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ISTITUZIONI RELIGIOSE E
COSTRUZIONE DELLA CITTA:
DINAMICHE DI GLOBALIZZAZIONE
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COMUNITA

RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS AND
URBAN FABRIC: GLOBALIZATION
AND DYNAMICS OF OPENING/
CLOSURE OF COMMUNITIES

ANDREA LONGHI, ARIANNA ROTONDO

Spaces, building volumes and relational systems referring to the initiatives of eccle-
siastical institutions and communities of religious life have built large parts of medi-
eval cities and ancient regimes. Applying the keys of interpretation proposed by the
9th AISU Conference, on the one hand the religious sphere has a strong globalising
dimension since local communities refer to supranational institutions and spiritual
tensions that have global and all-encompassing ambitions, while on the other hand
the specificity of the urban dimension challenges individual religious communities,
designed to be “closed” in order to protect their identity (local and global at the same
time) but also to be “open” to preaching and the challenges of the civil world. In re-
cent decades, the number of subjects has multiplied, even in a multi-confessional and
multi-religious direction, and the framework of norms and institutions has become
more complex.

The contributions presented in the session (here summarised under the author’s
name) offer a plurality of experiences for reflection related to the relationship between
the cultural and spiritual specificities of the different religious congregations and the
construction of the urban and peri-urban space. The papers cover a broad arc that
goes from the Iberian Middle Ages to the strict contemporaneity of Rome, employing
approaches based on the study of religion over a long period of time.

For the medieval city, the example of Toledo (Antonio Perla de las Parras, Victoria Soto
Caba) is proposed: after the capitulation of the Islamic city, a city-convent arises with
the widespread management of important areas of urban space by religious orders
close to the crown. Following this religious appropriation, the process of closing sig-
nificant areas of the city leads to the reuse of previous spaces: this is the case of Islamic
structures incorporated within the convent space in a sort of «fossilisation». The in-
fluence of religious institutions on urban development acts through precise strategies
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for controlling public land. In the case of the Church of Majorca (Albert Cassanyes Roig) the
archival investigation finds important historical evidence in the inventories — particularly rich in
the 15th century - of real estate and income of the bishop and the chapter of the cathedral, useful
for drawing a map of the city’s real estate market.

The relationship between religious patronage and urban society in the modern age can focus
on different relational scales, ranging from the entrepreneurial transformation of large unre-
solved portions of urban and peri-urban space to involvement in the figurative artistic field in
collaboration with the city’s cultural elites. In the case of the Venetian convents investigated here
(Ludovica Galeazzo), the «production of localities» takes place according to different inclina-
tions, which affect «the entire construction chain of the urban space: from the material building
of public land to the planning of the settlement and functional structure, to the organisation of
its collective equipment». In the framework of the activities that physically build the city, the
normative aspect is clearly a crucial factor: communities operate according to their own rules
(as “regular” ecclesiastical institutions), but sometimes outside the norms shared by the rest of
urban society. The study of the different forms of control of Neapolitan urban growth promoted
by religious communities offers different models of regulation, by single pieces or according to
recurrent types, albeit not regulated (Alfredo Buccaro and Tanja Michalsky). The compatibility
between the needs of each religious community and the urban fabric of the settlement is a crucial
problem, especially in the presence of uniform or rigidly regulated networks. If religious houses
need their own autonomous spaces, a conflict or negotiation must be initiated to adapt the road
network and the blocks (Alessio Cardaci, Luca Renato Fauzia and Antonella Versaci). Even a sin-
gle religious complex can have a substantial impact — and for a very long time - on urban space,
both on its construction and on its perception (Maria Grazia Turco): the dynamics of opening
and closing religious complexes, especially in the phases of reuse following the processes of sec-
ularisation and expropriation, affect the permeability of adjacent tissues, the use of public spaces
and the vitality of the urban landscape.

With regard to the contemporary city, the stories of marginalisation and emancipation involving
non-Catholic confessions and religious minorities offer an important area of investigation to
“stress” the parameters of opened/closed and to verify the relationship between urban space and
religious practices. Places of worship shape the city, but the city is also able to modify cultural
practices: this is the case of the emancipation of the Waldensians and Jews after the Letters Patent
promulgated by Carlo Alberto in 1848, which make Turin a symbolic city of constant openness,
with repercussions on the city project and urban expansions. Places of worship become political
instruments to affirm the identity and presence of the marginalised who return to visibility in the
city (Alice Pozzati and Ambra Tumino).

Finally, the relationship between religion and city can be studied by trying to correlate the parame-
ters opened/closed and visible/invisible. A test case is offered by the strategies of place keeping, mak-
ing and seeing implemented by the Mormon church and the Sikh community in Rome. Their places
of worship show that visibility does not always correspond to openness. Legal and economic factors
determine the visibility of religious spaces in the suburban space conquered by an institutionalised
community, while it remains interstitial for an unrecognised religious group (Silvia Omenetto).
Ultimately, the presence of religious complexes impacts not only the amount of land directly con-
trolled in its physical modifications, but above all on the system of social relations that each commu-
nity puts in place with a more or less broad and branched context. The closure and opening of each
piece becomes part of greater dynamics of circulation and flows, of people, capital and knowledge,
intertwining each religion with the life of the different political and cultural components of each city.



