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LAYERS, FLOWS AND INTERSECTIONS:
JERONYMO JOSÉ DE MELLO AND ARTISAN LIFE IN

RIO DE JANEIRO, 1840s–1880s

By Zephyr Frank Stanford University

Jeronymo José de Mello was a tinker (latoeiro) resident in Rio de Janeiro dur-
ing the second half of the nineteenth century.1 One of the thousands of skilled
Portuguese immigrants to arrive in Brazil’s capital in this period, he set up a tin-
smith shop sometime in the 1850s in the Rua São Pedro, just a few blocks to
the west of the central business district in an area filled with other artisans and
small businesses. By 1870 he also owned a residential property in nearby Rua da
Conceição, just a five minute walk from his shop. Jeronymo was a moderately
successful tinker, at least insofar as he managed to remain in business for at least
30 years in the same location. Although he never married, he appears to have
been a conscientious father, sending his daughters to public school, at a time
when relatively few artisans invested in the formal education of their children.
As with many others of middling wealth in the city, he also participated in the
institution of slavery, owning at least one female domestic servant. Toward the
end of his life, he joined with another tinker in a partnership. This article ex-
plores Jeronymo’s life and the lives of artisans more broadly during a period of
sweeping change in Rio de Janeiro.

From a theoretical point of view, the methodology adopted in this paper al-
lows for an expansion of the universe of historical subjects. Rather than begin
with special cases or unusual events, the quantitative geographical approach ac-
cords tens of thousands of individuals a place in the analysis. This is not meant
to suggest that traditional approaches need be abandoned; rather, it is to claim
that this expanded universe can work in concert with traditional methods to
enrich history. What follows is meant to convey the excitement of discovering
that thousands of hitherto forgotten individuals, like Jeronymo José de Mello,
can surface out of obscurity under the focus of new methodology, adding fresh
meaning and complexity to the past.

Why focus on a historical cipher like Jeronymo? He was, after all, just a tin-
ker. The tinkers of Rio de Janeiro were not important in political or economic
terms. Yet, inasmuch as they are representative of the experience of many other
artisans, their story takes on greater interest: first, because artisans made up a
significant portion of households and were, as a group, a major contributor to
the urban economy; second, because the effects of economic development and
urban growth on artisans can tell us a good deal about the history of capital-
ism in Brazil’s capital and the historical experience of urban workers. One of
the central claims of social history is that it can recover the lives of people like
Jeronymo and render them meaningful to historical analysis.

How did sweeping economic change in Rio de Janeiro transform the position
of artisans within urban society over the latter half of the nineteenth century?
This paper adopts a quantitative geographical approach to this question. Specif-
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ically, it asks how a package of changes that included capitalist growth, rising
rents, and new transport technologies affected Rio’s artisans during the critical
period from the 1840s through the 1880s. During these years, the slave trade was
definitively suppressed (1850/51), a new Commercial Code promulgated (1850
with subsequent amendments), and the railroad age arrived in Rio de Janeiro
(from 1854 onward). The population of the city grew rapidly, with streams of
immigrants from Europe, and particularly Portugal, meeting streams of internal
migrants to the burgeoning capital of the Empire. In 1849, the population of
the city barely exceeded 200,000. By 1888, immigration and natural increase
swelled the population of the city well over 500,000.2 Exports, mainly coffee,
flowed in unheard of volumes through the port. Meanwhile, imports poured in
for local consumption or shipment to the interior. New firms were founded and
new banks chartered, constituting an unparalleled deepening of capitalism in
Brazil. Against this tide of change, Rio de Janeiro’s artisans attempted to cash
in on the opportunities wrought by growth and to stave off the erosion of their
position within the urban system.

For their part, artisans are often viewed in the historiography as potential
agents of (or impediments to) change during the transition to industrial capital-
ism. On the one hand, seeing their position eroded by the adoption of mecha-
nized production and unskilled labor, artisans sometimes ended up resisting the
forces of capitalist development. They did this by attempting to limit entry into
their trades, by continuing to insist on owning the tools of their trade, and, at
times, by agitating for protection from competing imports.3 On the other hand,
the more successful artisans, especially the masters, may have experienced so-
cial mobility and, with rising fortunes, may have come to identify with the new
economy.4

Told in isolation, Jeronymo’s story provides only a limited vignette of urban
life in nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro. But what if thousands of similar stories
could be plotted on a map of Rio, so that the intersection of lives and locations,
the layers of time and structure, and the flow of change wrought by social and
economic forces could be woven together into a rich historical tapestry? This
scenario is the guiding vision of this article.

In order to frame the analysis of thousands of potential histories, this paper
deploys concepts of layer, flow, and intersection. Layers represent the multiple,
sometimes concurrent, sometimes historically distinct contexts within which
people’s lives intersect and move. For instance, property values and occupa-
tional distributions are two different (perhaps correlated) layers in which indi-
viduals are embedded and/or in motion.5 Flows suggest the way in which move-
ment through time-space transforms the networks and contexts of historical
experience—creating new intersections and layers, sustaining some, and dissolv-
ing others, all the while depending upon them to structure and enable agency.6
Finally, the concept of intersections draws inspiration from the fact that cities
are made up of grids of streets in which work, home, politics, and pleasure meet.
Networks of human relationships can be viewed, similarly, as intersecting in the
space-time of the city. Intersections, thus, are a way to parse the myriad connec-
tions that exist and are formed in urban life.7 These concepts are familiar and
no claim to novelty is made in positing them. The novelty of the project, rather,
is to deploy these concepts concurrently to organize and make sense of a large
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historical dataset and to illuminate the place of an individual like Jeronymo José
de Mello in his milieu.

I

If cities are, as Douglas Rae suggests, a piling up of commitments to place, then
the patterns revealed in past historical layers of commitments may hold part of
the key to explaining how Jeronymo came to have a shop in the Rua de São
Pedro rather than somewhere else in the city.8 A generation earlier, in 1849, the
tinkers of Rio de Janeiro were overwhelmingly concentrated around the aptly
named Tinkers’ Street (Rua dos Latoeiros). If he had entered into the business
in 1849, the odds were high that Jeronymo would have located his shop in this
street. The pattern of clustered location for tinkers was repeated, to greater and
lesser degrees, for other artisans during the first half of the nineteenth century.
Other street names of the time reveal the continued presence of the old guild

Figure 1
Rio de Janeiro (c. 1870)
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structure, even though the guilds themselves had been abolished in Brazil’s “lib-
eral” constitution of 1824: for instance, Soap Street (Rua do Sabão) ran parallel
to the Rua de São Pedro; while Goldsmiths’ Street (Rua dos Ourives) cut across
both these streets in the center of town. Artisans were heavily clustered in this
zone, each with their own distinct pattern of distribution in the cityscape. Ex-
cavating the historical layer containing mid-nineteenth-century data reveals a
deep pattern of occupational clustering associated with colonial era rules regard-
ing economic life. Yet, by the time Jeronymo opened his shop in the Rua de São
Pedro during the 1850s, this pattern was breaking down.

Between 1849 and 1889, Rio de Janeiro experienced major social and eco-
nomic change. The population of the city more than doubled in size, swollen
both with immigrants from Europe (especially Portugal) and internal migrants
seeking opportunity in the metropolis. Meanwhile, the economy of the city ex-
panded substantially and, in the process, became far more complex and sophisti-
cated. Banks were founded, companies organized under a new Commercial Code
(1850), and nearly half of Brazil’s imports and exports flowed through the city
and port of Rio de Janeiro.9 At the same time, the edifice of Brazilian slavery
was crumbling. British pressure and the decisions of a newly strong central gov-
ernment led to the definitive suppression of the Atlantic slave trade in the early
1850s.10 A series of additional blows to the slave system, including the outcome
of the United States Civil War, a nascent abolitionist movement, the wishes
of Brazil’s emperor, and party politics combined to push the passage of the Rio
Branco law, in 1871. Although very few slaves benefited from the law in any
immediate sense, no person born in Brazil after this date was to be considered a
slave.11 Without a continued Atlantic slave trade, this spelled the end, however
gradual, to slavery.

Thus, by the time Jeronymo began plying his trade in the Rua de São Pedro
and sending his daughters to school, the urban environment in Rio was caught
up in a profound transformation. The subtle flow of artisans outward from their
traditional center is captured graphically in the figure below. Because the city
directory expanded its coverage substantially between 1849 and the 1870s and
1880s, it was necessary to take this into account in the analysis of spatial flows.
Otherwise, there is a serious risk that what appears as movement is actually noth-
ing more than a change in the sources. In order to control for the fact that the
directory became more comprehensive, an arbitrary cut-off was established for
comparing observations from the 1870s and 1880s with the 1849 dataset. When
comparing the 1849 data with information for subsequent years, the compari-
son is limited to data in cells that appear well covered (at least 50 percent of the
level of 1870) in the 1849 Almanak Laemmert.

After making this adjustment for changing coverage in the city directory, the
movement away from the Tinker street cluster is a bit less dramatic. Nonetheless,
movement from east to west is clearly discernable. In 1849, there were eight tin-
kers located in the north-central quadrant bounded by Alfândega to the south,
Ourives to the west, and Quitanda to the east. This was very much a part of
the old artisan heartland of the city. By 1859, with Jeronymo ensconced in his
business in the Rua São Pedro, just two tinkers remained in this older zone.
Meanwhile, seven other tinkers set up operations in the vicinity of Jeronymo’s
shop—in an area where not one tinker had been listed a decade earlier. Later, in
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Figure 2
Tinker Flows: Rio de Janeiro, 1849 to 1889
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1870, there were six tinkers working in this zone, and, overall, the tinkers of
Rio appear to have become even more dispersed than in 1859. By 1889, the
zone around Jeronymo’s shop teemed with other tinkers, as these relatively poor
artisans occupied neighborhoods with lower rents.

The other zone of the city into which we can be reasonably certain of the
direction of flow is to the south. Just two tinkers were listed below the Rua Sete
de Setembro in 1849. A decade later there were seven. By 1889, there were nine
in this zone. Taken together, the flows of tinkers into the Northwest zone and
the south of Sete de Setembro area by 1889 represent the movement of roughly
15 tinkers into spaces they had not previously occupied in 1870, continuing,
as it were, a process of dispersion into smaller clusters throughout the cheaper
neighborhoods of the city.

Within this rearrangement of urban space, Jeronymo’s business fitted in a de-
veloping cluster of tinker’s shops. Old ties to Tinker’s street may have loosened,
but some other force held these artisans together. First one, then another shop
would open in the same street. Tinkers recreated their networks in smaller, dis-
persed clusters. In 1849, just one tinker called Rua de São Pedro home; in 1870,
there were five; and by 1889, six. Meanwhile, in nearby Customs House Street
(Rua da Alfândega) there were fewer such businesses listed in the city directory,
despite the fact that Customs Street was two blocks closer to the traditional
center in Tinker’s street. It was only on the periphery of downtown that solitary
concerns, separated by larger intervals, were to be found.

Jeronymo appears in the city directory, at the 115 São Pedro address, in 1858,
by which time he had opened the second tinker’s shop we know of in that
street.12 He may have been there before this date and simply failed to appear
in the directory, but this seems unlikely given his regular appearance thereafter
and his likely age at the time, which must have been his early twenties (given
that he would have two school-age daughters in 1874). We can be reasonably
certain that this was his first shop, and that he selected the site on the basis of
suitability (size, rent, character of the neighborhood) and availability. He did
not elect to set up shop in Tinker street or its immediate environs. Perhaps that
neighborhood was saturated with tinkers and rents were already too high; per-
haps he was caught up in the flow that was shifting the location of tinkers in
a northwesterly direction, towards Rua São Pedro. There was already one shop
open on the street, why not another?

Two factors probably explain the overall direction and character of this flow.
First, there were areas in which tinkers were unwelcome, out-of-place, or priced
out of the market. These zones served to push tinkers into smaller, more com-
pact clusters. This explains why no tinkers are found in the Rua Direita, the
center of big business, and very few in the Rua do Ouvidor, the center of fashion
and European-style consumption. Even more tellingly, the two new clusters of
tinkers that formed as a result of the flows described above were both located
in zones of lower real estate values. Second, tinkers were accustomed to run-
ning shops in the close vicinity of others of their ilk and customers were accus-
tomed to this pattern as well. Indeed, this pattern of clustering is predicted by
location theory. Where one tinker opened a successful shop, others were likely
to follow. We do not possess documentation regarding the degree of sociability
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Figures 3
The Artisan Heartland and Tinker “Networks”: 1849 to 1870
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among tinkers—whether they congregated formally or informally within their
smaller clusters in the 1870s and 1880s—but it stands to reason that some social
interaction took place. In this regard, the patterns of location and proximity
suggest that tinkers may have viewed one another through a more complex lens
than that of mere economic competition. They were also comrades in the trade.
Proximity and sociability could help lead, in turn, to partnership. Thus, even as
the flow of urban change extruded tinkers from their traditional location, they
were able to maintain something of their old networks and perhaps put these to
work in building larger businesses.

The flow of other artisans was, in many cases, similar to that of Rio’s tinkers.
Carpenters spread out from the city center, yet they also retained a clustered
pattern in the zone just south of the port. Perhaps they found work there in the
shipping and warehousing sector of the economy. Chandlers (soap and candle
workers), by way of contrast, exhibited a strong outward flow from the city center
to the western periphery, specifically clustering near the port (northwest zone)
and the railway terminus (west).

The flow of chandlers highlights the important influence that transportation
infrastructure could have on the location of artisans and other residents of the
city. In addition, this flow suggests the way in which artisans with manufacturing
businesses tied to regional and national markets, such as chandlers with larger
operations, were no longer tied to the city center in the 1870s in the same way
as they had been in the 1840s. To be sure, many retained connections to the
center in the form of shops selling the wares from their factories, but the locus
of production had shifted definitively toward lower rent zones in close proximity
to transport facilities. In contrast, the services and products of carpenters and
tinkers remained deeply embedded in the local economy, which meant that their
patterns of flow and location were anchored more closely to the city center.
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Figures 4
Artisan Flows: 1849 to 1870
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values rather than wholesale movements out of the city center.

II

With the growth of the economy and population of the city, residents faced
a changing real estate environment. Another set of layers and flows relating to
Jeronymo emerges when viewed through the lens of urban property. At this writ-
ing, no systematic study of urban property in Rio de Janeiro exists for the nine-
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As we have seen, there were flows on the part of both carpenters and tinkers,
but these tended to represent small shifts into adjacent zones of lower property
values rather than wholesale movements out of the city center.

II

With the growth of the economy and population of the city, residents faced
a changing real estate environment. Another set of layers and flows relating to
Jeronymo emerges when viewed through the lens of urban property. At this writ-
ing, no systematic study of urban property in Rio de Janeiro exists for the nine-
teenth century. Yet urban real estate accounted for more wealth in Brazil’s capi-
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tal city than did slaves, stocks, or bonds. Analysis of samples of Rio de Janeiro’s
postmortem estate inventories indicates that urban real property accounted for
between 29 and 43 percent of estates throughout the period under review.13

Understanding the property market is therefore fundamental to explaining so-
cial structure and inequality. What is more, many residents rented rather than
owned and, as such, were particularly vulnerable to rising property values. In
what follows, I begin with an analysis of artisans and property ownership and
then conclude with the question of rents.

Property Ownership

The fact that Jeronymo owned an urban residence is not, in itself, excep-
tional. A substantial minority of artisans owned one or more pieces of property
in the urban center. Nevertheless, as a group, artisans were relatively poor by this
measure. Owing to the nature of the data used in this analysis, it is not possible
to ascertain precisely when Jeronymo purchased his home in the Rua da Con-
ceição.14 What is known is that he owned the property in 1870 and continued
to do so in 1889. Furthermore, he does not appear to have purchased any further
property in the city center (the database covers the five central parishes of the
city along with parts of the southern beaches and São Cristóvão).

The rising tide of real estate appreciation did not lift all boats. In fact, the vast
majority of tinkers, and artisans for that matter, were priced out of the market
in 1849 and remained so a generation later in 1870. The mean value of property
owned by the average member of the five artisan groups listed in Table 2 fell
in real terms between 1849 and 1870, mainly because bakers and carpenters
were relatively more numerous and relatively poorer. Tinkers actually improved
their position, as did tailors—both groups occupied valuable ground in the city
center. The percentage of artisans listed in the Almanak who also were also
identified in the property tax rolls fell from 20 to roughly 17 percent. In some
degree, this was probably the function of the greater comprehensiveness of the
Almanak over time rather than a true measure of decline in the propensity to
own property. Nevertheless, the overall trend in terms of both frequency and
value of property ownership was flat at best, suggesting that artisans struggled to
expand their property ownership, particularly in the city center.

The next period, from 1870 to 1888, was one of greater stability for arti-
sans, marked by a more modest rate of increase in property values in the cen-
tral parishes. Consequently, most artisans held their ground or even improved
their situation along this dimension. Tailors, for instance, increased their rate
of property ownership, as did tinkers. With respect to the latter, an interesting
bifurcation developed between the tinkers who owned property in old Tinker
street, which was a zone of fairly rapid increase in property values, and those
who owned property in other parts of the city, like Jeronymo. In Jeronymo’s
case, owning a single residential property in a zone of moderate rental appre-
ciation limited his gains from real property ownership. By way of contrast, his
fellow tinker, Antonio Galindo Bento de Macedo, owned three properties in
Tinker street in 1870, raising this to eight buildings in 1888 worth 22:790$000
in annual assessed rent. Antonio Galindo, a humble tinker by occupation, was
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Table 2
Artisans and Property Ownership

Mean property Mean Property
N Percent (by owners, (all members of

N listed owning owning current mil-réis, group, constant
in Almanak property property assessed rental value) 1849 values***)

1849
Baker 50 11 22 1677 369
Chandler 30 8 27 2771 739
Carpenter 27 8 30 1285 381
Tailor 88 7 8 1517 120
Tinker 39 5 13 766 98
Shopkeeper* 440 92 21 1718 359
1870
Baker 143 26 18 1911 187
Chandler 30 6 20 6676 718
Carpenter 98 25 26 1638 225
Tailor 115 7 6 2170 71
Tinker 76 14 18 1881 186
Shopkeeper* 1347 176 13 2707 190
1888/1889
Tailor 235 24 10 2857 150
Tinker 114 18 16 2954** 239
Shopkeeper* 884 90 10 4538 237
Sources: Almanak Laemmert, 1849, 1870 and 1889; Décima Urbana, 1849, 1870 and 1888
AGCRJ. Notes: * the category shopkeeper is not perfectly consistent over time, as the
filter used to measure this category was the word “loja” or shop, which was not included
in every case on a consistent basis. Thus special care should be taken in interpreting
these values. In addition, please note that the coverage of the property tax list was not
perfectly consistent over time and the city directory generally expanded its coverage
with the passing of the years. The 1870 property list is lacking the southernmost zone
of the city, thereby suppressing these values by an unknown, but probably slight degree.
** Minus one outlier, the average rental value of property owned by tinkers in 1888
was 1787. *** Constant values based on 1849 = 100. The price index used to deflate
subsequent year values was a 50-50 blend of the Goldsmith (1986) and Buescu (1973)
price indices: 1870 = 186; 1888 = 195.

by this measure one of the wealthiest property owners in the city.15 His business
itself was located in Tinker street (Gonçalves Dias in the 1870s and 80s), and
his sons Antonio and Daniel followed him into the trade.16 Along with the
shop in number 55, Antonio Galindo owned the properties to the left and right,
numbers 53 and 57, along with other buildings in the same street. All but one
of his properties was two or three stories tall.

As a landlord, Antonio Galindo rented to a diverse group of tenants. In num-
ber 53, next door to his own tinker shop, he counted a tailor, F. J. Pinho and
a cobbler, João Rosa as tenants. Branching out from his core business, he was
owner of Macedo & Gonzales, a drug store in number 57. Meanwhile, a slight
distance down the other side of the street, he rented number 45 to Eduardo
Félix Luchen, owner of a small general goods shop. Further along the other
side of the street, in number 62, he rented space to a barbershop, José Fran-
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cisco Lima & Cia., and a small vendor of fresh fruit and dairy products, Ma-
noel Caetano Oliveira Brito. Next door, in number 64, Jose Antonio Pereira de
Araujo rented another of Antonio Galindo’s properties for his glove factory and
retail store.17 This mix of tenants well represents the character of the neigh-
borhood in the late 1880s: still dominated by artisans and petty commerce, but
quite a bit less notable for its concentration of tinkers. Antonio Galindo did not
rent out to another tinker; as a group, they had become more dispersed in the
city.

The middling groups in Rio de Janeiro, and artisans in particular, channeled
their investments into slaves as well as real estate at least through the early
1870s. Slaves were inexpensive, relative to real property, and returns to slave-
holding were quite high, even after the price of slaves rose dramatically follow-
ing the ending of the Atlantic trade. Absent systematic data on slaveholding in
Rio de Janeiro (the manuscript censuses, for example, are lost or destroyed) it
is necessary to turn to indirect evidence in this regard. Analysis of postmortem
estate inventories of artisans suggests that slaves, not real estate, often formed
the greater part of their investment.

It is a notorious fact that slavery endured in Brazil longer than anywhere else
in the Western Hemisphere. Rather than oppose slavery, most artisans, at least
in Rio de Janeiro, appear to have embraced it—turning slaves into apprentices
and building their enterprises on the labor of bondspersons. Some slaves even
obtained their freedom and went on to become successful artisans with slaves
of their own.18 In this respect, at least through the early 1880s, the traditional
image of a master artisan and his “free” wage-earning journeymen is misleading
in the case of Rio de Janeiro. Rather, many artisans, perhaps as many as one-
in-four, were masters in two senses: of a trade and of slaves.19 We know that
Jeronymo himself owned at least one slave, a parda washerwoman named Mar-
tinha. For, in late December of 1879, he had her incarcerated in the city jail for
“speaking obscenities.” A native of the province of Sergipe, Martinha, aged 41,
had been sold at some point into the bustling Rio de Janeiro market as a part of
the large internal transfer of slaves from the Northeast to Southeast during the
last decades of slavery in Brazil.20 In all probability, given Jeronymo’s apparent
prosperity by the later 1870s, he owned more than just this one slave.

Other examples of artisan slave owners culled from estate inventory records
include:

* José Joaquim Gaspar dos Reis (d. 1852), a tinsmith or tinker, left an estate
worth 6:632$000, most of which was tied up in two urban properties in the
Cidade Nova section of the city. José Joaquim also owned six slaves.

* Felippe Jacob Muhe (d. 1853), a carriage driver and repairman died with an
estate worth 5:702$000. Owner of two slaves, a few horses, and a healthy pile
of cash, Felippe was probably like many other poorer artisans in the city—better
off than most households but by no means a wealthy man.

* Francisco José Gonçalves (d. 1848), a master carpenter and owner of eight
slaves and some urban property, left an estate valued at 22:745$000. His slaves,
working as carpenters, earned 1:036$000 in the year following his death accord-
ing to the Orphans Judge. Rents from his property added another 700$000 to
his postmortem income.
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* Antonio José Dutra (d. 1849), a former slave born in Africa, owned a successful
barbering business and 13 adult slaves at the time of his death.

* José Jordão da Costa (d. 1847), a master tailor, left an estate that included
fourteen slaves, eight of whom were women who are listed as working as seam-
stresses in his shop alongside one of the male slaves, listed as a tailor himself.

These are but a few examples—by no means systematic or strictly represent-
ative—meant to illustrate how important slaveholding could be to master arti-
sans.21 Another source of information regarding artisans and slaveholding is
found in the prison records now being collected and digitized by researchers
at the University of Campinas (UNICAMP). These records, when crossed with
names from the Almanak Laemmert, indicate that artisans may have owned 20
percent or more of the city’s slaves.22 Many artisans probably aspired to own mul-
tiple slaves, then some urban property, and to become, after a fashion, members
of the petit bourgeoisie (if never, owing to birth and education, the elite).

It follows from these observations that the tinkers of Rio de Janeiro faced
constricted investment possibilities as the market for slaves dried up and the
urban property market maintained its fevered rate of appreciation. The data for
property ownership in 1888 lend tentative support to this interpretation. Just 18
of 114 tinkers listed as individuals were also matched to real estate in the central
parishes. This rate of ownership, 16 percent, was little higher than four decades
before. A privileged few tinkers managed to obtain property and an even smaller
group amassed fortunes—in fact, one tinker accounted for nearly a third of the
total value of property owned by the group. The majority never owned property
in the central city, and whatever incentive they had to shift their investing from
slaves to real property was swamped by their inability to enter the market at the
high prices that prevailed in the 1870s and 1880s.

Tinkers and Artisans as Renters

If most tinkers owned no real property, then most were renters. Using GIS
techniques, it is possible to connect information on rents to the spatial location
of tinkers and to evaluate their position in the changing real estate market of the
city. Although we lack good data on the ratio of rents to returns from their busi-
nesses among tinkers, it stands to reason that higher rents cut into returns and,
as such, that tinkers were sensitive to rents and predictably sought out cheaper
spaces.

From 1849 to 1870, the median real rental value (in constant 1849 mil-réis) of
properties occupied by tinkers rose slightly from 396 to 446 mil-réis. Jeronymo
paid 298 mil-réis in constant terms in 1870 (note that the value of the mil-
réis hovered around 50 U.S. cents during the period 1850–1888). Interestingly,
the area in which tinkers occupied a disproportionate share of the above av-
erage rental properties was the old neighborhood around Tinker Street. These
were older businesses, and several represented owner-occupied premises. Com-
mitment to place, traditional customers, and plain inertia kept many established
tinkers in this neighborhood even after rents had risen well above the average.
The flow of tinkers into the Northwest zone, in contrast, represented a move-
ment of relatively poor artisans into a neighborhood of lower than average rents.
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Figures 5
Property Values and Tinker Locations (Rio, c. 1870)
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Source: Decima Urbana 1870 and Almanak Laemmert 1870.

III

If the excavation of historical layers of occupational location and property
ownership yield such important results, and the analysis of flows of tinkers and
other artisans into new zones of the cityscape help us to comprehend the subtle
dynamics of urban development, what can be said of the concept of intersections
and the micro-social networks among individuals embedded in these layers and
flows? This section attempts to extend the analysis of intersecting lives in order
to demonstrate the power of this approach in the realm of social and cultural
history.

Jeronymo José de Mello sent two daughters to public school in 1874. All told,
four households on Jeronymo’s street sent girls to school that year.23 Jeronymo
also owned an urban property, listed in the 1870 urban property tax registry as
number 18, Rua da Conceição, located about 575 meters from his business ad-
dress. The annual assessed rental value of this humble abode was 400 mil-réis,
about a third of the mean value for urban property in the city that year. Be-
cause the school registry listed the same address as his workplace, it possible
that Jeronymo lived with his daughters in the back of his shop during the 1870s,
renting out the house on Rua da Conceição to help make ends meet. His imme-
diate neighbors included a window and mirror shop and a hat factory in num-
bers 113 and 117. Both enterprises were incorporated as partnerships. Directly
across the street, in number 116, Pereira & Araújo’s bakery was incorporated as
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a partnership with a total capitalization of 6,000 mil-réis.24 Pereira and Araújo
were both Portuguese, as were the vast majority of partners in bakeries at the
time. As far as bakeries went, theirs was a small concern (the average bakery
partnership was nearly four times larger in 1870), but, given the close prox-
imity, we can be reasonably sure that Jeronymo and his family were frequent
customers.

By 1889, his daughters were no longer in school, but Jeronymo was still work-
ing as a tinker in the same shop on the Rua de São Pedro. His immediate neigh-
bors had changed. Next door, to the left, he now counted an import-export part-
nership, Jasper Hurben & Co., and an advertising agency, Vautelet & Duceux, as
neighbors. No business was listed in what was now number 101 to the right of his
shop, but one door down, in number 99, he faced competition from a partnership
of tinkers. This same address also included a pair of gas pipe fitters—a related
concern illustrative of the expansion of the city’s gas network. Indeed, Jeronymo
had, in 1887, modified his business to include a partner, and had rechristened
his shop Mello & Silva.25 It is tempting to speculate as to the reasoning behind
Jeronymo’s decision to enter into a partnership. He had, after all, built up his
business in the same location over the course of many years. Why bring someone
else on board at this late date?

Although the contract does not reveal the reason, it does provide a context.
The total capitalization of the firm was set at 6:000$000, with each partner con-
tributing equal shares. In terms of size, their enterprise was about half the scale of
other tinker partnerships registered with the Junta Comercial around the same
time. After three decades in business, Jeronymo’s contribution of three contos
to the capitalization of the partnership suggests that he was not a particularly
prosperous artisan. His partnership was on the small side and he failed to ex-
pand his property holdings; in particular, he continued to rent the premises of
his business from the Brotherhood of Saint Eloy.26 In light of this, it seems plau-
sible that Jeronymo sought out a partner in order to strengthen his financial and
business position in his older years. Both partners could sign in the name of the
firm, both shared equally in profits and losses, and both were entitled to with-
draw 100 mil-réis per month for personal expenses. At an annual rate of 1,200
mil-réis, this placed Jeronymo’s income just about the level of a lower ranking
public employee, or about three times the going wage for unskilled labor.27 In-
deed, with such an annual income, it would have been impossible for him to
afford the rent of his own residential property, had he not purchased it earlier in
times of lower prices.

His partner Silva was almost certainly younger and even less well established
economically. Living in the back room of the shop, married, perhaps with a
family, Silva owned no urban residential property as of 1888 and was not listed in
the city directory before the 1880s. As such, he was probably a recent Portuguese
immigrant, who, with the right human capital (his skill as a tinsmith) and a bit
of working capital (the 3,000 mil-réis he brought to the partnership, perhaps
borrowed in part from family), was a good match for his older, better established
countryman, Jeronymo. The fact that Silva lived in the shop (which had to be
rented for the business in any event) meant that he was able to avoid paying
rent for his living quarters.

Meanwhile, Jeronymo still owned the same house on the Rua da Conceição,
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and he was probably pleased that the annual rental value had risen to 1,080 mil-
réis—indicating a more valuable property. However, because his partner Silva
lived in the back room of the tinker shop, it seems likely that Jeronymo was
living in his residential property as of the late 1880s. The bakery across the street
from the shop was gone, and the nearest place to buy bread was now located
down the street in number 47. If, however, Jeronymo lived in his property on
Rua da Conceição, he would also pass near a bakery in number 175, São Pedro,
on his way to and from work. In addition to this, there was a café right next door
to his residence.

This small sketch of the life and times of Jeronymo the tinker reveals sev-
eral insights into the course of urban history. Here is what we know, from his
story, about what tinkers sometimes did: send their girls to public school, own
and retain urban property, persist in business at the same location, and form
partnerships with men of similar backgrounds. In the 1870s, Jeronymo was part
of the web of people sending their daughters to school. He was probably part
of the web of customers patronizing the bakery across the street. To the extent
that his neighbors formed part of his social world, he was embedded in a context
of small shops and manufacturing concerns. By 1889, his family situation had
changed as had his neighbors’. Jeronymo stayed in place, working at the same
job, owning the same property, but he was surrounded by change. The addition
of Silva as a partner to his business connected him to a new set of people and
commitments. His new neighbors were a diverse group, including, by the sound
of their names, two Frenchmen and a German. Two doors down, he counted
competitors in business as new neighbors.

In order to illustrate the difference neighborhoods could make in determin-
ing the social milieu of tinkers, it is worthwhile to consider for a moment the
different neighborhoods within which tinkers operated. Tinker’s street itself was
renamed Rua Gonçalves Dias, after the nationalist romantic poet, by 1870. The
street retained its old character, however, as many tinkers remained, both in
1870 and later in 1889. In 1849, Tinker’s street was dominated by artisans and
just one lawyer and two businessmen were listed as occupants in the city di-
rectory. The contrast between Tinker’s street and its more illustrious neighbor,
Rua do Ouvidor is striking. Whereas there were many retail shops in Ouvidor,
very few were located in Tinker’s street. Nevertheless, many artisans, especially
tailors, located their shops along Ouvidor. As such, there was not a clear line
between zones of artisans and retail and commercial zones in the old city center.
The flavor of the neighborhood was dominated by craftsmen and small busi-
nesses, so much so that when viewed in a slightly larger context, the surround-
ing area jumps out as containing far more businessmen and professionals. Ar-
tisans might venture into zones of retail or professional work, but professionals
clearly avoided the densest concentrations of artisans. If there were working
class enclaves in heterogeneous and “early” capitalist Rio, they were located in
places like Tinker’s street. In the 1870s and 1880s, in spite of all the changes
taking place in the demography and economy of the city, the neighborhood
remained largely unchanged in terms of its occupational composition. Perhaps
it was the large number of artisans that made this neighborhood so politically
charged in the later 1870s and 1880s. It was just one block down, at the corner
of Uruguayana and Ouvidor, that one of the city’s worst “riots” took place in
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1880 as an angry mob faced off against the police in protest of rising streetcar
fares.28

Meanwhile, half a kilometer away in the Rua de São Pedro, substantial
changes were afoot. In 1849, the block Jeronymo would work in for at least
thirty years was much more heterogeneous, in terms of occupation, than Tin-
kers’ street. A decade before his arrival, the block was filled with middling pub-
lic employees and, where it crossed Goldsmiths’ street, a dozen workers in gold.
Like Tinkers’ street, this was an area almost completely devoid of professionals
such as doctors and lawyers. Low rents predominated in this stretch of São Pedro
street. It was, partly for this reason, a good place for Jeronymo to set up shop in
the 1850s.

By 1870, Jeronymo’s immediate neighborhood was considerably changed. It
now boasted two lawyers and three doctors, along with seven businessmen. Many
goldsmiths remained clustered around the intersection with Goldsmiths’ street.
Two other tinkers shared the same block with Jeronymo. His social milieu, de-
fined by his neighbors, was quite different from what it would have been had he
settled in Tinkers’ street. In this context, surrounded by a mixture of profession-
als, public employees, Latin teachers, and businessmen, an artisan like Jeronymo
might well have been influenced to send his daughters to school. Staying in busi-
ness in Rua São Pedro, Jeronymo lived to see the neighborhood surrounding his
shop change once more. In 1889, the liberal professionals were mostly gone,
replaced by a growing preponderance of businessmen, coffee traders, and small
factories.

In terms of property values, the two neighborhoods under consideration tell
distinct tales about the pace and effects of urban economic growth. Tinkers’
street, by 1888, was considerably more expensive than it had been roughly four
decades earlier. In the larger area surrounding the street, the mean rental value
of a building was 2,142 mil-réis and the median value 1,680. The neighbor-
hood was not only more expensive, it also underwent a process of verticaliza-
tion. Single-story structures predominated in 1849; in 1888, most buildings were
two or more stories tall. Many more residents and businesses could therefore be
crammed into this space of the city. For the tinkers who remained, rising rents
and shared spaces with other types of occupants was the norm.

In the neighborhood of Jeronymo’s shop, the story was quite different. In
1849, this had been one of the least expensive blocks in the city center. The
rent for the space that Jeronymo came to occupy in 1859 was just 192 mil-réis
per annum. The rent for the numbers directly to the right and left of 115 São
Pedro was 192 and 168 mil-réis respectively.29 All the structures along his side
of the street were single story buildings in 1849. Roughly a generation later,
in 1870, the block was little changed in this respect. Jeronymo’s rent was 480
mil-réis, just about the same as the assessed rental value of his own property
in the Rua da Conceição.30 If he lived in his shop during this period, the rent
from his residence would almost cover the costs of renting his workplace. As
had been true two decades earlier in 1849, the structures to the left and right of
Jeronymo’s shop remained single-story affairs. Verticalization had yet to come to
this neighborhood, and the cheap rents attracted other tinkers and small-time
artisans to the area. Finally, in 1888, rents remained lower than average for the
city center, but a significant transformation was underway, including the addi-
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tion of a great many two- and three-story structures in the immediate vicinity.
Jeronymo’s shop remained located in a single-story building, and his rent was
unchanged at 480 mil-réis; however, both of his immediate neighbors now oc-
cupied two-story buildings with significantly higher annual rents.31 The arrival
of more businessmen and their import-export concerns, along with warehouses
and retail establishments brought taller structures and higher rents.

Although Tinkers’ street and Jeronymo’s neighborhood experienced differing
rates of change along the dimension of property values and building heights,
both areas participated in an overarching pattern of rising rents and intensifying
use in the city center. It follows that there were fewer spaces in the central parts
of Rio de Janeiro where working class entrepreneurs like Jeronymo could afford
to open new shops, much less purchase property of their own. The force of rising
rents pushed artisans and other poorer residents outward from their historical
neighborhoods and into the poorer zones of the old city center (for example
Jeronymo’s neighborhood in the 1850s) and then farther out toward the growing
suburbs to the west and north. There, in these cheaper zones, artisans and other
working class residents would find themselves embedded in new intersections.
Their economic and social peripherality, which had not previously included a
strong geographical component, was now expressed in the space of the city. A
tinker who opened shop in the late 1880s in one of these inexpensive zones was
far less likely to count professionals and businessmen as neighbors. By the same
token, as they spread out into the cityscape, the close bonds of sociability that
tied tinkers together in the compact spaces of the city center were attenuated.
The movement away from Tinker street entailed a movement into very different
working class contexts, in which corporate commonalities gave way, perhaps, to
common experiences of displacement and marginality.

The microstituations represented by intersections also help to define the con-
text of artisan life and the direction of flow over time. Using the data from 1870
and 1888/89, for which coverage of the whole cityscape is excellent in both the
city directory and the property tax lists, allows patterns in localized intersections
to emerge. Propinquity is not taken here as definitive evidence of the existence
of relationships—rather, it is taken as suggestive of likely webs of social relations
in the microspaces in which individual artisans were embedded. As a kind of
shorthand, the microcontext is defined as a 25 meter radius surrounding each
individual. Other distances, conceivably, would generate different results. The
choice of 25 meters is predicated on the fact that this encompasses the most
immediate neighborhood—roughly five addresses in any direction.

Tinkers tended to locate in spaces filled with other artisans. As such, they

Table 3
Number of Artisans Within a 25 Meter Radius, 1870

Tinkers Tailors Carpenters Attorneys

Mean 9 10 5 6
Median 7 8.5 4 5

Source: Almanak Laemmert, 1870. Note: Artisans defined
by using the filter “Artes e Indústrias.”
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Table 4
Average Property Rental Values (in 25 meter radius), Rio de Janeiro, 1870

Tinker Tailor Carpenter Attorney

Mean 658 853 468 1108
Median 598 775 510 1123

Source: Almanak Laemmert 1870; Décima Urbana
1870, AGCRJ.

fall into the category of artisans in general, such as tailors and goldsmiths, who
fit this pattern. Other artisans led more isolated lives. Carpenters, for example,
counted relatively few artisans as immediate neighbors. In this case, the disper-
sion of carpenters outside the traditional artisan heartland explains the pattern.

Meanwhile, some artisans shared space with urban residents from very differ-
ent socioeconomic backgrounds. Tailors, for instance, often shared space with
attorneys. In fact, a tailor was more likely to count a lawyer than a tinker as a
neighbor. Many tailors were embedded in the old city center, in the retail dis-
trict along the Rua do Ouvidor, and, because of this, they rubbed elbows with
attorneys who worked in the same neighborhood.

The texture of urban life differed within and across social groups as well as ac-
cording to neighborhoods and even smaller units of space. Artisans, in particu-
lar, were a diverse lot, in spite of being relatively poor and increasingly marginal-
ized in lower rent neighborhoods of the city.

Conclusion

This paper has attempted to map the urban history of artisans like Jeronymo
José de Mello in terms of layers, flows, and intersections. Jeronymo’s place in the
cityscape was illuminated with reference to the location of his business relative
to flows of artisans (and tinkers in particular) outward from the old city center
into districts on the periphery of downtown. This movement outward was ex-
plained as a function of rising rents in the city center coupled with the fact that
most artisans rented rather than owned the sites of their businesses. In addition
to this, some artisans, such as chandlers, were attracted to peripheral areas of the
city that were proximate to transportation infrastructure such as the railroad and
port—a marked change from their clustered pattern of location at mid-century,
when they had relied on the similarly clustered butchers of Rio for their raw
materials. The consequences of artisan location were also explored at the level
of microcontexts at the level of the neighborhood. As artisans flowed outward
from the city center, they helped create new neighborhoods and formed smaller
clusters of enterprise. In the process, they came into contact with a diverse and
shifting set of neighbors. The experience of life, then, was transformed both as
a consequence of movement and insertion into heterogeneous neighborhoods,
and, in many cases, the shifting character of neighborhoods themselves. Many
tinkers moved and became embedded in new layers and intersections. Others
remained in place for decades and still found the once familiar neighborhoods
around them changing. Fundamentally, this paper has attempted to show how
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the many small bits of information we have at our disposal, when given a geo-
graphical and quantitative context, reveal a fuller picture of life in the past, par-
ticularly with respect to groups such as artisans, whose history remains largely
unwritten in the case of Brazil
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