized the rural areas and the southern regions of the Kingdom. To give an idea of this 

4. Regarding the population number, see Il censimento della popolazione... (1871).
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second aspect, consider that in 1861 75% of Italians were illiterate and this figure 
reached 90% in the south and on the islands. It was only in 1901 that the 40% literacy 
threshold was crossed (Vasta, 1999). 

A network of lower and upper primary schools, each lasting three years, emerged from 
a survey on the Italian education system conducted in 1864. The subjects of the lower 
primary schools were reading, writing, elementary arithmetic, Italian, elementary notions 
of the metric system, and religion. In addition to the lower educational plan, the upper 
primary schools included rules of composition, calligraphy, bookkeeping, elementary ge-
ometry, national history, physical and natural sciences applied to the ordinary uses of life, 
elements of geometry and linear drawing for boys and “women’s activities” for girls. The 
lower school could not be attended before the age of 6; it was compulsory for both boys 
and girls and each municipality had to have at least one school for each sex. The teach-
ers were chosen by the municipalities from a shortlist of candidates (men aged 18 years 
and over, women 17 years and over) who had passed a proper qualifying examination 
(Ministero dell’Istruzione Pubblica, 1866: 33)5. 

In drafting statistics and reports, however, government offices tended not to distinguish 
between lower and upper primary schools, instead highlighting the boy-girl or public-pri-
vate distinction. The school network was particularly articulated in Piedmont and Lom-
bardy. Of the 15,151 public primary schools for boys registered in 1864 for the entire 
Kingdom, 3,264 were located in Lombardy, in second place after Piedmont with 3,982. 
The position of the two compartments was reversed when counting boys’ private primary 
schools: 274 in Lombardy against 133 in Piedmont, out of 3,159 in all of Italy. This meant 
that out of the total of 18,310 public and private primary schools for boys registered in 
1864, 3,538 were in Lombardy and 4,115 in Piedmont. The compartment which followed 
Lombardy and Piedmont was Tuscany with 1,735 primary schools for boys (864 public, 
871 private), followed by Emilia with 1,659 schools (1,339 public, 320 private) and Cam-
pania with 1,374 schools (987 public, 387 private). These were therefore significantly 
lower numbers than the “leading” compartments of Piedmont and Lombardy. As for the 
girls’ situation, there were 13,494 primary schools (9,848 public, 3,646 private) in Italy 
in 1864, of which 3,452 were in Lombardy (2,674 public, 778 private), 3,087 in Pied-
mont (2,697 public, 390 private), 1,302 in Tuscany (376 public, 926 private), 1,203 in 
Emilia (715 public, 488 private) and 913 in Campania (696 public, 217 private). In gen-

5. For a complete analysis, see also SOCIETÀ DEGLI AGRICOLTORI ITALIANI (1901), BIDOLLI and 
SOLDANI (2001). Furthermore, from the analysis of the school activities described in the bulletins –
to which we will return in the following pages– it emerges that Lombard teachers were both men and 
women equally inclined to involve students in practical educational activities.
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eral, the primacy of Piedmont and Lombardy in boys’ education was mirrored in girls’ 
education, with the difference that in this sector the absolute primacy belonged to Lom-
bardy (Ministero dell’Istruzione Pubblica, 1866: 34-5)6. 

It is also necessary to take into account the difference between primary schools in ur-
ban and rural municipalities, using the number of 6,000 inhabitants as a cut-off point. 
In 1864, 7,139 primary schools were registered in urban areas and 24,485 in rural areas, 
which speaks volumes about the ruralisation rate of Italian society. Specifically, in Lom-
bardy there were 3,177 rural schools for boys and only 361 urban ones; there were 2,789 
schools for girls in rural areas and 663 in urban areas. In Piedmont, there were 3,658 ru-
ral schools for boys and 457 urban ones, 2,500 rural schools for girls and 587 urban ones 
(Ministero dell’Istruzione Pubblica, 1866: 37-8). 

In the same year, 156,621 boys and 131,754 girls were registered in public primary 
schools in Lombardy, out of the 597,202 boys and 440,627 girls of Italian public primary 
schools. As for public teachers, Italy had a teaching staff of 14,887 men and 10,122 
women, to which the Lombardy compartment contributed with 3,143 and 2,578 teach-
ers respectively (Ministero dell’Istruzione Pubblica, 1866: 40-1, 49-50). 

In 1864, the Kingdom of Italy still lacked some geographical areas characterized by 
a very good network of primary schools, which together with the strengthening of the Ital-
ian teaching offer would further articulate the statistics. Consider that if in SY 1863-64 
the Lombardy compartment had 5,721 primary school teachers (Carina, 1871: 47), in 
1881-82, almost twenty years later and after the addition of Mantua to Lombardy in 1866, 
there were 6,725 teachers in lower and upper public primary schools. The Veneto com-
partment, annexed to Italy in 1866, had 4,451 teachers in 1881-82 (Carina, 1871: 67). 
Finally, in SY 1901-02, Lombardy had 8,062 teachers in lower and upper primary 
schools, the Veneto compartment including Friuli had 5,193 teachers and Piedmont 7,280 
(Carina, 1871: 88; Vigo, 1971: Appendice statistica)7. 

6. In 1854, 2,457 public schools for boys and 1,936 public schools for girls in Hapsburg Lombardy 
had been registered (VIGO, 2012: 101). However, this situation did not perfectly match the homony-
mous compartment of the following Kingdom of Italy, for example the lands of Oltrepò Pavese were 
excluded from Hapsburg Lombardy as they were part of the Kingdom of Sardinia and dependent, like 
Piedmont, on Savoy policies.

7. In general, in SY 1875-76 the differences recorded by the Ministry of Education were already 
relevant for macro-areas, marking the difference between Northern Italy (Piedmont, Liguria, Lom-
bardy and Veneto) with a public or a private primary school every 443 inhabitants, Central Italy with 
one every 571 inhabitants, Southern Italy with one for every 698, and Sicily and Sardinia (the so-
called “Insular Italy”) with one school for every 936 inhabitants: (MINISTERO DELL’ISTRUZIONE PUB-
BLICA, 1878: 13).
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As for technical secondary education, this was divided between three-year technical 
schools and subsequent three or four-year technical institutes, depending on the chosen 
path. The technical schools taught Italian, history and geography, French, mathematics, 
drawing, calligraphy, natural sciences, and business maths. As expected, the hours of tech-
nical lessons increased sharply during the three-year period. This type of school was de-
signed both for those wishing to pursue technical-scientific education and for those wish-
ing to work directly as entrepreneurs, traders or industrial managers. The trend favoured 
the latter, so much so that the technical schools were often considered as professional 
schools and preferred by the families of the lower middle class compared to the human-
istic classical schools (ginnasi and licei) (Ministero dell’Istruzione Pubblica, 1878: 117-20)8. 

In SY 1874-75, in Piedmont and Lombardy the “royal” technical schools (managed 
by the government with the contribution of the municipalities) numbered 18: 7 in Pied-
mont and 11 in Lombardy; another 18 were in Sicily alone. The picture was more com-
plex considering the 241 Italian technical schools under municipal management only, with 
the primacy of Piedmont (36 schools), followed by Emilia (31 schools) and Lombardy 
(25 schools) (Ministero dell’Istruzione Pubblica, 1878: 121-2). 

Then there was the vocational education system, which was the mix of the so-called 
“arts and crafts” schools. In 1871, the politician and pedagogist Dino Carina (Cherubini, 
1977)9 drew up a national report on the matter, after careful investigation on behalf of 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce. In Italy there were 154 schools in 
those years, with a total of 567 teachers and 13,329 pupils, on which 1,417,022 lire were 
spent. It was a varied scenario, in which there were both contemporary schools and old-
fashioned ones, some with young pupils and others with adult students, following different 
teaching strategies. Moreover, some schools embraced the entire vocational education 
without many distinctions, while others focused on specific branches of industry and man-
ufacturing, for example the textile sector (Carina, 1871: 66). Therefore, even more than 
primary schools, arts and crafts schools represented the fragmented nature of the King-
dom well. In many cases, in fact, these were institutions that dated back to pre-1861 Italy, 
sometimes founded by the government, sometimes by private individuals. In the same 
years in which Carina wrote, the economic support came in some cases from the “en-
lightened zeal of public representations”, in other cases from the “philanthropic wisdom 
of capitalists and entrepreneurs”, therefore still retained the didactic and institutional an-
archy of the previous decades (Carina, 1871: 66). 

8. Cfr. GENOVESI (1993), BONETTA (1996). On the popular agricultural press, see in a compara-
tive key BARGELLI (2013).

9. Cfr. PATRIARCA (2010: passim).
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Carina recognized the need for homogeneous coordination by the Italian government. 
First of all, to guarantee subsidies to those schools willing to improve their educational 
plans. In addition, they should all focus on theoretical teaching, while practical teaching 
should be limited to workshops and factories. The arts and crafts schools should be lo-
cated close to them, so as to guarantee interaction between the theoretical and practical 
centres of a technical area, without, however, confusing the respective spaces. 

According to Carina, it was also necessary to frame arts and crafts schools in the na-
tional education “organizational chart”, in order to avoid confusion and overlapping with 
primary and technical schools. He believed that arts and crafts schools should be defined 
“only those that involve the teaching of some scientific or artistic disciplines adapted to 
the needs of local industries”. He therefore stressed that the importance of this category 
of teachings had relevance especially for the local industry. Moreover, regarding the most 
appropriate age group, Carina advised that they be children and young people who had 
received primary education, so that they could participate in a longer and structured pro-
gram, given that he considered evening lessons for adults as mere in-depth or recovery 
classes. Finally, he suggested the parameters according to which the government could 
distinguish the arts and crafts schools from the others, guaranteeing adequate funding and 
providing teaching material for demonstrations in the classroom, perhaps by erecting a 
specific central establishment (Carina, 1871: 70-7). 

Nonetheless, beyond these general guidelines, the centralization of arts and crafts 
schools should not go further. As for the educational programs, according to Carina, the 
government should only impose the teaching of Italian, general culture, principles of po-
litical economy, decorative drawing and industrial design, to allow the future workers “to 
express their thoughts and to understand those of the colleagues […] in order to call our 
[Italian] industries to the observance of artistic precepts that they sometimes seem to for-
get”. Imposing further subjects at the expense of the peculiarities of each geographical 
area “would probably damage what should be initiatives shaped by the local industry”, 
flattening a program that had variety as its main characteristic (Carina, 1871: 72-3). 

If the Ministry of Education took care of reforming the Italian primary school system, 
it was teachers, business associations and municipalities that stimulated the interest of the 
youngest and least educated towards agriculture through educational initiatives, compe-
titions, refresher courses and popular publications. The importance of these initiatives 
stood out in a particularly unstable socio-economic context, characterized by migration, 
pockets of misery in rural areas and poor agricultural entrepreneurship. Undoubtedly, a 
process of modernization was developing, linked to the increase in infrastructure and the 
beginning of industrialization. However, industrial activities were concentrated in the north 
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and mainly concerned the manufacturing sector. Not to mention that in general most of 
the peninsula was disadvantaged due to the lack of raw materials, a credit and financial 
system which was still in development and a cultural framework which was not suited to 
the structural change of the economy (Fontana, 2011; Pini, 1991; Sasso, 1985). 

It was therefore important to focus on the main productive sector in Italy: the agri-
cultural sector. On the one hand, adequate training was required for technicians who 
would be engaged in a sector that now covered an unprecedented surface and that was 
gradually accepting the progress of science, for example in the field of applied chemistry. 
On the other hand, it was important to transmit the greatest number of correct agricul-
tural notions to rural society. However, there was no structured or centralized planning 
of agrarian education at the various school levels. Therefore, the first proposals were an 
initiative of the provincial school councils, but above all of the individual schools, of the 
municipalities they reported to and of particular associations devoted to strengthening lo-
cal agriculture and animal husbandry. This relative freedom linked to local institutions had 
the useful result of adapting the first forms of agricultural education to the resources of 
individual territories. 

It is however important to remember that a decisive role in educational policies and 
particularly in the education of the rural masses was given by the governments of the so-
called “Historical Left” led by Agostino Depretis (1813-87), one of the main parlia-
mentary fronts that characterized late-19th-century Italian political life. In those years, 
in fact, the debate on primary education was intense, at the time regulated by the Casati 
Law of 1859. In his speech on 11th October 1875 Agostino Depretis stated: “Let me tell 
you that I consider it urgent to pass a law as soon as possible declaring compulsory and 
free primary education to be entrusted to the laity” (Maffi, 2012a, 92). Along with the 
extension of electoral suffrage, free and compulsory primary education, with the con-
sequent fight against illiteracy, was one of the focal points of the electoral program of the 
Historical Left. On 15th July 1877, just over a year from the beginning of the first De-
pretis government, the Minister of Education Michele Coppino succeeded in approv-
ing the law on the obligation of primary education. The previous law had been the Casati 
Law of 13th November 1859, which in 380 articles had organized in detail the educa-
tion of the Kingdom of Sardinia at all levels of education (immediately extended to the 
rest of the peninsula). 

The Casati Law divided primary education into one compulsory two-year period and 
one non-compulsory two-year period (articles 315-316); the municipalities had to guar-
antee education (articles 317-318). With education being compulsory, the penalties for 
non-compliance were clearly indicated (article 326). The Coppino Law increased school 



attendance by one year (6-9 years); once again, the municipalities had to guarantee teach-
ers and services, and the penalties for non-compliance increased. The subject “notion of 
the duties of man and citizen” appeared instead of religious teaching. In fact, munici-
palities had to ensure this teaching if requested by parents. The Coppino Law partly re-
duced the gap between municipalities in the north and south, regarding compulsory ed-
ucation and active teachers (Maffi, 2012a: 92-3; Brignoli & Colombo, 1988: 95-101; 
Morandini, 2001). 

3. TEACHING AGRICULTURE IN THE MONZA AREA 

Our first case study is the introduction of agricultural teaching in the primary schools of 
the Monza area, near Milan, during the last three decades of the 19th century. The ini-
tiative involved two main agents. On the one hand were the teachers, who were well aware 
of the need to explain the basic notions of agricultural activity but had generally not 
planned for primary school programs. On the other hand was the Comizio Agrario of 
Monza, which shared the same awareness as the teachers regarding the lack of –and the 
need for– basic agricultural education. The Comizio also produced didactic and illustra-
tive texts on the subject, rewarded the most enterprising teachers in this field and adver-
tised their initiatives through its own bulletin10. 

What were the aims of the Agrarian Committees? They were associations that had their 
roots in the Kingdom of Sardinia, such as the Subalpine Agricultural Association (Asso-
ciazione Agraria Subalpina), founded in Turin in 1842, which brought together groups 
of intellectuals, landowners, and politicians of both noble and bourgeois extraction. The 
objectives of the Subalpine Association were to improve the conditions of agriculture, live-
stock, and rural society by spreading agricultural techniques and a general cultural im-
provement. The first pre-unification comizi agrari had therefore been representative of the 
Subalpine Association itself. Later, with the birth of the Kingdom of Italy in 1861, a royal 
decree at the end of 1866 confirmed the presence of the comizi. The same decree added 
the obligation of having a comizio in every district capital (the districts were territorial en-

10. We also recall the situation of illiteracy in 1860s Italy, because of which there is a considerable 
lack of direct evidence coming from the rural population, as is clear from the nature of the primary 
sources used in this article: printed bulletins and other texts edited by institutions and educated peo-
ple. In a comparative key, an interesting case study is the one proposed by historiography for Brazil: 
having ascertained the scarcity of documentation written by the rural population and especially by 
slaves in almost all of the 19th century (official abolition of slavery in 1888), Eduardo Silva consid-
ered how it is possible to guess traces of the camponesaresistance from the 19th-century agronomy 
treaties (for example, Memoria sobre a fundação e costeio de uma fazenda na província do Rio de Janeiro, 
written by fazendeiro Barao do Paty do Alferes, and published in 1847). Cfr. SILVA (1989).
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tities belonging to the provinces; for example, the district of Monza belonged together with 
others to the province of Milan) (Maffi, 2012a: 64; Saltini, 2006). 

The issues of the bulletin of the Comizio of Monza provide us with descriptions of a 
gradual introduction of basic agrarian education into the Monza schools from the 1870s 
to the 1890s11. This kind of teaching provided the main notions to an audience of chil-
dren, avoiding a boring approach and indeed offering outdoor didactic workshops with 
the dual objective of involving the lively class and consolidating the concepts learned. 

In 1875, the Comizio of Monza awarded some prizes to the teachers who were will-
ing to explain “agriculture” in their classes, some of whom had already started the pro-
gram in previous years. At this first level of the work, emphasis was placed more on quan-
tity than quality. The initiative started with the Comizio, which provided the teachers with 
didactic material, small books, and pamphlets on various aspects of agricultural activity; 
the intermediaries in this case were the mayors, who acted as a link between the “central 
management” of the Comizio of Monza and the schools in smaller towns. Prizes were still 
planned for the teachers who agreed to be part of the initiative and for those who knew 
how to find a particular interpretation. 

In the following years, agrarian education in the Monza area was the object of great 
interest. In 1876, the Comizio awarded the teachers, an assistant, and the pupils of three 
towns who had introduced agricultural science in 1875 with a total of 199 lire (Cascina 
Bastoni, Concorezzo and Cinisello). In 1877, noting the success in these three towns, the 
schools of Brugherio and Monza also declared their interest in inserting basic agricultural 
education in the educational program. 

A clear change took place in 1877. It was no longer the Comizio of Monza that urged 
teachers to evaluate the proposal, but the schools themselves which turned to the 
Comizio to collaborate in the project –and possibly compete for awards. Furthermore, 
every year the importance of meeting rural society’s needs in the field of education too 
was clearer and clearer, adding to the traditional subjects lessons which were more co-
herent with their living environments and future jobs. Everything had greater fluidity due 

11. In SY 1862-63, there were 186 primary schools in the Monza circondario, including 107 boys’ 
schools and 79 girls’ schools distributed in the various municipalities; in the municipality of Monza 
alone, there were 17 schools. There were 186 teachers in the circondario for 15,457 pupils; in the mu-
nicipality of Monza alone there were 17 teachers for 1,079 pupils (Ministero dell’Istruzione Pub-
blica, 1865: 124-5). The Italian circondario was an administrative division between the provincial and 
the mandamento level (a group of municipalities). The main city of the circondario was also generally 
at the head of the most important municipality.
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to the lack of a centralized system of primary education. This was fully managed by lo-
cal authorities, teachers, and other experts. In this last case, the Comizio also organized 
educational and refresher courses for all ages and more specialized audiences: in 1875 
it promoted a series of conferences on sericulture held by the engineer Luigi Frigerio, 
but also visits to particularly productive estates to encourage smaller farmers to improve 
their strategies12. 

A twofold testimony published in the bulletin dates back to those same years, in which 
the mayor of the town of Velate Milanese presented a letter from a primary school 
teacher from Usmate, a town in the Monza rural area, which had been merged with Ve-
late ten years earlier. We are in 1878: despite the fact that the bulletin is from July, the let-
ter from the teacher (Federico Fracaro) is dated in March. It is a detailed report of the 
didactic program developed over the preceding months for agricultural education both 
in the classroom and in orchards.  

Mayor Rinaldo Casati praises this initiative by highlighting the fact that schoolchildren 
are educated by their teachers in the first and most necessary knowledge of agriculture. 
In particular, he notes that young people are informed about the cultivation of the soil 
and of those agricultural products that are mainly in use in this rural area, including for 
example the sericulture sector. In addition to the theoretical aspects, their learning is also 
stimulated by practice; in fact, through the laboratory-type approach, Fraccaro gathers 
his students in the vegetable garden that he cultivates near the school. This activity often 
takes place on Thursday, which is a non-working day, proceeding with continuous train-
ing in the practice of elementary operations and in the management of the most neces-
sary tools for agricultural knowledge13. 

Fraccaro himself describes the subdivision into theoretical and practical programs in 
a more specific way, saying that the elements of agriculture are not part of the didactic 
program, but the teachers, who carry out this extra activity, transmit information to their 
students on breeding and dairies, mulberry growing and sericulture, fertilizers, cultiva-
tion of cereals, root crops, forage plants, and vines14. 

12. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, (4) 1, 1878, pp. 7-10. Frigerio was involved in mulberry 
plantations and sericulture, but also in other operations associated with silk spinning, weaving, and 
colouring. His company was present at the Italian Industrial Exhibition in Milan in 1871: Guida uf-
ficiale, p. 17, he is the exhibitor No. 42 and shows egg albumin and blood albumin to set the colours 
of fabrics.
13. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 4 (7), 1878, p. 9.
14. Ibid., pp. 9-10.
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Two very important traits emerge from Fracaro’s report. First is the exceptional na-
ture of the lessons he taught in the field of basic agricultural education, so much so that 
he had to bring the students together at school on the traditional midweek holiday. Sec-
ond is the importance given once again to mulberry growing, which had been one of the 
main resources of Upper Lombardy since the 17th century. (Corritore, 2012; De Marchi, 
2009; Federico, 1997; Moioli, 1981; Romani, 1957, 1963). The importance of mulberry 
cultivation, silkworm breeding and silk manufacturing was therefore stressed in primary 
school from the first year. 

Indeed, as pointed out by Claudio Besana a few years ago, according to the contracts 
of the time in Brianza, tenant farmers generally earned very little from mulberry culti-
vation, silkworm breeding and silk manufacturing. These activities were widespread 
from 1815, so much so that the landowners –who were the only ones to earn from them– 
dedicated large portions of their properties to them. This was a situation that persisted 
in the mid-19th century, leaving the tenant farmers in poverty. Nonetheless, Besana 
notes that there were no explicit manifestations of peasant protest, perhaps partly due to 
the excellent performance of the silk chain, which somehow benefited even the poorest 
class. Besana also notes that the landowners declared themselves willing to give direct as-
sistance to tenant families in difficulty. At the silk manufacturing level, the situation was 
different depending on the area in Brianza and the processing stage. In general, however, 
in the first half of the 19th century factories and industrial-scale production were becoming 
widespread at the expense of “domestic” manufacturing (Besana, 2007: 55-77). 

The needs highlighted by teachers like Fraccaro paved the way for the action of the 
Comizi. For example, between 1875 and 1876 the Comizio constituted examination com-
missions to assess the necessity of basic agricultural education in all the municipalities of 
Monza area and to analyse any projects already started. A statement appeared in the bul-
letin at the beginning of 1876: the teachers were urged to undertake theoretical and prac-
tical agricultural teaching, combining explanations with “trips to fields and gardens”. In 
the summer of 1878, the list of visits made by the schools of Monza was published, in 
which sometimes the younger pupils joined the older ones or even high school students 
(given the technical complexity of some topics). During those visits, the pupils saw 
farmyard animals, received practical botany lessons, were shown the structure of a ga-
someter and the operation of a furnace, with the teacher often assisted by specialists such 
as botanists and engineers15. This kind of program brought out the link between agri-
culture, manufacturing, and industry. At the same time, it highlighted the desire to in-
troduce practical lessons that took the resources of the territory into consideration. The 

15. Ibid., pp. 10-2.
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ultimate –and large-scale– goal was the economic development of the Kingdom of Italy 
illustrated at the beginning of our intervention. 

This didactic enthusiasm suffered a setback in the early 1880s. In fact, in March 1883, 
through the bulletin, the Comizio of Monza still urged municipalities and teachers to fos-
ter the teaching of the “first subject in the world, agriculture, which provides nourishment 
to humanity”. Nonetheless, it complained that basic agrarian education was still “roughly 
provided in Arcore, Brugherio, Usmate and Velate”, in a situation more or less similar to 
that of six years before16. 

The novelty in these exhortations was a renewed interest in livestock, whereas in the 
1870s the most privileged area had been crops. Indeed, in 1883, the Comizio of Monza 
launched a campaign for the formation of a “Scholastic League for the protection of use-
ful animals”. In particular, they addressed the teachers several times to introduce them 
to the initiative. Among the few examples shown there was once again Federico Fracaro: 
a detail that on the one hand honoured the individual, while on the other indicated a dif-
fusion of the initiative which was not yet optimal17. 

The Comizio also paid particular attention to the agricultural education systems 
adopted abroad, of which the bulletin reported up-to-date news. For example, regarding 
the circulation of useful notions dedicated to adults already working in the agricultural 
sector, the Comizio underlined the case of the Agricultural Society of Hesse and its ex-
tensive agricultural education network. The Society was private but subsidized by the gov-
ernment; the president was chosen by the government and was head of the Department 
of Agriculture of the Ministry of the Interior18. It was therefore evident that the Comizio 
of Monza desired greater participation of the central government in the planning of agri-
cultural education, which also needed a more solid structure. This desire also emerged 
in the veiled criticisms already cited concerning the “roughly provided” teachings. A very 
different approach from that recorded in the 1870s, when the fluidity of the educational 
programs managed by teachers, municipalities and other institutions seemed instead ap-
preciated by the Comizio. Probably, having noticed the stagnation of agricultural educa-
tion in schools, it began to hope for a different strategy, systematically imposed “from 
above”. 

16. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 9 (3), 1883, p. 4.
17. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 9 (6), 1883, p. 15, where we can find a reference to a cir-
cular letter published that same year, in the February issue, p. 12.
18. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 9 (6), 1883, pp. 11-2.
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In addition to soliciting a change in teaching plans through competitions and praise, 
the bulletin also reported educational articles on various topics of agricultural activity, us-
ing concise language which was as clear as possible, sometimes using narrative passages 
and inserting excerpts of dialogue to better involve the reader. This strategy was typical 
of self-help literature and in vogue in the moralizing stories spread in those years in the 
working classes of the big cities (Marazzi, 2014; Chemello, 1991; Chemello, 1997: 188-
92). A good example is a text on the conservation of manure that appeared in episodes 
during 1893, taken from the series “L’agricoltura propagata ai figli dei campagnuoli” 
(Agriculture propagated to farmers’ children) of the Gazzetta Agricola. The Gazzetta was 
one of the many agricultural and educational journals collaborating with the bulletin in 
a real “press network”. The serialized text is structured as an interview with a fictitious 
farmer, who explains to the interviewer the best procedures for conserving manure, be-
ing more open to chemical fertilizers, whose use “is increasing”, but recommending cau-
tion in their purchase to avoid falling afoul of scams19. The result was a balance between 
traditional methods and cautious openness to modernity. The balance between manure 
and chemical fertilizers is actually a metaphor for the attitude of agriculture and animal 
husbandry in post-unification Italy, torn between innovation and circumspection. 

After education, another analysis is dedicated to raising awareness of rural society in 
the field of sanitation regarding both human health and livestock. Both were particularly 
critical topics in the Italian countryside, as recorded by the parliamentary inquiry that anal-
ysed the state of agriculture and rural society in Italy from 1877 to 1886, under the co-
ordination of Stefano Jacini during the government of Agostino Depretis (Cosmacini, 
2016; Ferrari & Mazzarello, 2010; Frascani, 1984; Corti, 1984). 

In this, the Comizio of Monza was once again very active. It collaborated with vari-
ous state bodies, starting from the basics: physical education in schools, hygiene, and ba-
sic health care. For example, at the end of the 1870s it gave its full support to the Monza 
School Superintendency’s campaign in favour of physical education inside and outside 
the classrooms, with both indoor gymnastics and frequent excursions in the countryside, 
villages, and farms, in order to obtain complete well-being for the body and the mind 
(mens sana in corpore sano)20. However, the importance of physical education supported 
by the Superintendency’s campaign was not limited to primary schools: it extended to 

19. For the first episode, see Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 19 (3), 1893, pp. 9-11, by R. Ghi-
doni.
20. Moreover, in those years the boys’ schools of the Monza area introduced the Jäger stick, a sim-
ple and economic tool that allowed a wide range of gymnastic exercises. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario 
Monzese, 4 (3), 1878, p. 3.
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kindergarten, obviously with the necessary proportions and adjustments aimed at reducing 
the difficulty of the exercises21. 

The constant stimulus by the Comizio to clean and maintain stables was also part of 
the sanitary and hygiene support. In this regard, the bulletin published excerpts from vet-
erinary and animal husbandry magazines and organized meetings with experts. The first 
goal was to raise awareness on the issues of protecting livestock from all types of disease 
and from the epizootic waves that still affected the Italian countryside, especially in the 
absence of adequate veterinary prophylaxis. Secondly, in addition to the serious damage 
caused to national economy, unhealthy environments and infected livestock created dan-
gers for human health. With the passing of the 1890s, the Comizio recorded an im-
provement in the sanitary conditions of the countryside: a success once again due to the 
combination of the authorities’ commitment with rural society’s active participation22. 

4. TECHNICAL AND PRACTICAL EDUCATION IN OLTREPÒ PAVESE 

When it comes to Oltrepò Pavese, the area to the south of the river Po, we must turn our 
attention to the Comizio of Voghera. As in the case of Monza, one of its main objectives 
was to disseminate the most up-to-date knowledge in the primary sector. Once again, it 
wanted to foster the development of skills that would allow farmers to improve their eco-
nomic and social conditions and participate in Italian progress. The bulletin of the 
Comizio of Voghera repeatedly expressed these goals and, in order to support their real-
ization, instituted prizes for the primary school teachers who taught practical elements 
of agriculture, as well as for agrarian conferences and other initiatives. The educational 
goal, therefore, was not intended only for members of the association, but extended to 
the entire population, at the time largely employed in the primary sector. From this point 
of view, these guidelines were similar to those followed in Monza. However, it is impor-
tant to see how these initiatives were adapted to the characteristics of the Voghera area. 

The interest of the Comizio in agricultural education in primary schools and its so-
cial value is particularly clear in a circular letter dated 5th September 1876. The members 
unanimously agreed on some prizes in favour of teachers who would effectively teach agri-
culture in their schools during SY 1876-187723. The Comizio also distributed free 

21. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 6 (1), 1880, pp. 7-10. Cfr. BONETTA (1990).
22. Some examples in Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese, 18 (1), 1892, pp. 20-3; 19 (12), 1893, 
pp. 13-5; 20 (1), 1894, pp. 14-7; 20 (2), 1894, pp. 10-4; 21 (4), 1895, p. 19.
23. In SY 1862-1863, the circondario of Voghera had 201 primary schools, with 9,744 pupils as-



copies of the Trattato elementare di agricoltura (elementary treaty of Agriculture) (Podestà, 
1876) written by Professors Podestà and Pasotti. The book was given to teachers who had 
already taught basic notions of agriculture in the previous years, encouraging them to con-
tinue educating students in that field24. Moreover, in 1870, the Comizio launched a com-
petition for the writing of an agriculture manual for the preparation of teachers and con-
sequently for teaching in schools. As in the Monza area, in Voghera this teaching of 
agricultural theory and practice would not be curricular: it was a furthering of knowledge 
with a strong social and educational value. 

The role of the Comizio of Voghera is even more significant considering their work to 
provide basic agricultural education at the primary school level. Also in the light of what 
we illustrated at the beginning of our article regarding the educational system in those 
decades, the social and educational function of a scholastic path that allowed pupils to 
discover the connection between the people and their territory was evident. The goal was 
to offer elementary knowledge about agricultural activities, as well as about customs and 
habits of the places in which the pupils lived. 

In the same issue of the bulletin quoted above, Giuseppe Pasotti, secretary of the 
Comizio25, published an article entitled “Agricultural education in teachers’ colleges and 
primary schools”. He emphasized the fundamental role of agricultural knowledge for so-
cial prosperity in regions with a flourishing agriculture. He also complained about the 
widespread habit of thoughtlessly imitating the ways and habits of ancestors, avoiding any-
thing new in either cultivation methods or mechanical instruments. 

Pasotti was a supporter of agricultural education at all school levels, claiming that cul-
tivating fields was an art that required not only practical rules, but also theoretical knowl-
edge. In Italy, this knowledge was not yet widespread, due to the fact that there were agro-
nomic schools for only “a few” citizens, while the principles of agricultural techniques 
should have been part of everyone’s education. Another innovative and essential aspect 
is related to the fact that Pasotti considered teacher training essential. A teacher who was 
going to spend his life among rural populations needed to know agricultural practices. In 

signed to 195 teachers. In the municipality of Voghera there were 17 schools, 1,017 pupils and 23 
teachers. The municipality of Stradella –to which we will return by analysing the practical school for 
cellarmen– was also part of the circondario of Voghera, with 15 schools, 679 pupils and 15 teachers 
(MINISTERO DELL’ISTRUZIONE, 1865: 156).
24. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Vogherese, 13 (9), 1876, pp. 244-45.
25. Giuseppe Pasotti was a teacher in the secondary school of Voghera, as well as secretary of the 
Comizio for many years; later he became headmaster of the normal school for women of the Province 
of Pavia and then head of the School Superintendency of the province of Mantua.
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fact, the teacher had to support the development of agriculture and rural society, fight-
ing against prejudices, correcting incorrect systems, and giving wise advice26. 

Both in Pasotti’s opinion and in the rural elites’ propaganda, the concept of novelty 
contrasted with that of tradition. From bulletins and other texts emerged the devaluation 
of “ancestral” agricultural practices and the criticism of farmers’ rejection of the chemi-
cal and technical improvements proposed “from above”. Obviously, this was only one side 
of the debate. It would be interesting, from this point of view, to make a comparison with 
very different situations from the Lombard one. In England, for example, in the 18th cen-
tury the rural population had showed little appreciation for the attempts by the author-
ities to discipline workers through education (Thompson, 1967: 56-97)27. On a more gen-
eral theoretical level, in 1985 the anthropologist James C. Scott inserted similar bottom-up 
oppositions –valid for the past as well as for the present– in the concept of “micro-resis-
tance” and “weapons of the weak”, describing these practices in a contemporary 
Malaysian village (Scott, 1985)28. 

In Brazil, the “tradition-novelty” contrast in the rural education scenario took on an 
anti-colonial identity and value. In a very different historical context from the Italian one, 
Brazil inherited the legacy of a colonized land, exploited and plagued by centuries of slav-
ery. Education in the Brazilian countryside in past decades is considered by the educação 
do campo movement –which has developed in the last three decades– as a means tradi-
tionally used by elites to control peasants. An alternative educational proposal, which en-
hances traditional knowledge and its transmission putting the farmers at the centre of agri-
cultural economy, is the basis of the educação do campo to develop other production 
models, such as agroecological and socialist ones29. Brazil’s particular historical and con-
temporary situation makes it possible to understand that education and “progress” im-
posed from above may have different implications and effects, depending on the context 
in which they are inserted. 

26. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Vogherese, 13 (9), 1876, pp. 246-50.
27. Thompson used sources such as laws and bulletins for his study, but also songs, given the lack 
of direct written sources. 
28. Eric Hobsbawm also approached a similar concept of bottom-up resistance in history from sev-
eral points of view. Regarding some of his most significant interventions in this direction, we recall 
some classic titles: HOBSBAWM (1953, 1964, 1973, 1998).
29. These topics have been the subject of careful historiographical investigation in recent decades. 
In this regard see ARROYO (1999), CALDART (2000, 2004, 2009), CALDART et al. (2012), CAMACHO 
(2014), FERNANDES and MOLINA (2004), FERNANDES (2011), LACERDA and SANTOS (2010), MARI-
ANO (2019), MOLINA (2017), ESTEVES DE OLIVEIRA (2014), and PEREIRA DE QUEIROZ (2004).
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This is not to say that resistance was conscious and widespread in the Italian case stud-
ies in this article. As we have tried to highlight, despite the different results of the educa-
tional initiatives in the areas of Monza and Voghera, there was good collaboration between 
parties. As regards Carina’s comments on arts and crafts schools, we recall his support 
for educational institutions to be linked to local activities, in which government interfer-
ence would be limited because it was harmful to industries, enterprises and the local work-
ing class. According to his theory, arts and crafts schools should enjoy relative autonomy, 
especially in didactic programs, which we can conclude would preserve them from ho-
mologation on a national scale. 

In Voghera, the interest in elementary agricultural education continued in the follow-
ing years, stimulated by the diffusion of the Trattato by Podestà and Pasotti sponsored by 
the Comizio. The treaty did not limit itself to local diffusion. On the contrary, it had di-
dactic and educational value on a larger scale: it even won prizes at a national level, as 
shown by the awarding of the silver medal at the 10th Italian Pedagogical Congress in 
Palermo30. The Comizio therefore supported the diffusion of the book among the pri-
mary school teachers in towns and rural municipalities of the Oltrepò Pavese and pro-
vided prizes that encouraged this educational effort. An ad hoc committee evaluated the 
work of the adhering teachers for a number of school years, writing the related “Report 
on Agricultural Education”31. The number of teachers who participated in the initiative 
was not high, but enough to enable real pedagogical and didactic experimentation on pri-
mary school teaching. The supervisor was Pasotti himself, who in the Trattato wrote the 
chapter “Guide to the teaching of agriculture for the use of elementary school teachers”32 
and later published detailed agricultural programs for schools33. 

The Comizio supervised the agricultural teaching in primary schools through its del-
egates, also on the mandate of the provincial school council. For SY 1885-1886 we can 
read the following information: 

30. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Vogherese, 13 (8), 1876, p. 270.
31. See the following reports: Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Vogherese, 15 (11), 1878, pp. 557-61: 
“Relazione presentata all’onorevole Giunta del Comizio Agrario di Voghera dal Prof. Giuseppe Pa-
sotti sopra l’Istruzione Agraria impartita nelle Scuole Elementari del Circondario nell’anno scola-
stico 1877-1878”; (17), November-December 1880, pp. 267-78: “Relazione sull’insegnamento 
agrario impartito nelle scuole primarie del Circondario di Voghera nell’anno scolastico 1879-1880”; 
(18), November-December 1881, pp. 335-41: “Relazione sull’insegnamento dell’agricoltura ele-
mentare impartita nelle scuole primarie del Circondario di Voghera nell’anno scolastico 1880-1881”.
32. PODESTÀ (1876: 453-571).
33. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario del circondario di Voghera, (29), September-October 1893, pp. 83-9.
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“In this year, agricultural teaching was provided in 35 municipalities of the 
province –that is in 29 of the district of Voghera, in 3 of the district of Bob-
bio, and in 3 of the district of Mortara, and Lomellina. Almost all the mu-
nicipalities belong to the district of Voghera, and the Comizio Agrario had 
some influence, as it offered a prize for a teaching manual and later organ-
ised lectures and courses for teachers. According to these reports, there are 
6 municipalities in the district of Voghera which have land for exercises; of the 
teachers who taught agriculture, 5 were from normal schools and 24 had only 
attended agrarian conferences. The sum of the prizes granted to them is 1,170 
lire and the number of students who attended these schools is 1,228”34. 

In Voghera, after thirty years of difficulties of secondary technical education in the agri-
cultural sector, the Royal Practical School of Agriculture opened its doors in 1895 
(Maffi, 2012a: 108-17). The institute immediately distinguished itself for a strong inter-
est in the most recent progress in the agricultural and agri-food sector, integrating rig-
orous theory with field experiences. One of these was the visit organized for students of 
the second and third grades of the upper course to the viticulture section of the 1898 Ital-
ian General Exhibition. Agricultural fairs and industrial exhibitions on both local and na-
tional scales were great opportunities to update students, workers, farmers, and en-
trepreneurs: a value that all the Italian Agrarian Committees were aware of35. 

The main pavilions of the 1898 Exhibition were in Turin, but the part dedicated to the 
wine sector was symbolically located in Asti, in the areas of the Langhe and Monferrato 
famous for the production of grapevines and wines. As Asti is not too far from Voghera 
and the two were served by a good railway connection, the students of the Royal School 
went by train at the beginning of June 1898 and wrote a series of reports on the visit, de-
scribing the Exhibition and giving their impressions on the subject. The Comizio of 
Voghera had promised a prize for the best report: the winner would be the student who 
produced the most original observations on the visit and proposals for possible techno-
logical applications to the territory. 

From the examination of the reports, we understand the effectiveness of the visit as a 
practical educational experience. The students could directly learn about the most recent 
technological innovations in the agricultural sector, in this case viticulture, as well as the 

34. Bollettino del Comizio Agrario del circondario di Voghera, 26 (3), 1890, p. 63.
35. The Bollettino del Comizio Agrario Monzese was very interested in the National Exhibition of 
Turin of cattle for fattening, organized at the beginning of May 1870: 6 (6), 1870, pp. 17-20; 6 (7), 
1870, pp. 11-4; 6 (8) (supplement), 1870, pp. 11-3.
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best production practices. Stimulated by the teachers, they reflected on the why of 
things, combining description and interpretation of the landscape in order to understand 
the organization of the territory, identifying aspects of human-environment interaction. 
The reports described not only the Exhibition, but also the products on display and the 
origin of the various equipment. The students showed excellent knowledge of the most 
famous wines and their areas of origin; a conscious admiration for the innovations of the 
wine industry was evident, mentioning machines and manufacturing companies (Maffi, 
2012b). 

Thanks to a complete educational offer and real workshops such as the one that took 
place in Asti, enrolments at the Royal School of Voghera continued to increase. For ex-
ample, in SY 1899-1900 the number of students of the upper course reached 48 (Maffi, 
2012a: 117). 

5. TEACHING WINEMAKING TECHNIQUES IN THE STRADELLA AREA: 
A PROJECT 

The progress of winemaking techniques, favoured by mechanical, physical, and chemi-
cal innovations, required the formation of a skilled workforce to use the new machinery. 
Large wine factories, for example, needed specialized workers for the cellar. They had to 
perform tasks throughout the year, some of which required the development of precise 
skills. Professional training courses were organized for this purpose, to turn wine educa-
tion into progress for the territory and a creator of wealth. 

In the Voghera and Stradella areas, an opportunity for advancement in viticulture and 
oenology arose thanks to the Regional Agricultural Competition and the related Exhibi-
tion of Pavia in 1877. The ampelographic commissions’ aim was to reduce the varieties 
of grapes grown in the area, as well as to verify the typicality of these varieties in wine pro-
duction. Through the diffusion of knowledge at local level, the Exhibition favoured the 
development of skills in numerous wine growers, precisely in the years of great changes 
for the diffusion of new transport, the need to rationalize crops, and the constant control 
of cryptogams. In Stradella, where the Italian General Oenological Society had recently 
disappeared, a new oenological company was active, which used the former’s large facil-
ity and presented wines that were awarded at the Exposition. This showed that the wine 
industry had to be supported and that, in a certain way, it had to serve education itself. 

Seeing the need to spread wine education, in 1877 the Provincial Ampelographic Com-
mission promoted its teaching at the Wine Company of Stradella. The Comizio of 
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Voghera would donate part of the sum that it received from its members and the mu-
nicipalities36. It was decided, taking into account the limited amount that was available, 
to give two subsidies of 100 lire to two young men between 17 and 20 years of age in ex-
change for their manual labor in the winery. At the end of each year they would have to 
provide proof of the skills they had acquired through the theoretical and practical teach-
ing imparted by the Wine Company. 

In August 1878 the “Regulations for the admission of cellarman students to the 
Stradella venue” was published in the Bulletin37. The annual sum to be allocated to each 
student was increased from 100 to 150 lire (article 1). The number of students was still 
two, with the possibility that the number could be increased in the future (article 3). The 
requirements for admission were to be domiciled in the Voghera district, to be not less than 
15 or more than 22 years of age, to be of excellent conduct, to be of robust constitution, 
to belong to poor families or at least of the working class, and to know how to read and 
write (article 5). Article 8 stated: 

“After completing his course with the favourable report of the director and af-
ter having presented proof of his capacity, a certificate of suitability will be is-
sued to the student by the Board of directors of the Wine Depot of Stradella and 
by the Comizio Agrario of Voghera. They will take an interest in obtaining some 
advantageous placements for him”. 

At the same time the “Disciplinary regulations for cellar students of the Wine Depot 
of Stradella” was published38. Article 2 showed the skills that young people would learn 
over the two years: preparation and conservation of wine barrels; different provisions for 
the pressing and placement of the grapes; different fermentation processes; racking; de-
canting and overfilling; filtering and clarification; bottling, affixing of corks and labels to 
bottles; packaging and shipping of wines both in barrels and in bottles; general knowledge 
on the distillation of marc and wine; cooperage. 

History followed another course and the hypothesized scenarios did not material-
ize. The aforementioned regulations, however, show dynamics and agreements that al-
low us to understand the desire to spread knowledge and skills in order to prepare tech-
nicians who could work in the wine industry. Nonetheless, in the Monografia agraria 

36. Bollettino del Comizio agrario vogherese, 15 (11), 1877, pp. 367-70; Bollettino del Comizio agrario 
vogherese, 15 (7), 1878, pp. 139-40. 
37. Bollettino del Comizio agrario vogherese, 15 (8), 1878, pp. 203-05.
38. Bollettino del Comizio agrario vogherese, 15 (8), 1878, pp. 206-07.



del Circondario di Voghera we can read the following harsh words (Saglio, 1881: 147-
8): 

“We especially wanted to highlight this act by the Comizio because it can be con-
sidered as the first attempt made in the Voghera area to have cellarman students. 
It is with real regret that we observe that so far no candidates have answered the 
call. Such is the inertia among agricultural populations in terms of education!” 

6. CONCLUSIONS 

The analysis of different teaching paths in the areas of Monza, Voghera and Stradella 
has allowed us to describe the encounter between the initiatives coming from the comizi 
and the creativity of teachers and farmers. In this way, we have considered the educational 
paths that characterized the rural society of post-unification Italy among numerous eco-
nomic, cultural, and social difficulties. It has been possible to consider the innovative re-
sults obtained by a still fairly unstructured organization, paying particular attention to the 
resources of each territory, while keeping an eye on the most successful innovations from 
the most advanced countries. 

In the considered areas we notice the improvement of the technical agricultural edu-
cation and its inclusion in the classical didactic programs. The campaigns of dissemina-
tion of the comizi and municipalities in the Monza area were unquestionably influential 
in this. Nonetheless, the teachers’ willingness to create practical lessons inside and out-
side the classrooms for different age groups was even more important. In a society in which 
dialect predominated and illiteracy would begin to lose ground only at the end of the cen-
tury, the influence on the rural population was not so much due to the reading of the bul-
letins per se –read by few educated people– as much as practical activities organized by 
comizi agrari, authorities and schools. At the same time, professional agronomists who 
circulated in the Italian countryside educating farmers and landowners were increasingly 
widespread, paid by Agrarian Committees, chambers of commerce, municipalities, and 
provincial governments. That was another fundamental means for the diffusion of tech-
nical-scientific knowledge in the rural world, to improve both production and the qual-
ity of farmers’ life39. Also the debate on physical education as an essential mean to im-
prove academic performance and awareness campaigns on veterinary prophylaxis took an 
important position. As the example of Monza represents, thanks to the collaboration be-

39. This topic has been addressed in depth by Italian historiography. We refer here most of all to 
FUMI and FAILLA (2006).
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tween authorities, economic and cultural institutions, and rural society, it was possible to 
reach the 20th century with a clear improvement in general hygiene conditions. 

In the didactic paths, agricultural fairs and industrial exhibitions had an important role. 
The Asti section of the 1898 Exposition gives an important case: the visit of the students 
of the Royal School of Voghera was a real workshop of investigation and reflection. The 
project of the school for cellarmen of Stradella was also part of this pragmatic training con-
text, which sought to propose close complementarity between theoretical and practical 
training, as in the courses of the Royal School. The failure of the project, however, also 
emphasizes how in the Oltrepò Pavese the awareness and direct involvement of the rural 
population in those initiatives was less than in the Monza area. In Brianza, agricultural 
workshops, the incentives for teachers and students through prizes, the network of con-
ferences relating to different agronomic and zootechnical themes strengthened the col-
laboration between institutions and society. 
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