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Abstract

The masia (translated here as the Catalan farmhouse), or the building where people reside on a farming estate, is the outcome of the 
landscape where it is located. It underwent major changes from its origins in the 11th century until the 16th century, when its evolu-
tion peaked and a prototype was reached for Catalonia as a whole. For this reason, in the subsequent centuries the model did not 
change, but building elements were added to it in order to adapt the home to the times. Catalan farmhouses are a historical testimony, 
and their changes and enlargements always reflect the needs of their inhabitants and the technological possibilities of the period.
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Introduction

Some years ago, historians stopped studying only the ma-
jor political events or personalities to instead focus on as-
pects that were closer to the majority of the people, because 
this is where the interest lies: in learning about our ances-
tors’ ways of life. The study of the masia, or Catalan farm-
house, and farming families presented here reflects this 
purpose. Each of the following sections will be laid out the 
same. First there will be a summary of the political situation 
in order to understand the historical period; the next sec-
tion will focus on the population and most salient features 
of each historical period; then we shall examine the econo-
my, which sheds light not only on people’s status but also 
on the changes that a family building like the farmhouse 
undergoes; and finally, we analyse the features that define 
the building in response to all the factors that were outlined 
previously because, just as in life, everything is interrelated.

The farmhouse was primarily developed in the second 
half of the 11th century when the population that had there-
tofore been spread around the territory of Catalonia began 
to coalesce. It was the fiscal unit that was comprised of crop-
lands, a vegetable garden, access to water and the forest and 
a small home where people and animals lived together. This 
kind of home was built following the parameters of the era; 
therefore, it reflected the Romanesque style, with very thick 
walls, a tile roof and small rooms that could adapt to meet 
different needs. This unit gradually expanded as the new 

techniques or the spread of these techniques became availa-
ble to more and more people. Larger or more numerous 
rooms characterised the evolution of a structure that was 
originally called a hospici, domus, casa or alberg, although 
we are not certain of the reason behind such a variety of 
words. This evolution was marked by the needs of the in-
habitants and the application of the technologies of the pe-
riod. Thus, we understand that the building became more 
and more complete, added new comforts, expanded its inte-
rior spaces and even added an upper storey. These new de-
velopments were similar all over Catalonia as they arose in 
response to the farmers’ needs, which were the same every-
where. Only a few specific local features developed, which 
can be attributed to the climate or the economy. When this 
building became an entity unto itself, when it became a solid 
home that varied little over time, it was given a specific 
name for all places and for posterity. Thus, in around the 
15th or 16th century we begin to find in the name masia in 
the documentation, a name which has lasted until today.

The family served as the foundation of farming society 
in terms of both the division of the farm that each indi-
vidual occupied and the division of labour. Based on pa-
triarchal Roman law, the farming family was sustained by 
the male in both the kind of jobs performed – organisa-
tion of the family with the most responsibility befalling 
the father and the male heir, who took over for the father 
– and legal issues. Whereas prior to the application of Ro-
man law (12th century), all the members of the family 
were treated the same, after it the women became much 
less important and had to give up their rights to protec-
tion if they wanted act at the same level as the man. Men 
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always prevailed over women, and therefore the figure of 
the male heir, as the foundation of the transmission of as-
sets and the head of the family, was at the core of a patri-
archal society. If there was no male heir, this place went to 
the eldest daughter’s husband, but then the roles shifted 
because the woman still owned the property. The woman 
and mother of the heir had some sway because of the 
dowry offered at the time of marriage. The dowry or stat-
utory portion is the part of the inheritance that went to 
daughters or sons who were not the prime heir. As long as 
they neither married nor left the farm, the other sons and 
daughters could only serve as labour, albeit a kind of la-
bour that was highly prized in the era before the advent of 
technology, when work was manual. 

Therefore, complex nuclear families were made up of the 
married couple, perhaps their parents, maybe their sister or 
brother and several children. Large farms could be farmed 
either by tenant farmers or directly. If the family was well-off, 
between the 17th and 20th centuries farm hands and serv-
ants might also live with them in rooms set aside for them 
often located on the upper part of the farmhouse. The family 
of day labourers with little land and smallholders was usually 
simple and nuclear. In this latter model, the shortage of re-
sources meant that some family members might be rented 
out as servants or farm hands, or they might emigrate to oth-
er towns, cities or villages. While at given times of the year, 
such as the harvest, additional labour was needed, mutual as-
sistance among farmers was the most popular option. Most 
farming families worked on smallholdings that did not gen-
erate the income needed to reproduce the family unit. The 
extra children were subjected to mobility around the land, 
seeking jobs as farm hands, servants, day labourers or work-
ers in the factories that started springing up.

Political presentation, demographics and 
family in the 16th century

Politically speaking, Catalonia retained its status within 
the Iberian Peninsula, with its own institutions and the 
capacity to act as a country. However, in practice, the 
marriage between Ferdinand the Catholic, King of 
Aragon, and Isabel of Castile unified the two regions, but 
to the detriment of Catalonia, which ceased to have eco-
nomic and political influence in the other regions. The 
crucial event was the conquest of the Americas because of 
the market’s shift in orientation, which came to be much 
more concentrated in the Cantabrian Sea and Atlantic 
Ocean than in the Mediterranean.

Catalonia reached the 16th century much diminished, 
both demographically and economically. The deaths start-
ed with the Black Plague in 1348 and continued in re-
newed outbreaks in the 15th century. This demographic 
decline was not the only problem; between 1472 and 1482 
Catalonia also went through a civil war that erupted again 
in 1486. Even though the Black Plague affected all of Eu-
rope and is therefore a factor that came to bear in the crisis 

in the feudal system, in Catalonia the civil war hit the pop-
ulation even worse, which was unable to recover because 
of the further outbreaks of the Black Plague. In conse-
quence, the Catalan countryside was left fairly desolate.

The study of demographics has taken an interest in both 
Catalonia and the local world. Performing a global study 
on the topic that includes immigration is very difficult be-
cause of the lack of sources, and thus local sources prevail.

Even though the classic studies by Jordi Nadal and 
Emili Giralt stressed the demographic recovery in the 
16th century and French immigration, more recently Va-
lentí Gual and Llorenç Ferrer also noted the natural pop-
ulation growth.1

Gual’s study examines immigration from the region of 
Occitania.2 The local documentation, especially from in-
land Catalonia, points to this Occitanian immigration as 
early as the 15th century, which probably stemmed from 
the ease of finding work in the farmhouses and lands giv-
en the demographic gap caused by the two events men-
tioned above. Likewise, we should note that this immigra-
tion included not only farmworkers but also labourers in 
the construction and textile trades. The demographic 
surge recorded as the 16th century progressed translated 
into the tendency towards the extended family, which 
provided a significant amount of manpower, leading to 
productive improvements in an old-regime economy.

As a result of the mortalities, despite the preference for 
the male as the heir, quite a few women also took part in 
economic activity, thus giving up the protection offered 
by Roman law, which was still in force at the time. Shortly 
after the major outbreak of the Black Plague in 1348, the 
lords encouraged the freedom of the serfs’ daughters 
meant for marriage to remove staff from the family and 
start new ones in order to create new workers and thus 
occupy the empty lands and rebuild the censuses.3

In addition to its demographic impact, the war also left 
its mark on society. As it was a civil war, it affected the 
entire population, especially its organisation, as two sides 
took shape with members from factions that had already 
been clashing even before the war. Thus, nobles often 
fought within the ranks of the serfs more to face off with 
their enemy than out of ideological conviction. Likewise, 
it was an economic way to emerge from the crisis by col-
lecting a salary. Therefore, the end of the war meant the 
end to income for people who earned a living fighting. 
Many of them carried on with the same lifestyle during 
the 16th century, when activities like banditry had signifi-
cant effects on the entire population.4

Economy: Formation and administration 
of assets, contracts and debt

In the rural world in the 16th century, the economy 
reached a new juncture as the outcome of the crisis in the 
feudal system that had been kindled in the 15th century. 
The recovery was very slow and lasted almost the entire 
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century or even until the last decades of the following 
century. The shift stemmed from the intensification in 
production of a single economic activity, such as livestock 
or viticulture, meant for the market in specific areas. This 
new economic approach was successful in seeking a prod-
uct niche which made it attractive in the market, such as 
wine from Alella, cattle from the Empordà region and 
wine or saffron from Bages.5

Two very important events happened in the 15th cen-
tury which help us to grasp the economic situation of Cat-
alonia’s rural world in the ensuing century: the formation 
of the large farmhouses and assets through the addition of 
abandoned farmhouses or lands, and the Arbitral Sen-
tence of Guadalupe of 1486, which led much of the popu-
lation to become indebted.

Large bodies of assets were amassed by purchase or 
hire through the establishment of emphyteusis, which led 
to a real division between useful and direct property. As 
long as the censos taxes were being paid, this indefinite 
contract became a kind of land ownership and was the 
most widely used. Compared to these two advantages, in 
the late 15th century a new limited-duration contract 
came to be popular, masoveria or tenant farming, which 
was aimed at speculation, since after four or five years the 
conditions changed.

Most of the farming estates of the 16th century were 
actually an assembly of around four homes that were al-
ready dilapidated and dated from prior to the 14th centu-
ry. Only the lands were used, even though many of the 
lords and even the Church had the rights over these emp-
ty houses with the hopes of getting them back some day.6

The assets were administered through different kinds 
of contracts:

1) Emphyteusis was the option used in the 14th century 
by those lords who wanted to continue earning income 
from lands or empty houses. However, the conditions 
were quite varied depending on the economic status of 
the owner of the lands and estates.  Very few offered ad-
vantageous conditions in the years immediately following 
the epidemic, and it was not until the 15th century that 
they became aware that the situation was irreversible. 
Therefore, things mostly worsened after they witnessed 
the drastic reduction in their income. They sought to off-
set these losses by making the application of mals usos or 
“bad customs” compulsory, and they even imposed els 
cinc and the remença (a redemption payment paid by 
serfs) to the same population.7 This deterioration in con-
ditions led the peasants to react in a bid to lower or re-
deem these taxes. They discussed this matter with the 
monarchy, but they did not achieve their aims and, in 
consequence, two successive civil wars were fought at the 
end of the 15th century.

2) One variation in the same contract offered advanta-
geous conditions, but only for a limited time: a ten-year 
period for the maintenance or recovery of the farming es-
tate was rather widespread. After this period, things went 
back to the way they were before or “bad customs”, sei-

gniorial rights and the recognition of the remença were 
applied depending on the lords’ reactions in view of their 
economic capacities.8 Even though the contract was em-
phyteutic, oftentimes, after the good times had passed the 
peasants returned the farm to the owner objecting at their 
inability to fulfil the new conditions.

3) Finally, there was the masoveria contract, which was 
a sharecropping contract for a limited period of time, be-
tween four and five years. Seeds and tools were contrib-
uted, and the profits were split in half by the tenant farm-
ers and the owners.9 Rabassa morta was a kind of contract 
in which grapevines or other non-irrigated shrubs were 
planted; this kind of contract lasted as long as two-thirds 
of the plantings remained alive. Therefore, it was more 
long term, although the harvests were split in half with the 
owner.

The accumulation of lands or farming estates was a 
new way of organising farm labour: either there was a re-
turn to the extended family or the farms were sublet with 
tenant farming contracts under the conditions discussed 
above.

The extended family tended to live together for years 
until the marriage of one of the sons who had worked for 
the family home enough to deserve lands, livestock to 
farm the land, smaller livestock and the tools needed for 
the new estate. This process was called “fer la messió”. The 
new farming estate tended to be one of the dilapidated 
homes – uninhabited and in ruins – which the family had 
purchased or which, if they owned it themselves, had 
been left empty and was now brought back to life. In ei-
ther case, the family estate split off part of its extensive 
assets.10

If what had been purchased was lands, then the owners 
sorted the best lands for farming, those to be left fallow 
and those meant for livestock, an activity which surged 
considerably and served as one of the ways out of the cri-
sis in certain areas within Catalonia. But not everyone 
amassed land, and the end result was a great deal of ine-
quality within rural society.

Indebtedness in the rural world was omnipresent 
throughout all those years and centuries of the old re-
gime, and in the 16th century there were two very specific 
causes. One was the shift from draught animals to farm 
animals, particularly from the ox to the mule. Gabriel Ra-
mon reflects on this: “A change that despite the mule’s 
possibilities and advantages compared to the ox, was not 
affordable for all peasants; the fact that it was a sterile ani-
mal and that to secure a mule one had to have mares and 
donkeys raised the price of these animals, and this meant 
that purchasing one led many peasant families to become 
indebted.”11 The other cause of debt was the Arbitral Sen-
tence of Guadalupe of 1486, which rescued the serfs to re-
store to them full freedom of movement and safeguarded 
them from the five “bad customs”, in the case of peasants 
who had been affiliated with the land, in exchange for an 
immediate cash payment. This sentence benefitted the 
wealthy, who had this surplus, but the censal led to the 
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indebtedness of a very large part of the rural population 
because payment of the redemption fee lasted over many 
years, as the censal implied periodic payment of interest 
and allowed the payment of the debt to be delayed.12 
These peasants thus acquired a kind of endemic debt.

The masia farmhouse building

We know that the masia was a building that took shape 
over the centuries, always adapting to the needs of its in-
habitants, including economic conditions, family re-
quirements and the need for protection. For this reason, 
even though common rooms developed similarly all over 
Catalonia, other more local, unique parts of the house 
were built for economic, geographic and historical rea-
sons. Thus, unique features were added in each stage, 
such as towers, wine cellars and stables.

By the 16th century, the masia had become the struc-
ture that was to culminate this process. Likewise, unique 
elements from that historical period were added to the 
building, such as defence towers, in both inland Catalonia 
because of the banditry there and on the coast to defend 
against corsairs, although these defence towers became 
even more visible after the 17th century. Following this 
same approach, the 16th-century masia consolidated the 
addition of rooms used to produce goods meant for trade, 
such as wine cellars in the Bages region, livestock pens in 

the Empordà and livestock stables in grazing lands such 
as Collsacabra. This came in response to the need to fit 
means of production into the home which were sources 
of money aimed at emerging from the crisis of feudalism.

The evolution of the building13 started with a rectangu-
lar body with thick walls and a tile roof, features of the 
Romanesque, which was comprised of a kitchen and pens 
in the 11th century, and it was gradually enlarged to in-
clude the oven and stable, all on the same level, by the late 
12th century. In the 13th century the masia underwent 
significant changes, such as a more vertical construction 
and the addition of a large area meant for the kitchen as a 
multipurpose room, and thus the house came to have two 
main bodies. This change was possible thanks to the avail-
ability of two materials, lime and tile, which allowed light-
er-weight constructions to be built, more in keeping with 
the Gothic. This pattern was gradually improved and 
adapted such that between the late 14th and the 15th cen-
turies, the two processes were merged and the building 
became two bodies and two storeys. The 16th-century 
masia was meant to be used as a family home divided into 
three main bodies.

This distribution was attained by adding a parallel 
body to the new buildings in the central part of the 15th-
century two-bodied, two storey building. Until the for-
mation of the farming estate/farmhouse building in the 
15th century, each room that was added had a purpose 
and reflected the architectural style of the time, using the 

Figure 1. Reconstruction of the evolutionary stages in the farming estate (mas) and farmhouse (masia).

11th cent.

14th cent.

12th-13th cent.

15th cent.
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corresponding technology. In Catalonia, the Gothic last-
ed until the 16th century, but the mindset of the Renais-
sance, with the importance of the individual and there-
fore each person’s tasks, had been assimilated into the 
15th century building, in which each act in life had its 
own space, even if it was not solely used for that activity. 
Therefore, according to some authors, this addition of an 
entire body on the central part was a response to the vic-
tory of the Arbitral Sentence of Guadalupe for owners 
who were wealthy yet still serfs. It is possible to accept this 
explanation for the few buildings that were constructed 
during those years, but the reality is that the emblematic 
space that was added to this new building was the par-
lour, which was included in all farmhouses, both new and 
already built, throughout the 16th century, especially in 
the latter years. Therefore, the motivation is more likely 
the economic upswing. The parlour, which became em-
blematic for any family, signalled the addition of a noble 
room that dated from the 11th century. It was more sym-
bolic than useful; it was where any family displayed its af-
fluence or most valuable possessions, such as portraits, 
small chapels devoted to saints or large tables crafted of 
wood from the trees on the land. In the buildings that al-
ready existed, the most visible place was always the par-
lour.

In new buildings, the parlour became the most pro-
minent room after the main entrance. The large entrance 
occupied the ground floor and the granary the upper sto-

rey. From then on, the granary was established as a place 
to store the wheat in the most ventilated place in the 
house.

17th century: Historical and demographic 
evolution, crops and indebtedness

The 17th century in Catalonia stands out for being years 
of upheaval, with constant clashes, some of them political 
(loss of power to Spain) and others outright wars (Guerra 
dels Segadors or Catalan Revolt), which affected both the 
economy and the people. The economy was midway be-
tween the labour system of the old regime and the system 
that began and developed in the 18th century. This situa-
tion brought poverty and a lack of income more than 
prosperity, and the most prominent and immediate out-
come was the development of banditry. As Antoni Fer-
rando insightfully notes,14 in that century the factional 
skirmishes of the feudal period with the participation of 
petty feudal lords ceased, and instead the faction mem-
bers became bandits who attacked farmhouses and travel-
lers who stole whatever they could and distorted reality 
through kidnappings. Likewise, the coasts of the Mediter-
ranean were also exposed to the attacks of the corsairs. 
They had already existed in the Middle Ages, but the 
problem was aggravated during this century by the ad-
vent of the Ottoman Empire.15

Figure 2. Plan of the first floor of Masia del Dot (St Martí Sescorts, Osona), which highlights the sala (living room), a symbolic and impor-
tant space of the Catalan masia (farmhouse), standard in the 18th century, with attachments to the traditional 16th century masia.
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Demographically and population-wise, the 17th cen-
tury can be regarded as falling fully within the demo-
graphic model of an old-regime society. A society within 
this system was ever-fluctuating and highly dependent 
upon the climate: adverse weather conditions damaged 
harvests and led to shortages and difficulties accessing 
minimum foodstuffs. This health weakness wrought hav-
oc in the recurring plagues (Bubonic Plague in 1650 and 
1654). This is the scenario that can be described for a pop-
ulation that suffered from heavy infant mortality at both 
birth and weaning, and where it was very difficult for all 
newborns to reach adulthood. At the same time, female 
deaths from childbirth were also all too frequent, so cou-
ples in their second and even third marriage were quite 
common.

This population was extremely mobile with the contin-
ued arrival of French immigrants from the late 15th cen-
tury coupled with movement within the same region. As 
noted above, the figure of the heir meant that the other 
siblings had to seek alternatives, especially by renting 
themselves out as farm hands or servants in the large 
farming estates. They also could work as day labourers or 
create their own farming family through tenant farming. 
This was a migratory wave16 that did not wane but instead 
intensified in the subsequent centuries which served as an 
alternative to or support for the extended family labour 
model.

Another quite prominent factor was the insecurity of 
the population because of internal problems such as ban-
ditry, the clash with Spain and forced involvement in the 
European wars. The Spanish monarchy’s clash with the 
Ottoman Empire led to the advent of corsairs, who 
brought a great deal of insecurity to commercial sailing. 
Llorenç Ferrer believes that “until 1640 the slow growth 
continued and the rate was situated at 76.6 in 1630-1639, 
and later dropped during the two decades of the Catalan 
Revolt (1640 and 1652) (rate of 65.6 in 1651-1659). After 
1670, a slow recovery got underway which continued 
throughout the 18th century.17

As mentioned above, human labour was the key factor 
in the increase in agricultural production. Incomes were 
low and irregular due to the effects of external factors like 
pests and variable weather.

The evolution in production in those two centuries was 
marked by fluctuations in the harvests. As seen for the 
16th century, in the 17th, too, we can notice a rise in pro-
duction, with bountiful harvests during the core years 
and a drop between 1580 and 1640. Jaume Dantí,18 spe-
cialist in agrarian history, believes that in the 17th century 
Catalonia devoted part of its output to specific crops 
meant for the market. We could say that the trend that 
began in the late 15th century and started to be im-
plemented in the 16th century, which was a factor in 
emerging from the crisis in the regions where it was ap-
plied, continued into the 17th century but with other 
crops. Thus, even though it was present on Catalan lands, 
the olive tree, which did not suffice as an intensive crop in 

the Middle Ages, started to become more popular in the 
late 17th century. The other intensive crop was grape-
vines, which became quite common all over Catalonia af-
ter the 11th century, especially in the Maresme region. 
Several authors who have studied this region believe that 
the impetus brought by the cultivation of grapes started in 
the 17th century.19 In contrast, in the Penedès, Tarrago-
nès and Anoia, grapevines only accounted for 15% to 20% 
of crops in that century.20 After mid-century, exports of 
liquor became a very active trade and laid the ground-
work for what it would become in the 18th century.21 An-
other specialisation was livestock in regions like the Em-
pordà.22

Even though Charles III did not issue the free-trade de-
cree with the American colonies in Barcelona and Els Al-
facs until 1778, Catalan products were already being trad-
ed long before through groups of Catalan merchants 
living in Seville and Cadiz.

The new and quite noteworthy indebtedness in the 
17th and 18th centuries was due to the new mentality 
brought about by the Baroque, which was characterised 
by the outward expression of feelings and, more particu-
larly, religiosity. This phenomenon was so important 
that the monetary contributions to hold a variety of 
masses (such as the trentenary and others), Church ben-
efits to maintain a chaplain and other fervent expres-
sions reached extremes that even led to debt. Some chil-
dren were even left without an inheritance and saddled 
with debt, although the Church itself often waived this 
obligation when the children were left with no resources 
for living.

Gabriel Ramon believes that after the 1640 Catalan Re-
volt, the number of lawsuits over taxation and debt in-
creased, “particularly in the period 1653-1658, when they 
tripled compared to the previous period, with a greater 
prominence in the regions that had suffered the most 
from the war, such as Segrià, Baix Camp, Garrigues, 
Urgell, Segarra and Anoia”.23

Unique constructions in the 17th century

The regional differences, such as the institution of live-
stock pens in the Empordà owing to the intensification of 
livestock husbandry, were sparked by the economy. Let us 
consider a livestock pen, which originated in the Middle 
Ages as a place to keep animals, primarily sheep and even 
the shepherd. New constructions meant for homes were 
added to this building, such that it gradually became a 
farmhouse (after the 16th century).24 Therefore, what is 
worth noting is how animal husbandry prefigured a con-
struction form of the local farmhouse in the Empordà. In 
the inventories of subsequent farming estates in the 17th 
century, this construction was sometimes reported as an 
entrance hall because of the similarity of the construction. 
Even now, there are old farming estates with a unique 
constructive form, with open spaces and a perimeter that 

Catalan historical review_9.indb   76 08/06/2016   12:37:29



Catalan farmhouses and farming families in Catalonia between the 16th and early 20th centuries  Cat. Hist. Rev. 9, 2016   77

is usually made of large arcades through which the ani-
mals could be shuttled.25 The existence of livestock pens 
along the entire coast of the Alt Empordà is confirmed by 
a map in the Biblioteca Nacional de Madrid dating from 
the late 17th or early 18th century. Virtually the same live-
stock pens, but under different names, appear in the 1877 
Nomenclàtor (Gazetteer), the first one drawn up in our 
country.26

Defensive constructions were unique features that 
were the hallmark of the constructive form of those years 
owing to insecurity. Defensive features were added to 
farmhouses. In the inland regions of the country, we can 
find farmhouses with towers, machicolation and turrets 
on the corners.27 Many of these constructions had fore-
runners back in the Middle Ages.

Further back from the coastline, the farmhouses were 
equally exposed to corsair attacks, such as in the comarca 
of Baix Camp, which is an example of the fortification of 
farmhouses because the population was highly dispersed 
and thus choose this kind of defence. For this reason, de-
fence towers were built in these farmhouses that tended to 
stand separate from the house because they were usually 

built during different periods. The towers from these cen-
turies tended to be square in shape and large enough to 
have inhabitable rooms inside them. According to a fasci-
nating study of the topic by Olga Martín and Ernest Gal-
lart, in which they classify the different lookout and de-
fence systems, one of the defence systems is fortified 
farmhouses which have their own alarm network, provide 
defence and offer a place where refuge can be taken in-
side.28 One example is the Torre Bagura farmhouse in 
Torroella de Montgrí (Empordà).

The construction of street houses spread in towns in 
response to the internal immigration between mountain 
comarques by the non-heir children of farmhouses who 
went seeking work in the plains, near rivers. This is how a 
group of salaried workers in the secondary sector coa-
lesced around the artisan labour that later gave way to in-
dustrial jobs. They created their home in a largely orderly 
way. Built next to each other, the houses all had the same 
physiognomy: the building on the front part with a plot of 
land behind it for a vegetable garden. The plots of land 
were granted in emphyteusis by one of the local lords, to 
whom the residents had to pay censos. These houses tend-

Figure 3. Torre Bagura farmhouse (Torroella de Montgrí, photograph by J. Serra), where the tower was built in the second half of the 16th 
century. In the photograph, note the farmhouse with three bodies, three storeys, voussoir door and carved window. This is a prototypical 
farmhouse from the late 16th century.
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ed to have one body measuring 86.5 × 39.5 metres, 62 × 10 
metres or 55 × 10 metres. They usually had a ground floor 
and one upper storey.29

18th century: Historical evolution, 
demographic and agricultural growth 
and social diversity

The 18th century was decisive for Catalonia. At the begin-
ning of the century, the death of King Charles II without 
any offspring triggered tensions regarding his succession 
that affected not only Spain but also all of Europe, which 
became enmeshed in a power struggle. Catalonia played 
its part in history when it participated in these disputes 
and ended up on the losing side, leading to a loss of its 
political freedoms.

However, this century also witnessed strong economic 
and demographic growth, especially in the second half, 
which translated into major construction. Following the 
process started years earlier, the opening of the economy 
led to new needs which gave rise to new trades.

The 18th century began with economic and demo-
graphic stagnation that lasted and even intensified with 
the War of the Spanish Succession. Llorenç Ferrer tracks 
the stagnation caused by the war and its aftereffects until 
1720, followed by moderate growth until 1750 (an overall 
gain of around 20%), which was when the major expan-
sion of the century got underway, with just a few brief hia-
tuses in the decade from 1760 to 1770. After that, it once 
again picked up pace, particularly between 1790 and 1799 
(gains of 21-23% in one decade). However, the demo-
graphic expansion became truly spectacular in the second 
half of the 18th century.

This population surplus migrated to the nuclei where 
they were given plots of land to build houses and streets. 
Many local publications explain this situation, which is 
also clearly captured in the lintels of many of the houses. 
The lords who owned these lands made them available 
through the most common kind of contract in the rural 
world, emphyteusis.  In this way, the current physiogno-
my of Catalonia began to be forged, with a disperse popu-
lation concentrated in villages.

Even though Catalonia lost many of its institutions af-
ter the War of the Spanish Succession, it did retain Cata-
lan civil law, so it was able to apply its own legal and con-
tractual systems such as emphyteusis and rabassa morta 
for vineyards, which permitted non-heir children of 
farmers who were excluded from inheriting property to 
nonetheless access land. Cultivation intensified particu-
larly because of the expansion of the lands into patches 
and wooded areas. Varied crops were also common de-
pending on the zone. We can note a major presence of 
grains, carob and hazelnuts inland and vineyards on the 
coasts and in Bages.

Olive trees were important in the comarques of Urgell, 
Segarra, Noguera and especially Garrigues, where they 

became a specialisation. After the second half of the 18th 
century, grapevines spread to inland Catalonia, namely 
Penedès and Bages, two comarques which had already ex-
perienced intensive grapevine cultivation during the 
Middle Ages.30 Priorat and the valleys of Segre and 
Noguera also started to cultivate the grape.31

The external liquor trade distributed this product in 
northern and central Europe,32 and the coastal nuclei be-
gan to experience one of their peak periods. Sailing ves-
sels of all kinds constantly arrived on the beaches. For ex-
ample, in Vilanova i la Geltrú in around the mid-18th 
century, the annual movement was higher than 1,000 
boats, leading Vilanova to receive the nickname of Little 
Havana. In Lloret, the boats headed to Santiago de Cuba, 
Havana, Montevideo or Buenos Aires loaded with wine, 
oil, textiles, salt, flour and other goods, and they returned 
to Catalonia laden with cotton, fine wood, leather, sugar, 
tobacco, coffee and rum.

After trade with America was liberalised in 1778, it 
grew and became the alternative to trade with the north, 
which was waning by the end of the century. Trade with 
the Americas became extremely important: it channelled 
much of the wine production aimed at exports and re-
turned with the cotton that the local industry needed.33

We can distinguish between three different groups. 
The first one was the large landowners or estate owners 
who had acquired major properties thanks to inheritanc-
es and marriage pacts. Some of them did not participate 
in the productive process and lived off of their income. 
They often spent periods of time in these villages which 
had just been built, or in small cities engaging in social 
relations. Their land assets were rented out to tenant 
farmers or sharecroppers or in emphyteusis. However, 
other landowners participated directly in the productive 
process. In addition to using tenant farmers, emphyteu-
sis, etc., the basis of their labour was also farm hands and 
day labourers.

Secondly were the farmers with access to land through 
indefinite contracts via emphyteusis.  They also had ac-
cess to this land for a limited time through sharecropping 
and tenant farming, and the new development was the ra-
bassa morta contract to cultivate grapevines. The contrac-
tual conditions led to clashes between the owners and the 
rabassa morta farmers late in the century which lasted 
until the 1930s.34  

The third group consisted of day labourers and farm 
hands, the outcome of the demographic growth. The farm 
hands were the sons of farmers who did not have large 
enough holdings to employ all of their sons. They lived in 
the same house as the owner and worked every day of the 
year. Even though they received a salary, most of it was 
spent on their own upkeep. Servant girls were hired out 
for housework, although at certain periods during the 
year they might also help with the field work.

In contrast, the day labourers only worked on specific 
jobs as a complement to their work at home. Either they 
lived in the family home while they were young, or they 
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were the ones who founded or enlarged the new popula-
tion nuclei mentioned above. They did not earn enough 
to live off of farm work, and therefore they also worked in 
pre-industrial jobs like textiles, shoemaking, construc-
tion, blacksmithing and shop-keeping.

These groups went into debt in order to secure land, a 
house or the means of production such as beasts of bur-
den and tools. Despite this economic improvement, in-
debtedness became endemic among the peasantry, who 
managed to survive but never amassed wealth or im-
proved their standard of living. The plots of land were in-
sufficient, plus they had to pay the censos, and the entry 
payment for emphyteusis was usually covered with a loan.

The constructions

The masia of the 18th century showed new architectural 
features, both when the landowners lived off of incomes 
and when they participated directly in production. In 
farmhouses where the inhabitants worked directly in 
production, the layout of the interior spaces underwent 
several shifts which reflected the economic and social 
changes described above. Thus, we can see an internal 
division of the rooms, with small quarters for the female 
house servants and others for the farm hands. These di-
visions were often made of perishable materials like par-
titions made of burlap or wooden walls when the rooms 
were on the first storey. It was also common to refurbish 
one side of the attic on the third floor, next to the gra-
nary.

The other change shown in the inventories is the con-
struction of new granaries in the regions where grain was 
cultivated, and new wine cellars wherever the cultivation 
of grapevines was expanding.

These changes took place within the building itself, 
which, as explained above, had already reached the peak 
of the process of defining its spaces in the 16th-century 
masia. The subsequent building innovations were addi-
tions that did not alter the original layout: the most fre-
quent additions were in the front or on the side of the 
original body. They began to be built in the 17th century, 
but just barely since the effects of the demographic and 
economic growth did not truly became noticeable until 
the 18th century. This is revealed through sumptuous 
new developments found inside the farmhouses, especial-
ly those of the large landowners. Most of these additions 
consisted of large arcades which were sometimes even 
echoed on two storeys.

The interior spaces of the farmhouses of the landown-
ers who lived off the income of their lands did not under-
go such major changes, but they could have the same ad-
ditions with large arcades, galleries, etc. This was the most 
visible part, while in the corresponding interior spaces, 
the owner’s office and the couple’s bedroom were added, 
the latter with an antechamber furnished to receive 
guests, all aiming to show this new economic level that 
they had attained.35

Naturally, during the Baroque period this sumptuous-
ness was also expressed through religiosity. Private chap-
els were built in each of these large farmhouses as a dis-
play of opulence. In a private document from Can 

Figure 4. Photograph of 
Mas Sala (Rupit, Osona). 
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Plantada (L’Ametlla del Vallès, 1798), Josep Plantada says 
that his house was located more than 45 minutes from the 
parish church in L’Ametlla:

[…] what happens on many holidays, primarily in the 
winter, because of rains or poor weather, is that the 
people in the house cannot attend the church to hear 
the holy sacrifice of mass and thus the petitioner, his 
consort and his children are deprived of this consola-
tion, even though they have the comfort of riding there 
in horseback. In addition, the petitioner has an elder 
son named Antonio who is suffering from the gout, 
which renders him unable to move from the house 
when it afflicts him, which happens all too often. And 
this is aggravated by the fact that the petitioner’s 
daughter has such a delicate and weak constitution that 
she can barely stand because of her extreme weakness 
and natural defect.

On the other hand, the petitioner’s house is famous-
ly opulent and outfitted with everything, and conse-
quently it is exposed to being robbed at the most unex-
pected time and at the time the family has spent at the 
church to attend mass, as it is mostly isolated and has 
no neighbours, so sometimes a just servant boy or girl 
is left there alone.

For these reasons, he requested permission to build a 
public chapel, and records show that it opened in 1832.

Demographic, social and economic 
evolution from the 19th century until  
the early 20th century

The early years of the 19th century were characterised by 
widespread crises in the guise of famine and epidemics 
which affected the most disadvantaged. However, the 
course of the century witnessed major political upheaval 
in the Napoleonic invasion in 1808, which profoundly af-
fected both society and the economy. Expropriations of 
assets owned by the Church got underway during the Lib-
eral Triennium (1820-1823) as a way to redistribute 
wealth, and these expropriations were expanded in 1836 
by Mendizábal, although they primarily affected the large 
urban and rural property owners. The Triennium also in-
stated a tax reform with the imposition of a fixed amount 
payable in cash at a time of major recession in agricultural 
prices, which sparked discontent in both the Church and 
the peasants. This situation, along with the artisans’ fears 
of industrialisation, were the causes behind the three Car-
list Wars.

During Espartero’s first government in 1840, the free 
trade laws clearly harmed the incipient textile industry in 
Catalonia with the entry of English textiles. During his 
second mandate in 1849, the disentailments were reinstat-
ed; this time it also affected municipal lands, which were 
put up for sale and bought up by the bourgeoisie. In 1866, 

there was a serious financial and political crisis which led 
to the downfall of the monarchy. Two years later the crisis 
continued, now one of subsistence, dovetailing with the 
outbreak of the Cuban War of Independence. All of these 
factors heralded the end of the moderate regime and the 
exile of Isabel II. In 1871, the crown was offered to Ama-
deus, Count of Savoy, although that did not halt the third 
Carlist War (1872-1876), during which Amadeus abdicat-
ed in 1873. Spain became a republic for the first time, but it 
was unable to stop the internal divisions and uprisings in 
different regions, which degenerated into a veritable civil 
war until, after several heads of state, the Bourbon monar-
chy was restored under Alphonse XII in December 1874. 
In January 1875, the king disembarked in Barcelona with 
the support of the Catalan bourgeoisie, which chose unity 
of action with the Castilian oligarchy and appealed for the 
intervention of the Spanish army when faced with pres-
sure from the working class.

The century ended in crisis and instability. The war in 
Cuba and the Philippines magnified the crisis that had be-
gun in 1892 with the phylloxera plague, which ruined 
many vineyards in Catalonia. Industrial prosperity 
sparked internal population displacements. Cuba was af-
fected by the economic crises in 1857 and 1866, which 
brought financial ruin to many estate owners. The Ten 
Years’ War (1868-1878) was the first Cuban war of inde-
pendence. After 1898, the date when the Spanish Empire 
lost the last of its American colonies, Cuba and Puerto 
Rico, the emigrants to the New World began to return to 
Spain given the instability of the situation in the Americas.

The demographic growth of the 18th century slowed 
down precisely at the turn of the next century, when the 
birth rate stagnated, albeit with major dips and peaks re-
lated to the Peninsular War and the Carlist War (the birth 
rate dropped to 1790 levels), but it rallied again until 
1850-1859, when it reached 229. In reality, the curve hints 
at a serious demographic crisis in the first half of the 19th 
century, which witnessed only modest growth.36

During the 19th century and until the mid-20th centu-
ry, the complex structure of the farming family remained 
largely intact. Migratory movements were more tempo-
rary than permanent and did little to change the family 
structure. The industrialisation process in Catalonia 
tended to attract rural dwellers, but it was still a weak phe-
nomenon.

The agricultural situation was not exactly good: many 
small sharecroppers were ruined and day labourers be-
came more prominent. The expected agricultural reforms 
which might have stemmed from the disentailments nev-
er achieved their goals. The farming class’ fear of new de-
velopments in both politics and technological advances 
characterised the century, which left the sector playing an 
increasingly secondary role. Much of its labour shifted to 
the industrial sector, sometimes through emigration to 
cities and other times by promoting local industry.

European historiography claims that in the 19th cen-
tury, families that had inherited large assets were ruined 
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because of the drop in agricultural prices and the rise in 
industrial salaries.37

Those Catalans who had set sail for the Americas in the 
19th century to do business were known as Indians or 
Americanos. They had often amassed considerable wealth, 
returned to Catalonia and built houses and palaces to 
show off their new economic status. With the years of 
trade relations and their return, the Indians contributed 
to spurring the Catalan economy in the 19th century and 
the early decades of the 20th century. They invested in the 
land and in the modernisation of the country. Agricul-
ture, trade, industry and infrastructures all benefitted 
from their outlays.

The land that was not farmed with the best techniques 
or crop alternatives became impoverished. Potatoes ten-
tatively started to be cultivated. When crop rotation be-
gan to be practiced, it started with legumes, fava beans, 
potatoes and perhaps French grass; the second year spelt 
and wheat were grown; the third year corn and barley; 
and to complete the rotation, turnips or wheat were culti-
vated.

But the product par excellence in terms of both pro-
duction and exports was still wine. Francesc Valls, who 
has studied all of these phases, believes that the difficulties 
in European trade caused by the wars against Napoleon 
ended up closing the northern European markets to Cata-
lan liquors. This situation changed its destination and 
paved the way for trade with the Americas. After 1820, 
wine exports to the Americas served as a decisive impetus 
for Catalan textile manufacturing with the return of the 
ships that traded in wine and American cotton.38 Catalan 
wines were in heavy demand because of the decline in 
French production owing to the phylloxera plague that 
besieged this country between 1845 and 1885. However, 
prosperity turned to ruin when the plague attacked Cata-
lonia’s vines in 1878. It is calculated that 385,000 hectares 
of grapevines were lost in 1895, a loss that prompted a 
population flight from some comarques, such as Priorat.

The disentailments meant the shift of lands owned by 
the Church, the nobility and the municipalities into the 
hands of the commercial and industrial bourgeoisie. The 
peasants affected by these processes were harmed, since 
the new owners increased the taxes in order to boost or 
maintain their incomes. The large landowners who had 
accumulated many assets by a variety of means entered 
into a cycle of debt that led to the sale of small plots of 
land from the family holdings.39 At first, the labourers 
were the beneficiaries of these sales, but the plots were not 
large enough to sustain a family at a time of declining ag-
ricultural prices and in light of the tax reform, which stip-
ulated fixed amounts payable in cash instead of the 
Church tithes in kind or in proportion to the harvest.

The Indians, as mentioned above, not only brought a 
heavy impetus to industry, both textiles and the produc-
tion and trade in wine and construction, but also prompt-
ed changes in the territory, sometimes by installing infra-
structures and other times by modernising wine 

production. Some studies of specific cases bear witness to 
this presence, such as in Calafell or Llançà. While in Lla-
nçà the world of wine and its trade were promoted, in Ca-
lafell the presence of Indians, primarily during the period 
spanning from the late 18th to late 19th century, meant a 
concentration of land purchased by them as a way to in-
vest the money they had earned in the Americas. One of 
the most prominent families in Calafell from this period 
was the Samà family, who had important businesses in 
Cuba and the Philippines. They purchased all the low-
lands in Calafell, which they used to cultivate vegetables 
and grapevines. In 1868, they erected a building to be 
used as a distillery to craft liquor. There was yet another 
wave of repatriated capital with the second Spanish-Cu-
ban war.

Ricard Garcia-Orallo has studied indebtedness during 
this period and believes that the reasons the large farming 
landowners became indebted, especially in the second 
half of the century, were not too different from the rea-
sons in previous periods: land purchases, home construc-
tions, improvements in farms and family obligations such 
as paying statutory portions and dowries. He also believes 
that they invested in non-agricultural activities in order 
to diversify their investments, as happened in the rest of 
Europe. These changes were primarily caused by the de-
cline in land income, as mentioned above.40

The dire crisis caused by phylloxera ushered in a period 
of conflicts between the landowners and cultivators 
around contracts, especially around the rabassa morta 
contracts in viticulture. After a period of calm, the con-
flicts re-emerged towards the beginning of the 1920s and 
culminated during the years of the republican Generalitat 
in the 1930s.41  

The new farmhouses

We cannot say that there are Indian- or Moderniste-style 
farmhouses, since these styles were more focused on dec-
oration than on architecture. Even though new farm-
houses were built or old ones were adapted, the Indians 
kept the same architectural conception of the masia 
which has been described thus far. It is said of the Indians 
that upon their return they wanted to change the physiog-
nomy of the villages of Catalonia, and indeed they did. 
They spearheaded the urban development of the towns, 
and even though they did not bring a new artistic style 
they did have a particular form when they attempted to 
reproduce the landscape of the Antilles, to the extent pos-
sible, by introducing flower and vegetable gardens and 
arcades to the cities.42

One example of a masia built by an Indian is the one 
that the Samà family built in Calafell, La Sínia, which is 
typically Indian in style. It is comprised of two storeys 
with a noble room. Just like any other masia, the ground 
floor was the production area, and there was a complete 
wine cellar with everything needed to distil liquor, as well 
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as animal pens. A farmhouse with a similar layout is the 
one known as Cal Bolavà built by Antoni López, the Mar-
quis of Comillas, another Indian.43

Another masia in the Indian style is the one known as 
Mas Miró in Mont-roig del Camp (Baix Camp). This 
house used to be known as Mas d’en Ferratges because it 
was owned by Antoni Ferratges, the Marquis of Mont-
roig. It is believed to have been built between the 18th and 
19th centuries.

Another phenomenon from the late 19th and early 
20th centuries was the construction of farmhouses or 
sharecropper homes following the techniques of that pe-
riod meant for the new inhabitants, the outcome of the 
division of large properties, as outlined in the section on 
the economy and debt.44 As discussed by the local history, 
this phenomenon can be found in different areas around 
Catalonia, such as Baix Empordà, La Selva and Alt 
Penedès. The result has already been analysed above.

So what kind of homes were built on sharecropping 
farms? As the authors outline in the studies on Gelida, 
Torroella de Montgrí and Maçanet de la Selva, the homes 
retained the layout of the earlier sharecropper homes: 
simpler constructions, often with just two bodies, with a 
kitchen and dining room or entrance on the lower floor 
and maybe a stable inside the building as livestock pens 
or wine cellars in the winemaking regions in the rear, 
built perpendicular to the entrance. The bedrooms were 
on the first storey, or the houses had a square layout with 
three bodies on one floor, such as the ones in Maçanet. 
All the authors believe that the prime difference com-
pared to the older ones is the materials used: stone and 
lime.

In the beginning of the 20th century, at the same time 
that new farmhouses were being built using patterns sim-
ilar to the preceding centuries, although they were sim-
pler because of their use, some were also being rebuilt or 
embellished following the architectural model of the pe-
riod, Modernisme. However, in these houses only com-
plements in the Modernista style were added to the origi-
nal building dating from centuries earlier, such as the 
Modernista farmhouses in the region of Reus or Els Pal-
laresos, including Casa Bofarull.

Of everything we have outlined, it is clear that despite 
these stylistic variations the standard layout of three bod-
ies and three storeys remained intact, with an internal lay-
out of spaces that was similar throughout the entire land 
and the same in each chronological period. This serves to 
confirm the thesis that the masia is a building meant to be 
used as a family home which gradually took shape as new 
room was needed following the constructive form of each 
period. Likewise, in line with this same thesis, each geo-
graphic zone had its own unique particularities to adapt it 
to the local economy.

Depending to the construction system, the farmhouses 
borrowed what was used for major constructions. We do 
not know who made these kinds of constructions in the 
Middle Ages, but a painstaking analysis allows us to note 

how the technique was the same as the churches being 
built during that period. Therefore, in the 11th century 
they were built in the Romanesque style, in the 13th to 
14th centuries in the Gothic style, in the 16th century in 
the Renaissance style, and in the 18th century in the late 
Baroque style. Likewise, we have seen how they borrowed 
details from the Indian style, bearing in mind that this is 
not a unique, distinct style of its own, as well as details 
from Modernisme, and that 20th-century techniques 
were used for new constructions.
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