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Abstract  

The two central problematics of this thesis are the historical marginalisation of artisanal knowledge 

and practices, and the increasingly endemic crisis of reality which is being experienced in Western 

modernity. I argue that these two seemingly distant problems are in fact symptoms of common 

underlying historical causes which I explore across a variety of different topics and historical 

periods. The first chapter deals with re-approaching the problematic of the marginalisation of 

artisanal knowledge, not by asking how it is an epistemic system worthy of an evaluation, but by 

reframing the question. If there is something incongruous between the epistemic realities of 

Western modernity and the epistemic realities of the artisan farmer, and we accept that there exists 

a crisis of reality occurring in Western modernity, does it make sense to approach artisanal 

knowledge from a reality we ourselves do not believe in? I argue that we rather need to take a 

radically different approach to engaging with artisanality, and that in this attempt we might also in 

turn be provided with new approaches to our own reality crisis. I proceed with establishing a model 

for approaching the problem through respectively a critique of Gianfranco Baruchello’s farm as 

artwork project Agricola Cornelia S.p.A, and an analysis of Massimo Cacciari’s reading of 

Arcimboldo in the context of Renaissance hermeticism, notably Giordano Bruno’s concept of the 

bond. I posit that by re-reading Arcimboldo in this context – that is, as mannerist who, like Bruno 

positively radicalised the reality crisis of their time –, his approach might serve as a metaphor for 

us to deal with our own crisis of reality. Then, in the following section, utilising Deleuze and 

Guattari’s concept of minor/nomad science alongside Federico Campagna’s work on alternative 

cosmogonic structures, I examine the history of artisanal distillation, its material-philosophical 

origins, its emergence from alchemy and hermetic-philosophy and how the strained relationship 

with power structures it maintained throughout its history express the creative potential and value 
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of nomad artisanal knowledge. The final section draws upon my personal engagement with the 

practices of artisanal grappa and wine production, and how my engagement with the materiality 

and ineffability that is integral to these practices has served not only to help me to radically 

reapproach the idea of artisanal knowledge, but that this engagement might begin to offer us the 

agency to reshape our own realities. 
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Introduction 

When a complex system is far from equilibrium, small islands of 

coherence in a sea of chaos have the capacity to shift the entire 

system to a higher order. 

Ilya Prigogine  

 

I think it is first necessary to elaborate and reflect on the motivations for this research in order to 

both contextualise the subject matter and also to establish my position in relation to the research. 

Not in the sense of my position as an argument, but rather to contextualise my position as not 

emerging from nowhere, that it is situated. During the course of my research, I felt my position 

shifting in varying ways from where I had intended to start. It felt at times like I was cathartically 

shouting into a void, only to have an echo return that would push me to reconsider and reshape my 

words. At times it felt as though I was approaching it as a cry for help, but then I would ask myself 

who is it exactly that I am crying for, or who am I asking? What has developed throughout its 

course is a deep sense that I feel it is imperative that we need to radically reimagine and rethink 

the world we live in, which is a very particular sensation to confront which is neither exhilarating 

nor exhausting.   

It is clearly evident that in our current epoch many of the existing institutions and norms in the 

West are eroding from their once experienced strength and that many of our long-held value 

systems are being challenged on multiple fronts. At times I cannot help but find myself feeling the 

effects of our collective state of increasingly protracted anxiety and in many ways, my immersion 

into the study of food was and continues to be a response as a way of acting out against this state. 
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As we collectively live through the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic, and amidst increasing 

ecological and socio-political instability, we are in many ways trying to reassuringly convince 

ourselves that soon we will at some point be able to return to our normal state of affairs. But in 

many ways, at least personally, the pandemic has augmented the state of our collapsing system of 

reality, and by closing our eyes to this reality, or unreality, we ultimately only increase our sense 

of collective unease. That this normal state of affairs is anything but normal and it is precisely why 

this feeling of uncertainty and disorientation is an overwhelming and prevailing feature of today’s 

world. Our closing of the eyes intensifies this sense of dislocation, like Roger Caillois’ 

schizophrenic, who when in darkness feels he collapses into the space that surrounds him, we can 

only say “I know where I am, but I do not feel as though I’m at the spot where I find myself” 

(Caillois, 2003, p. 100). A state where diminished presence, both individual and collective, has 

become normalised. For me, entering into this state, asking these questions is what ultimately led 

me to the subject of my research. 

With a strong sense of the failing of the world around me, and perhaps I have an acute sensibility 

towards this phenomenon being born in the Soviet Union a few years before its collapse, I 

developed an intense curiosity towards other possible realities or at least ways in which I might be 

able to start to look beyond our own realities. How might one seize the moment in the darkness 

when things fall apart to possibly reconstruct a sense of the world? In the course of my studies, 

and to some extent prior, I was always struck by the sensation that the artisanal world and the 

world of agriculture seemed somehow incongruous with modern life. It seemed at times certainly 

disrespected, a well-documented phenomenon, but also I had a sense that even amongst those who 

appreciate, admire and sometimes even romanticise the work of the farmers and artisans, approach 

their world somehow distantly, at times even caricaturing it, even if unintentionally. I began to ask 
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myself where does this perceived incongruity come from. Was their world so different from my 

own? And in the context of recently becoming friendly with an artisanal winemaker in Langhe, I 

found myself working for several months on his farm in an attempt to at once really engage with 

farming and also better approach these questions. I knew in the limited time which I had I would 

not be able to answer them, probably they would just create more questions, one book opens 

another as the famous alchemical epithet goes. But I was absolutely convinced that I could not 

solely immerse myself in reading and speculating on the matter, I needed to be there. 

Ultimately the experience resonated more with me than I could have anticipated. Of course, I 

arrived with preconceptions of what I might be able to learn from the experience, but basically it 

was the process that taught me more than any answer to any question I could have asked. I realised 

in some ways that my initial hunch that the world of the artisan-farmer is incongruous with the 

modern world is in part true, not because it lacks the potential to be more congruent, but because 

they are in many ways structurally different worlds. I realised that the cosmology of the artisan-

farmer appeared at times radically different to that of the modern world, and even to that of the 

historically dominant world. I began to think that we often are impervious to what is elusive and 

ineffable in their work and their world and that perhaps this is one of the mistakes we make in our 

representations of the farmer, and one made in many realist representations of the artisan-farmer 

that inform our perception. 

The difficulty accessing these other realities, which ultimately became one of the underpinning 

questions of my research, is something Werner Herzog articulated beautifully, in the context of a 

critique of cinema verité, when he stated “there is such a thing as poetic, ecstatic truth. It is 

mysterious and elusive, and can be reached only through fabrication and imagination and 

stylization” (Ames, 2012, p. ix). Or that in order to access these other realities, it is never sufficient 
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to objectively observe, because quite simply this methodology will never give us access to them. 

Reflecting further on the nature of this inaccessibility, it started to feel that maybe, as Herzog 

suggests, we can only hope to access these worlds through “fabrication and imagination”, that 

maybe we needed more of a mannerist approach to accessing their reality, for if our own reality 

system appears so fragile, how could we possibly ever hope to gain access to another reality with 

a conventional or normative approach?   

The first question I needed to answer was: if the world of the farmer-artisan appears incongruous 

with what we might operatively call the modern world view, what might be the source of this 

incongruity? Throughout the course of my work at the farm, and through the course of my research, 

a picture began to emerge that the world of the artisan-farmer, at very least the one in which I was 

immersing myself, is a part of a minoritarian tradition which we have in some ways lost access to. 

It appeared more and more to require a certain kind of engagement, and without this engagement, 

its nuances, its differences and its vitalities somehow fall through the cracks in the rigidities that 

structure our own world view. It at the same time appeared to be a subaltern tradition that is linked 

to the heterogeneous world of the peasantry, a diverse and resilient world that has had a long 

history of operating alongside and in the shadows of hegemonic structures. The picture which was 

emerging before me was at once fascinating and overwhelming for I had access to only a small 

part of this vast world. But I soon realised even this sense of being overwhelmed, this inability to 

act, was in fact symptomatic of the failings of our modern worldview in the first place which 

conditions us to look for overarching narratives that mirror that worldview. Drawing inspiration 

from the work of Carlo Ginzburg, notably his influential book The Cheese and the Worms, his 

landmark microhistory of Menocchio, a sixteenth-century Friulian miller and his particular 

cosmology, the radical cosmogonic potential of even one person within a minoritarian history 
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became clearer and clearer. That is not to say I want to draw a direct comparison between a 

sixteenth-century miller sentenced to death by the inquisition and a third-generation artisanal 

winemaker from the Langhe, but both are people who distinctly emerged from worlds of oral 

culture, and seeing that, as Massimo Montanari notes, oral culture is “destined not to leave traces 

of itself over time” (Montanari, 2006, p. 34), it seemed somehow more urgent to engage with even 

just one voice. 

I began to imagine that if we consider the world of the artisan farmer is indeed somehow different 

from our own, and if our own reality system is failing us, it makes sense that our attempts to fold 

the worlds of the artisan farmer into our own dominant modes of understanding might seem off 

mark. Perhaps then it is necessary to re-approach the heterogeneous world of the artisan farmer, 

even from one entry point, as a system worth reckoning with in its own right. Maybe our lack of 

access to their worlds and our limited understanding of them is informed by our own failing reality 

system. Maybe re-approaching these possible other worlds of the farmer might somehow be able 

to provide with possible lines of flight, new kinds of imagination or paths to action beyond our 

state of suspended unreality. That is not to say that they could unveil some hidden system that we 

might simply adopt, but rather that we might attempt to embrace the ways in which other possible 

realities are incongruous with our own, that is their difference. That we might at once begin to 

approach the world of the artisan farmer by embracing its difference, and in turn be provided 

possible approaches to radicalise our own crises, to trace new possible paths to a reconstruction of 

our world. I would like to think that this thesis is an attempt to reimagine the world we live in by 

going into the world. 
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From Baruchello to Arcimboldo: On Approaching Crises  

Gianfranco Baruchello’s How to Imagine: A Narrative on Art and Agriculture, a collection of 

dialogues on Agricola Cornelia S.p.A, or his exploration of running a commercial farm as a work 

of art, was a book that I profoundly wanted to like before reading. The subject itself, and many of 

the topics Baruchello engages with, are issues that are close to me. But throughout the course of 

reading the book, I felt myself developing a growing sense of unease. Not unease in the sense of 

the disquieting, unheimlich or eerie that one sometimes experiences when confronted with a work 

of art. When I felt this unease, I came to realise that I felt conflicted, not about what he had 

achieved, either artistically or personally at Agricola Cornelia, but I felt conflicted about the whole 

way food in his project had been dealt with and possibly how the subject of farming and of artisanal 

work is often approached. 

It is a very self-reflexive work, one in which his personal relationship with the farm shifts 

dramatically throughout the seven-year long project. At its conception, it starts as a kind of 

disaffected political pursuit, or what he retrospectively calls himself “a pseudo-political gesture” 

(Baruchello & Martin, 1983, location no. 782) or “a pretence of politics, or of something between 

politics and art” (ivi, location no. 781). But slowly, the process of just being engaged in farming 

itself “had already made a very important difference” (ivi, location no. 772) to him where some of 

his “most fundamental attitudes had started to undergo a change” (ibid.) such that slowly, he felt 

“able to connect the idea of Agricola Cornelia to the more magical, or esoteric, or initiatic aspect 

of these farm activities around us” (ivi, location no. 783). This for me, is more or less the point of 

his work, the farm as a process, and through experiencing and engaging in these processes, his 

own position as artist is enriched. While these results are certainly fascinating and attest very much 

to the affective capacity of agricultural or artisanal practices, my sense of unease persisted. I felt 

as though despite the results, that somehow the overall position restricted the project’s potentiality 
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or radicality, that somehow for all the impact that the processes of farming in its materiality had 

on the artist, the work remained from beginning to end haunted by persistent anthropocentrism. 

That even though for him these processes were radically able to shift his world view such that 

“[e]verything that had gone before zeroed itself out, or rather the kinds of conclusions I’d been 

coming to zeroed themselves out” (ivi, location no. 815) he would simultaneously argue that 

“[m]aterial things are only of interest if you get involved with the idea of giving them a nobility” 

(ivi, location no. 972). I began to realise that in a way the highly personal nature of the work was 

maybe at once the source of both its successes and shortcomings. Attempts to engage with the 

materiality of food and to challenge paradigms such as by “deciding that the growing of potatoes 

is a work of art” (ivi, location no. 469), always felt somehow usurped by the underlying 

anthropocentrism, dualism, and the presence, however subtle, that artist is somehow superior with 

respect to the farmer:  

 

I get to yield potatoes and grain and tomatoes, grass and hay and fodder for animals and all the rest of it, 

but more than that I’m involved with the imagination itself and the discovery that you get much further 

along when you apply your imagination to things that are real, to something factual, to an object. (ivi, 

location no. 1661) 
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Figure 1: Beets Harvests (1976), Agricola Cornelia 

 

He seems, however, fascinated by the material processes of farming, that it is necessary for him to 

maintain a kind of semi-detached distance. He is preoccupied with becoming too involved. 

Moreover, despite seeing an affinity between farming and the arts, in their process-oriented 

materiality, he needs always to sustain that his role, however obscure the distinction might become 

at points, is ontologically distinct from the farmer’s.  

I would begin to read passages with a sense of engagement. “As a primary activity, agriculture is 

the enterprise that’s already closest to art if only because of their mutual involvement with the 

magic of manuality”, only to have them finish in an underwhelming manner “and so it’s the most 

natural field in which to see what sort of difference is made by imbuing it with the spirit of art.” 

(ivi, location no. 2074). He states that the: 
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problem for me [...] is to have a situation in which I’m not so completely involved as not to be able to 

understand it, that’s what my work is about, and it’s mental work, and I’ve tried to keep things so that that 

kind of work doesn’t get submerged in the purely material and physical aspects of it all. (ivi, location no. 

1125) 

 

It occurred to me that for as much as Baruchello clearly wanted to avoid it, there is a persistent 

ontological fear that creeps back into his every perception or reflection on himself as an artist-

farmer. While he could have embraced this ontological fissure that he was experiencing as a 

potential place for intra-action, or as a possible assemblage with radical potential, he chose rather 

to slip quietly back into the comforts of his existing cosmological framework.  

The reason for which I have chosen to begin with what might seem like a lengthy discussion of 

Baruchello’s reflections on his Agricola Cornelia is that I feel that the work, the way it engages 

with materiality, its ambition and its subsequent trepidations serve as a microcosm and a good 

entry point to address the way in which we often mistakenly approach the work of the artisan-

farmer. 

If Baruchello’s approach gives us a microcosmic view of how our own approach to the artisan-

farmer often encounters the same problematics, it is now that I would like to focus briefly on the 

body of work of another artist who engaged with the subject of materiality and food that might 

provide us with an alternative microcosmic vantage point. A view through which we might begin 

to reflect, and hopefully find new ways of approaching the knowledge systems, aesthetic 

sensibilities and cosmogonic potential of the world of the artisan farmer. 

Giuseppe Arcimboldo worked in a vastly different time period from that of Baruchello, or the 

current period in which we find ourselves. But despite nearly half a millennium that separate us, 

his work has continued to have significant influence throughout the centuries. The legacy of his 



14 
 

works, or his persistent, though not always consistent, influence is not however what I would like 

to discuss here. Rather I would like to engage with a particular reading of Arcimboldo’s work as 

a deeply entangled response to the epistemic, ontological, and aesthetic crisis of his time, in 

particular as a response that can be positioned within the lineage of Renaissance hermeticism and 

natural magic. Moreover, how this response, while specific to the context in which it emerges, and 

its particular approach to the idea of materiality, might offer us an entry point for beginning to re-

approach the world of the artisan farmer. 

A court painter who served for decades under several emperors of the Holy Roman Empire, his 

body of work contained conventional court portraiture, religious paintings but most notably a 

series of composite portraits as well as several invertible still life-heads. These latter two sets of 

works have been historically difficult to categorise. Occupying a space between portraiture and 

still life, the fantastical and the realistic, each work is composed of a collection of thematically 

linked material individuations that simultaneously form a portrait, and have been subjected to a 

myriad of interpretations. With many of the works being commissioned by the royal court, there 

is no doubt that they serve to some extent an allegorical function that was intended to appeal to 

those who commissioned them, the composites containing metaphor and allegory well known to 

those who paid for them. However, there have been also many other subsequent interpretations 

ranging from the view that Arcimboldo was a cryptic political satirist to a creator of images that 

are simply “fantastic, capricious, whimsical, and bizarre” and “that his pictures are simply jokes” 

(Kaufmann, 2010, p. 10). Roland Barthes, in his essay “Arcimboldo, or Magician or Rhétoriquer”, 

sees the composites as of a poet-linguistic nature where the “head is composed of lexicographic 

units which come from a dictionary, but this dictionary is of images” (Barthes, 1984, p. 136). As 

the title of his essay might suggest, for Barthes, Arcimboldo was a magician in his ability to mutate 
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rhetorical form, an alchemist whose goal was to simultaneously “conceal and not conceal”, where 

the “eye is diverted from the total meaning by the meaning of the detail” (ivi, p. 137).  Whether or 

not Arcimboldo’s work is truly so linguistic in its nature, is however not our pursuit, but what is 

of interest in Barthes’ perception is the tension that exists between the whole and the 

individuations. In a work such as Autumn, there is a whole which we recognise is a face, but with 

the eerie absence of a familiar face, we are constantly drawn outwards, towards the individuations, 

the grapes, the pears and the wheat that seem to constitute this face which is not. Massimo Cacciari 

posits that “the painter’s best works evoke the idea of a tangle, a disorganized interweaving” that 

renders what appears “perfectly distinct” to “end up equally perfectly indissoluble” (Cacciari, 

1987).  

 
Figure 2: Giuseppe Arcimboldo, Autumn (1573), Collection of the Louvre, Paris 
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Arcimboldo’s composite head positions the viewer in a disquieting place, trapped between the 

world of essential/categorical and existential/material instantiations, exhibiting at once 

encyclopaedic precision and an eerie vitalism. His work oscillates, constantly changing positions 

across this tension limit. It is simultaneously a pareidolic still life and a portrait that dissolves into 

a still life. It is once a spectrum of many individuations and an eerie singular individuation where 

“no position is certain. Man has no face” (ibid.). For Cacciari, the work of Arcimboldo can be 

situated firmly within the Neoplatonic hermetic tradition, and we can be reasonably confident that 

Arcimboldo, being for many years firmly in the inner circle of the occultist Rudolph II, would 

have certainly been in contact with diverse strands of hermeticism arriving from all across Europe. 

What is even more certain, is that he would have been deeply engaged in the crisis of reality in 

which not only the occultist court of Rudolph II was immersed, but the late renaissance in general. 

Copernican organicism had created a problem for the decorum of representation and in turn reality 

itself. With his conception of the universe conceived under the aesthetic lens of the classical 

renaissance, which is based on “symmetry and the perfection of the circle”, he created a rift or a 

“dissociation between the real form of the (heliocentric) universe”, and the lived geocentric 

perception of it (Hallyn, 1990, p. 159). This fissure created by Copernicus echoed also into the 

world of artistic representation, notably in the mannerist movement, of which Arcimboldo is 

generally considered to be part of. “If Copernicus made the relation between man and his 

perception of the world order problematic, the theory of art simultaneously made the relation 

between the artist and his representations problematic”, a problem that the mannerist would 

attempt to surmount by “an ever-increasing tendency towards the speculative” (ivi, p. 161). 

It is with this background that Cacciari sees a deep connection between a certain contingent of 

hermeticism, notably in the work of Giordano Bruno, and the mannerism of Arcimboldo. Faced 
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with a seemingly insurmountable crisis of reality, where one finds themselves increasingly less 

“rooted in his finite perfect cosmos” (Cacciari, 1987) they both find in their respective way to 

positively radicalise the crisis. Bruno engages with dissociation of these two worlds by radicalising 

material, and rejecting the lingering influence of Aristotelian cosmology, assigning “corporeality 

to everything in the infinity of the universe” so that “individuating power of matter thus operates 

at every level; individuation is the power of corporeal matter to contract form” (Ramey, 2012 p. 

73). For Bruno, “however particularized the things of the universe are”, in reality “all that we see 

of diversity and difference is nothing but diverse aspects of one and the same substance” (Bruno, 

1998, p. 11). But the particular way in which Cacciari reads the work of Arcimboldo as within the 

hermetic tradition is through Bruno’s concept of the bond. Bonding, for Bruno, and for the tradition 

of Renaissance natural magic in general, is a specific adaptation of mediaeval ceremonial magic 

and demonology’s notion of fascinatura, or the “psychic condition of impediment or inhibition” 

caused by an external force (De Martino, 2015, p. 3). As Ernesto De Martino notes in his research 

on magic and knowledge systems, unlike ritual magic, Renaissance natural magic “left demons 

out, and they appealed in various ways to celestial influences,” where they “took on a new 

meaning, especially with regard to the power of human imagination and passion” (ivi, p. 135). The 

act of binding in Renaissance natural magic is something “that can modify the physical world, 

which in turn is not inert material, but of an animate, sensitive, and excitable nature, and thus ready 

to have its forms produced or dissolved by a strong passion” (ibid.). For Bruno, in the context of 

his materialist cosmology, binding is a material act in as much as it is a mental one, an act “where 

through forms of intense mental contraction, a thinker can become deeply enfolded in matter itself” 

(Ramey, 2012, p. 70). These contractions for Bruno are not inward, or if they are, only insofar as 

the mind is a part of a material singularity. They occur horizontally, or along with Bruno’s non-
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hierarchical interpretation of the esoteric Golden Chain of Being, and it is through these contractive 

states that we gain access to the cosmos at all, that the “affective vertigo” of the states themselves 

are “inseparable from knowledge of nature” (Hallyn, 1990, p. 70). Bruno describes the particular 

materiality of this frenzied and initiatic state as a place where: 

 

the hunter becomes the hunted (...) the hunter who seeks to capture those things for himself, absorbing them 

through the mouth of this particular intelligence; but in that divine and universal chase he comes to 

apprehend that it is himself who necessarily remains captured, absorbed, and united. (Bruno, 2013, p. 225) 

 

It is precisely in this tension of the bond that Cacciari positions the work of Arcimboldo, and he 

reads this tension as profoundly melancholic. He argues that in Arcimboldo there exists a sense of 

the unreachable that expresses the “sorrowful awareness of the inherent aporia of the Hermetic 

hymn to man” and through “balancing the power of man’s magic, an increasingly clear idea 

emerges of the unreachableness of that original source, of that unity, forever lost, that ought to 

have ensured him a foundation” (Cacciari, 1987). For Cacciari the reality crisis displaces 

Arcimboldo and in turn creates a crisis of representation where “the thing cannot be named except 

through something other than itself” and, as a result, his portraits are without a face. For him, in 

Arcimboldo: 

 

no face has a true name; that our discourse is only arranging through differences and relationships, through 

bonds that become ever more artificial, through the work of a process of binding. From that process, and 

ever more clearly, there emerges the note of the ephemeral, the transient, the melancholy. (ibid.)  
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Cacciari’s positioning of Arcimboldo within the framework of the hermetic-materialist concept of 

binding is fascinating and it imbues his work with a whole range of creative possibilities. 

Moreover, reading Arcimboldo’s work as a creative response to a crisis of reality is what prompted 

me to engage with him as a metaphor towards a possible approach, that is an approach towards our 

own crisis of presence, and in turn our failure to engage adequately with the world of the artisan 

farmer. That being said, there is one key departure I would like to make from his interpretation of 

Arcimboldo, which when considered profoundly alters the radical potential of his paintings, and 

that is the use of the word melancholy. 

In his interpretation, he makes the broader claim that the 16th century is a portrait of melancholic 

man, an image of the relationship between “imaginative power and it’s unobtainable goals” (ibid.), 

an image of the relationship “between the force of reason that explores beyond the celestial spheres 

of the ancient universe and the pathos that strikes it as soon as it recognizes its own wretchedness” 

(ibid.), a tradition that he argues stretches from Dürer to Arcimboldo. But if we consider that the 

image of melancholy that we are presented here might not in fact be Arcimboldo’s melancholy, 

but rather a far more modern definition of melancholy, applied anachronistically, that arrives, at 

least in part, from a collection of ground-breaking scholarship and interpretations on Dürer’s work 

Melencolia I by Panofsky, Saxl and Kilbansky and its connection to the occult, we might begin to 

see an entirely different picture (Yates, 2001).   
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Figure 3: Melencolia I (1514), Albrecht Dürer German 

 

The melancholy that describes the man trapped in the “misery of the countless bonds” (Cacciari, 

1987) is the misery of the creative genius “unable to express its visions, hampered by its material 

conditions, lapsing into melancholy inactivity because of the sense of failure and inadequacy” 

(Yates, 2001, p. 140). But, as Yates points out, this melancholy is not the melancholy of the 16th- 

century hermeticist, but an anachronistic melancholy of the 20th century superimposed by 

Panofsky. The melancholy of 16th-century hermeticism is not one of “depressed inactivity”, but 



21 
 

of “an intense visionary trance”, where “inactivity is not representative of failure but of an intense 

inner vision” where “the Saturnian melancholic has ‘taken leave of the senses’ and is soaring in 

worlds beyond worlds in a state of visionary trance” (ivi, pp. 143-144). This is a melancholy that 

does not inhibit or overwhelm the senses, but rather it forces a state of inward “frenzied 

contraction” (Cacciari, 1987) and one which expresses a very different relationship with the 

concept of materiality. Arcimboldo, read in the context of the occultist inspired melancholy, offers 

us an entirely different picture from the one which we are given by Cacciari. It is not that “nothing 

he states can represent the bond that he wants to state” (ibid.), he is rather attempting to individuate 

from the pure possibility of what might be expressed. This is not a portrait of someone whose 

horizon has collapsed: “are those really things that his images connect?” (ibid.), but rather of the 

inspired melancholic who seeks new bonds “between the subject and object through sensible and 

memorial intensities” (Ramey, 2012, p. 72), who, foolishly or not, wants to seek the limits of their 

demiurgic potentiality. In this sense, much like Bruno, Arcimboldo approaches the crisis of reality 

not by limping into the shadows, but by radically engaging with its mannerist possibilities. His 

still life portraits are grotesque, but they are not absurd. They are a hypothetical map of how one 

might find the extraordinary in the ordinary. Cacciari is correct in observing that Arcimboldo’s 

portraits renounce “inward inquiry” (Cacciari, 1987), and that is because as they are caught up in 

an ontological and epistemological crisis that does not retreat, but that contracts, that bonds in the 

most radical way horizontally across the plane of the material to remind us that another reality is 

always possible.  

Considering Arcimboldo’s work in relation to Bruno we might direct our attention towards, as 

Hallyn argues, the idea that one of the things that makes Giordano Bruno so radical is “the real 

connection Bruno establishes between the mind’s ability to apprehend the cosmos, and the 
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necessity for that apprehension of certain intensely contracted states of affect” (Ramey, 2012,  p. 

70) and that for Bruno this “kind of affective vertigo is inseparable from knowledge of nature” 

(ibid.). And as I stare at Arcimboldo’s Autumn, attempting to trace the contours of this faceless 

face with my eyes only to have them drawn back to its composite parts and then back again to the 

contours, my gaze’s oscillatory journey prompts me to ask about my own access to knowledge of 

nature and my own apprehension of the cosmos. In a strange loop between macrocosm and 

microcosm, I realise that this process is something from which I am unable to distance myself, for 

unlike Baruchello from his farm I have nowhere to go back to. I look at the grapes, the wheat and 

the leaves that constitute this face which is not, that constitute this strange picture of a possible 

world and I am funnily reminded of Brillat-Savarin’s famous aphorism “Tell me what you eat, and 

I shall tell you what you are” (Brillat-Savarin, 2009, p. 15) and it seems almost comical when 

confronted with such a picture. But somehow as I am caught in this strange loop confronted with 

our own crisis of reality, the aphorism seems more pertinent than ever, but maybe it is only a 

question of looking somewhere else. 

If Baruchello’s Agricola Cornelia offers a view into how our engagement with the world of the 

artisan-farmer, at times well-intentioned, often does not adequately engage with its difference, 

Arcimboldo, as read in the context of the hermetic tradition, provides us with a kind of 

metaphorical-material approach as to how we might engage with a collapsing horizon of reality, 

and in confronting this collapse, how we might open entry points towards other possible realities, 

one of which pertains to a particular lineage of these systems connected to the artisan farmer, 

notably the fragmented northern Italian practice of artisanal distillation which we will pursue in 

greater detail later on.  
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One of the defining elements of the hermetic tradition is its engagement with and affinity towards 

the cosmogonic potentiality of magic. An approach while undoubtedly historically and 

systematically marginalised, was subject to unprecedented aggressive marginalisation since the 

period of the Enlightenment, which as Campagna argues, is directly related to the foundation of 

our current embattled reality system (Campagna, 2018). In order that we might better address both 

the current failures of our own reality system and our potential engagement with other reality 

systems, I would like to briefly provide a theoretical summary of Campagna’s approach. 

In his book Technic and Magic, Campagna suggests that reality differs with each era of the world 

and that each reality system operates under a set of metaphysical axioms which give it order. This 

ordering “is the cosmological form that defines a historical age” (ivi, p. 23) that is socio-political 

structures, cultural expressions or quite simply what we accept as reality. But he argues that a 

reality system “is also a cosmogonic force: its metaphysical setting and parameters actually create 

the world” (ibid.), and if we conceive of a cosmogonic force as a quasi-thing, we can begin to see 

its “world making activity revealed by its internal structure” (ibid.). He argues that the reality 

system in which we currently live, what he calls Technic, has cosmology predicated on absolute 

language, and from this original principle there are a series of hypostases each emanating from the 

previous which dictate its structure of reality: measure, unit, abstract general entity, and finally life 

as a vulnerability. Campagna argues that we are in late period Technic, an epoch he suggests 

developed alongside what we think of as Western modernity. 

But for Campagna, unlike previous reality crises, which while they experienced a “disquieting but 

fleeting” (ivi, p. 40) passage between two epochs, our current reality crisis has made the collapse 

of reality “the mark of its reign” and that: 
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Its metaphysical nihilism is the direct consequence of its specific cosmology, according to which the linear 

seriality of production, and not the paradoxical complexity of reality, is the necessary condition for the 

world to “take place”. (ibid.) 

 

Being a system based on pure language, Campagna argues, Technic denies all that cannot be 

codified. If we think of reality as existing in the tension limit between existence and essence, or 

the ineffable and the codifiable, within Technic, existence and ineffability are denied, because that 

which is codifiable, maintains its “ontological primacy over the units that activate them” (ivi, p. 

61). The concept expresses something similar to Bergson’s notion of the vital and mechanistic, 

and how when the “mechanical is encrusted upon the living” it requires corrective action, and for 

Bergson one such action is laughter (Bergson, 1913, p. 49). But for Campagna, operating within 

the cosmology of Technic, laughter, or any other expression of élan vital does not have the 

corrective capacity to deal cosmogonic force of Technic and its “essential tendency to uproot and 

rewrite reality” (Campagna, 2018, p. 45), and as such a more radical approach is required. The 

crisis which we experience under the failure of a reality system, according to Campagna, is one of 

presence, or a situation in which we begin to sense a “paralysis of our ability to act and to imagine” 

(ivi, p. 187). Examining the work of Ernesto De Martino, he argues that historically such crises 

relied on the corrective potential of magic as a kind of mechanism for restoring reality. De Martino 

argues that magic can function as a mechanism to “restore the conditions in which both the 

individual and his/her world can regain their presence, and thus can continue in their mutually 

active and imaginative relationship” (ivi, p. 188). Drawing on this corrective principle of magic, 

he posits a “cosmogonic system that is capable of tackling therapeutically the state of annihilation 

in which Technic has reduced the contemporary individual, their world and their claim to a liveable 

reality” (ivi, p. 189). For Campagna this begins with establishing ineffability as a founding 
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cosmogonic principle, “from that dimension of existence which can never be reduced to any 

linguistic classification” (ivi, p. 190). 

Campagna’s critique and analysis of this current state of unreality were formative for me in 

developing an approach to the tackle of question of why the realities of the artisan farmer can be 

perceived so at odds with the modern world, and the ways in which our lack of access to these 

realities might possibly have come to be, that is a consequence of the perceiving things according 

to Technic’s cosmology. If we accept that Technic’s model allows presence only by the activation 

of a position, how can we expect to engage with the world of the artisan farmer, a world in which 

ineffability is a crucial part? If we consider even for a brief moment the way in which we often 

perceive a particular wine, for example, we realise quickly how much of it is defined by this 

cosmological structure and how limited it is. I can say a wine is from a certain varietal, from a 

certain DOC, from a certain year, biodynamic, organic, “AAA”, of a certain price, but all of these 

positions say very little about the wine itself and feel more like, not coincidentally, how one might 

position any given wine with a database. When we live in a reality system in which all traces of 

ineffability become less and less accessible, how might we ever expect to approach singularities, 

which do not activate a linguistic position, in a meaningful way? If Technic only allows us to make 

sense of the world with grammatical positions, so much so that whenever we experience that which 

escapes these positions, no matter how much we might feel it a part of “a world that we know in 

our heart of hearts”, we are told that it is “impossible and mere superstition” (ivi, p. 86), how might 

we approach other possible realities?  It seemed to me that if this incongruity between the world 

of the artisan farmer and modernity was in part due to the cosmogonic force of Technic, then, in 

turn it must mean that in these partially inaccessible worlds there is something which evades this 

cosmogonic structuring, something which evades capture, a means of reckoning with the ineffable. 
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Distillation and its Alchemical Hermetic Origins 

Therefore the Hebrew prophetess shrieked ‘One becomes two, 

two becomes three, and by means of the third and fourth achieves 

unity; thus two are but one’. 

Maria the Jewess as quoted by Christianos  

 
Figure 4: Depictions of early chemical apparatus from Hellenistic manuscripts 
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The history of distillation is intimately intertwined with both the hermetic philosophical tradition 

and its art par excellence: alchemy. Hence it is necessary here to trace the historical-philosophical 

context from which distillation emerges. While there has been a great deal of speculation about 

when distillation was first practised, it is generally accepted that it was most likely first practised 

in second or third century Hellenistic Egypt, and it was most likely first practised by a woman 

known as Maria the Jewess. Along with being credited as one of the first alchemists, she was the 

inventor of several important devices for the practice of alchemy notably balneum Mariae, or bain-

marie, the kerotakis, from which the expression hermetically sealed derives, and finally the 

Tribikos, or the alambic, the device which is still used today for the making of distillate (Patai, 

2014). Referred to as the daughter of Pluto by Arnaldus de Villanova, who nearly one thousand 

years later was one of the first to document the distillation of wine, there is undoubtedly a mystic, 

almost magical aura surrounding Maria and her alchemy. She was a great source of fascination for 

the renaissance alchemists, as for them she was more intimately connected with the origins of what 

they mistakenly perceived was as a lineage that extended deep into antiquity all the way to Hermes 

Trismegistus, although our knowledge of her is not direct but comes rather through Zosimos, the 

author of the first treatise on alchemy in the 3rd century.  

Frances Yates argues that this false perception is the result of a Renaissance obsession with the 

purity of antiquity, where “the past was always better than the present, and progress was revival, 

rebirth, renaissance of antiquity” (Yates, 1964, p. 1). The texts written by Hermes Trismegistus, 

were not the words of an “an all-wise Egyptian priest, as the Renaissance believed, but by various 

unknown authors, all probably Greeks, and they contain popular Greek philosophy of the period, 
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a mixture of Platonism and Stoicism, combined with some Jewish and probably some Persian 

influences” (ivi, p. 3).  Despite not extending into deep antiquity, the conditions which afforded 

both the birth of the hermetic tradition and Western alchemy are at once fascinating and relevant 

to our project.  

Frances Yates maintains that Hellenistic Egypt birthed the Hermetic tradition as the result of 

specific conditions. The first was that despite being a well-functioning part of the empire, the 

philosophical pursuit had reached an impasse. She argues that “[t]he mighty intellectual effort of 

Greek philosophy was exhausted, had come to a standstill, to a dead end” (ivi, p. 4) where “[t]he 

world of the second century was weary of Greek dialectics which seemed to lead to no certain 

results. Platonists, Stoics, Epicureans could only repeat the theories of their various schools 

without making any further advances” (ibid.). Yet despite this stagnation, or reality crisis, the: 

 

“world of the second century was, however, seeking intensively for knowledge of reality, for an answer to 

its problems which the normal education failed to give. It turned to other ways of seeking an answer, 

intuitive, mystical, magical. Since reason seemed to have failed, it sought to cultivate the Nous, the intuitive 

faculty in man” (ibid.). 

 

This desire to cultivate a new reality, when confronted with a mode of understanding the world 

that had exhausted itself, combined with a looking to the past, a past which they viewed as “pure 

and holy” and more connected to perceived divine truths about the cosmos than rhetoric, were the 

unique conditions in which both hermeticism and Western alchemy were able to first flourish (ivi). 

If we look at their emergence as a reaction to a crisis of reality that sought to reshape it by 

experimenting with the magic potential of the past and the distant, we might see it as part of a long 

history of cosmogonic efforts that emerge as a response to such crises. Moreover, these efforts can 
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be generally seen as a part of a minoritarian tradition that often exists in a state of tension with the 

dominant structuring forces.  

 
Figure 5: Engraving of Hermes or Mercurius Trismegistus, from Pierre Mussard, Historia Deorum fatidicorum 

(1675)  
 

The history of alchemy, and ultimately of distillation is one mired in “anonymity, pseudonymity, 

secrecy, mysteries, false trails, and subterfuge” (Principe, 2013, p. 77), and there existed an often 

tense and complex relation between those who practised it and governing bodies such as the state 

and dominant knowledge systems. The first in a long line of state attempts to control alchemical 

practices occurred in the late 3rd century when the emperor Diocletian ordered that all Egyptian 
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books on cheimeia be burned. According to Lawrence Principe, in the context of steady monetary 

decline within the empire, the motivation for the decree was probably driven by the fear that 

successful transmutation of gold or silver could have been potentially hugely economically 

destabilising, especially if it were produced by a rogue state (ivi). However, we can see that the 

relationship between the state towards alchemy was never simply of outright prohibition. From its 

beginnings, in the 3rd century Egypt to its subsequent Arabic period which began in the 8th century, 

again in the 12th century when it re-emerged in Mediaeval Europe through to the Renaissance and 

beyond it has always oscillated across the limit between celebration and prohibition, between a 

curious experimental spirit and fear.  

It is arguably because of its unstable relationship with the state that has necessarily remained so 

secretive. There is no shortage of examples from Zosimus’ use of Decknamen, or cover names, to 

Arabic alchemist Jābir’s use of the dispersal of knowledge throughout various texts, to the 

Rosicrucians who continued to pursue a denounced alchemy in secret laboratories. But it is also 

because of its particular mixture of the artisanal and the philosophical, specifically Neoplatonic 

philosophy, that it maintained throughout its history, its initatic nature, its penchant for symbols, 

the pictorial, and numerology that it is shrouded in such mystery and fear. The early hermeticists, 

as Yates notes, saw holiness in the distant, and, as the art historian Alexander Roob argues, this 

tendency can be seen as rooted in a “profound scepticism about the expressive possibilities of 

literal language, subject to Babylonian corruption, which holds the Holy Spirit fettered in its 

grammatical bonds” (Roob, 2014, p. 12).    
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Figure 6: M. Maier, Atalanta fugiens, Oppenheim (1618)  

 

One of the most enduring examples of initiatic alchemical symbols is that of the hermaphrodite. A 

combination of Hermes and Aphrodite, or intellectual appeal and “sensual stimulus […] it is aimed 

at man’s intuitive connections” rather than “his discursive ability” and it is a model for how to 

“reach the intellect via the senses” (Maier, 1617, cited in Roob, 2014, p. 11). Moreover, the symbol 

of the hermaphrodite within alchemy has also been revisited by some feminist scholars, notably 

Evelyn Fox-Keller. She observes the difference in sexual metaphors, or root images used to 

describe the relationship between science and nature by both Francis Bacon and certain alchemists. 

While for Bacon the image is of a “chaste marriage”, where “the emphasis was on constraint, on 

the disjunction between mind and nature, and ultimately on domination”, for the alchemists it is 
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the hermaphrodite, or “the conjunction of mind and matter, the merging of male and female” (Fox-

Keller, 1996, p. 48). In lieu of giving a specific reading of the hermaphrodite within alchemy, we 

can say that on an operative level it is a powerful and disruptive agent. For it at once disorients 

binary relationships: subject/object, man/woman, while as an initiatic symbol that exists outside 

of pure language, it also demonstrates its material affective potential. It is what we might see as a 

kind of dark precursor to the recent theory of material agency, a subject with which we engage 

with in a later section. But it is through alchemy’s asymmetrical and distant approaches and its 

obscure initiatic character, that alchemy always remained distanced from state science. In a certain 

way, Hermeticism is fundamentally a philosophy of correspondence; it has, as hermetic historian 

Chris Godsen notes, a “broader manner of thinking about the connections and links in the universe” 

(Godsen, 2021, p. 787). Their cosmology is fundamentally defined by the materialism of the 

golden chain of being, despite the various hierarchical systems it approaches this chain with 

throughout its history (ivi, p. 788). For the hermeticist, flowers such as the lotus that “open their 

petals as the Sun rises and close them as it sets” (ibid.) have a fundamental material connection 

that cannot be described solely in terms of causality. Moreover, these connections, or bonds to use 

Bruno’s terminology, allow “people to access various levels of reality” (ivi, p. 789). 

Its history, and the history of artisanal work in general, is archetypical of what Deleuze and 

Guattari refer to as nomad or minor science, a conceptual approach which alongside Campagna’s 

Technic and Magic is fundamental as a key concept in the structural approach of my research. For 

Deleuze and Guattari there exist two types of science in constant interaction and they define the 

relationship between the two as follows:  

 

What we have, rather, are two formally different conceptions of science, and, ontologically, a single field 

of interaction in which royal science continually appropriates the contents of vague or nomad science while 
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nomad science continually cuts the contents of royal science loose. At the limit, all that counts is the 

constantly shifting borderline. (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 367)  

 

For them the relationship between nomad and minor sciences is not one of opposition but of a 

tension limit, one which “reappears at different moments, on different levels” (ivi, p. 364). Major 

science is the science of the hylomorphic models and of “reproduction, deduction and induction” 

(ivi, p. 372), while minor science is the science of the “vague, in other words, vagabond or 

nomadic, morphological essences” (ivi, p. 367). A simpler example they give to differentiate the 

two is the difference between the circle and roundness. If major science has the circle which “is 

an organic, ideal, fixed essence” (ibid.), minor science has roundness which is “a vague and fluent 

essence, distinct both from the circle and things that are round” (ibid.). If the circle relates to 

essentiality, roundness relates to corporeality or materiality.  

Minor science can be viewed as not just a mode of major science, such that it is not irreducible to 

technology or the notion of applied science, but a “scientific field in which the problem of these 

relations is brought out and resolved in an entirely different way” (ibid.). It always necessarily 

exists in tension with it, which is why it “is continually enriching major science, communicating 

its intuitions to it, its way of proceeding, its itinerancy, its sense of and taste for matter” (ivi, p. 

485). However, it is necessary for major science to maintain “a legislative and constituent primacy” 

(ivi, p. 367) where “whenever this primacy is taken for granted, nomad science is portrayed as a 

prescientific or parascientific or subscientific agency” (ibid.). For Deleuze and Guattari this is 

because the approach of nomad science remains fundamentally incongruous with the organising 

principles of state science. It is necessary to always to attempt to capture nomad science, to “put 

the traits of expression into a form or a code, make the holes resonate together, plug the lines of 

flight”  (ivi, p. 437) and “it does so not because the content of these sciences is inexact or imperfect, 
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or because of their magic or initiatory character, but because they imply a division of labour 

opposed to the norms of the State” (ivi, p. 368). 

There is perhaps no better expression of this relationship between state and minor sciences in this 

story than the professionalisation of chemistry, its adoption into the academy and the consequent 

dismissal of alchemy as pseudoscience and the activity of charlatans. Lawrence Principe notes that 

“before the eighteenth century, chymistry” like alchemy:  

 

“suffered from a very poor public image, and chymists had an ill-defined, often unsavory, identity. Unlike 

physics, mathematics, and astronomy, chymistry had no established place in universities; it had failed to 

gain a foothold there in the Middle Ages. Nor was it ennobled by a classical pedigree. (Principe, 2013, p. 

197) 

 

But through a concerted collective effort of certain academies and states, notably in Britain and 

France, “much of what alchemists had actually been doing all along – probing the nature and 

structure of matter and studying and harnessing its transformations – remained as chemistry, even 

as the alchemists were condemned by ridicule” (ivi, p. 200), a strategy which he notes was 

“remarkably successful” and “remarkably invisible in hindsight” (ivi, p. 201). Chemistry becomes 

modern and respectable shedding the Arabic definite article al as “leftover baggage from chemeia’s 

passage through the Arabic-speaking world” (ivi, p. 195). 

There is a long history of state science attempting to fold elements of the vague sciences and 

artisanality into a reproducible framework, but it is a practice that we might argue gained 

significant traction in the Enlightenment period as ineffability became increasingly incongruous 

with a drive towards universal rationalism. The successes of this drive were not always equal; 

Ernesto De Martino notes that its successes in pre-unification Italy were far more fragmented than 
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the Anglo-French enlightenment where it was “a movement of thought that was born and reached 

maturity in two great national monarchies in the full development of their respective bourgeoisies” 

(De Martino, 2015, p. 179). In France for example, as historian Paolo Rossi notes that the 

Encyclopedists, inspired by Bacon: 

 

“addressed themselves to the artisans of France” and visited laboratories to question technicians and 

workers and “take down their replies”; they tried to find exact definitions for the ends and methods of each 

separate art so as to compile a complete corpus or encyclopedia of learning” as man, for them, “must be 

conscious of the theoretical scientific principles implicit in his work and put theoretical scientific research 

to practical uses” (Rossi, 1968, p. 25).   

 

The relationship between alchemy, artisanal practice in general and dominant state science, as 

defined by Deleuze and Guattari, reveals itself as one of tension and to some extent incongruity.  

Now that I have given a brief context and offered some historical background of the alchemical 

tradition, established its relationship to hermetic philosophy and its position as a minor science, I 

would now like to briefly discuss the origins of alcoholic distillation as it emerged as an alchemical 

practice, its fragmented arrival over the course of several centuries before it established itself as a 

widespread practice and its continued tense relation with the state. 

Distillation of Alcohol: From Alchemy to Apothecary   
The precise origins of the first alcoholic distillate are unknown; however, it emerges from what 

we might call an experimental medicinal-religious context, that is, it emerges primarily for the use 

of medicine, however not from with the state science apparatus, but firmly as a minor science, that 

is by nomadic artisans who operated in tense relation with the state. Moreover, several of the key 
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developers of alcoholic distillation were operating not purely with different scientific approaches, 

we must remember the fracture of religion and science would not happen for centuries, but also 

with different philosophical-religious worldviews which would deeply inform the practice of 

alcoholic distillation and that traces of which still exist today in the language we use to describe 

it.   

While there is some speculation about attempts to successfully distil alcohol for medicinal use 

during alchemy’s Arabic period, and while the advances in alchemy that occurred during this 

period certainly informed its development, the first concrete documentation we have of its 

appearance begins in mediaeval Europe in the 12th century and takes hold over the course of two 

centuries. But even with, albeit sporadic, concrete documentation of its existence, the combination 

of the use of decknamen and alchemy’s secretive nature still leaves the subject shrouded in mystery 

and confusion. So much so that even many 20th century texts are dense with historical errors, false 

attributions and speculations made from being led down false paths. In some ways, the initiatic 

and secretive nature of these practices still succeed in part in remaining in the shadows, in evading 

capture today. 

In the 12th century, however, we know that an early recipe for the distillation of wine into alcohol 

exists that is attributed to a vague figure possibly called Salernus, quite probably a decknamen, at 

the Schola Medica Salernitana, which describes the distillation of wine, salt and tartar make the 

first mention of aqua ardens, or burning water (Rassmussen, 2014). There also appears around the 

same time a document entitled the Mappae Clavicula, an evolving recipe book on various artisanal 

and alchemic activities that in its 12th-century version contained a recipe written as a cryptogram, 

which when decoded gives a basic description of the distillation of a mixture of wine and salt. 

Slightly later a similar document appears at a monastery in Weißenau, probably deriving from the 
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Mappae Clavicula, with its variation due to it having been decoded slightly differently (ivi). The 

appearance of these first recipes occurs in a mode exemplary of alchemic style, that is with the 

intention of dispersal but only to the initiated. They also appear to emerge from an intentionally 

distant place, that is seemingly from nowhere or at least with no clear author, no clear origin, that 

is vague and nomadic. However, the practice only begins to really encounter state science once it 

can be attributed to someone, once it emerges from the shadows and makes itself visible. 

Arnaldus de Villanova (not to be confused with pseudo-Villanova who appears the following 

century and to whom many alchemical writings are attributed) is one the first to promote the use 

of distilled alcohol medicinally. A physician-theologian and possible alchemist with ties to 

Spiritual Franciscans, he maintained throughout his life a tenuous relationship with state spending 

parts of his life as a physician to Peter III of Aragon and Pope Clement V and parts in prison for 

charges of heresy with regards to his position on the antichrist (Principe, 2013). He was able on 

several occasions to temporarily escape condemnation through his medical virtuosity, notably 

while during his prosecution in the papal court, Pope Boniface VIII became suddenly ill only to 

be subsequently cured by Villanova. In turn the pope chose “to tolerate his benefactor evangelical 

obsessions” (Lerner, 1992, p. 43) if only to be later re-condemned upon the indictment of Boniface 

on charges of heresy, leading to Villanova’s written works being newly under scrutiny and 

consequently “reproved, condemned and burned” by the bishop of Paris (ibid.). It is arguably 

Villanova who first disseminated awareness of the use of medicinal alcohol amongst European 

monarchy and ecclesiastical elites as he served as a physician to three kings and three popes. 

However, this only intermittently protected him from enduring persecution by state and religious 

authorities. Although not necessarily persecuted for his medicinal practices but rather his religious 

views, his connection either by proximity or directly to alchemy would suggest that there would 
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be at very least some intertwining of the two. But we see this intimate connection between 

distillation and religion more clearly in another marginalised alchemist who was inspired by 

Villanova around a century later. 

Jean de Roquetaillade’s work On the Consideration of the Fifth Essence of All Things, written in 

1351 while in a monastic prison, describes the distillation of wine into aqua vitae. He felt this 

substance had the potential to prevent corruption and decay and would be a necessary resource for 

the maintenance of Christian health in the time of the Antichrist (Principe, 2013). Although not 

the inventor of wine distillate, he probably learned the practice while serving in monastic prison, 

and he was the first to describe the distillate as the quinta essentia of wine, adopting the concept 

from the Aristotelian natural philosophy the concept of celestial incorruptible aether. From his 

observations that “while wine quickly degrades into vinegar, distilled alcohol remains unchanged” 

(ivi, p. 164), he saw a parallel between the behaviour of the material distillate and the celestial 

ideals and in turn ascribed the distillate to be a kind of material manifestation of both life, or spirit 

(aqua vitae) and the celestial (quinta essentia). He is responsible for not only establishing an 

explicit bond between the religio-spiritual and alcoholic distillates, a bond that remains 

linguistically evident today: aquavita, cordial, spirit, but he also established the bond between 

alchemy and medicinal practices (ivi). 

If we consider the magnitude of his propositions and their profound legacy in the context that he 

spent a great part of his life in monastic prison, we see again the tension-limit between the major 

and minor sciences. The state and the papacy had no difficulty folding his nomad science into their 

own, while simultaneously condemning him to prison as a radical. It is noteworthy that the period 

directly after the publication of his work on distillation, alcohol as medicine became highly coveted 

and reserved largely for nobility and ecclesiastical elite (Pillon and Vaccarini, 2017). The power, 
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or capacity, of these waters, as they were not yet referred to as distillates, was still unknown for at 

the time “natural phenomena was very vague” and “science and magic touched closely” (Forbes, 

1948, p. 69). Fernand Braudel comments on the extent of the hopes projected on the healing power 

of aquavit in this period by the aristocracy and gives the curious account of how, in this context, 

the king Charles the Bad of execrable memory came to a peculiar end. Charles, being gravely ill, 

was advised by his doctors to be immersed in brandy so that it might restore him to health. They 

 

 “enveloped him in a brandy-soaked sheet sewn up with large stitches for greater efficiency so that it fitted 

tightly round the patient” (Braudel, 1992, p. 242), however, when they requested that a servant, who was 

unfamiliar with this new substance, sew up the patient, they “held a candle up close to try to break one of 

the threads” and the “sheet and invalid went up in flames” (ibid.). 

 

The use of aqua vitae medicinally solely amongst elites did not remain phenomena for long and it 

soon found its way into the state-controlled apothecaries and subsequently to privately owned 

ones. Its documentation is scattered and is not coincidental that much of the written records we 

have of its history come from bureaucracy, notably taxation and customs documents, regional 

ordinances and regulations (Forbes, 1948, pp. 90-91). As such, it is difficult to say to what extent 

in its very early years the practice happened outside of where it was indexed by the state, although 

there certainly is some evidence of its production existing in a clandestine manner even in its very 

early years. It did not take very long for its export, from the wine-growing regions in which it was 

produced, to reach northern Europe and to subsequently influence the exploration of other 

distillates in order to limit import dependence (ivi, p. 95). The rise in popularity of aquavit, both 

in the regions in which it was produced and subsequent spread across Europe, is intimately 

connected with the arrival of the Black Death, as medicine that was thought to function 
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preventatively against its transmission. Its consequence is that it created a taste for the consumption 

of distillate amongst the European populace, and as such the beverage shifted from functioning 

solely as medication, but also as a source of alimentation and recreation. A fact which can be 

attested to by a growing number of state records of regulations intended to either tax its sale and 

production or to inhibit drunkenness (Forbes, 1948, pp. 96-97). And while the story of distillates 

in Europe and beyond is varied, with each deserving their own proper engagement, now that the 

context from which it emerged has been described, I would like to shift my focus to one of the 

main components of my research: the artisanal distillation of grappa. 

Grappa: Ambulant Peasant Artisans and The State 

The exact origins of grappa, much like the exact origins of distillation, remain shrouded in mystery. 

In the same way that the mediaeval alchemists who first distilled wine took great effort to obscure 

their practises from the church and state, the first peasant grappa makers also took great effort to 

hide their labours, but for them, their necessary clandestinity was rooted in the need to escape the 

greed of the tax authorities (Pillon and Vaccarini, 2017). It is also precisely because grappa making 

began as a peasant artisanal activity that its origins are so fragmented. For unlike brandy, which 

being distilled from wine, was a practice of noble landowners or at least people with means to 

acquire the raw material, grappa is made from the waste products of wine production, the vinacce 

and the fecce, which were at the time used as partial payment to the labourers of the vineyards in 

order that they could produce a low alcohol wine called Graspia, or Picheta (ivi). As such, with 

regards to its origins, in illiterate peasant communities in Friuli who were suspicious of the state 

and the tax authorities, there remains only traces and echoes, notably in tax documents and letters 

that make vague reference to something other than wine distillate. A published document detailing 

the production of grappa does not in fact exist until the early 17th century but there exist suggestions 
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that it may have already been practised for more than three centuries (ivi). What is clear, however, 

is that once an awareness of the capacity to distil the vinacce and the fecce into grappa is 

disseminated, the practice would forevermore, to varying degrees, have an embattled relationship 

with the state. A relationship that would be complicated even further in the climate of pre-

unification Italy and is ever-shifting power structures and administrative bodies.  

The main regions in which the practice of grappa making developed are all in northern Italy, 

notably what would become Friuli-Venezia-Giulia, Trentino-Alto Adige, Piemonte and part of 

Western Lombardia, the latter of which, as we see later, will be of great significance. It remained 

in many of these regions an almost exclusively artisanal practise until well into the 20th century, 

with three major events altering and radically influencing both its consumption and subsequent 

shift away from artisanality, these being the unification of Italy, the first world war and the post-

war economic boom. 

Several centuries earlier, however, the great diffusion of peasant grappa making in both Friuli and 

Trentino-Alto Adige is in part due to the existence for an extended period of relatively soft taxation 

regulations and allowances for small productions per family, up to three hectolitres, under the 

Habsburg administration (ivi).  In Trentino-Alto Adige, prior to the 18th century, the distillation of 

grappa was far less common than the distillation of brandy due to an overabundance of wine 

production for several centuries, geographic isolation and high exportation taxes that led to 

surpluses which were necessarily converted to brandy (ivi). However, with decreased production 

and increased costs, the distillation of grappa flourished, as well as the proliferation of production 

of alambicchi among the peasantry. In fact, the verb lambicar, in Trentino dialect, has a dual 

significance: to distil but also to escape, be saved from, or to avoid a life of misery (ivi). This dual 

meaning is significant if we consider it for a moment as a distant echo of Christian mediaeval 
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alchemy. For Jean de Roquetaillade, pseudo-Villanova, and others, distillation in the alambic was 

both metaphorically and somehow materially akin to the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ: 

“The Son of Man must ascend from the earth into the air, and ascend upon the cross of the alembic 

like a crystal” (Rupricessa XIV, cited in Principe, 2013). But it is also significant if we consider it 

from its perspective as artisanal nomad science. Faced with impending woes of new disequilibrium 

after centuries of relative equilibrium they find a line of flight, a way to reshape their economic 

reality. So much so that in 1914, just prior to the beginning of the first world war, there existed 

two thousand small distilleries in operation in Trentino-Alto Adige alone (Pillon and Vaccarini, 

2017). 

In Friuli, artisanal grappa produced on a small scale was equally diffuse, although with the port 

city of Trieste they were far less insular than Trentino-Alto Adige and Grappa, or Trappa in dialect, 

assumed a much greater commercial importance. So much so that when Jewish owned import-

export companies began trading with the Papal State in the early 18th century, antisemitic 

sentiments began to manifest within the producers and sellers of grappa and resulted in a request 

to ban the importing of all spirits (ivi). The ban was ultimately briefly enacted and then 

subsequently revoked. And while I do not want to engage with the intricacies of racial and socio-

economic injustice of the period here, I felt that it is noteworthy to mention as it attests to the 

importance of the grappa for the socio-economic life of the peasantry as well as marginalised 

people. 

In Piemonte, by contrast, heavier state control of grappa production had already been in place since 

1590 when Carlo Emanuele I subjected all distillation practises to state approval and taxation, and 

in 1627 when it effectively banned distillation for familial use under the pretext of protecting “the 

health of his subjects endangered by domestic spirits, produced without public control” (ivi p. 
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107). It seems a strange pretext, given that the families who wished to continue distilling were still 

able to legally do so by obtaining an alambicco from the tax authorities and paying tax on the yield 

projected by the tax collector (ivi). We see here again the absorption of the nomad science of 

artisanal distillation, its methods of production with its own divisions of labour into the apparatus 

of the state and its well-regulated distilleries. But it is the premise of Carlo Emmanuel’s edict with 

the given exception of being able to rent alambicchi from the state that almost comically expresses 

the states desire to repress the nomad science “not because the content of these sciences is inexact 

or imperfect”, but rather “because they imply a division of labor opposed to the norms of the State” 

or “a schema that derives less from technology or life than from a society divided into governors 

and governed” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 368).  

If we consider artisanal grappa distillation as an extension of the alchemical tradition, not only as 

a technological extension of the practice of alchemy which it most certainly is, but also as an 

artisanal practice born in the shadows of, and with great trepidation towards, the state; as a minor 

science that emerges from the shadows only to find itself repeatedly ensnared by the state 

apparatus. And much like alchemy, in order for it to develop in its own right, to follow the flow of 

matter, it will have to again have to slip into the shadows, and to become ambulant, to become 

nomad. 

The acceleration of clandestine grappa production occurs in direct relation to increasing state 

control of its production, increasing regulations and taxation that at times augmented to a level “so 

restrictive as to make the profession of winemaker incompatible with that of distiller” (Pillon and 

Vaccarini, 2017). The production of grappa alla macchia was done both figuratively and literally 

in the sense that at times practised using mobile stills hidden in dense vegetation, but also 

sometimes the stills were constructed inside baite with elaborate constructions, but in any case, 
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“always far from the town and from prying eyes” (Raffaelli, 1974, cited in Pillon and Vaccarini, 

2017, p. 109). Distillation occurred almost exclusively during rain or snow or fog, so as to make 

it more difficult to locate the sites of production by scent. There were also rules about when and 

how the materials should be prepared. Distillation always began with the waning moon, and the 

wood prepared for the still had to be only certain types, also cut only during the waning moon, as 

otherwise, it was prone to absorbing humidity and worms which could lead to inconsistent burning 

temperature and thus a burned tasting grappa (ivi). There is even a proverb regarding grappa 

making and the lunar phase: “A lambicar sul colmo de luna / no ven Brandy neguna” (ivi, p. 109). 

Without speculating too much about the mystical significance of this methodology, we must note 

that it in many ways echoes the material correspondences of hermeticism and natural magic. 

Whether or not these are direct traces from the actual hermetic tradition or are simply just a part 

of the wider tradition of artisanal food practice that operates in relationship with the moon phase, 

we do not know. However, the consideration of the lunar cycle, with regards to production times, 

preparation of the wood in relation to various weather conditions in a state of constant itinerancy 

in order to afford certain organoleptic qualities to the grappa, and to secure a certain yield, only 

offer a glimpse to both the extent of the material complexity of this nomad science. 

What is interesting about this ambulant clandestine artisanality is that it is at once a nomad science, 

in the sense that it has fundamentally different approach to that of state science, but that it is also 

quite literally nomadic, that is in perpetual search of what Deleuze and Guattari call “smooth 

space” for the site of its production, unmarked territory. This nomadic clandestine production of 

grappa as a practice will ultimately extend to a legal form of ambulant grappa production that 

would ultimately greatly influence the first diffusion of grappa in Italy beyond the original 

enclaves of production. It would begin in the 19th century as the result of the activities of a group 
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of nomadic grappa makers almost exclusively from the village of Campodolcino, in Val San 

Giacomo in the alpine region of Western Lombardia: The Grapat. 

The phenomena of the grapat, a term referring to a quasi-union of expert itinerant artisanal grappa 

makers, begins as a response to specific material, environmental and economic conditions. Being 

part of a mountain community, they were already accustomed to other types of other itinerant 

labour such as shepherding and the transportation of goods due to the difficult conditions in the 

winter of their region. But their system of mobile distillation, originally a local phenomenon which 

served the winemakers of the region, extended in an unprecedented manner after the construction 

of new tunnel infrastructure in Piemonte, which had rendered their winter labour as freight 

transporters obsolete (Pillon and Vaccarini, 2017). The lack of employment in the Val San 

Giacomo combined with a demand for artisans who could distil the vinacce led to their presence 

in various wine producing regions extending to Tuscany, Emilia-Romagna and Liguria (ivi). They 

would travel to various winemakers during the autumn and winter months with a mobile alambicco 

to distil the vinacce fermented and prepared according to the instructions of the grapat, in exchange 

for accommodation and payment for their labours. The story of the Grapat is at once the story of 

a mythical artisan who arrives from the mountains to transform the vinacce of the winemaker into 

a precious grappa, but also the story of the extreme difficulty of itinerant labour “days and days 

away from the family, stables and barns as a bed, a lot of work and little rest, in order to [...] finally 

being able to return home” (Levi, 2016, cited in Pillon and Vaccarini, 2017, p. 118). It is for this 

reason that practice of nomadic distillation ultimately disappeared with most Grapat becoming 

sedentary. However, their legacy is astounding. Thanks to the work of Gregorio Luigi Fanetti, 

semi-amateur genealogist and historian from Campodolcino who documented the migratory paths 
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of former Grapat, the creation of 198 distilleries in various regions in Italy can be traced to Grapat, 

with several of these still in operation today (ivi). 

 
Figure 7: Emigration patterns of Grapàt 

 

Grappa in the 20th Century and Beyond: Industrialisation, Levi and Personal Reflections 

One of the most singularly important events that would influence the diffusion of Grappa 

throughout Italy and beyond, and which would ultimately birth a market for its industrialization, 

is the First World War. Its popularity in the Veneto region, which would serve as the front line in 

Italy, led to its consumption by soldiers arriving from various parts of the country. Its consumption 

by soldiers led to it acquiring “a military-style rhetoric” and it fundamentally “changed the image 

of Grappa which for centuries had remained firmly anchored to its winemaking and peasant world: 

suddenly it was perceived as a mountain brandy, particularly suitable for facing snow and cold and 

for forgetting how hard life can be” (ivi, p. 148). Through the mythologisation of grappa in 

conjunction with diffusion of awareness of it into central and southern Italy by returning soldiers, 
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market demand was created. In fact, as Pillon and Vaccarini note, there was already a push to open 

industrial scale grappa production facilities even before the end of the war, one notable example 

is the Bonollo family who began constructing new factories in 1918, and who today control more 

than thirty percent of all Italian grappa production and are the largest exporter of bulk grappa. The 

subsequent diffusion and popularity of grappa, the transition from direct fire distillation to steam-

based systems alongside a “progressive widening of the gap between winemaker and distiller” (ivi, 

p. 154), led to a marked deterioration in the quality of the vinacce. Increased demand also meant 

that ensiling the vinacce to meet demand for longer production runs which consequently meant 

deterioration of the prime material. If there is one fundamental rule in grappa making it is that 

every moment the vinacce spend in storage after being pressed reduces not only the quality of the 

grappa but also the organoleptic complexities present in the vinacce themselves. But the real shift 

to industrial grappa production would happen during the post-war economic boom of the 1950s 

and 1960s. This was due largely to the importation of continuous stills from America, and the push 

from several companies, notably Stock and Landy Frères, to establish grappa as an Italian spirit 

that could be “offered on the market with the same characteristics, without qualitative differences” 

(ivi, p. 162). This, alongside limited regulation about declaring who distilled the grappa, led to 

grappa’s treatment as a standing reserve, which could be purchased in bulk from various distillers, 

blended, bottled and put on the market. The reduction of grappa to a grammatical position and its 

consequent anonymity also led to heavy reliance on marketing and advertising. But it was not 

solely market drives that contributed to the anonymization of grappa. The Common Agricultural 

Policy of 1970 led to the limiting of wine production and the state assistance in purchasing distillate 

made from wine by-products. As the purchase value was determined solely by volume, and not by 

its particular qualities, there was no incentive for many distillers to give “the production of Grappa 
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the care and attention that a noble distillate deserves” (ivi, p. 172). In the context of increasing 

upward mobility amongst the Italian middle classes and not only the material but even symbolic 

devaluation of grappa, Pillon and Vaccarini argue that the late 1960s and early 1970s mark a 

qualitative low point in grappa production. 

That said, grappa began to experience a renaissance later on in the 1970s, and in no small part to 

the writings and initiatives of gastronome and wine critic Luigi Veronelli. His close relationship 

with the Nonino family, alongside their attempts to develop modern artisanal grappa production 

by developing custom stills, ageing methods and replanting lost grape varietals, in many ways 

contributed to the rise in popularity of their grappa (ivi). It is also Veronelli who drew attention to 

the grappa of the now mythological figure of Romano Levi when he baptised him “Il grappaiolo 

angelico” (Levi, 2007). 

Romano Levi is arguably one of the most esteemed and particular grappaioli of the 20th century, 

shrouded in mystery, he was the last person in a third century long lineage of artisanal grappa 

making which began in Campodolcino and the ambulant Grapat of his family, and ended with the 

distillery he ran in Neive, opened in 1925 by his father. His grappa made with a copper direct-fire 

alembic and bottled with hand-drawn labels that contained illustrations and fragments of poetry 

became collectable over the years, and he was even the subject of exhibitions referring to his craft 

as “art brut” (ivi). Regardless of its collectability or the many hyperbolic adjectives were chosen 

to describe him, one might say that his Grappa, his distillery/workshop, of which I have been 

fortunate enough to visit on several occasions, evoke an incredibly strong sense of place. The 

spiderwebs which he nurtured in the windowsill, the cluttered desk for labelling the bottles, the 

hand-drawn labels and their inscriptions referring to the semi-fictional donna selvatica, make Levi 

feel almost like a caretaker of the place. Francesco Poli notes in his entry for the exhibition 
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catalogue dedicated to him that “he made his profession a philosophy and an aesthetic of life 

centred on the secular cult of the ‘genius loci’” (ivi, p. 21). Levi nearly never left Neive his entire 

life, and he built in many ways his world through his distillation and personalisation of each batch 

and bottle he made. He was known for ageing the grappa for extended periods, often changing 

wood types and alternating between glass and wood (D’Agata and Chiodi, 1985) “impregnating 

his distillate with all the essential elements of his world” (Levi, 2007, p. 21). He was also known 

for refusing to use traditional distribution channels, preferring to sell directly to people and often 

refusing those who arrived at his doorstep. He also appeared in interviews to have a certain 

aversion to poetic descriptions of his work, and in a well-known dialogue with Veronelli he 

responded to a long description of his grappa with: “I make grappa: the blood of fire, the bites of 

life, the poetry are yours” (ivi, p. 23). It is a particular kind of response, a sort of no-nonsense 

approach that I myself would experience when I would ask the winemaker who I was working 

with certain types of questions. I quickly learned not to superimpose the poetic onto this artisanal 

work, because as the winemaker would tell me the poetry follows the work, that is the poetry 

emerges by following the material flows.  

The winemaker told me, before we began distillation, that the absolute most important thing in the 

making of grappa is fresh vinacce that came from healthy grapes that were raised well. With fresh 

vinacce, I should pay constant attention to the distillation from beginning to end, and in turn good 

grappa would be the result. The instructions, albeit somewhat general, turned out to be the correct 

approach. More specifically it was their vagueness that required me to involve myself materially 

in the process, that is not to rely on abstractions, fixed models of understandings, but to try to 

approach, what Pamela H. Smith calls, a “material language” (Smith, 2006, p. 18). In order to even 

begin to approach this, I needed to as best I could approach it in some way by feel. That possibly, 



50 
 

through actual practice and “being-in-the-world” the “intentions of” my “human agency are 

subject to the mediational capabilities of the surrounding materiality that constitutes the intentional 

background through which the engagement is enacted” (Malafouris, 2013, p. 149). 

The first alambicco I distilled was purposefully done without the use of any measuring equipment, 

and the result was less than desired. The three litres of grappa I produced had an alcohol content 

of twenty-seven per cent, which is twelve per cent below the minimum acceptable level and it was 

cloudy, meaning I had let some of the coda mix with the corpo. What I did learn, however, was 

that I had used too much softwood on the fire and, as a consequence, the operating temperature 

was too high and, as a result, I had inadequate separation of the different parts of the grappa 

distillate. But as I continued, I learned bit by bit how to yield grappa with just the vinacce, an 

alambicco and fire. The nearly six weeks which I was involved with distilling grappa, I learned 

very quickly that it is a work that requires patience, from the lighting of the fire to the finishing of 

the corpo of the first still is typically a three-hour process, and this might produce between two-

four litres of usable distillate, depending on the vinacce and whether or not the feccia or fondo was 

used as well. I learned that at times, depending on the vinacce and various conditions, it could 

produce quasi-magical results, that is a distillate with organoleptic characteristics which I had 

never experienced before. This is largely due to the fact that fresh distillate has a vastly different 

character from that which has been aged in barrels, and at times the reason for barrel ageing is to 

obscure undesirable characteristics that a young grappa might have, often due to the age of the 

vinacce being distilled. I would often have discussions with the winemaker about the use of wood 

and he was firm of the belief that, while wood was beneficial to the ageing process of both wine 

and grappa, it was very easy to exaggerate and thus obscure the quality of the wine or the distillate, 
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and for him his grappa was really the last point in the lifecycle of the vineyard, in some ways I 

always sensed that it being represented in the wine or grappa was for him a point of pride.  

However, it was at the same time becoming increasingly clear to me that artisanal grappa 

production, while as many argue, yields a superior result, is in many ways completely incongruous 

with most modern production methods, state regulations and business models. The legal and 

production model favours high yield low-quality grappa. Continuous semi-automated distillation 

is far easier for the tax authorities to regulate. But even a simple act like changing barrels 

throughout the ageing process, as Levi did, to impart different characteristics sets in process a 

series of bureaucratic challenges. Even changing the type of wood can prove to be hugely 

problematic. One notable example of this was when the Nonino family attempted to switch to 

using wild cherry barrels in the late 1990s. Being a more porous wood than oak, of which Italian 

legislation is based on, when the ageing process was finished there was a two percent increase in 

evaporation, what is generally referred to as the angel’s share. Now, despite being stored in a 

facility to which one could only access accompanied by Guardia di Finanza, the Nonino’s incurred 

a penalty of several hundred million lire. The legal processes which followed lasted several years 

and ultimately were resolved in the Italian Supreme Court (Pillon and Vaccarini, 2017). This 

reminds again of the structural tension between state and nomad sciences, where any process, any 

action that evades strictly reproducible results either has its incongruencies plugged or must slip 

back into the shadows.  

Embodiment, Memory and the Artisan-Farmer   

During the time I spent working with the winemaker both producing grappa and assisting with 

harvest and initial months of the vinification process, I began to question more and more the 

discrepancy between the generally held, and often stereotypical opinions that the general public 
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hold regarding farmers, artisans and rural communities in general as simplistic and sometimes 

even helpless, and the numerous complex and dynamic processes I was witnessing being expressed 

with incredible levels of nuance and care. What more, is that I noticed that these processes and the 

engagement with them were often not repeatable, there was quite simply no template to follow.  

When we began the first distillation of grappa, the vinacce and the fecce were from the varietal 

dolcetto. Dolcetto, having a relatively short maceration period, meant that the vinacce we were 

using had fermented for a relatively short period of time, and, as such, in order to achieve a 

sufficient level of alcohol in the grappa, at times it was necessary to use higher amounts of the 

feccia, obtained from the svinatura, or racking. This seems simple enough, but it introduced a new 

phenomenon that needs to be managed, which is elevated levels of organic substances not found 

in the vinacce, such as calcium tartrate, dead and active yeasts, as well as diethyl ether, all of which 

when overly present can influence the taste of the grappa. When I inquired as to how one is sure 

not to ruin the distillate I was told: “Si deve fare attenzione. Non aggiungere la parte troppo torbida, 

perché può dare un gusto cattivo”. Staring at what appeared to me at first as a pool of purple mud, 

differentiating the part which was “troppo torbida” seemed a nearly impossible task, but for the 

winemaker, it felt as though he could have separated the usable part of the feccia from the unusable 

part in his sleep. I was looking for a reproducible model to apply to not ruin the grappa and the 

winemaker answered only referring to vague essences. 

The complexity did not stop here, because of the higher proportion of the feccia in what was to be 

distilled, it also meant separating slightly more of the testa, that is the first part of the distillate that 

emerges from the alambicco, which contains traces of certain toxic substances, notably methanol. 

Was there a way of measuring the methanol? Yes, but it requires sending a sample to a laboratory 

which is usually done later after a certain yield. Was there a way to know definitively that one had 
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removed the testa? “Sì, puoi assaggiarla. Se c’è troppo amaro, potrebbe essere meglio continuare 

a separarla”. Arrogantly not being convinced of the methodology, later that evening I took a sample 

to a laboratory myself because I wanted to be sure. The results were in fact far better than 

anticipated, containing only a fraction of the acceptable level of methanol, which is one percent of 

total alcohol volume; the sample I brought had in fact zero point two per cent. 

 
Figure 8: Vinacce 

 

The methodology of the winemaker appeared completely different than anything I had ever 

experienced, it seemed to require a certain kind of knowledge and a certain kind of attentiveness 

to all the singularities that are invisible in reproductive models of production. How might we pay 

attention ourselves to the close attention and understanding in the artisan-farmer’s embodied 

labour, their engagement with their material surroundings? How might we unthink of this labour 

as monotonous? For if the winemaker with whom I was working had already dedicated fifty-five 



54 
 

years to his practice and had refrained his entire life from taking a vacation, it seemed not only 

inappropriate to hold such a position, but also lazy. 

Through close observations and slow and steady engagement with the work, I began to question 

the perceived passivity of the body and the diminished importance which we give it. How might 

the continuous actions and processes, experienced in the day-to-day life of an artisan-farmer, both 

constitute and define part of their worldview? With these questions in mind, I wanted to imagine 

the ways in which their practices cannot be adequately described by the dichotomies, clean 

divisions and fixed categories with which we often define the world. But also how they might 

express what exists outside of these divisions and the way in which they might rather constitute 

connections with their own unique modes of expression. 

I wanted to be able to approach the artisan-farmer not as what Campagna calls an Abstract General 

Entity, someone who fulfils certain positions, who executes certain tasks as a part of a set of 

accumulated practises, but as someone who possesses a multiplicity and diversity of knowledge 

gained elsewhere, and by acknowledging its dynamic iterations and movements that follow with 

the flow of matter. How their work rejects the matter/form duality, and that matter does not 

necessarily serve form. That it “is more immediately in tune with the connection between content 

and expression in themselves, each of these two terms both encompassing form and matter” 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 369). 

Recent scientific scholarship on materiality, in particular the body of research referred to as 

Material Engagement Theory, has attempted to position the mind as embodied and extended. That 

is that the mind exists in a codependent relation with the material world through the medium of 

bodily action (Malafouris, 2013). The mind, in this case, is not a disembodied separate entity 

represented metaphorically as a “bucket filled with knowledge and information” (ivi, p. 26).  
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Observing the way that that winemaker navigated his environment, both in the cantina and in the 

vineyard, was fascinating for me. He demonstrated an acute awareness of what was happening 

across all eight hectares at any given moment, and an acute awareness of at what stage each 

respective varietal was in the process of vinification at any given moment, and that is not because 

things had been carefully planned or projected, but because of attentiveness and a willingness to 

listen to the processes that had been cultivated over many years. Nearly all analysis during the 

vinification process was done using the senses, and things only went to a laboratory for final 

verifications. Is the malolactic fermentation finished? Taste it and check. Is it time to decant 

between the barrels? Taste it and check. I would always ask questions about how he had learned, 

but the answers often seemed to downplay both the complexity of the knowledge as well as the 

difficulty in acquiring it. Being a third-generation winemaker, he often indicated that the 

knowledge, as with many farming and artisanal practices, had been passed on generationally, and 

much of it verbally and through action. It began to occur to me that this knowledge was not only 

embodied, but that much of it was highly dependent on memory, both personal and 

intergenerational. 

Memory seemed to play a crucial role in the winemaker’s day-to-day life and the mind of the 

farmer seemed a complex network of essential memories of both their environment and the 

dynamic processes that they are a part of. The winemaker would often claim that he knew every 

single vine in all eight hectares of the vineyards he had, referring to them almost as though they 

had personalities, and he would also at times recite lines of poetry that he had read when he was 

young if he felt it had some pertinence to what we were discussing or doing. I also noticed amidst 

the vendemmia there was a tendency between him and those working to repeat particular stories, 

often iterated slightly differently, for entertainment during lunches: the man who works in the 
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market with strange breathing, the shopkeeper who had only one knife for everything that he would 

clean with his tongue. The pleasure in these stories was not in their novelty but in the cyclical act 

of repetition itself. This is not to say his memory was infallible, as I would often notice that he 

would often make mistakes with respect to how many years ago something had happened, what 

year the harvest was like this or that, but this seemed more due to being immersed in the process 

than anything else.  

It occurred to me that by grasping reality through memories, we are in a way capable of not only 

interacting with our environment through these memories but also in a sense shaping reality 

through these memories. Memory in this sense becomes, like Frances Yates suggests, “a creative 

act, the inner act which precedes the outer expression” (Yates, 2014, p. 254). But it also in this 

sense becomes a cosmogonic activity that is deeply entangled with materiality. It is also not 

coincidental that the result of the creative act of winemaking, that is wine, is so deeply entangled 

with memories, not only for the organoleptic memories which it produces, but also the specific 

locations of those memories, or places. The artisanal winemaker in this sense is not a producer, as 

they are so often unfortunately referred to, but might be thought of as a kind of cosmic caretaker, 

that is their work is complex maintenance of the interaction between material, memory and place. 

I started to question whether the perceived incongruity between the world of the artisan farmer and 

the modern world, might also be at least in part due to the way in which memory operates for them. 

If memory is a creative act that influences how we shape reality, then the way in which memories 

are created and stored must also influence how this reality is shaped.   

In her work The Art of Memory, Frances Yates traces a lineage of mnemonic practices spanning 

from antiquity to the Renaissance in which its practitioners were able to recall vast amounts of 

information by navigating through memory palaces, that is a familiar pathway using various 
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architectural and decorative cues. These decorations and places become loci, that is they will serve 

to trigger the associations that were impressed on them. As one pictures or imagines moving 

through these spaces, the loci then activate the memories which were previously impressed upon 

them. The concept of the memory palace is significant for several reasons. It at once shows that 

memory is creative and malleable. It reminds us that memories are not simply stored objects in the 

brain and they require nurture, and the very use of the word “palace” is indicative of this. It also 

highlights the embodied nature of memory. That is the remembering phase happens through 

intimately familiar active, bodily exploration, and in this way the body plays an essential role in 

the way that memories are constructed (Peeters and Segundo-Ortin, 2019). 

If we consider the nature of the work of the artisan-farmer in this context, as one that follows the 

flow of matter, as embodied processes, as cyclical and one which is intimately connected with the 

place, we might imagine that their memory systems might be operationally quite different from 

those of someone who is entrenched in Western modernity. And perhaps, by engaging with this 

difference, we might begin to engage with the cosmogonic potential of our own memories.  

Natural Wine & Following Flows 

 
Figure 9: Close up of fondo/feccia visibly fermenting 
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The winemaker with whom I was working makes what would generally be referred to as “natural 

wine”, that is low-intervention wine made without the use of non-indigenous yeasts. It is also 

noteworthy that the wine he produces is not part of what we might call the natural wine movement, 

that is, it is not reactionary, and is not positioned against industrial wine. It is just rather the 

continuation of the practice of how he and his family have made wine for more than a century. 

That being said, observing and assisting the process of “natural” winemaking has indeed revealed 

the inherent intricacies of the complex relationships that natural winemakers have with the 

surrounding living world. The winemaker would often say: “Ogni intervento impoverisce il vino”, 

and these interventions were avoidable only through hard work and paying attention. A statement 

which seems somehow contradictory yet fascinating. This is perhaps because of the way in which 

we often perceive this type of labour, that is we often tend to perceive the work of the winemaker 

as either simplistic or alternatively, we confer an “auteur” like status upon them, neither of which 

adequately represents their engagement with material and environment. Their work, although 

intimately connected with place, is ambulant, that is, like Deleuze and Guattari suggest, it is 

necessary that it follows. The winemaker would often say: “In cinquantacinque anni non sono mai 

riuscito a fare lo stesso vino”, and that is precisely because “one is obliged to follow when one is 

in search of ‘singularities’ of a matter, or rather of a material, and not out to discover form” 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 372). Through observing and participating in the process, I began 

to see more and more that the action or inaction of the artisan-farmer carries a profound 

understanding of the world acquired through physical labour, passion and patience. Patience, in 

this case, is not only the ability to wait, but the ability to cultivate endurance, perseverance and 

most importantly hope in the face of the unknown. It is of little wonder that this world sometimes 



59 
 

appears so different from our picture of modernity and its emphasis on constant action and instant 

gratitude.  

If conventional winemaking represents more of a model-based activity, that is the use of certain 

yeasts and the increased interventions might yield or predict a certain outcome, natural 

winemaking offers the capacity to express itself through following and through the attentive 

interaction that a winemaker can embody in their actions. The process requires not only many 

interactions with non-human world, but with “the plants, microorganisms, fauna and flora present 

in the vineyard” (Brives et al., 2021, p. 111), and also an attempt at “cohabitation, collaboration 

between humans and non-humans, rather than an attempt to coerce the living world or a 

relationship of domination” (ibid.). Detaching its nurturing processes from the conventional ones 

by rejecting the use of pesticides, fungicides and other inputs, the natural winemaker embraces the 

complex and at the same time entangled world of embodied interactions with the non-human 

world. By repudiating intervention in the natural winemaking process and by stepping away from 

the “exogenous laboratory-grown yeast species” (ivi, p. 123), the winemaker opens up a whole 

“chain of relationships and practices to the living world and the local landscape” (ivi, p. 124).  

The body of the winemaker in this case unfolds itself as a conductor of being in the world (Chikin, 

2014). In this sense, the process of natural winemaking is not so much of an activity that is possible 

to reproduce but an embodied practice that defies the mind and body dichotomy. The conscious 

subject in this sense is soldered in a way to the object and becomes inseparable from it (ivi). The 

body is in the world and, as such, the world becomes a kind of phenomenal field where subject 

and object are inseparable. In this way, we might say that the winemaker perceives and makes the 

world in their interaction with the surrounding environment. 
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Through following “the connections between singularities of matter and traits of expression” 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 369) in the wine rather than controlling it by subjecting it to an 

axiomatic, the natural winemaker becomes nomadic and exemplifies the Deleuzian conception of 

the artisan, that is “one who is determined in such a way as to follow a flow of matter, a machinic 

phylum. The artisan is the itinerant, the ambulant. To follow the flow of matter is to itinerate, to 

ambulate. It is intuition in action.” (ivi, p. 409). In this sense, “agency becomes not a ‘property’” 

but the “emergent product of the ‘irreducible tension of mediated activity’” (Malafouris, 2013, p. 

164). And it “should not be perceived as a fixed property of humans but as the emergent product 

of our engagement with the world” (ivi, p. 166). 

In order to better approach the world of the artisan farmer, we might attempt to “redefine our 

conceptual vocabulary by shifting attention away from the sphere of closed categories of persons 

and things and toward the sphere of the fluid and relational transactions between them” (ivi, p. 9). 

The winemaker, in this respect, is not a storehouse of computational information or “passive 

internal representational structures and procedures-a ‘filing cabinet’ capable of receiving and 

manipulating internally the sensory information received from the outside world” (ivi, p. 26). Mind 

and matter operate on a single plane, and this happens through the medium of bodily action. If 

thinking is in fact not something that happens inside the brain, but “emerges from contextualised 

processes that take place ‘between’ brains, bodies and things” (Peeters and Segundo-Ortin, 2019, 

p. 95), the act of doing is not merely a retrieval of stored information from the brain, but a 

contextualised response by both internal and external triggers that direct and enable our actions. 

So, if the “human brain is subject to continuous reshaping, rewiring, and remodelling” (Malafouris, 

2013, p. 45), and the brain is changed by practice, then the world becomes a sort of phenomenal 

field and reveals itself as an endless source of new meanings and interpretations. In this sense, the 
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cosmogonic power of the world of the artisan farmer is inseparable from its embodiment, its 

materiality. 

Conclusion: La Mia Camicia di Fatica 

The title of this thesis includes the expression La mia camicia di fatica, which I heard the 

winemaker use on several occasions before commencing with certain tasks. “C’ho da fare nella 

cantina, metto la mia camicia di fatica”. La camicia di fatica was at once an actual shirt that he 

would wear while working, but also served as a kind of metaphor for the never-ending cyclical 

work of the winemaker. It was a phrase that he used with a certain degree of jest but for some 

reason, it stuck with me, and it seemed to be somehow part of the aesthetic sensibility of the 

winemaker. Something which would become increasingly clear when contextualised alongside a 

story that the winemaker loved to recite. The story, often with slight iterative variation, is of a 

sommelier who once visited the cantina and gave a description of the winemaker’s wine using all 

too common gestures and a gamut of expressive adjectives describing elegant aromas and intensity 

of flavours. The winemaker then responds, after pausing briefly: “Nel mio vino …. sento solo la 

mia fatica”. The story, while told for comic effect and which did not seem to be a statement of 

negativity but rather had a sort of comic honesty, seemed to express somehow the complexity of 

the aesthetic experience of the winemaker. That is something which could not be expressed using 

canned metaphors, nor with objective realism. 

La mia camicia di fatica, for me, somehow metaphorically communicated the embodied aesthetic 

sensibility of the rich, diverse and complex world of the everyday life of the artisan-farmer, a kind 

of reality that might not be visible at first to the disinterested eyes. It seemed to communicate that 

their world was neither mechanistic nor simple but that it is embodied, it is lived in. It seems to 

somehow express Yuriko Saito’s notion that “restoring our physical engagement with the world, 
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whether through active involvement of proximate senses or through physical activities, has further 

important existential implications” (Saito, 2017, p. 59). That this phenomenological view of being 

in the world better equips us with an understanding of the value of paying attention to everyday 

life and the significance of experiencing the world through the senses. It demonstrated that the 

aesthetic reality of the artisan-farmer might offer us access to a world where the cultivation of 

attention to the deceivingly simple might help us “lead a good life without the usual trappings of 

requiring material abundance accompanied by various moral, social, and environmental problems” 

(ibid.). 

But the camicia di fatica, in its abject ordinariness, also simultaneously draws our attention to the 

background, and in turn might provide an access point to other possible aesthetic experiences, and 

in a way to a fundamentally different world. Unlike Baruchello, who declared a yield of ordinary 

potatoes art, who simply recontextualizes them, folds them into dominant structures, what Saito 

calls the need to “defamiliarize” from their ordinary context, la mia camicia di fatica, on the other 

hand, remains entirely in an embodied context, and its connection to the wine which it ultimately 

describes is as much material as it is a metaphor. Not unlike the grotesque portrait still lives of 

Arcimboldo, they also do not need to recontextualize any background into the foreground, all the 

individual elements of the foodstuffs remain firmly in the background, organised according to 

season, Galenic humour and so forth. The only possible unease they create is through the portrait 

itself, drawing attention to our own materiality and our interconnectivity with all that surrounds 

us.    

Being and working at the farm confirmed for me that attending and engaging with the world 

through senses might not only bring us, as Saito contends, to a more moral and mindful existence, 

but that it also affords us the possibility to reshape our reality. That this process begins with the 
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attention we give to the seemingly unimportant moments, objects, smells, etc., that is to the 

materiality that makes up our world. That radical world-making potential exists in places which 

our conditioning and arrogance has rendered invisible. The reason why the world of the artisan-

farmer seems at times so incongruous with our own is because embodied artisanal labour renders 

visible material realities that are no longer visible to us or to state science. Its ineffability was 

denied by Technic. And, it recalls somehow the way in which alchemists saw materiality in the 

philosophical, and the philosophical in the material, that is, it still can reach a metaphorical material 

reality which we in many ways have forgotten. 
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Appendix:  Images Sources 

Figure 1: Beets Harvests (1976), Agricola Cornelia  
Source: Fondazione Baruchello 
 
Figure 2: Giuseppe Arcimboldo, Autumn (1573), Collection of the Louvre, Paris 
Source: https://news.artnet.com/art-world/giuseppe-arcimboldo-autumn-three-things-2039018 
 
Figure 3: Melencolia I (1514), Albrecht Dürer German 
Source: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/336228 
 
Figure 4: Depictions of early chemical apparatus from Hellenistic manuscripts 
Source: The Quest for Aqua Vitae. The History and Chemistry of Alcohol from Antiquity to the 
Middle Ages   
 
Figure 5: Engraving of Hermes or Mercurius Trismegistus, from Pierre Mussard, Historia 
Deorum fatidicorum (1675) 
Source: https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/magic-science-and-religion-in-early-modern-
europe/hermeticism-the-cabala-and-the-search-for-ancient-
wisdom/A34EAAD6820340AD3F27F1297127F506 
Photo by Time Life Pictures/Mansell/The LIFE Picture Collection via Getty Images  
 
Figure 6: M. Maier, Atalanta fugiens, Oppenheim (1618)  
Source: Alchemy and Mysticism (Alexander Roob) 
 
Figure 7: Emigration patterns of Grapàt 
Source: The Research of Gregorio Luigi Fanetti 
 
Figure 8: Vinacce 
Source: Personal photo  
 
Figure 9: Close up of feccia/fondo visibly fermenting 
Source: Personal photo 


