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BUILDING A CITY.
SPACES AND REAL ESTATE DYNAMICSIN ROME IN THE XV
CENTURY

“The complexity of events in the historical development of urban spaces calls for an
inquiry into the various aspects specific to the single cities, starting from a series of
local analyses’.! Alberto Grohmann notes that “the socio-economic foundation is a
necessary element to begin to cast light on how mercantile, financial and real estate
fortunes are made. Economic anaysis cannot be separated from the political and
ingtitutional one, or sructural analysis from the supra-structural one, if we want to have
aclear idea of how the economic system came into existence and how it evolved”.?

The commodity that fosters trade, that standardizes transactions and makes it
possible for values to travel across time and space, and for accumulation to take place,
is money and its substitutes. As noted by Ciro Manca “if this money is intended for
productive uses, if it can be perceived as readily convertible into capital goods capable
of activating a production process, then it is capital in and of itself, or in Marxian terms
“potential capital””. * This leads to the consideration that certain European milieus in
the late Middle Ages might have withessed the birth of a commercial capitalism system
where “while the mode of capitalist production and monetary economy are certainly not
one and the same, there is no question that money plays a leading role”.*

The city and its market

whether they are a space generating international trade or an area for artisan and manufacturing
production, whether they are a natura place for banks or a magnet for farm produce, are the hotbeds of
wealth formation and distribution.”

As they were essentidly the seat of politica power, bureaucracies and landed nohility, modern-age
cities, at least in the counter-reformation area, underwent profound spatial changes, removing that
apparently spontaneous and multifaceted character that had marked medieval cities. New urban spaces
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came into being after deep restructuring, adapting their pre-existing forms, types and structures to the
demands of theritual scenography of power.°

As underscored by Luciano Palermo, the urban configuration of Rome in the low
Middle Ages, that is of the city that accompanied the formation and economic and
political growth of the commonality, took shape in a phase of economic development
that began in the twelfth century and continued throughout the following. As in many
other Italian areas at the time of the commercial revolution, in Rome the conditions for
the city’s economic development were being created.”

According to Palermo

Development in the fifteenth century paraleled a series of further changes that occurred in the
organization of urban spaces. Specifically, the property market was strengthened by the progressive
increase in the number of residents, but was aided aso by the differentiation in value of buildings and
intramural spaces as well as the appearance of an urban rent very close to a differential rent model .2

In economic terms, one of the aspects closely related to the use of urban spaces is
the relationship between such spaces and the market for land and the edifices erected
thereupon.

In fact, when the focus is shifted to urban space, this clearly becomes a “valuable
commodity, and a largely scarce one at that, as it happens when the analysis is centered
on “land” as a factor of production”®: this commodity has a value in use and a value in
exchange (i.e. the price at which it is transferred, bought, sold and rented).*

How the market for the edifice operates is a function of the reasons and objectives of
the seller and the buyer. Besides, as pointed out by Vittorio Franchetti Pardo, the return
of the papal seat triggered a speculative process in Rome, which was particularly
evident in the Ponte and Parione areas, that is in the places closest to the Vatican. '

A substantial amount of documents shows that during the Renaissance Rome
experienced an expansion that embraced many aspects of its economic life. Such

® |bidem p. 27. Cfr. M. BERENGO, L’Europa, cit., specifically pp. 3-38; SR. EpsTEIN, Nuevas
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important phase in the city’s life, which began as early as the late XIV century,™ was

not without internal conflicts of different types, as indicated by the studies of Arnold
Esch and Massimo Miglio.™® In addition, the rising trend of performance indicators
helped Rome to shake off its traditional image of an economically “inactive”** city,
benefiting from the presence of a papal court, and the inflows and permanence of the
pilgrims that this attracted, while consuming only goods and services produced
elsewhere.

Esh states that papal Rome is “productive’, assigning to this term a broader

meaning:

It produces power, it produces dominion over the souls of the entire Christian world, it produces
papd privileges, benefits, indulgences and all this has obvious economic implications! ™.

Thus, as already mentioned, starting in the last decades of the X1V century, the new
papal elites that came to Rome, after the Avignonese period, began reorganizing the
city’s market so asto include it in an integrated system “featuring enlarged geographical
boundaries and much more significant enrichment opportunities”.*

Between the end of the XIV century and the beginning of the XVI, the number of
residents nearly trebled and “what’s more, this growth was very peculiar, in the sense
that the increasing number of well-to-do immigrants and foreign papal courtiers boosted
demand for fine goods”.*” All this reflected on imports and exports, which came to play
a growing financial and economic role because of the increasingly strict controls to
which they were subjected due to customs duties.*®

To this end, Esch suggests that, in 1376, decadence began to set in among the
Roman ruling elites, as these came to be squeezed between the ingtitutional and political
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dominance of the pope and the economic aggressiveness of Tuscans, especially
Florentines.™ This process was confirmed precisely by documentary sources related, in
particular, to the administration of river customs. In fact, trade was such, especially
during the last two decades of the century, that the port became the tool used by
mercharzlg and banking groups from central and northern Italy to penetrate the Roman
market.

In 1399, Boniface IX put finally an end to the communal autonomy of the city by
installing a papal lordship with the support of Florentine capitalists. In fact, in the
decades of the Schism, the European credit market underwent a restructuring that
hampered in part the city’s expansion but the flow of financing provided by Tuscan
merchants and bankers continued.*

While development in the XV century was linked to the movements of the Curia, it
did not imply lack of initiative because this was a situation common to many Italian
cities in the Renaissance, which utilized rent generated by political opportunities to
bolster their ability to produce and consume.?

With the return to Rome, specifically after the return of Pope Eugene IV from
Florence to Rome in 1443, the papa court ended its wanderings and the active and
constant presence of pontiffs, the Roman clergy and lay courtiers encouraged a
reorganization of the urban spaces and, more generally, the city’s entire architecture.?®
But perhaps it might be more appropriate to draw a distinction “in terms of economic
means or potentiality” > between local operators - cattle-raising land-owning noblemen,
known as bobacterii, and traders (mercatores)® — and operaors from out of town, who
were brought in by the papal curia. Many bankers with connections at the papal court
utilized their position to carry out larger financial and business transactions, both to
raise money to meet the needs of the papal court and to gain direct control over specific
markets, thus becoming full-fledged participant in trade activities. In this respect,
bankers accredited with Rome’s court often doubled as merchants, giving rise to a vast
and varied movement of goods. Thus, also the most important of the pope’s bankers
took advantage of their position to engage heavily in trade, a function that Florentine
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bankers had begun to fulfill since the latter part of the X1V century. This financial and
trade pattern was not linked to Rome as a city but as seat of the papal court. In fact,
when this moved from the city, the merchant bankers followed it, weaving a web of
international relationships along the way. For this reason they were called Romanam
Curiam sequentes (followers of the Roman curia).”®

When they came to Rome to take advantage of the opportunities made available by
the court, Tuscan merchant bankers went to live in local neighborhoods, changing the
economic and symbolic hierarchies of their intramural spaces, utilized the port, paid
import-export duties to officials. All this resulted in an integrated and complex system
where every part was instrumental to the whole. Thus, a market model came into being
which reflected the growing power of the curia over a city “that, on the other hand,
became increasingly aware of its high role as center of Chrigtianity (the pilgrims
destination was Rome not the papal court) and its transformation into the capital of the
popes regional state’.?” However, economic phenomena and “urban strategies’ are
closdly related and act directly on the use of the intramural spaces.”? In general, all this
created the conditions which eventually caused house prices and rentals to rise in real
terms, as shown by Manuel Vaguero Pifieiro,?® with consequences for the levels of
rents.

For instance, based also on data available in the study on “gabella dei contratti”
(“tax on contracts’)®, starting with Nicholas V, papal governments began to encourage
Roman prelates and capitalists to make significant investments
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XV secolo, in Roma capitale, ... cit., pp. 207-234; L. PALERMO, Banchi privati e finanze pubbliche nella
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% Thiswas a tax levied in proportion to the proceeds from the sale of a house, a vineyard, a building or a
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to embellish the city of Rome, i.e. in construction activities...With the greatness of edifices and
of somehow eternal monuments, testimonies that might almost resembl e the work of God, the authority of
the Church can be strengthened and more firmly rooted in the minds of the peopl€’. Thus the speech

attributed to Pope Nicholas v

This pope imported to Rome a type of governance that had long been the norm in
Florence and that, gradually, took hold also in Rome after its introduction. With him the
papal governments was guided by a concept of trust in the Romans. He was able to
manage both communal and papal activities and, in the meantime, to drive the
development of political and construction activities in the city.*

Another example was Pope Paul |1, who encouraged construction and fostered the
increase of urban rent flowing from areas owned by the city’s wealthy classes. Pope
Sixtus X wanted to encourage the establishment in the city of large merchant groups
coming from other regions of Italy, mainly from Genoa, and to protect the development
of their activities® The opening of new roads, like via Sistina, facilitated the
connection between areas that accommodated important marketplaces, like Campo de’
Fiori, piazza Navona, piazza di Ponte, the port of Ripa Grande, and the communal city,
and consequently the trade flows of those companies.®

The effort of the central government was part of a much broader process. In fact,
the popes were committed to changing their dominions to a modern state.

It was precisely the stable presence of the pope in the city that increased the
pressures of his predominance. It is a fact that the papal court contributed to the

Pifieiro, Spazio urbano e dinamiche immobiliari nel quattrocento a Roma: La Gabella dei contratti,
currently being printed).

3L P, PARTNER, Finanze e urbanistica a Roma (1420-1623), in “Cheiron” 2 (1983), pp. 59-71, pp. 60-61.
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to be the capital of a national or regional state, R. FREGNA, Citta e investimenti, in Soria della Emilia
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urbana, secoli XIlI-XVIII, Proceedings of ninth Week of studies of the internationd institute “F. Datini”,
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urbanistica del Papi e le origini di via Giulia, in Via Giuliaby Luigi Salerno — Luigi Spezzaferro —
Manfredo Tafuri, Rome, Casa Editrice Stabilimento Aristide Staderini SPA, 1975, pp. 15-64, in particular
p. 37; D. CALABI, Soria della citta. L' eta moderna, Venezia, Biblioteca Marsilio, 2001, p. 17.
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("arsfingendi 2"). See footnote 23.
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demolish any ancient edifice (de antiquis edificiis non diruendis), ne ruinis civitas deformetur & ut
antiqua edificia decorem urbis. Furthermore, in 1480 Sixtus IV empowered the magistri viarum, or
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economic life of the city and “influenced” it. For instance, when the pope was away
imports fell, as did rents, especially in central areas closer to the papal court and, for this
reason, inhabited mostly by Florentine merchants and bankers.*

The popes began to enjoy greater consensus among Roman mercantile power
groups or groups operating in Rome, thanks to the increasing protection that they
afforded them. All this trandated into the pope’ s growing ability to have at his disposal
the city’ s tax revenues.

The bureaucratic centralization policy of the popes, sarting as early as the
Avignonese period and further pursued by Martin VV upon his return to Rome, prompted
the State of the Church to create e series of hierarchically ordered administrative tools,
with such characteristics asto allow the Apostolic Chamber to exercise full control over
every level of authority and responsibility. Furthermore, the system of the sale of offices
that developed in the XV century created the conditions whereby public service was
tantamount to a financial investment, leading to the formation of social groups that
deployed their capital, enjoying the resulting returns, at the various levels of the State’s
financial and administrative management. These contractors or office buyers were the
main actors of a mutually-reinforcing system that, based on specific economic interests,
determined a capillary control over all more or less profitable activities, from tax
farming to salt-works leasing, from control over a provincial treasury office to the
Church’s general depository.®

Rome's finances were after al those of the Roman curia. In the late Middle Ages, the Roman
economy was very weak outside the papal court... This economic dependence had become a political fact
in 1399, when Pope Boniface | X imposed papal control over Rome's municipal administration. Municipal
finances became practicdly part of the papal financial system. Thus, the “Chamber” of the city of Rome
becan;e abranch of the“ Apostolic Chamber” and, in the same way, the papal Treasurer took over Rome's
taxes.

An important aspect that should be underlined in this respect is that

% A. EscH, Roma come centro di importazioni, ...op. cit., p. 111; from the same author see also Le
importazioni nella Roma del primo Rinascimento (il loro volume secondo i registri doganali romani degli
anni 1452-1462), in Aspetti della vita economica e culturale a Roma nel Quattrocento, Roma, Igtituto
Nazionale di Studi Romani, 1981, pp. 9-79, in particular p. 75; G. CURCIO, | processi di trasformazone
edlizia, in Un pontificato ed una cittd. Ssto 1V (1471-1484), Proceedings of Conference, Rome 3-7
December 1984, edited by M. Miglio — F. Niutta- D. Quaglioni — C. Ranieri, Roma, Istituto Storico
Italiano per il Medio Evo, 1986 (Studi Storici 154-162), pp. 706-732, p. 711.

% L. PALERMO, Il porto di Roma, ... cit., p. 200. On the importance of the sale of offices, see F. PloLA
CASELLI, Aspetti del debito pubblico nello Sato Pontificio: Gli uffici vacabili, in Anndi della Facolta di
Scienze Palitiche dell'Universita degli Studi di Perugia, 11, (nuova serie) |1, 1970-72, pp.101-170. Sulle
funzioni della Camera Apostolica vedi tra gli altri A. GotrTLoB, Aus der Camera Apostolica, Innsbruck,
Schen 1889; L.G. FeLIcl, La Reverenda Camera Apostolica, Citta del Vaicano, Typis Poliglottis
Vaticanis 1940; P. PARTNER, Camera Papae: Problems of Papal Finance in the Later Middle Ages, in
“Journal of ecclesiastical history”, IV, (1953); ID., The Papal Sate under Martin V: the Administration
and Government of the Temporal Power in the Early Fifteenth Century, London, British School at Rome
1958, pp. 131-136; A. LoDoLINI, L'Archivio di Sato di Roma: epitome di una guida degli archivi
dell'amministrazione centrale dello Sato pontificio, Roma, Istituto di Studi Romani 1960; M.G. PASTURA
RUGGIERO, La Reverenda Camera Apogtolica ed i suoi archivi (secoli XV-XVIII), Roma, Archivio di
Stato in Roma, 1984.

3" P, PARTNER, Finanze e urbanistica,... op. cit., p. 59.



The curia and the interests that it reflected had dways had as their primary objective not the
destruction of the city’s administrative structures but their submission. The consequence of this attitude
was scrupulous formal compliance with the chapters of the statutes, their approval and confirmation by
the popes, the continuous effort to link the loyalty of magistrates and officials fulfilling functions laid
down by city statutes to the pope.®®

The popes urban policy depended on public and private investments and all relied
on the curia’s finances. Therefore, between the end of the Middle Ages and the end of
the XVII century, as demonstrated by Andrea Gardi,* the papal fiscal policies were
designed to strengthen the pope’ s predominance over his State.

% L. PALERMO, |l porto di Roma,... op. cit., pp. 207-208.
% A. GaRDI, La fiscalita pontificia tra medioevo ed etd moderna, in “Societa e Storia’, 33, IX, luglio-
settembre 1986, pp. 509-557.



