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What’s the Story with Tuscan Bread?
by Sandro Cuccia

There have been huge debates stewing for decades on the subject of the bread found in the 
Italian region of Tuscany. To many (most, I gather), because Tuscan bread is actually baked 
without salt, it lags in popularity to other breads – 
particularly those found in the regions south of Rome. So 
the arguments go on about not only which bread is 
better, but also the reasons behind this omission of a vital 
ingredient for bringing out the flavor in food. 
I feel bad for those visitors – new to Italy – who make 
Florence their very first Italian experience. Nearly every 
visitor to Florence remembers well (but likely not fondly) 
their first bite of the local bread. Americans are used to 
snacking on some bread before their meal arrives. They 
reach for the little basket of bread on their table and pop 
a morsel into their mouth – with a very unexpected 
surprise.
“What’s this?”, they exclaim, “It’s tasteless! This is not 
what Italian bread is supposed to be! They’ve left out the salt!”
This is the moment when every new visitor to Florence learns that Tuscan bread is actually baked 
without salt! Why would Tuscan bakers omit such an important ingredient? After all, bread is only 
made with four basic ingredients, and we all know that Italy’s cuisine is renowned and envied 
throughout the world. Surely it couldn’t be a mistake! How long has this been going on, and why 
did this practice start in the first place?
The fact is… this is no mistake! Tuscan bread is made on purpose without salt, and this has been 
going on for centuries. But why?
This question comes up frequently from flummoxed visitors. As with many age-old traditions, there 
are endless debates as to the origin of this practice. Some say that Florentine bread is baked 
without salt because a heavy tax was levied on salt in the Middle Ages. This resulted in bakers in 
Florence deciding to “stick-it-to-the-signore” and go without. Others disagree. They say that the 
flavors of Florentine cuisine actually require bread without salt. As for me… I tend to believe the 
former. Knowing the Italian character makes it far more plausible. And… it is historically accurate. 
Besides, tasty bread will not ruin a meal, in my opinion.
When you next dine at a Florentine trattoria, try this: order a fettunta, a Tuscan appetizer of 
toasted bread rubbed with garlic and drizzled with golden olive oil. (By the way, fettunta is called 
“the original Italian garlic bread.” Garlic bread is far more prevalent elsewhere in the world. 
Outside of Florence, it’s not to be easily found.) Next, pair your saltless bread with a slice of local 
prosciutto or salame. Finally, use the bread to mop-up some of the savory sauces from your first 
or second course. This is called “fare la scarpetta.” Italians don’t consider doing the scarpetta 
the height of good manners, but they do see it as a sign that you really loved your meal! And is by 
all means appropriate while eating at those wonderful trattoria restaurants, where authentic local 
cuisine is at its best.
In spite of all the arguments, once you’ve experimented, you’ll agree that Florentine bread is ideal 
when eaten in combination with the local cuisine. Those dishes are bold, fresh and genuine, and 
consumed this way, the bread is perfect. However, if you – like me and many others – love eating 
Italian bread “as is,” It’s to be expected that Tuscan bread will not provide you with a satisfying 
experience.


