Maremmas Ancient and Modern
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Back in the early 1990s, when it was still possible to buy and restore a ruin in Tuscany
without being a millionaire, we did just that. This was not Chiantishire you understand, but
further South, well beyond Siena, in what is known locally as “Le Crete”, an obscure word
relating to the local grey clay. Coincidentally it was also closer to the Maremma plains, and
definitely sheep country.

A couple of years later one of us took early retirement and the other started working a
three day week and, after a year for reflection, decided it was time for our first dog as
adults. Breed was an issue — should it be a wire-haired dachshund or a newfoundland? A
trip to Discover Dogs answered the question when we found the maremma stand; Janet
Finlay and Bruno, for better or worse, changed our lives!

Once Marco joined us (from Bob and Pauline Martinali) we started noticing large white
dogs in the local Italian countryside. Mostly they were simply left with the local flocks in the
traditional way (though a couple were clearly domestic) and there must have been half a
dozen working in our immediate area. Quite often they were invisible until we stopped to
look more closely at the flock, at which point they would appear from amongst the sheep
and stare at us. We weren’t tempted to go any closer!

Some of our favourites were on the road from Bibbiano to Murlo where a pair of dogs
usually watched the flock. Generally they would be reasonably alert but on more than one
occasion we could see them both lying on their backs with their legs in the air while the
sheep wandered off down the hill. Another time there was a dog on his own who was little
more than a puppy — he came rushing over to the fence and sat down to examine us with
the most serious expression.

Leaving a dog as young as that in charge on his own might suggest that the local farmers
had become less concerned about the safety of their flocks. Wolves and bears in our area
are certainly about as common as hen’s teeth, and perhaps the increasing prosperity from
tourism means that rustling is also becoming rare. This may account for the diminishing
numbers of dogs we now see locally. There is a house guard on the back road between us
and Montalcino, and a retired farm dog called Kevin on a local agriturismo. The only
working dog we see regularly limps past our house most evenings with a large flock of
sheep. The shepherd tells us that he is 17 years old, and that the limp is the result of a
fight with a wild boar when he was young! Apparently this farm had 10 maremmas at one



point, but a pack that large proved too dangerous. The limping dog’s mother, in particular,
was “cattiva’. She crept up behind her owner one day and bit him quite severely on his leg.

Once we had stopped finding so many maremmas in real life Tuscany, it occurred to us
that we should be able to find them in the 14™ and 15" century art for which that part of
ltaly is so famous. By the 14" century the local artists and their pictures had become pretty
sophisticated and although the subject matter is almost exclusively religious, there are
after all shepherds with flocks present at the nativity, and presumably they needed
sheepdogs. Our first find, however, an undoubted maremma, was in one of the Old
Testament panels in the main church (the Collegiata di Santa Maria Assunta) in San
Gimignano. It was painted by Bartolo di Fredi around 1367. The inscription underneath
translates as “How Abraham and Lot left the land of the Chaldees”.

Our next find, spotted by a sister-in-law, is in a museum in the small town of Asciano near
Siena. It is a nativity scene, Adoration of the Shepherds, by Pietro di Giovanni d’Ambrogio
who painted it in about 1430. He’s an odd looking dog (very strange muzzle) but the coat,
the paws and the association with shepherds seem to confirm his identity. When we asked
the museum guardian if we could take a photograph despite the signs banning it she said
“OK, I'll look the other way. A pastore maremmano is it? | assumed it was some kind of
lion”.



The other two pictured here are not quite so convincing but we feel both have good claims
to be maremmas. The first is in “Annunciation to the Shepherds” painted in about 1328 by
Taddeo Gaddi (Santa Croce in Florence, thanks to Katy Brown for the photograph). The
dog (bottom left) doesn’t look particularly hairy or, indeed, white but the tail and muzzle are
good and the colour is probably a matter of light and shade and ageing pigments. What is
more, he is clearly guarding the sheep and is wearing the wide spiked collar used as a
protection against wolves.

Finally there is the dog painted by Cenni di Francesco (1410) in the church of San
Francesco in Volterra. No obvious sheep, but he is a big white dog (compare him with the
table next to him) of the right general shape. It’s difficult to know what else he could be.

This sort of maremma hunting is great fun if you enjoy pottering round the galleries and
churches on holiday. Perhaps the thing which surprises us most is how few good
examples we have found in our admittedly limited searches. Sheep after all were an
important part of the economy, and wolves and bears were endemic. We shall keep
looking.



