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    The Catalonia of the Mas:

    The Old Catalonia


    Rosa Congost


    Let us start with an almost essential vocabulary issue. What is a mas? If we feel the need to ask the question is not because the word might be strange to the Catalan reader. On the contrary, the word is so familiar that it is possible that everyone has a fairly clear idea of its meaning. The dictionary that, in recent decades, has served as the main reference for the Catalan language, the Diccionari Pompeu Fabra, simply defines mas as a “farmhouse”, but the reader must bear in mind that this book will not speak of “farmhouses” (unless we use the word “house” in a very broad sense). “Farmhouse” is also the definition that the same dictionary provides for the term masia. In the Catalan-Valencian-Balear Dictionary of Alcover and Moll, the definition of mas is somewhat more detailed, but it still insists on the association between this word and a house: “Farmhouse inhabited by the farmers of a rustic property, and the property itself”. If we note all such definitions is because they probably reflect the ideas of many Catalan people, although they are rather different from the definitions used by researchers on agrarian history.


    Fortunately, the most recent dictionaries have revised those same words. Let us examine, for example, the definitions provided by the Gran Diccionari de la Llengua Catalana for the words mas and masia. Mas: traditional agricultural holding consisting of a farmhouse with several outbuildings, often called masia, which includes forests, pasture, and lands. Masia: the main building of a mas, especially when it has a certain importance due to its size and its architectural features.
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      Map 1. Catalonia

    
















    The new definitions differ significantly from the previous ones and help us introduce this study. The mas is not just a farmhouse, it is an “agricultural holding.” The farmhouse of a mas can be called masia (“often”, as the definition of mas claims), but the definition of masia suggests more constraints: “when it has a certain importance due to its size and its architectural features”. The world of masos (singular mas) was not always a world with masies (singular masia). In fact, in recent years, the architectural recovery of masies for non-agricultural uses was only possible due to the final disappearance of the mas system, that is, the system based on the agricultural unit associated with the masia. Such system is the actual object of our historical analysis.


    The Cartography of the Catalonia of the Mas



    There is a second obvious question: where were the masos? Or, to make it more explicit: was there a Catalonia of the mas? In a work such as ours it is necessary, actually essential, to identify the area of study. But it is only fair to warn the reader in advance that there are no sources that allow for the clear mapping of the Catalonia of the mas. The maps accompanying this introduction only reflect two ways to approach the subject. The first map shows the pattern of dispersed settlement in Catalonia in 1860, obtained from the data of the Nomenclátor of that year. Each point on the map represents a house permanently inhabited by a family living on its own, or within a group of less than ten houses. Although most cases point to agricultural units,1 these do not always deserve to be called masos, at least not in everyday language. In Catalonia, the year 1860 marked the culmination of a great period of agricultural colonization, led by labourers and rabassaires (singular rabassaire); many of the units depicted on the map had been recently created in response to the demographic growth of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. These smallholdings had very little to do with the idea of a mas as we have defined it. The small size of the lands of these new agricultural units forced the members of the families who held them to carry out most of their activities outside their holdings.
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      Map 2. Dispersed settlement in Catalonia (1860)
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      Map 3. Remença hearths (1486)

    




 















  

    Yet another aspect prevents Map 2 from representing the reality of masos in 1860. As we will remark throughout this introduction, precisely because it has long been the dominant idea among historians, the mas does not necessarily imply dispersed settlement. The whiter thinner area on the map —the Empordà (especially the Upper Empordà)— indicates as much. There is no doubt that this region is a land of masos; we might even say that it was the birthplace of the Catalonia of the mas.2 At any rate, the aim of our study is the mas system, and not the model of dispersed settlement, or a particular agricultural landscape. Let us insist once again on this matter, by mas we understand something more than a specific kind of house or environment.


    Medievalists associate the idea of the mas not so much with a socio-economic (self–sufficient) unit but with a socio-legal situation: there were both large and small masos, but the ties between the peasants who inhabited them and their lords revealed a situation of dependency, and a special bond between those peasants and the land.3 We have the ideal source to map such phenomenon, as shown in Map 3, which represents the data gathered in the work of Vicens Vives on the remença guild. The points on the map reflect the alleged remença4 hearths in Catalonia at the end of the fifteenth century. If the remença status was indeed what identified the mas, then the map of Vicens Vives could well be a map of the masos in the late fifteenth century.


    The similarities between both representations cannot go unnoticed. Although most settlements in the nineteenth-century map obey to recent events, the kind of population growth of the Early and Late Modern Period show traces of the medieval settlement pattern. The old division between the Old and the New Catalonia still seems valid to define the importance of dispersed settlement in rural mid-nineteenth century Catalonia, probably the most populous ever. The population had grown, but did the number of masos increase along with it? Not necessarily. So far, the studies on this topic seem to show that the number of masos had rather stagnated since the Late Middle Ages. However, the resemblance between both maps suggests that medieval masos —in other words, remença servitude— influenced and conditioned the new forms of agricultural colonization, and gives grounds for our decision to devote many of the following pages to the feudalization and defeudalization processes in Catalonia.


    The Defining Features of the Mas System


    More than forty years ago, the geographer Joan Vilà Valentí put forward a thesis on the origins of the mas in his work entitled: “El mas, una creació pre-pirenaica?”5 In this repeatedly cited work, Vilà Valentí insisted on the idea of the Catalan mas as an example of the dispersed settlement “extending from the eastern lands of the Iberian Peninsula to the west of the Italian Peninsula”. It was clear, though, that according to him the term mas not only included the house, but also the whole production unit. But Vilà i Valentí clearly had in mind a model of isolated mas when he defined such production unit: “The house, and fields, and the other lands that surround it (forests, pastures, vacant lots) belong to a single owner”, and also “the mas is an agro-sylvo-pastoral holding managed by a family within the framework of a single and continuous property”.


    In fact, Vilà i Valentí was looking not so much for the geographic origins of the mas, but for the origins of dispersed settlement. Nevertheless, it is interesting to see that even from this perspective he rejected geographic determinism: “It is not enough to invoke such physical factors”. He showed it by focusing on the central area of the border between dispersed and nucleated settlement: the limit area between the lands of Urgell and Segarra, in the upper basins of the rivers Sió, Ondara, and Corb, all of them tributaries of the river Segre: “In this case, the disappearance of the mas does not match a physical limit, and instead overlaps a clearly human phenomenon, such as the border area created by the Reconquista, stabilized in these lands, with slight spatial and temporal variations, during the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth”. Later on, when repopulation resumed, the agricultural colonization was carried out in a different manner. “Therefore, the area of the masos has a clear human boundary on its southwestern side. It is essentially a “mental” border, in the sense that it demarcates the agricultural colonization carried out with a collective mentality”.


    If Vilà i Valentí had also looked at the northern border, namely, the area of the Empordà, he could have taken his approach much further. In this region, the need for a human explanation for the phenomenon of the mas, instead of a physical one, is even more evident. Let us compare the two maps. The Upper Empordà is an area mainly populated by remences (singular remença); in fact, in 1497, over 40% of the hearths corresponded to the definition of remença hearths, that is, masos. However, it is likely that, at that time, dispersed settlement was a minority in the region. In a study on eleventh– and twelfth–century Empordà, Lluís To notes “the people of and around the plain where the masos are located often form nucleated settlements...” In Cabanes, Peralada, and Figueres the evidence is quite clear: “existence of nucleated settlements where masos can be located next to each other”.


    On the basis of the historical phenomenon of the mas, understood in a broad sense that includes the possibility of different forms of settlement, it is therefore clear that such phenomenon, its origins, and its historical evolution, need an alternative explanation. In the heartland of medieval Old Catalonia, the mas was not only defined by the location of its parcels and houses. The word was more a legal concept than a physical distinction.


    In order to understand the history of the Catalonia of the mas, one should become familiar with legal concepts such as the difference between direct and beneficial dominion (dominium directum and dominium utile, respectively), and probably more so than for the study of other European regions, or even of the rest of Catalonia. Not that this distinction was unknown in the New Catalonia, but in the Old Catalonia the relationship between beneficial and direct owners, as recorded in seigneurial capbreus (singular capbreu), was based on the mas and not so much on the universitat,6 as it was and would remain to be the case in the New Catalonia.


    Only from this standpoint can we understand that the survival of the mas in the post-remença geography does not simply respond to the survival of a word, of a label. Masos kept articulating rural areas for centuries, because the medieval phenomenon of the mas generated new practices in matters of property rights (and therefore the transfer of land) and inheritances (and therefore, family strategies) in early modern Catalonia; and such practices became common to both mountain areas with isolated settlements, and plains and valleys where dispersed settlement never prevailed.


    
Masos, Families and Property Rigths:
    The Dynamism of a Centuries-old System


    For centuries, the mas system ensured the continuity of the agricultural ecosystem where it was established; however, this did not entail social immobility. The sudden increase of documents in the eighteenth century reveals an unquestionable reality: in that century, most of the land of any given parish was in the hands of a minority of beneficial owners of masos. The most suitable sources in order to analyse the changes of the Early Modern Period that led to this situation are the notarial registers, especially rich in the region, and more specifically, two types of contracts: the emphyteutic tenure (and / or subtenure), and the masoveria contract.


    Emphyteutic tenures were called establiments in the Catalonia of the mas. They were the instruments that regulated the access to land, they were perpetual, and divided ownership into two dominions: the direct owner, entitled to receive the cens as a rent, held the right of fadiga (that is, the right to buy back the beneficial ownership of the land) and the right to perceive lluïsmes (singular lluïsme, whenever there was a sale of beneficial ownership); the beneficial owner was required to pay the cens and, in general, everything that was made explicit in the capbreu, but they could cultivate the land as they chose. This independence —only limited by the commitment to “improve the land” assumed in the deed of emphyteusis— and the perpetual nature of the acquired possession, were the key elements in its consolidation, for they provided peasants with total independence to grow as they saw fit. The indefinite nature of the contract allowed the transfer of beneficial ownership from one generation to another at no cost, so that the same family could carry on as the holder of the beneficial ownership of a property for decades, and even centuries. In periods of population growth, the control over wasteland and forests also allowed them to benefit from the gradual agricultural colonization by means of subtenures (that is, emphyteutic tenures signed between the first tenants and a third party), rabasses mortes (singular rabassa morta), and other kinds of land transfers.


    Masoveria contracts evince that the main crop grown on the lands of the masos was wheat (wheat on its own, or mestall, that is, maslin or mongerall). The biennial rotation rate, which prevailed until the second half of the nineteenth century, ensured the right combination between the ager (lands dedicated to cultivation) and the saltus (lands devoted to pasture). The balance between agriculture and livestock farming was maintained through the practice of transhumance. The masos on the plain, which were essentially agricultural, seasonally received the herds coming from the cattle masos in the mountains. In principle, these relationships were not especially problematic, unlike in other European areas. Herds were concentrated in certain specific areas, often administered by universitats (singular universitat), such as the mountain of Montgrí, and respected tracks and regulations: the shepherds made sure that the cattle did not damage the crops, and the peasants on the plain allowed them to keep the cattle on the fields overnight (wich generated manure).


    From the point of view of the organization of agricultural labour, the system’s centuries-old character is due to the fact that masos were a family-run operation. Each mas had a farmhouse where the family that ran the mas lived. However, there were masos of varying sizes, and given the characteristics of family cycles, situations of imbalance between available workforce and the size of the holding were probably not uncommon. The families that inhabited the masos were stem families, where the siblings of the heir abandoned the mas as soon as they married. Therefore, at the time of maximum occupancy, the mas was shared by the parents of the heir, the young couple, several unmarried siblings, and the children of the heir. But even in this optimal situation, many masos had to resort to salaried labourers at certain times of the year. In periods of biological difficulties —which occured cyclically in all families— productive capacity was significantly reduced and, in order to cultivate the whole mas, they had to turn to labourers and maids, who lived there all year and helped with both agricultural tasks and housework. The sources show that this staff was variable and used to stay in the masos only for short periods. In some cases, the imbalance between family workforce and the size of the holdings led to a process of indebtedness; and that was applicable to both owner and masover peasant families.


    
Masos, Masies, Masoveries: A Changing Society


    Let us recall the definition of masia offered by the Gran Diccionari de la llengua catalana: “the main building of a mas, especially when it has a certain importance due to its size and its architectural features.” Thus, it seems necessary to analyse the architectural features of a masia, and above all, to date them. Studies on this topic are still scarce, but they provide very interesting data.


    a) The masia: The Sign of a Wealthy Peasantry


    When did the world of masos become a world with masies? Chronologically, the starting point of this phenomenon dates back to the very end of the Middle Ages, whereas its spread must be placed in the Early Modern Period. Unsurprisingly enough, architects have identified the sixteenth-century mas as the “classic” mas. Moner, who prefers to define it as the “consolidated mas,” noted the main features of the new type of mas —three bodies and a hall— characteristic of the sixteenth century.7 The phenomenon is doubly interesting. First, because the fact that fifteenth-century remains are the oldest extant remains of farmhouses means that, before that, the houses were built with less solid materials, and that the Catalan rural world witnessed a true architectural revolution in the sixteenth century. Moreover, the fact that medieval houses have not survived often makes it impossible to pinpoint the location of the farmhouses of many of the masos rònecs (singular mas rònec) that were abandoned and later incorporated into active masos.


    Staying on this subject, the addition of lands from other masos to the lands bound to a certain mas (as a result of the Black Death and the economic difficulties of the Late Middle Ages) had allowed the emergence of a group of wealthy peasants that were clearly differentiated from the rest. The construction of the new masies with three bodies certainly responded to this process of patrimonial expansion and social differentiation among the peasantry. Some scholars attribute this change to the Sentència Arbitral de Guadalupe (1486), but not all late medieval remences experienced the change in the same way, and neither did all the farmhouses in the masos became masies.


    b) Masoveria: New Social Relationships


    Let us not mistake masos for masies; in the Middle Ages there were masos but there were not masies in the current sense of the word, which refers to a country house. We are not to mistake, either, masos for masoveries. When did the world of masos and masies become a world of masoveries?


    As some families prospered and accumulated masos (buying them or via marriage) a major break occurred: many masos started to be run through the masoveria system. In fact, masoveria contracts, particularly abundant from the seventeenth century onwards, provide a great deal of information about agricultural work in the masos. They were short-duration (three to five years) sharecropping contracts that clearly differed from mezzadria contracts in that the owner was not involved in operational costs. However, unlike emphyteutic tenures, masoveria contracts included, in the form of clauses, the characteristics of the “treball a ús i costum de bon pagès” [usual and customary work of a good peasant] (with only one exception: there were no references to the vegetable garden, so important for the economy of the household) and, obviously, the qualities of the good masover —where it was noted that those resources that were not essential for the reproduction of the masover’s family should be left to the beneficial owner.


    In the late eighteenth century, there is no denying that most masos were no longer cultivated by their beneficial owners. As in the case of Central Italy, the Catalan example proves that sharecropping developed and succeeded far beyond marginal lands. But the masoveria contract that prevailed in the Old Catalonia is clearly different from the classic mezzadria or métayage, for it is characterized by the scarce participation of the owner in operational costs.


    The Study of the Mas: Avoiding Simple Outlines
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      Figure 1. Plan of Mas Casas in Fornells de la Selva
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      Figure 2. Detail of the map of Bellcaire d’Empordà (1742)
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      Figure 3. Detail of the map of Lloret de Mar in the eighteenth century
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      Figure 4. Masos: dominium, rights, and obligations

    










    The plans included in this section illustrate the different types of masos found in the Old Catalonia. The first one, which corresponds to a mas in Fornells, matches the most widespread idea of the mas; it is the idea that inspired most studies on this topic, and we have already seen it in the work of Vilà i Valentí. The mas is a compact agricultural, livestock, and pastoral holding, in the middle of which stands the farmhouse. The second plan, from Bellcaire, reflects the other end of the mas model. The farmhouses of the masos form a street, their lands are scattered, and the cultivation plots are interspersed. At a different territorial scale, the third plan, which corresponds to Lloret, shows a quite common distribution model of the farmhouses of the masos. Such farmhouses are separated, but still very close to each other. They are located in valleys, and, although the map displays abundant forested lands surrounding them, there are no houses on these lands. This is a good example to help us avoid images too entrenched in the idea of compact isolated masos in the woods.















    But the agricultural landscape does not say much about agrarian social relationships, and we have already mentioned that these relationships are central to our analysis. From the perspective of comparative history, the most striking feature of the Catalonia of the mas derives from the relative —and progressive— independence of the holder of the beneficial dominion from the direct owner. It was not an unproblematic and linear process. The complex web of land rights involved many of the peasants of the masos in an intense defence of property rights that ultimately meant a significant decrease in the income of direct owners, as well as a sharp social differentiation process among the peasantry. In this context of social relations, the achievement of private control over uncultivated lands and woodlands held special importance. This is one of the main aspects that differentiate the agrarian colonization of eighteenth–century Old Catalonia from that of the New Catalonia, and it would greatly complicate the legal framework on the basis of emphyteutic subtenures and rabasses.


    But it is also necessary to remove some stereotypes in the field of property rights. First, we must banish from our minds the idea of a single lord per peasant; per mas. The classic image of feudalism —a bipolar society with a homogeneous peasantry facing an also homogeneous class of lords— easily suggests the figure of a lord who gathers all the attributes of feudal oppression: jurisdiction, in its ultimate form, direct dominion, and tithing. This model of agrarian social relations, is in no case the majority in the Old Catalonia. In most of the territory of the masos, jurisdictions could be shared, and a single jurisdictional territory often had many direct owners (great and small). We also know that, since the Late Middle Ages, it was quite frequent that the plots of land of a mas belonged to different direct owners. Therefore, in terms of property rights, we can picture a framework of relationships that was as complex as those shown in Figure 4.


    It is clear that multiple combinations were possible between the most straightforward model —a peasant bound to a lord who gathers all jurisdictions and the direct dominion of all the lands the peasant farms— and the one depicted in the diagram. But the diagram was precisely inspired by the system that prevailed in the territory of Girona, the original nucleus of the mas and the remences. Thus, it is evident that the history of the mas —its creation and its dissemination— cannot be written using the simplest outline.



















   


    
      
        1 We did not take into account the data on temporarily occupied houses, or on houses without a specific agricultural purpose.

      


      
        2 Lluís TO, “El nom dels masos (el domini de Santa Maria de Vilabertran en els segles XI-XIII)”, in Rosa CONGOST & Lluís TO (eds.), Homes, masos, història. La Catalunya del nord-est (segles XI-XX), Barcelona, Publicacions de l’Abadia de Montserrat, 1999, pp.23-42.

      


      
        3 See the collective work Lídia DONAT, Rosa LLUCH, Elvis MALLORQUÏ, Xavier SOLDEVILA & Lluís TO, “Usos i abusos del concepte de mas: el cas de la regió de Girona (segles XIII-XIV)”, in El mas català durant l’Edat Mitjana i Moderna, Barcelona, CSIC, 2001.

      


      
        4 Translator’s note (TN): Hereinafter and except otherwise indicated, the terms specific to the Catalan context will be designated in italics and defined in the glossary at the end of this volume.
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