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The Key Part of the Kingdom



thMore than 700 years separate Roman Girona (Parva Gerunda) from the 16  

century city. During this time, Girona was subjected to and objected to changes 

and continuities, and it went through several centuries that have greatly shaped 

its current appearance and image. A border city, both to the north and the south, 

an enclave of ecclesiastic organisation, nobility and royalty, an economic hub, a 

home of culture..., medieval Girona shows us its identity as the key part of the 

kingdom in multiple ways.

A STRATEGIC ENCLAVE

The city's inclusion within the Frankish Empire in 785 created a direct link between the 
city and the European centres of power. This determining factor in Girona's history, 
shared with the rest of Old Catalonia, represented the confirmation of its status as a key 
part of the kingdom, a strategic site set within a border that looked south until the end 
of the 12th century. Later, however, danger came from the north, such as in 1285, or 
from elsewhere, such as in 1462, against the backdrop of a civil war.

THE SHAPE OF THE CITY

The middle centuries of the Middle Ages saw the resurgence of the city. The influx of the 
rural population to Girona, attracted by the city's trades and commerce, meant that the 
city had to spread far beyond the boundaries set by the ancient walls. The city grew 
along the main access routes into the city, around the market and within the protection 
of churches and monasteries, until completely new hamlets and neighbourhoods were 

th thbuilt. As a result, between the 12  and 14  centuries, the urban area covered by Girona 
grew to four times its original size.

ENLARGEMENT OF THE FRESCO IN 
SANT VICENÇ DE CARDONA

First known landscape of Girona in which an 
incident from the siege of 1285 is represented 
according to the story by Bernat Desclot: the 
city's defenders (1) leave by the Omnaris gate 
(2) and they attack a platoon of French cavalry 
(3). We can see the space in the city where the 
events unfolded (at present it is the area of 
'Quatre Cantons' and the arches of la Rambla or 
'voltes d'en Rosés') (4), as well as the heraldry of 
the fighters: the thistle of Ramón Folch of 
Cardona, Head of military defence (5), and the 
fleurs-de-lis of the King of France (6).
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THE SHAPE OF THE CITY
th9  C. Around the year 800, the Carolingian city underwent its 

first expansion. The Força Vella became just another 
neighbourhood, alongside the hamlets of Sant Feliu, Sant Pere 
and Santa Eulàlia and the neighbourhoods of L’Areny, Cap de 
l’Areny, Vilanova, El Mercadal, Fontanilles and Cuguçac. 

th12  C. Girona around 1160. The hamlet of Sant Feliu was well-
established, while Sant Pere de Galligants had begun to grow. 
The row of houses along the ancient Via Augusta and the 
L’Areny marketplace began to emerge. The vegetable plantations 
began to spread along the banks of the Rivers Ter and Guëll. 

th
13  C. Girona before 1250. The new neighbourhoods of L’Areny, 
Cap de l’Areny, Vilanova and Puig de Vilanova had become the 
main commercial centre and bourgeois area, just as the urban 
development of El Mercadal began to spring up around the 
Church of Santa Susanna, the mills and the new Franciscan 
convent. 

th
14  C. Girona around 1350. The city reached its full size. 
Convents appeared of Dominicans, Franciscans, Carmelites and 
the Orders of Our Lady of Mercy and Saint Claire. On the left 
bank of the River Onyar, the intense urban development of El 
Mercadal, El Cuguçac and Fontanilles was already underway.

th15  C. Girona in the first quarter of the 15th Century.The city 
had fallen into decline. However, it was still possible to build a 
new belt of walls that would mark the physical features of the city 
for several centuries to come.

 

 



THE MECHANISMS OF URBAN EXPANSION

The king and ecclesiastical institutions, headed by the bishop, controlled the process of 
expansion by granting plots of lands for construction to certain agents through 
regulated contracts (emphyteutic leases). The new owners therefore became real 
estate promoters, a role which was dominated by the prosperous bourgeoisie. They 
developed tracts of land, divided them up and then sold plots and courtyards to third 
parties with leasehold contracts. Each buyer built on their plot and became the 
usufructuary in charge of all of the physical aspects of the property, much like today.

HOUSES AND VILLAGES OF THE MEDIEVAL CITY

La Lioness of Girona 

This column, crowned by a sculpture that represents a lioness, is a monument which is 
representative of the decoration displayed on some of the buildings in the medieval city. 
Its original use and location are a hot topic, given that, whilst some sources claim that 
the column could be related to an inn, others consider that it belonged to a stately 
building, as an inn could not have taken on the manufacturing of a monument with 
these features. What is known for definite is that the column formed part of a dwelling 
house situated in the burg of Sant Feliu in the current street 'carrer de Calderers', known 
'dels Perolers' ('of the Boilermakers') during the medieval period, because it was here 
that the metalworkers opened their workshops. The neighbourhood was established in 
the 11th century and remained extremely active during the Middle Ages.

The medieval house
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GENERAL PLAN OF THE SQUARE 'POMPEU FABRA'

The courtyard (1) was the central feature which 
acted as a hallway giving access to the 
storeroom, workshop and larder on the ground 
floor (2) and collected water from the rooftops 
in a tank. This was also where the stairway (3) 
was located, which gave access to the gallery 
(4) on the main floor. The living room was the 
main chamber in the home (5), but there were 
other rooms such as the kitchen. The building 
was topped with a loft under the roof with sides 
that were largely open to the elements (6).

   Drawings of 

Jordi Sagrera



INDOORS: THE DOMESTIC HABITAT

In medieval cities, and in particular around 
the Mediterranean, there was little space set 
aside for privacy. The workers plied their trade 
in the streets and the doors and windows of 
the houses were left open throughout the day. 
Every aspect of life could be seen and heard. 
Private and domestic lives were conducted 
with very little intimacy.

The majority of activities related to the main-
tenance of life were performed in the houses: 
acquiring food, clothing, bedding and articles 
for comfort for the members of the family.      
In fact, the home is where people were born 
and died.

LIFE IN THE HOME

One of the main concerns of women in medieval Girona was the home. Girona women 
dedicated a large part of their days to chores in the home and to the family: they would 
go fetch water, keep the fire lit in their homes, make bread, mend clothing, etc. The 
most privileged would delegate these chores to their servants, or, on occasions, to their 
slaves.

Family relationships were also built in this living space, although sometimes outsiders 
would come along. In the rooms and bedrooms, the women would take care of 
teaching the children and looking after the sick and the elderly; the children would 
learn and have fun, and the men and women would amuse themselves by reading, 
playing, sewing or simply looking out through the window.

AID AND CHARITY

The lower classes of medieval society consisted of the poor or nihil habentes, those 
without means to earn their living, put bread on the table or a roof over their heads. This 
group included people without money or employment, the sick, the elderly, widows and 
orphans. Despite being marginalized, society saw it as their responsibility to provide for 
these groups and give aid to help them survive. Aid to the poor was an opportunity to 
exercise Christian charity while, at the same time, ensuring social peace.

5

BIRTH OF THE VIRGIN, 
Pere García de Benevarri. 15 th Century. MNAC  

(Detail of the altarpiece Montanyana)



PEOPLE'S NAMES
thAs people only had a single name, there was a great variety of names. From the 11  

century onwards, this wealth of names began to decrease as double names became 

more common, with combinations of names with the father's name, names with their 

place of residence and names with trades. Gradually, these complements to the name 

became fixed as surnames. In the case of women, the surname was taken from their 

father or husband. The use of nickname and aliases was also common.

CONFLITS 

Medieval society was far from being egalitarian, and both in Girona as well as its 

surrounding areas there were always all kinds of protests. Certain groups who tried to 

separate themselves from a situation of extreme dependence would usually put the 

structures that governed Girona society in doubt. Revolutions led by an unhappy 

population, who in general were exhausted by the severe subsistence crisis, broke out in 

the city area. In the rural area, the most noteworthy revolution was provoked by the 

remences ('serfs'), which had a huge repercussion on the city of Girona.

EXAMPLE OF REMENCES

"Els mals usos són, en tots els sentits, absolutament horribles a la llei de la natura, 

a les Escriptures i al precepte diví".

[Libro del Sindicato Remensa, 1448, fol. 2r]

The pagesos de remença ('peasants of serfdom') were men and women linked by contract to a 

country house and its land, who were forced to pay a remença (a type of tax) or exemption in 

order to be freed from the so-called assignment to the land. Furthermore, they were subjected to 

other serfdoms – known as mals usos ('bad customs') – and fees due to their lord.

The peasants from the Dioceses of Girona, Vic, Barcelona, Elna and Urgell met on different 

occasions, under the authorisation of King Alfonso IV the Magnanimous to name their trustees or 

representatives in order to negotiate the abolition of serfdom of bad customs and collect the 

money necessary to defray the costs of the process.
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THE ECONOMY: MANUFACTURE AND TRADE

The city of Girona was an important hub of economic activity throughout the Middle 
Ages. Throughout the early centuries of the period, the bishop and canons, the clergy 
and members of the nobility and upper classes, whose dominions generated them great 
revenue, invigorated the economy, creating diversified demand that attracted merchants 
and craftsmen to Girona. From the 12th century onwards, as well as commercial 
interactions, the development of manufactured goods and services gained importance. 
Around 1300, Girona's merchants already traded goods from far afield, such as Flemish 
textiles, as well as products from the city itself, such as leather products. During the 15th 
century, however, the rising social tensions and, above all, the long civil war and its direct 
impact of the regional economy led to a crisis of major proportions in terms of the city's 
economy.

THE MARKET: ECONOMIC DRIVING FORCE

The markets of the medieval city developed on a range of levels. From very ancient times, 
there was a weekly market of agricultural produce, but later a market of manufactured 
goods and foods was established with permanent shops and stalls. The increasing 
number of customers and growing regional scope stimulated the diversification and 
specialization of trades. In Girona, goods were available that could not be found in the 
smaller towns of the region, such as jewellery, weapons, leather products, bedclothes and 
blankets. In addition to the goods that were produced in the city itself and the 
surrounding parishes, products from further afield were also on sale, such as cereals from 
Sicily, wool from the Maestrat region and fabrics from Perpignan and Camprodon. 
Girona's merchants also travelled to sell their wares and, from the start of the 14th 
century, drapers from Girona are documented with stalls at markets in Caldes de 
Malavella, Amer and Besalú. Eventually, the Girona markets gave merchants from many 
small towns the opportunity to sell and buy in wholesale, a clear demonstration of the 
city's importance as a centre of trade at a regional level.

7

A FARMER WORKING
Typeset Josep M. Oliveras from a detail of an altar frontal. 
14 th Century.(MNAC)
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CRAFTSMEN'S WORKSHOPS: THE PRESENCE OF WOMEN

The whole family was employed in the craftsman's workshop, including women, who were 
responsible for maintaining the home and keeping it stocked, as well as caring for the 
children, elderly and sick. Women learned, helped and worked in their father's workshop, 
and subsequently in their husband's. In the event of the master craftsman's absence or 
death, the women ran the workshop. The tax records of the city of Girona in the 14th and 
15th centuries show the names of several craftswomen with a record of their trade, such as 
Blanca, a painter, or Dominga, the stained glass-maker.

MEDICAL PROFESSIONALS

After the plague of 1348, there was a total of over thirty medical specialists in Girona, 
including, physicians, surgeons, apothecaries and barbers, who possessed specialized 
books in their libraries. Some of these professionals, such as the famous surgeons 
Berenguer and Jaume Riera (also known as Sarriera), worked at the service of the king and 
court. Others served the bishops and canons, such as Ramón de Cornellà (1296), Master 
Albert (1305) and Master Guerau de Santdionís (1318). However, many medical 
professionals also tended to the sick from more humble backgrounds or offered their 
professional advice to the whole population. Interaction between Jewish and Christian 
doctors was very common. Medical services, therefore, constituted another specialty that 
Girona provided to the region. In the mid-14th century, an apothecary by the name of 
Ramón de Sant Medir served clients from as far as Bisbal d'Empordà, Banyoles and 
Camprodon.

TEXTILES: THE LEADING MANUFACTURED PRODUCTS

Textiles were one of the main products manufactured in Girona and sold around the city's 
markets. Near to the river Ter, records show that there were many cloth mills from the 13th 

thcentury onwards. In the 14  century, wool was imported from the Maestrat region, one of 
the most important manufacturing areas of the time. The production and consumption of 
linen was also common, above all for underwear and sheets. Carders, who were essential 
because they took charge of preparing wool, were awarded the status of a guild in a privilege 
granted in 1330. In the hearth tax records of 1360, 77 wool carders were registered, a 
number which underlines the importance of this manufacturing process in the city.

Drawing by Jaume Riart
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LAWYERS, NOTARIES AND MONEY LENDERS

Apart from the improvement in terms of communications, bridges and thoroughfares, 
th th the commercial growth that took place in the 13  and 14 centuries was based on the 

development of credit and the legal apparatus required for buying and paying in 
instalments, and borrowing money relatively easily and securely for both parties. In 
contrast to smaller towns, in Girona, there were money lenders willing to offer funds 
(often through the city's Jewish population to disguise the usury, which was forbidden 
among Christians), notaries who would draft deeds for a modest fee (providing a level 
of security to commercial and lending operations) and lawyers to resort to in cases of 
conflict. Many of these professionals also offered their services at market stalls.

THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY 

The raw materials to construct the city have been extracted from the quarries of 
Montjuïc and Pedret since ancient times. The city walls, religious buildings and 
innumerable civic buildings were made possible by Girona's stonecutters, who carved 
the stones and manufactured large numbers of doorways, columns and capitals which 
were exported around the Mediterranean to form part of various constructions.

THE LEATHER TRADES

Another important sector of manufacturing was the leather industry. According to the 
hearth tax records of 1360, there were hundreds of craftsmen working with leather, 
many as shoemakers, who were relatively common everywhere, but also as tanners, 
vellum makers and bag producers, which were much less common and more 
specialized crafts. Some families from Girona, such as the Bell-llocs, began as leather 
smiths and ended up as merchants operating along the Mediterranean routes, 
becoming the head of one of the city's oligarchies.

SAINT MARCOS CARE SHOEMAKER ANIA, 
Arnau Bassa, 1346 (Detail of the altarpiece of 
Saint Mark’s Cathedral in Manresa)
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THE METAL TRADES

Metalwork also accounted for a proportion of the professional trades in Girona, from 
silversmiths to ironmongers. Their importance is reflected is the street names of the 
city: 'Argenteria' (Silversmith) or 'Ferreries Velles' (Old iron forges). In addition, ironwork 
was also prominent in the manufacture of weapons (shield, swords and crossbows), 
which people from the local area came to purchase in the city. This led to the street 

thknown in the 13  century as 'de les Fàbregues' ('of the forges'), due to the ironsmiths 
located on the banks of the Onyar, being renamed as 'de les Ballesteries' ('of the 
armories').

POWER WITHIN THE CITY 
thMedieval Girona was governed by counts and bishops from the end of the 8  century 

ththrough to the 11  century, when feudal representatives and highest-ranking vassals, 
thboth ecclesiastical and secular, took control. From the mid-12  century, the emergence 

of a city bourgeoisie accompanied Girona's urban and economic growth, but definitive 
thpolitical recognition of this group would not arrive until the end of the 13  century, 

when the right to appoint elected official known as jurors was gained. This municipal 
th thregime developed throughout the 14  and 15  centuries, although there was an 

increase in the number of conflicts related to the management of local power.

THE POWER OF THE COUNTS AND ROYALTY

With its assimilation into the Frankish kingdom, Girona become governed by a count 
thappointed by the Emperor, which was a hereditary position from the end of the 9  

thcentury. In the 11  century, it became widespread for counts to undertake the feudal 
grant of part of their realm – jurisdiction, taxes, houses, walls, etc. – to noblemen and 
the clergy, thereby basing their power more on personal relationships of loyalty rather 

ththan on direct control. In the mid-12  century, the Count of Barcelona (and Girona) 
became the King of Aragon. His attempts to regain the dominion through his network 
of legal representatives (heads of the 'vegueria' administrative jurisdictions, bailiffs and 
judges that formed the Court of Girona) led to serious conflicts with the bishop and 
clergy. The king, however, maintained the maximum authority over the city.

ECCLESIASTICAL POWER

Girona's status as an episcopal capital led to the proliferation of ecclesiastical 
institutions, which by their very nature were highly visible in the medieval world. The 
bishop had inherited a certain level of representation in terms of public power from the 
age of the empire, but this power was increasingly exercised as a feudal lord. 
Meanwhile, an important role was also played by the chapters of canons of the 
Cathedral and Sant Feliu, the Benedictine orders of Sant Daniel and Sant Pere de 
Galligants (the abbot of which eventually had civil and criminal jurisdiction) and 
subsequently the Mendicant orders (Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites and the 
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Orders of Our Lady of Mercy and Saint Claire), and even the parish church and a 
growing number of incumbents and subordinate staff.

As well as attending to the spiritual needs of the parishioners, these institutions of 
extremely high social and even political standing retained urban and rural property, from 
which they earned significant financial revenues, unevenly distributed among them.

ART AND CULTURE

Being one of the centres of Catalonia's medieval art scene, Girona still conserves a 
significant proportion of its artistic history from this long period, with notable creations 
from the Romanesque era, such as the exceptional Tapestry of the Creation and the 
cloisters of the Cathedral, Sant Pere de Galligants and Sant Daniel. Other masterpieces 
include remarkable Gothic constructions, such as the churches of Sant Feliu and Sant 
Domènec, the façade of the Pia Almoina and the Cathedral itself. In the same way, 
centres of intellect and learning such as the Cathedral and the Convent of Sant 
Domènec, as well as secular artists as time went on, ensured that Girona remained a 
cornerstone of the country's cultural and literary system throughout the Middle Ages.

LITERARY CREATION

As an intellectual hub, throughout the Middle Ages, Girona was home to some of the 
famous names of literature of the time, including a number of Jewish academics. Their 
Christian counterparts included celebrated poets, theologians and humanists who 

thplayed a prominent role in the history of Catalan literature, particularly between the 13  
thand 15  centuries.

MUNICIPAL POWER

The existence of an autonomous munici-
pal power in Girona was consolidated 
when the king granted the status of 
universitas to the citizen's assembly 
(1263), which gave the city its own legal 
personality and power to appoint 
representatives with decision-making 
powers. The King, in turn, gained a new 
interlocutor in this way, with whom to 
satisfy his increasing demands for money, 
which strengthened the city's political 
autonomy but led to chronic levels of debt 

ththroughout the 14  century. However, not 
all inhabitants of Girona were considered 
citizens: Jews, noblemen, the clergy, 
foreigners and slaves were excluded, for 
example.

BAG BALLOTING
Ther balloting was the procedure of 
selection of jurors. The names of the 
candidates written on a piece of parchment 
inserted into a ballot is placed in a bag and 
extracted the chosen child
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