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Social History and Computer: 
The Construction Yard of the Cathedral 

of Orvieto between the 14th and the 15th Century 

Lucio Riccetti* 

1. T h e scope of this study is tha t of t rac ing the day by day of the ca­
thedra l cons t ruc t ion yard and of daily life in the city of Orvie to over a 
per iod that ranges from 1321 to 1450. T h e poin t of depa r tu re was deter­
m i n e d by the fact that the d o c u m e n t s of the Arch ives of the Opera del 
D u o m o p r io r to 1321 have been lost. T h e closing date , 1450, was chosen so 
as to inc lude all the mater ia l that be longs to the Midd le Ages. 

No c o n t i n u o u s historical study of the economic efforts which involved 
the city and the inhab i t an t s w h o mater ia l ly cons t ruc ted the ca thedra l has 
ever been a t t empted and as a result the social history of the D u o m o of 
Orv ie to has so far never been publ i shed . 

T h e basis of th is new study is t h e ca ta loguing of all the d o c u m e n t s 
(relat ive to the years in quest ion) preserved in the Archives of the Opera 
del D u o m o of Orv ie to so that they may reveal in each and every detail how 
the project was f inanced and realized (Append . 1). In the l ine with the 
most u p - t o - d a t e concepts , the ca thedra l cons t ruc t ion yard is seen in rela­
t ionsh ip to the city which generated it, analyzing, in o ther words , the eco­
nomic cond i t ions which m a d e such a b i n d i n g inves tment possible and the 
poli t ical , social and cul tural forces which were involved in the instal lat ion 
of the great cons t ruc t ion yard in the 1290s. An a t tempt is also m a d e to 
p rov ide an answer to o ther ques t ions regard ing the organizat ion of the 
work , the p roduc t ion , the locating and t r anspor ta t ion of the necessary ma­
terials . 

2. T h e s t ruc tu re of the historical documen ta t i on has m a d e it possible to use 
the c o m p u t e r wi thout resort ing to compl ica ted conceptual e labora t ions -
at least as far as history (and not c o m p u t e r ) is concerned - which would 
have depr ived the d o c u m e n t s of thei r au thent ic i ty . Moreover , in view of 
the e n o r m o u s mass of d o c u m e n t s to be ana lyzed , t radi t ional m e t h o d s were 
out of ques t ion, at least for anyone w h o was not interested in spend ing a 
l i fet ime involved, to the point of obsession, on a single research topic. 

* Address ali Communications to Lucio Riccetti, 1TALS1EL s.p.A., Oprea del D u o 
mu di Orvieto, Via Sant'Angelo, 58, 1-05018 Orvieto (TR), Italy. 
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Origina l ly , the idea of apply ing the c o m p u t e r to the historical docu­
m e n t s in the a rch ives of the Opera del D u o m o was l imi ted, with an eye 
only on research , wh ich involved an initial approach to the history of the 
cons t ruc t ion yard of the ca thedra l of Orv ie to in the years of the Black 
D e a t h . T h e intel lectual con t r ibu t ion of an in te rna t iona l team of scalars 
and t h e t echn ica l - economica l back ing of the Italsiel S.p.A. m a d e it possib­
le to o v e r c o m e , bo th , the economic and technical l imi ta t ions and amplify 
t he final results in which the study on the ca thedra l is only one of a n u m ­
be r of possible appl ica t ions . 

T h e compu te r i zed project which ensued offers these possibili t ies: the 
c rea t ion of a data b a n k as the indispensable bas is for any opera t ion of 
o rd ina ry m a i n t e n a n c e o r except ional res tora t ion u n d e r t a k e n on the D u o ­
mo of Orv ie to and for t he real izat ion of a s tudy of the history of t he 
D u o m o from 1321 to 1450. 

T h e data b a n k , wh ich will be the basis for as comple t e a p ic ture as 
poss ible of the his tory of the cons t ruc t ion , is c rea ted by logging the first 21 
v o l u m e s of the C a m e r a r i i for a total of 17,000 pages, as well the first 10 
v o l u m e s of the R i fo rmanze for a total of 6,075 pages, the first 3 vo lumes of 
the Con t r a t t i e M e m o r i e for a total of 616 pages, a n d the first 2 vo lumes of 
t he T e s t a m e n t i - D o n a z i o n i - I s t r u m e n t a r i for a total of 822 pages. T h e Ca­
tasti or land rasters relat ive to the years 1363 and 1447 (in the State Ar­
ch ives of Orv ie to ) were added to this a l ready cons iderab le documen ta t i on 
in l ine with the most u p - t o - d a t e h is tor iographical t endenc ies and will 
m a k e i t possible to identify the workers w h o daily took their t u rns in the 
bu i l d ing of the ca thedra l m o r e precisely. 

T h e resul t ing data bank obviously will do m o r e than simply serve as a 
suppor t for the g roup of scholars cur ren t ly at work on the study cent red on 
the d u o m o , but is m e a n t to serve as an ind ispensab le i n s t rumen t for di­
dactic as well as technical scopes. Once , the s tudy of the history of the 
ca thed ra l cons t ruc t ion yard in the years 1321-1450 has been conc luded , 
the data bank r e m a i n s as an infallible poin t of reference for those w h o arc 
cha rged with the preserva t ion and m a i n t e n a n c e of the ca thedra l ; when 
in te r roga ted i t can supply in fo rmat ion on each individual e lement regar­
d ing the mater ia l s used, the i r p rovenance , the process ing me thods , how 
long it took to m a k e the e lement in quest ion, up to a knowledge of the 
so-ca l led 'his torical ' t echn iques of res tora t ion. 

As far as the actual s tudy now in progress is conce rned , it should be 
no ted tha t the specific character is t ics of the e labora t ion system m a k e it 
possible to deal with types of data which cannot always conform to a trans­
c r ip t ion in l ine with r igorous s t ructures , such as the acquisi t ion of data in a 
free text; they consent to the admin i s t r a t ion of incomple te in format ion 
and they pe rmi t varied and complex research, gu id ing the scholar or the 
pa r ty conce rned , if needed , t h rough successive stages to gain access to the 
i n fo rma t ion he is in teres ted in. 
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T h e solution for these p rob lems will be a sophist icated system of Infor­
m a t i o n Retr ieval cur ren t ly being realized which , in addi t ion to provid ing 
the possibili ty of direct inquiry on local t e rmina l s and elaborat ion to sup­
ply g raphs or prospects useful for the study, will also be endowed with 
specific potent ia ls , such as the s imul t aneous m a n a g e m e n t of informat ion 
t ranscr ibed in a s t ructured and in a discursive way; the interrogat ion of 
d o c u m e n t s , bo th , via the identif ication of the precise content in a field and 
via a search for the data in var ious fields and on var ious types of docu­
m e n t s with the possibility of corre la t ing the d o c u m e n t s identified; lastly it 
will be able to provide answers to the inquir ies on different levels of syn­
thesis with the possibility of explor ing , with ease, the con ten ts of one or 
m o r e than one specific field. 

It is in terest ing even at th is poin t to try and p inpo in t wha t in appearance 
seem to be b y - p r o d u c t s of the study but which show themselves instead of 
great interest for a knowledge of wha t life was actually like in Orv ie to 
be tween 1321 and 1450. I am referr ing in par t icu la r to the tables of the 
decodificat ion of the uni t s of measure and coins, of the p rovenance of the 
mater ia l s used in the cons t ruc t ion , the types of t r anspor ta t ion , the per iods 
of work and the holidays. 

3. Each individual series of a rch ive d o c u m e n t s that has been chosen for 
this study is fed into the data bank using a different catalog entry form 
since the specific character is t ics of each documen t must be preserved. T h e 
most i m p o r t a n t aspect all the catalog entr ies have in c o m m o n is wi thout 
doubt the integral t ranscr ip t ion of the original d o c u m e n t in quest ion; from 
a technical poin t of view, the presence of the t ranscr ip t ion also pe rmi t s a 
high degree of s tandardiza t ion of the d o c u m e n t as regards all the quest ions 
involved in our study. 

All the catalog entr ies moreover are equipped with an art iculated struc­
ture with codes and records in free text: T h e lat ter are used for the n a m e s 
of places and people whi le the codification has been used for recurrent 
topics, such as the n a m e of the camera r iu s ( t reasurer ) of the Opera , always 
present in all the documen ta t i on , but whose term of office was six m o n t h s , 
renewable , the professions and the qual if icat ions, the cons ignmen t s of ma­
terial and the uni ts of measure , the uses and places with all their cadastral 
subdivis ions . 

In t ranscr ib ing the Camera r i i , in par t icular , an ou t l ine was first provi­
ded which would furnish an accurate classification of the var ious i tems of 
in fo rmat ion , leaving the form and the original m e a n i n g of the text intact . 
T h e individual uni t of the opera t ion ( the clause) was chosen as the basic 
e lement for t r ansc r ip t ion , recorded in the original text, bo th , as income 
and as expend i tu re . Entry as expend i tu re is so subdivided into var ious 
sect ions such as the ' references to the original documen t ' : the date, the 
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code of t he C a m e r a r i u s , the type of opera t ion and the s tandard ized indi­
v idual data of t he subject of the opera t ion and, when presen t , followed by 
the codes for t he craft, t he t i t le , qual i f icat ion, sex; the integral t ranscr ip­
t ion of t he clause in full text occupies the central pa r t of the acquis i t ion 
en t ry fo rm, followed by the section wi th the ' s t andard ized ' in format ion of 
t he opera t ion in quest ion and the area provided for ' o the r subjects ' so as to 
safeguard the in fo rmat ion as regards t eams of worke r s . 

T h e s ame t echn ique was adopted for the land registers (Catas t i ) , keeping 
in m i n d the fact tha t a single clause can conta in m o r e t han one parce l ; th is 
m e a n s tha t t he catalog en t ry is m o r e complex , s ince i t must t ake in to 
accoun t the var ied aspects an individual piece of p rope r ty can assume and 
m u s t the re fore be repeated for each individual parcel owned by the sub­
jec t . 

T h e cata log ent r ies of t h e land registers, as is also the case wi th t he 
or ig ina l vo lumes , a re organized according to t he topographica l indica t ions 
fol lowed by the n o t a r y - d r a w e r . T h e first item of i n fo rma t ion is therefore 
t h e re ference to t he 'catasto della citta o del c o n t a d o ' (register of the city or 
of t he su r round ings ) , fu rn i sh ing informat ion in o the r words as to the lo­
ca t ion of the site. Thereaf te r comes the n a m e of the inhab i t an t s of the 
pa r t i cu l a r area, wi th his t r ade and qual i f icat ion. T h e catalog entry is sub­
div ided in to two large pa r t s called »Sheet A« and »Sheet B«; the first 
r egards t he in format ion re la t ive to the clause (parcel) when the two coin­
cide , whi le the second is used only when one or m o r e pieces of p roper ty a rc 
descr ibed in the same clause . 

T h e two land registers examined also differ cons iderab ly since they were 
d r a w n up about a h u n d r e d years apar t . T h e land register of 1363, for in­
s tance , does not furnish e i ther the measure n o r the va lue of the land , bo th 
indica ted in that of 1447. In t he latter, the 'va lue ' p resen ts p rob lems for it 
is a lways indicated twice: one value is given by the tax officials and one is 
given by the owner , and finally a single ascer ta ined value for the ent i re 
p rope r ty , the cu r ren t ' tax' . T h e two es t imates can be cumula t i ve for var ious 
c lauses and , therefore , the clauses have necessarily to be indicated. 

F u n d a m e n t a l to a soc io -economic analysis of the city is a knowledge of 
t he p r o v e n a n c e of the cur ren t p roper ty and the t r ans fo rma t ions i t was 
subject to in the years subsequent to the regis trat ion in the land survey, 
wh ich are p rov ided by the 'precedent and successive land register anno­
ta t ions ' . 

On ly then can the clause, up to then strictly s tandard ized , be t ranscr i ­
bed . T h e next step is the indica t ion of the pr inc ipa l character is t ics of the 
ind iv idua l lot w h e r e the type, the quota owned if any, the size, t he neigh­
b o u r i n g land owner s and the coowners if any are indicated wi th a 
s t anda rd ized t ranscr ip t ion of the n a m e s . 
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T h e other th ree series surveyed or the R i fo rmanze , Cont ra t t i e M e m o 
rie, T e s t a m e n t i - D o n a z i o n i - I s t r u m e n t a r i present greater difficulties for 
they canno t as easily be reduced to a comple te schemat iza t ion , for impor­
tant pa r t s of each document would thus be lost. In these cases, well aware 
of the relatively l imited n u m b e r of pages avai lable , preference has been 
given to a full text acquisi t ion which stresses in any case a series of funda­
men ta l i t ems of informat ion tha t are always present in each documen t and 
can be used in the consul ta t ion phase as a research key. 

T h e first par t as usual con ta ins a reference to the or iginal , the year and 
place in which the documen t was d rawn up . T h e second par t i s reserved 
for t he registrat ion of the ' s t andard ized ' n a m e s of the m e m b e r s of the 
Counc i l of the Opera del D u o m o with t he same rules applied to all the 
n a m e s registered. T h e th i rd par t con ta ins the integral t ranscr ip t ion of the 
d o c u m e n t , whi le the last par t p resen ts two par t icu lar aspects: the first, 
wh ich registers what we have called the 'extract gu ide ' or the extremely 
brief ph rase wri t ten by the no ta ry in the margin of the original , will in the 
data bank serve to facilitate speedy research. T h e second is the no rma l i ­
zation or s tandardiza t ion of the n a m e s of the witnesses so as to identify 
them in the ent i re series of t he catalogued entr ies . 

T h e entry form of the Testament i also has a first par t with reference to 
t he original with the date and place the tes tament was d rawn up , the 
identifying character is t ics of the testator , the sex, the social status, the 
profession, the place of residence and a m o r e specific area for the heading 
of the d o c u m e n t with the fo rmula r io . 

T h e second part is dedicated to the tes tament in which no te is taken of 
the form (nuncupa t ive , so lemn, ect.) the descript ion of the bequests , bo th , 
those in tended for the Opera and o thers , even though the lat ter are more 
rarely indicated. 

T h e th i rd par t foresees legacies b o u n d to specific condi t ions , the exe­
cu to r s of the will, the witnesses present when the documen t was drawn up 
and finally the no ta ry -d ra f t e r and the no ta ry -sc r ibe . In this case, too, par ­
t icular a t ten t ion is paid to the marg ina l anno t a t i ons which indicate the use 
the Opera m a d e of the bequest in relat ion to the cons t ruc t ion of the ca­
thedra l and in which period of its history it a l ienated the proper ty , t rans ­
fo rmed it, ba r te red it. 

T h e marg ina l no ta t ions also conta in references to t he year in which the 
d o c u m e n t was registered (assignatio) in the books of the Opera , which 
opens the way to par t iculary in teres t ing research with reference to the t ime 
that passes between the drawing up of the t es tament and the registrat ion, 
in o ther words , when i t acquires ju r id ica l validity, t hus , indicat ing between 
the l ines the fact that the tes ta tor had died. 
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4. In conclus ion I would l ike to stress wha t , as far as I am concerned , is the 
mos t in teres t ing aspect of th is work : that of hav ing succeeded in set t ing up 
a system for the surveying, acquisi t ion and cor re la t ion of data which , ta­
ken one by one , are n o t h i n g but an apparen t ly insignif icant list of n a m e s 
and n u m b e r s but which , when seen in r e l a t ionsh ip to each o ther , re­
ciprocal ly in terac t ive , allow us to follow the cons t ruc t ion of the ca thedra l 
day by day. 

Appa ren t l y rigid, the system is actual ly qui te elastic and can be appl ied, 
wi th t he same results as a t Orv ie to , to s imi lar d o c u m e n t s preserved in the 
a rch ives of the o ther ca thedra l s in Italy and in Europe . 

In fact, hav ing a data b a n k in c o m m o n , s t ruc tured in the s ame way, 
would pe rmi t research and resul ts so far u n d r e a m e d of and not comple te ly 
pred ic tab le , bu t surely des t ined to pe rmi t a m o r e i n - d e p t h knowledge of 
an aspect of history which has cond i t ioned us m u c h m o r e p rofoundly t h a n 
tangib le signs it has left on our cit ies. 

References 
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117-139 (ed. or. Anna les E.S.C., XIV,1959, 676-693) ; C O U T U R I E R , M. 
»Verso una nuova metodologia meccanograf ica . La p reparaz ione dei da t i« , 
in: Braudel , F. (ed.). Problemi cit., 430 -443 (ed. or. Anna les E.S.C., XXI , 

30 

Historical Social Research, Vol. 14 — 1989 — No. 4, 24-31



1966, 769-778) ; F O S S I E R , L . - V A U C H E Z , A . - V I O L A N T E , C. (éd.). IlL 
f o r m a t i q u e e t h is to i re médiéva le , R o m a 1977; H E R L I H Y , D . K L A P 1 S C H , 
C. Les Toscans et leurs famil les , Par i s 1978; In fo rmat ica e storia u r b a n a . Il 
ca tas to di Carp i del 1472 ana l izza to con il c o m p u t e r , Storia della cit tà, 30, 
1985; In fo rmat ica e a rch iv i , R o m a 1986; C A R P E N T I E R , E. Orv ie to a la 
fin du XIII siècle. Ville et c a m p a g n e dans le cadas t re de 1292, Par is 1986; 
D E N L E Y , P . - H O P K I N , D . (ed.). His to ry a n d C o m p u t i n g , Manches t e r 
1987. 

Appendix 1 

T h e g raph indica tes t he u n p u b l i s h e d d o c u m e n t s in the Arch ives of the 
Opera del D u o m o of Orv ie to in r e l a t ionsh ip to t he d o c u m e n t s pub l i shed 
by F U M I , L. I l D u o m o di Orv ie to e i suoi res taur i , R o m a 1891. T h e choice 
of the s a m p l e years , l imi ted to those cu r ren t ly inser ted in t he data b a n k , 
was based on a cons idera t ion of t he p r e p o n d e r a n c e of d o c u m e n t s in Fu 
mi ' s ed i t ion . 
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