
 

 

 

Ethnogenesis of Friuli 
 
As mentioned earlier on, Friuli started moulding its shape under the Lombards, that 
named the territory Forum Iulii, the old name of today’s Cividale. The Duchy of Friuli 
played an important role in the two centuries (568-774 A.D.) of the Lombard Kingdom in 
Italy; and a marquis of Friuli, Berengario, also became king of Italy and even emperor, 
though briefly and precariously. There is no doubt about the fact that the Lombards gave 
a strong impact to the land, in terms of both its territorial and political organization, as 
well as in linguistic and cultural, and maybe even genetic terms. However, they only 
represented a thin layer of rulers; most of the population was represented by ‘Romans’, 
that is the descendants of Italic colonists (especially from Sannio) that had been assigned 
the Aquileia country side (Agro) by Rome.  
A lively debate has developed over the last decades on the role played by the populations 
that settled here before the arrival of the Romans. Roman sources indicate that the 
decision to found Aquileia was taken to fight strengthened Celtic settlements in the area, 
and recent archaeological findings confirm that a pre-Roman period settlement existed in 
Aquileia, and traces of Celts can be found in various areas of the region. Linguists have 
revealed many Celtic elements in toponymy, though few in the lexicon; and ethnologists 
have found some in a number of rites and traditions. It was also advocated that the 
distinction between the inhabitants of this region and those of the surrounding territories 
dates back as far as previous, Proto-historic epochs. Yet these theories are based on rather 
scattered archaeological findings of uncertain interpretation; and they are precarious as 
they could even drastically change as new finds and remains come to light. Another 
argument in support of the thesis that the Friulian identity has pre-Roman roots stems 
from the news that, as early as 350 A.D., bishop Fortunaziano wrote its homilies in sermo 
rusticus (or rustic language); it was concluded that the people already spoke a language 
other than the official Latin, or else another language. But this might not be enough to 
prove the thesis of the Celtic or prehistoric, or in any case, pre-Roman substratum since 
oral languages are nonetheless known to be subject to ongoing changes and are therefore 
different from the aulic and written ones. 
 
Thus, it is difficult to prove that the identity and individuality of the Friulian people dates 
back to pre-Roman times using current scientific knowledge. It is safer to relate such 
identity and individuality to the political events that gave centres and borders to the 
territory: first the Lombard duchy and then the Patriarchy of Aquileia.  
The history of the Patriarchy of Aquileia is long, complex and in many respects still 
obscure and unknown. It is not easy, especially in the six centuries of the Early Middle 
Ages (6th-10th centuries), to distinguish the myths and traditions from the historical 
truth. The appearance of the title of ‘patriarch’ – extremely rare in Western Christianity – 
is quite a mystery. Furthermore, the interweaving of the truly religious sphere and the 
secular one is extremely complex, as well as that of spiritual and pastoral powers and the 
administrative, political and military ones.  
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From the ecclesiastical point of view, the first metropolitan Episcopal seat of Roman 
Aquileia extended its jurisdiction over an extremely wide area, that stretched from Como 
to Acquincum (Budapest). Only at the turn of the Millennium – and precisely on 3 April 
1077 – was the Patriarch of Aquileia endowed with temporal powers and it therefore 
became possible to resume talking about Friuli as a historical and political entity. Its 
borders were fluctuating and uncertain, subject to the centrifugal forces of the internal 
feudal nobility, as well as the pressures and appetites of the neighbouring powers. The 
changing game of claims and protests, of the differences between the state of fact and law, 
of the interweaving of the different spiritual and temporal competences, made the 
appearance of the Patriarchy rather confused. It is however undeniable that for almost 
four centuries (11th-15th) this region has been considered as a political body known as 
Patriarchy of Aquileia, whose fluctuating borders extended well over present-day Friuli; 
but also the Patria del Friuli, between Livenza and Timavo, between the sea and the 
mountains, represented the largest and more stable part. In these centuries Friuli 
developed as a historical and geographical region; a period in which the inhabitants of 
this region acquired their own historical, political, cultural and linguistic identity for the 
first time.  
The Patriarchy of Aquileia was an ecclesiastical feudal principality, closely integrated with 
the imperial order; thus it should not be assigned features of political sovereignty (both 
inwards and outwards), linguistic and cultural homogeneity, and will of the people, that 
underpin the modern national state. The very concept of nation was, at the time, quite 
different from ours. Therefore it is difficult to accept the thesis whereby the Friulian 
people had become a nation at the time of the Patriarchy. What developed instead was 
the awareness of belonging to a defined territory and a political body with its own 
autonomy. This awareness remained quite strong also when the Patriarchy, weakened by 
internal fighting between feudal lords and between Cividale and Udine, pressed to the 
east by the appetites of the Earl of Gorizia and to the west by the inhabitants of Treviso, 
finally fell into the hands of Venice (1420). “La Dominante” (Venice) kept the Patriarchy 
alive even if deprived of the temporal powers and entrusted with the great Venetian 
families; and respected the then weakened parliament of the Patria del Friuli that was the 
body which represented abbeys, feudality and urban communities. In this way the 
inhabitants of Friuli were able to continue considering themselves, and being considered 
as, something different from the other Venetian subjects. The very name «Patria del 
Friuli» (often abbreviated as «Patria»), probably originally referred to the Patriarchy, 
became a vehicle to strengthen this sense of political and territorial identity. This 
awareness survived through almost four centuries of Venetian ruling, to reach our days 
almost intact. Basically neither linguistic nor racial or ethnic (as we coyly say today) 
issues were raised in these four centuries. It was taken for granted that Friulians were 
essentially of Latin descent, belonging to the family of Italian peoples, and quite different 
from the close German and Slavic peoples. The humanistic culture of those times did not 
permit noble titles of a people other than those dating back to the ancient Roman age. Yet 
this did not mean also denying affinities and influences due to the geographical proximity. 
In fact, in the ethnogenesis of Friuli also contacts, exchanges, migrations and mixes with 
the Germanic world to the north, and the Slavic one to the east played a major role. The 
mix with the Germanic people brought in the warrior elite that, for the whole of the Middle 
Ages formed the backbone of the dominant feudal class; but also officers, craftsmen and 
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artists. The mix with the Slavic people mainly brought in peasants and shepherds, that 
from the highlands have always moved down to the plain, immediately assimilating in the 
Friulian communities. Furthermore, a massive and organized immigration of Carinthian 
Slovene population occurred in the 11th century to re-colonize the central area of the 
Friulian plain that had been devastated by the Hungarian raids of the previous century. 
The latter ones too, however, rapidly assimilated the language and culture of the hosting 
region, leaving visible traces only in the toponymy and physiognomy of people. 


