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Kelleher, Marie A. The Hungry City: A Year in the Life of Medieval Barcelona. 

Ithica: Cornell University Press, 2024. 270 pp.  

 

 The Hungry City is a history of Barcelona of the fourteenth century, focused 

on how various groups of people lived and worked there. Using the famine of 

1333/1334 as the “hook” on which to hang the story, this book explores how various 

residents of the city responded to the crisis. The author describes how the city 

acquired and sold grain—the principal food of the local populace—and how the 

city’s leaders operated in government, commerce, religious and military affairs 

through case studies of specific individuals. Their lives are entwined in this 

account, providing a well-crafted explanation of life in this medieval city across 

that century and emphasizing the role of social and work-based networks. 

 The first chapter discusses food, famine and the role of grain in people’s 

lives. Chapter two takes the reader through Barcelona’s wider function in the 

Mediterranean by describing the experiences of a ship’s captain and his network of 

business and political activities. The following chapter describes the city from the 

perspective of Portuguese merchants dealing with the Catalan government and its 

business community. Chapter four takes the reader through the city’s relations with 

the Crown of Aragon. Chapter five traces the life of a Jewish woman and her family 

and the relationships and activities of her co-religionists within the city at large. 

Chapter six introduces the activities and rhetoric of a priest, a mid-level official, 

and others to shed light on how they responded to unrest in the city over the lack of 

grain and the threat of famine. The final chapter points out how each constituency 

held varying views and took different actions in response to the famine, 

summarizing how diverse actors responded to the famine and the consequences of 

their actions in subsequent decades. Using the focus of one year’s events allows the 

reader to understand the interactions and social dynamics of life in this city at that 

time. This approach serves as an effective model historians could use to explore 

and explain life in other medieval cities.   

The author’s fundamental argument is, “that the essence of the city lies not 

in any single one of these perspectives but rather in the way they wove together” 

(214).  Many “points of entanglement” included city-crown relations, merchant-

city ones too, citizens-market activities, Christian-Jewish contacts, and relations 

with other city-states in the Mediterranean (214). Overall, the book demonstrates 

how complex networking relations were diverse, allowed the city to be flexible in 

its response to the famine, and yet remain a coherent community of some 30,000 

souls.  

Kelleher deftly relies on an impressive collection of diverse archival sources 

from the Crown of Aragon, cathedral and diocese of Barcelona, and myriad city 

archives.  The author thoroughly and effectively leveraged these sources. She had 

absolute command of the complexities of dealing with Latin, old Catalan and old 
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Spanish grammar and penmanship, a challenge familiar to today’s medievalists. 

The author reminds us that there exists a rich historiography about Catalonia and 

the Mediterranean of the period that has especially flowered in the past half century. 

This book is fully integrated into that historiography. 

A particularly attractive feature of this publication is the presentation of 

footnotes instead of the more widely applied practice of endnotes. Besides the 

convenience of being able to glance at specific sources in real-time, the author 

provides considerable commentary in these related to the main text, but more wisely 

suited for notes. This was particularly the case when discussing various 

historiographical issues and providing small but illustrative vignettes about a 

situation or person. One would wish that more presses returned to this practice; 

Cornell University Press is to be commended for doing so. 

Marie A Kelleher, history professor at California State University at Long 

Beach, has prepared a beautifully written narrative that serves up a rich 

understanding of daily life of various cohorts of Barcelona, Catalonian country-

side, and kingdom. It is a highly accessible monograph on the rich diversity of life 

in an urban center that increases our understanding of the city across a large portion 

of its history during the Middle Ages, and thus not just about how various cohorts 

responded to the crises of famine and life in general in Barcelona. It should inform 

scholars who study other cities, such as Lisbon, Genoa and Venice, among others. 

Tracing the affairs of specific individuals through the famine’s crisis proved to be 

an effective method for understanding how life unfolded in an urban setting. 

This was sadly Kelleher’s second and last book as she died while it was in 

production so early in her life. So, we can read this review as the start of recognizing 

her intellectual legacy to future historians. Historians have to mourn the lost 

opportunity to read other books that she might have written, had she lived longer. 

This review would not be complete without thanking a handful of her academic 

friends and Cornell University Press for taking her manuscript, which was at 

copyediting stage, to full publication. 
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