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LUCA MOCARELLI

«Building in this city
has led to fanaticism».
The urban changes of Milan 
in the Theresian period

This paper deals with the remarkable changes that Milan underwent in 
his forma urbis during the Theresian age. The first part presents shortly 
the urbanistic and economic situation of Milan in the middle of the 18th 
century. The second part refers to the urbanistic changes of Milan in the 
second half of the 18th century and to the main actors of this transforma-
tion: the archduke Ferdinando and the Royal architect Piermarini, on one 
side, and the local nobility, on the other. The final part considers the eco-
nomic consequences of such interventions.

At the end of the War of the Austrian Succession, Milan was still one 
of the largest European cities, counting more than 120,000 inhabitants, 
and remained among the fifteen most populated cities in the Continent 
until the end of the eighteenth century, when it counted 135,000 inhabi-
tants. The Theresian urban cadastre, realized in 1751, clearly shows that 
nobility, clergy and charities were the most relevant owners of buildings 
in the city. While the nobility accounted for 41% of the scutato (the esti-
mated buildings’ value), the persistent importance of clergy and charities 
(which owned almost 30% of the scutato) was a legacy of the past. As a 
matter of fact, Milan had been a “holy” city since the Middle Ages, espe-
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cially since the Borromean period, when Carlo and Federico had strength-
ened its role and tried to build a city around religion1.

Another important legacy of the past is the radial conformation of the 
city, progressively grown from the round-shaped Mediolanum, which 
reached its maximum extension in the 3rd century, until medieval walls 
were added in the 7th century and then the Spanish ones in the 16th cen-
tury (see figure n. 1). 

Figure 1) Maps of urban Development (source Cogné, forthcoming). 
The city centre was originally circumscribed by the Navigli circle, an arti-
ficial waterway realized thanks to the digging of the Naviglio grande and 
of the Martesana canal, but it continued to grow in a larger area of about 
500 hectares, between the canals and the Spanish walls. Outside the walls 
there was Corpi Santi, a rural settlement of about 6,379 hectares, strictly 
linked to urban life through the main gates of the city2, in particular porta 
Ticinese and porta Romana, on the south side, and porta Orientale and 
porta Comasina, on the north side (see figure n. 2). 

In the city centre, about 264 hectares, there was a great concentration 
of people: about 2/3 of the population lived there, and about 3/4 of the 
total amount of buildings was there3. This part of the city housed the main 
public buildings (ducal palace, cathedral, city hall, “Ca granda” hospital, 
and so on) together with manufacturing and commercial activities. The 
high population density brought higher prices on the real estate market 
compared to those in the other parts of the city4 (see figure n. 3).

1 The noblemen owned 24.4% of the urban areas and 41% of the scutato, the clergy 
respectively 37.4% and 17% and charities 6.3% and 10%. The built-up area was about 589 
hectares, the scutato amounted to 4,393,563 scudi, divided by 2,315 owners and 5,927 
houses and flats, 4,576 of which rented out (77.2%) and only 900 inhabited by the owners 
(15.2%). For additional data see Albane Cogné’s doctoral thesis (Cogné, forthcoming). A 
special thanks to Albane for her kindness and for allowing me to consult her thesis and 
include her data in this contribution. 

2 See Mocarelli 2006, 285-295.
3 See Pillepich 2001, 22.
4 Compare Beltrami 1891, in particular pp. 881-882, with Cogné, forthcoming. 

According to Albane’s thesis (p. 137), the most expensive lots on Piazza Duomo were 
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Figure 1 – Maps of urban Development
(Cogné, forthcoming)
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Figure 2 – The main road axes
(Cogné, forthcoming)
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Figure 3 – Land values
(Cogné, forthcoming)
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The fact that Milan continued to be the most populated and important 
city in Lombardy even in the middle of the 18th century depended mainly 
upon its economic relevance. As a matter of fact, while it continued to be 
an important centre for manufacturing, and not exclusively in the predomi-
nant textile sector, it was also gaining a growing importance as trade centre 
thanks to the silk boom of the 18th century. In that period, Lombardy became 
one of the most important silk yarn producers in Europe and Milan became 
the gate for the export of Lombard silk on the international market5.

However, it is worthy of note that the service sector in Milan, as in 
all the most populated cities in Early Modern Europe, was a structural 
feature. Already at the beginning of the 17th century, more than half of Mi-
lan’s work force was employed in the services (see table n. 1). At the same 
time, it is important to stress the presence of many other manufacturing 
activities besides the textile sector, such as the leather industry, jewellery, 
carpentry and building sector.

When the Hapsburgs reconquered Western Lombardy at the end of 
the War of Austrian Succession, in Milan there were all the necessary con-
ditions for a strong urban growth, in particular from the 1760s onwards. 
The activation of a new cadastre encouraged land and infrastructure im-
provements; a long period of peace brought a consequent reduction of 
military expenses; the growing prices of food and silk favoured landown-
ers and their spending; many monasteries and religious orders were sup-
pressed; taxation became efficient and the State was able to fund public 
expenditure; big contractors started to be contracted with to carry out 
public infrastructural works6.

A pivotal role in the urban renewal of Milan was played by Maria There-
sa’s son Ferdinand, who became governor of the State of Milan in 1771. Fer-
dinand was by all means a controversial figure. According to Gorani, he was 
a capable speculator who invested in different sectors, from wheat trade 

worth 474 lire per square meter, while the cheapest ones outside the Navigli circle only 
one lira.

5 I dealt with these issues Mocarelli 2001.
6 An excellent synthesis of the history of this period is Capra 1987.
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to construction. He chose Piermarini as his Royal architect for he wanted 
«a crooked man supporting his business», a man who eventually allowed 
him to earn more than one million lire speculating on the renovation of the 
Royal Palace in Milan and the building of the Villa Reale in Monza7. 

7 See Gorani 1989, 141.

Table 1 – Employment in Milan by sector of activity

Sector of activity
Year

1610 1784 1795

Services 45,36 47,75 46,84

Textile 19,64 11,98 11,86

Groceries 3,50 8,21 8,88

Leather goods 4,13 6,94 6,56

Jewellery 5,64 6,10 5,62

Carpentry 1,86 5,43 5,34

Building 1,55 5,04 3,59

Merchants 2,73 3,65 4,13

Paper and glass makers  – 1,78 1,90

Food service  – 1,28 1,75

Workers and shop boys 9,96 0,73 2,04

Agriculture 1,36 0,67 0,68

Other 4,27 0,44 0,81

Total 100,00 100,00 100,00

Source: Mocarelli  2001, 219
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Surely, his mother had been too indulgent towards her beloved son. 
Suffice it to say that in 1777, when she authorized the building of a «coun-
try house» for Ferdinand, she instructed the royal chamber (Regia Cam-
era) to provide his son with one million lire, without any public control 
and with the recommendation to put such amount outside the balance 
sheet8. This situation totally changed when his brother Joseph II became 
Holy Roman Emperor after their mother’s death, since he decided that 
public finances had to pay only for «necessary (buildings) […] of public 
interest»9.

The other great protagonist of the construction boom in the enlight-
ened Milan was certainly Francesco Piermarini, who became Royal ar-
chitect in 1769, urban construction supervisor in 1775 and Architecture 
teacher in Brera in 1776. His activity, strengthened by his close relation-
ship with the main contractor of the time, namely the Fé family from Tici-
no (who built La Scala Opera House, the Paderno canal and much more)10, 
really changed the shape and the face of Milan, as a short list of his main 
public interventions clearly shows 11. 

A first cluster of interventions was aimed at providing Ferdinando with 
residences suitable to his position as Governor. The renovation of the Roy-
al Palace next to the Cathedral lasted more than fifteen year and entailed 
the demolition of a part of the old building, together with 42 shops, result-
ing in an expense of more than 2.6 million lire between 1771 and 178712.  

8 The Empress’s dispatch, in which she allowed the exemption from custom duties 
for all materials to be used for the Villa, is in the State Archive of Milan (SAM), Fondi 
camerali, p.a., c. 311.

9 His decision was cited by Wilzeck in a letter written on the 25th of August 1788 
dealing with the works carried out back then on the Corso di Porta Orientale, which is to 
be found in the Civic Historical Archive Milan (CHAM), Località milanesi, c. 275.

10 On the Fé family, which was in charge also of the lucrative activity of road 
maintenance, see Bobbi 2006.

11 About Piermarini’s activity in Milan see at least Brizio 1977, 361-407 and 
Piermarini 1983.

12 For these expenses see «Epilogo di quanto costano alla Regia Camera le in appresso 
distinte regie fabbriche dall’epoca che furono incominciate giusta le seguenti distinzioni», 
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At the same time, between 1776 and 1782, Piermarini spent 150.000 lire 
to build the adjacent Piazza Fontana (fountain square), in order to rein-
force the secular character of the most important square in Milan13. The 
construction of the aforementioned «country house» for Ferdinando, the 
Villa Reale in Monza, was conversely faster, only three years of works be-
tween 1777 and 1780, but equally expensive, about 1.5 million lire14.  

Another cluster of interventions resulted from the administrative reor-
ganization carried out by Maria Theresa and Joseph II. It was a really huge 
effort concerning the most varied sectors, making a total renovation all 
the more difficult. If we consider only the main interventions, we already 
get a particularly rich list: the renovation of the Omodeo Palace, of Brera 
(after the suppression of the Jesuit order), of the Swiss college (which 
became the new seat of the Milanese senate) and of the new courts in the 
market square; the construction of the new Royal Mint, of the new Post 
Office, of the tobacco factory, of the new pawn shop and of the seat of the 
newly founded bank Monte di Santa Teresa; the renovation of the Trivu-
lzio Palace; the construction of the new orphanages and of the cemeter-
ies. Finally, in order to build a modern city, Piermarini put a lot of effort 
in the so-called «pubblico decoro», i.e. in planning and realizing beauti-
ful and useful projects, such as the abovementioned Piazza Fontana and 
the largest public garden in Milan, «I Giardini di porta orientale», which 
changed the appearance of the north-eastern part of the city15.

Public intervention in infrastructures was just as important. Suffice it 
to remember the digging of the Paderno Canal, realized between 1773 
and 1776 with an expenditure of almost two million lire, and that of the 
Redefossi, a drainage canal built a decade later with an expense of more 
than 1.5 million lire. The project of strengthening the network of provin-

in: SAM, Rogiti camerali, c. 718 and the documents in CHAM, Località milanesi, c. 255. 
13 On the project, which aimed at creating a more regular square in the centre of the 

city, see Firmian’s letter written on 7th of March 1776, in SAM, Catasto, c. 2493.
14 The exact amount was 1,413,024 lire as shown in the «Bilancio delle entrate e delle 

uscite per la fabbrica della casa di campagna di SAR a Monza da 1777 al 1780», in SAM, 
Fondi camerali, p.a., c. 311.

15 Regarding all these interventions, Iet me quote Mocarelli 2008, 90-99.
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cial roads, starting with the one leading to Mantua, annexed to Lombardy 
in 1786, was also very expensive and entailed investments for almost four 
million lire. But very expensive was also the maintenance of all the build-
ings, roads, rivers and waterways, which had a cost of more than seven 
million lire in the period 1760-1796 (see table n. 2). 

However, if the State had a great role to play in transforming the shape 
of Milan, private owners did as well. On one hand, they could exploit in-
vestment opportunities created by the purchase of public sources of in-
come sold in the previous centuries, which gave back millions to privates 
who benefited also from the decrease in interest rates in this period16. On 
the other, the strengthening of State power caused also the suppression 
of many religious orders and the subsequent sale of dozens of buildings, 
most of them in the city centre 17. At the same time, the presence of Ferdi-
nand and his Court in Milan encouraged private owners to improve and 
embellish their palaces18.

Naturally, it is more difficult to reconstruct the building activities of 
private owners than public ones, but we can provide a sufficiently clear 
picture. Firstly, a certain number of palaces were built from scratch: this 
is the case of Villa Belgioioso and of the Anguissola, Greppi, Greppi Bren-
tani, Fagnani Ronzoni, Moriggia, Diotti, Bovara and Pertusati Palaces. Sec-
ondly, many other buildings underwent drastic transformations, as in the 
case of the Serbelloni Palace, or even more important, as in the case of the 
Archinto, Bigli, Crivelli, Cusani, Durini, Isimbardi, Litta, Mellerio, Melzi, 
Monti, Resta, Stampa, Trivulzio and Verri Palaces19. Thirdly, buildings un-
derwent also a great number of micro-interventions, which we can re-

16 These financial interventions entailed the return to the private investors of more 
than 30 million lire between 1768 and 1765 as reconstructed in Zaninelli 1986, 334-356.

17 Only in the period between 1783 and 1789, the suppressions were 98 (see «Elenco 
delle chiese che sono state soppresse e profanate nella città di Milano dal 1783» written 
in 1789 by the councilor Vismara, in: SAM, Fondi camerali, p.a., c. 182). See also Vismara 
Chiappa 1982, 481-500.

18 On this issue, see the remarks of the famous interior decorator Giocondo Albertolli 
(Albertolli 1796, 50).

19 I dealt with private owners building activity in Mocarelli 2008, 121-132.
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Table 2 – Public expenses in the building sector in Milan (17601796)

Intervention Period Expenses (lire)

Workhouse 1763-67, 86-87 480,000
Jail 1769-72 180,000
Royal Palace 1773-87 3,000,000
Brera 1773-86 450,000
Omodeo Palace 1772, 82, 91 350,000
Fontana Square 1776-82 150,000
Theatres 1776-79 1.000,000
Villa Reale in Monza 1777-80 1,400,000
Swiss college 1778-80, 86-94 250,000
Royal Mint 1778-80, 88-90 260,000
Prison 1781-87 300,000
Post Office 1781, 85-86 210,000
Tobacco factory 1781, 1791 100,000
Charities 1782-85 70,000
Monte Santa Teresa 1782-83 275,000
Giardini Porta Orientale 1782-94 400,000
Pawnshop 1783-86 70,000
Courthouses 1786-1788 110,000
Trivulzio Palace 1786-87 110,000
Castle and walls 1760-96 500,000
Paderno Canal 1773-76 1,900,000
Redefossi Canal 1783-86 1,600,000
Urban streets 1760-96 400,000
Provincial roads 1760-96 3,700,000
Buildings maintenance 1760-96 400,000
Waters maintenance 1760-96 4.200,000
Roads maintenence 1760-96 2.500,000

Total 1760-1796 24,375,000

Source: Mocarelli 2008, 243-245.
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contruct thanks to the permissions they required, conserved in the Civic 
Historical Archive of Milan (see Table n. 3 and figure n. 4). 

Moreover, the Milanese nobility supported a great collective interven-
tion: the reconstruction of a city theatre after the fire which destroyed the 
Royal Palace theatre. The worldwide famous Teatro alla Scala, together 
with the smaller Cannobiana theatre, were built between 1776 and 1778, 
thanks to almost a million lire collected by those, mainly noblemen, who 
wished to own a box seat in the two theatres20.

If we take into account also the building interventions carried out by 
the Milanese church21, it is apparent that Milan underwent a true make-
over in the second half of the 18th century. There are many available 
sources which witness an actual increase in the demand for construction 
works in this period. This was mainly due to an unprecedented commit-
ment of the public and to a renewed private activism, beginning with the 
nobles, while the Ambrosian church was progressively losing importance. 
However, as it can easily be seen from the timing of the interventions, the 
growth in demand was not steady over time. In fact, the Fifties and Sixties 
were followed by a very strong development phase two decades later, be-
fore a physiological slowdown in the 1790s (see table n. 4). 

20 The documents about the construction of La Scala and Cannobiana theatres are in 
SAM, Spettacoli pubblici, p.a., c. 38.

21 See Mocarelli 2008, 132-135.
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Table 3 – Permissions required for interventions on buildings (17571795)
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Balconies 121 44 46 43 35 55 344

Doors 72 37 41 31 31 29 241

Shops 36 18 29 17 25 15 140

Renovation 25 12 12 11 9 14 83

Sanitary and water supply 21 11 12 8 10 10 72

Facade 19 10 9 10 8 13 69

Windows 15 7 9 7 8 8 54

Decorations 8 5 4 4 3 6 30

Other 13 10 11 7 6 7 54

Total 330 154 173 138 135 157 1,087

Source: Civic Historical Archive Milan, Località milanesi, cc. 13, 14, 15, 17, 19, 38, 39, 40, 41, 
42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 52, 67, 79, 95, 96, 97, 99, 102, 107, 123, 125, 129, 130, 131, 132, 137, 139, 
148, 149, 150, 151, 152, 153, 154, 167, 168, 171, 172, 173, 174, 175, 176, 177, 179, 184, 185, 
189, 190, 191, 192, 196, 201, 205, 207, 208, 209, 210, 215, 226, 231, 233, 235, 236, 237, 238, 
239, 254, 260, 262, 264, 266, 267, 268, 269, 270, 271, 272, 278, 279, 282, 283, 285, 286, 287, 
288, 289, 293, 298, 299, 302, 304, 310, 311, 314, 315, 316, 319, 323, 327, 331, 334, 337, 338, 
339, 340, 341, 344, 346, 353, 354, 356, 357, 358, 359, 362, 366, 367, 369, 372, 373, 374, 376, 
379, 380, 383, 384, 385, 386, 388, 389, 391, 394,395, 397, 398, 401, 402, 412, 413, 416, 417, 
420, 421, 423, 427, 428, 441, 444, 445, 447, 448, 453, 454, 457, 459, 460.
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Figure 4 – Places of minor building interventions of the patriziate
(Cogné, forthcoming)
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Finally, it seems worthwhile trying to estimate the economic impact of 
such huge activity in the building sector. With regards to public interven-
tion, it is rather plausible to estimate an investment of almost 30 million 
lire, since the amount presented in table n. 2 takes into account only the 
main interventions and not those carried out in the Fifties. An evaluation 
of private investments in construction works is surely more difficult to 
give since it requires an estimate of the number of new buildings, renova-
tions and small interventions, together with their value. For sure, the in-
vestment was higher than the public one. In a previous work, I suggested 
a sum of more than 55 million lire. If we add another six or seven million 
lire from the Church of Milan, the total amount goes well beyond 90 mil-
lion lire, that is about two million lire a year in the period 1760-179622. 

It is a relevant amount if we consider that, in the same period, the main 
revenue of the Lombard economy, that is the silk export, amounted to 
about 15 million lire a year23. Moreover, we have to consider that, while 
silk production refers to the entire State, the estimates of construction 
costs refer only to Milan. If we could add the estimates of construction 
works throughout Austrian Lombardy, we would probably reach more 
than five million lire a year. Having said that, it is easy to understand the 
huge economic impact of construction works, an activity that changed the 
shape of Milan, gave work to thousands of people and, at the same time, 
made it easier to get a rent and have access to credit.

22 Mocarelli 2008, 246-249.
23 According to Angelo Moioli (1981, 96), the Lombard silk export fluctuated between 

14 and 18 million lire a year.
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Table 4 – Main building and infrastructural interventions between 1763 and 1794

Intervention 63 4 5 6 7 8 9 70 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 80 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 90 1 2 3 4

Workhouse █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Jail █ █ █ █
Ducal palace █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Villa reale █ █ █ █
Brera █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Serbelloni pal. █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Omodeo pal. █ █ █ █ █ █
Greppi pal. █ █ █ █ █ █
Paderno canal █ █ █ █
Belgioioso pal. █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Anguissola pal. █ █ █ █
Fontana square █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Theatres █ █ █ █
Diotti pal. █ █ █
Swiss college █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Royal mint █ █ █
Prison █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Post Office █ █ █
Tobacco factory █ █
Monte S. Teresa █ █
Gardens p.o. █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █ █
Charities pal. █ █ █
Redefossi canal █ █ █ █
Bovara pal. █ █
Courthouses █ █
Trivulzio pal. █ █
Belgioioso pal. █ █ █ █
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