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PREFACE

The plans for this volume laid down by the initiators of the series—Sir
John Clapham and Eileen Power—were given their final shape some
eight years ago; the contributors were chosen and their contracts signed
in the following year; but, despite the considerable interval, the present
volume has had to go to press without three of the chapters originally
scheduled.

Of'the missing chapters, that on the economic policies of east European
states fell victim to the difficulties of academic communication with
Russian scholars in the early and middle fifties; that of the organization
of transport had to be given up owing to the resignation of another author
for health reasons. But the most important gap is caused by the with-
drawal of the writer designated for the chapter on money and currency.
This was a chapter which the editors hoped to make into one of the
cornerstones of the volume, and which in their view was well worth
waiting for. Unfortunately the field of monetary history is thinly held,
and the hour was so late when the original contributor withdrew that the
editors had to renounce all hope of recommissioning the chapter. All
they were able to do was to provide a short appendix listing the coins and
currencies mentioned in the volume and giving, where possible, their
rates of exchange.

According to Sir John Clapham’s and Eileen Power’s plans the third
medieval volume was intended to deal with the aspects of medieval
economic history purposely left out of the first two volumes, and in
the first place with economic policies and policy-making institutions.
What suggested this division of matter was that, in the past, economic
policies unduly dominated the story of economic history. The develop-
ment of industry, trade and agriculture, and that of population and land
usage, were not only discussed in close relation to corresponding policies
and regulations, but were often seen through the eyes of regulating and
policy-making authorities. Thus viewed, the history of agriculture tend-
ed to be wholly absorbed into that of the manor, and the history of trade
and industry into that of towns and gilds. To correct this bias the plan-
ners of the series decided in the first place to devote the agricultural
volume to the various economic and social processes in the countryside
and correspondingly to reduce the space occupied by the institutional
problems of the manor, and, secondly, so to divide the story of industry
and trade as to make it possible for the contributors to the second volume
to devote themselves wholly to trade as an economic activity. This meant
postponing to the third volume the discussions of economic policies, of
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vi PREFACE

policy-making institutions, and of the related problems of commercial
and industrial organization and economic theory.

This plan has in fact been consummated in this volume. The readers
will find in it two main groups of chapters: one dealing with the develop-
ment of commercial organization and of the institutions from which
economic policies issued, i.e. towns, gilds, markets, fairs and commer-
cial firms; the other concerned with the economic policies of muni-
cipalities, gilds and state governments, with taxation and with state and
municipal finance. The chapter on economic doctrines provides a sum-
mary of the ideas which dominated economic thought and to some
extent provided the policy-makers with guiding objects and criteria. In
this grouping of chapters, some naturally occupy focal positions. Thus
Mr Hibbert’s subject—that of the economic policies of medieval town
governments—naturally places his chapter in the very centre of the sec-
tion concerned with urban institutions and policies. Similarly Mr Miller’s
contribution to the subject of state policies—and more especially his
introductory observations—have been designed to give unity to the
various contributions to this topic. In the preparation of this section Mt
Miller has been assigned the role which Marc Bloch played in Volume I
by assembling and editing the chapters and sub-chapters concerned with
European agrarian economy at its prime. .

‘Whether this division and arrangement of the matter is preferable to
the conventional method of presentation in which economic policies and
institutions dominate the story of trade and industry, is for readers and
critics to judge. It hasundoubtedly added to the difficulties of editors and
contributors in that it prevented them from drawing on ready-made and
easily accessible versions of medieval economic history. It has not made
it any easier to place proper emphasis on some of the really ‘basic’ prob-
lems of economic history, such as population, prices, or formation of
capital. On the other hand it enabled the contributors to the second
volume to place the problems of commercial development in their pro-
per economic and social setting, and the writers of the third to discuss
policy and organization in relation to political and constitutional deve-
lopments which do not commonly enter into the ken of economic
history. Moreover, separate treatment of the ‘basic’ topics is not incom-
patible with the Clapham-Power plan, and the editors hope to deal with
them when the second edition of these volumes is called for.

It will be noticed that; in enforcing their general plan, the editors did
nothing to enforce a common attitude to certain fundamental problems
of medieval development, If the preceding volume, the second, happens
to exhibit, with a few inconspicuous exceptions, a common attitude to
the chronology and phasing of medieval development, thisis wholly due

to the unplanned and unsolicited community of views among the con-
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PREFACE vii

tributors. In the present volume the great majority of the contributors
also share common assumptions about the direction and the rhythm of
medieval economic development. In one important instance, however,
that of Professor Cipolla’s sub-chapter, these assumptions are questioned,
and a disagreement with Professor Lopez’s views in the second volume is
implied. The editors have done nothing to conceal or even to reconcile
this conflict and have left it to the readers to judge the case by the cogency
of the argument and the evidence cited in its support. The editors have
also refrained from interference in several less fundamental matters.
Thus the authors have been given freedom to decide the internal
arrangements—i.e. frequency and the hierarchy of sections and sub-
sections—within each chapter. The editors have also refused to interfere
drastically with the manner in which the authors have presented their
bibliographies. The subjects of individual chapters are disparate; some
cover the whole of western Europe, others are regional; some deal with
well-worn topics abundantly served by books and articles, others tread
new ground hardly traversed by earlier writers. The bibliographies
therefore differ in both length and arrangement. But, every care has been
taken to make the references to books and articles uniform in accordance
with scholarly practice prevailing in this country.
M.M.P.
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CHAPTER 1
The Rise of the Towns

L. Introduction

A human community whose members are predominantly engaged in
agriculture is unlikely to exceed a village in importance. A concentration
of an urban character presupposes, in fact, the presence of a population
whose resources are of quite a different order.

There are towns which, from the economic point of view, operate es-
sentially as consumers. They obtain the means of purchasing the con-
sumption goods their inhabitants require from dues derived from a
variety of external sources, or receive these dues directly in kind. This
was the position of such political and religious centres as Imperial Rome
and Papal Rome. It was the position, too, of many civitates in the early
Middle Ages, formerly Roman administrative centres with active popu~
lations of merchants and craftsmen, but now devitalized and inhabited
primarily by clerical communities living on the produce of episcopal and
abbatial domains.

Nevertheless, town-dwellers normally have an economic function as
producers, not, of course, in agriculture, but in trade and in industry. In
such cases, towns are at once producers and consumers.

In this chapter the history of the town will be studied in relation to
economic history. We shall consider it in some measure from its be-
ginnings, bearing in mind that in the Carolingian period the towns, as
centres of population, were of slight importance. It should not be for-
gotten, however, that what then existed in the way of towns, and what in
large measure would serve as the basis for later development, was in-
herited from eatlier times. The decline of the Roman towns becomes evi-
dent at various periods from the fall of the Empire onwards, earlier in the
north, later and less completely in the Mediterranean countries. In the
north, where they were more scattered, there emerged alongside of them,
at the time of the urban renaissance at the end of the early Middle Ages,
a greater number of new formations than in the Mediterranean basin;
this was the case in England and still more so in the Low Countries. As
for that part of Germany beyond the Rhine which had not formed part
of the Roman Empire, the town was completely unknown in ancient
times.

Itis from the ninth century onwards that the formation of concentra-~
tions of an urban character is attested in western and southern Europe—
from England to Italy, in Germany as well as in France. The movement
becomes more marked and continues over the centuries, before coming
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4 PIRENNE AND HIS CRITICS

to an abrupt end in the fourteenth century as a consequence of causes
which we shall have the opportunity of examining later. From this time
on, and for a period of four to five centuries up to the Industrial Revolu-
tion, the modification undergone by the map and the demography of
the European towns was to be considerably slower than formerly.

The object of this chapter will be to study what forces stimulated this
movement towards urban concentration so characteristic of the Middle
Ages. It is to Henri Pirenne that the credit belongs for showing, in the
vast syntheses which he devoted to the origin of the towns, that they were
the result of an economic phenomenon of general significance, the renais-
sance of trade in western Europe.

Pirenne’s theory has been subjected in the course of the last quarter of
a century to many criticisms. These criticisms have generally arisen in re-
gard to particular cases, which often relate to towns of secondary im-
portance. Too often they have overlooked the fact that it is a question of
explaining a general phenomenon and of accounting in the first instance
for what took place in the case of the oldest and largest towns. We think,
therefore, that in the following pages we may adhere in the main to
Pirenne’s opinion while modifying it in some degree. The present chap-
ter is mainly based on the historical literature relating to England, France,
the Low Countries and Spain. However, H. Ammann’s general survey
of Spanish towns, which appeared a short time before this study was due
t0 go to press, reveals that urban developments in that country were not
only closely related to those of other western countries, but were also
marked by features equally ancient.

Among those towns which are at once producers and consumers a dis-
tinction must be made according to their radius of action. Trade between
towns and the world about them, which is an indispensable condition of
their existence, may come about on two different levels. One town will
draw its supplies entirely from the surrounding rural district and will sup-
ply only thislatter area with the products of itshandicrafts; another town,
on the contrary, will engage in long-distance trade and ultimately also in
an export industry, and the profits thus realized will allow it to draw the
food and raw materials it needs, not merely from its environs but also
from distant regions. The distinction is an old one: contemporary writers
were already aware of it. St Thomas Aquinas contrasts the town whose
food-supplies are assured by the fertility of the surrounding territory
(regionis fertilitatis abunde omnia producentis) with the town which de-
pends upon trade to satisfy its needs (mercationis usus, ex quo ibidem neces-
“saria vitae ex diversis partibus adducuntur).

It is not always easy to assign a given town to one of these two cate-
gories: every urban centre engaged in long-distance trade also had trans-

actions with the neighbouring countryside, and it would be difficult,
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URBAN TYPES b

moreover, to find a town whose symbiosis with its immediate hinterland
excluded all contact with more distant economic regions. For the pur-
poses of this study, however, it will suffice to distinguish the predomin-
ant features.

Logically, one would expect to see the type of town with a restricted
radius of trade appear first of all. This represents, indeed, the simplest
phenomenon and it might seem that the more complicated ones ought to
have evolved only subsequently. Such a theory has naturally appealed to
theoretical economists. Put forward by Hildebrand about the middle of
the nineteenth century, takenup by Schmoller, then brilliantly systema-
tized by Karl Biicher, it enjoyed an enormous success in Germany. Ac-
cording to Biicher, medieval Germany is to be seen as divided into a great
number of cells with a radius in the west of the country of four or five
hours of walking time, and six or eight in the east; of these cells the towns
themselves would form the nuclei. The maximum distance separating
the peasants from the nearest town would be such that, having gone to
market to sell their products, they could return home by evening.

To some extent, this picture corresponds to reality, but does so princi-
pally in the parts of Germany beyond the Rhine, located far from the sea
or from any other great commercial highway. For other regions and, in
particular, for Italy and the Low Countries, it is not valid. From the very
outset the Venetians took to voyaging overseas; at a very early date, too,
merchants from the first urban concentrations located upon the Scheldt,
the Meuse and the Waal (Rhine) are found sailing up the Thames or pay-
ing tolls at Coblenz.

In the case of towns with a limited radius of trade their differentiation
from the countryside was the result of a slow and protracted process. In
towns engaged in long-distance trade, on the contrary, the establishment
of a concentrated group of merchants quickly stimulated the immigra-
tion of craftsmen anxious to work for this assured clientele, and they
were soon followed by workers who provided the merchants with manu-
factured goods capable of feeding their trade. While the population of the
first type of town grew slowly and only within limits imposed by the

tentialities of the surrounding rural area, that of the second group
snowballed. It is primarily these latter towns which will engage our
attention.

II. Roman Survivals

- In the Roman Empire, the civitates, the administrative centres of dis-
tricts of the same name, were the principal centres of urban life. The
Church having copied its organization from that of the Empire, the term
civitas from the fifth century onwards designated also the diocese, while
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6 DECAY OF THE ROMAN CIVITATES

at the same time coming more and more to denote especially the old
chief town, the centre of a diocese and generally also of a county.

It is known that, with the exception of a few towns located near the
frontier, such as Tongtes, the Roman cities of the early Empire were not
fortified. They became so only after the Germanicinvasionsin the middle
of the third century. The town walls then constructed continued to pro-
tect them until well after the fall of the Empire, in England as well as on
the continent. On the frontiers of Christendom, at Leén, they resisted in
846 the attacks of the Moslems. In the Carolingian Empire, the security
which prevailed under Charlemagne caused their upkeep to be neglected.
Thus the fortifications finally fell into ruins, but the Norse invasions from
the middle of the ninth century onwards and those of the Hungariansin
the tenth necessitated their restoration or their reconstruction. With rare
exceptions, their circumference was not enlarged at this juncture.

Within the walls urban life waned on the morrow of the Germanic in-
vasions. This was the caseeven in the extreme south of Gaul. Although it
is true that, even up to the beginning of the eighth century, the Mediter-
ranean still preserved its character as a great artery of communications,
the main profits from the activity which was carried on went to the
Orientals and not, for example, to the inhabitants of the cities of the Nar-
bonnaise established near its shores. Itis certain, however, that the decline
was more rapid and more complete in the cities of northern Gaul than in
those of the Midi or of Italy. In this respect it is most instructive to com-
pare the Roman plans and the modern plans of Turin, on the one hand,
and of Tongres and Trier on the other. All three towns were at the outset
characterized by the chequerboard arrangement of their streets so typical
of the Roman or Latin settlements. This lay-out is still easily recogniz-
able in a modern plan of Turin, while at Tongres and at Trier the present
arrangement of the streets bears no resemblance to that of the Roman
period. The fact is that a part at least of Turin survived uninterruptedly
asan inhabited centre, while Tongres and Trier were practically deserted,
for some time at least, during the early Middle Ages.

The area of the cities allows an estimate of their population to be made,
or at least, since this area is known, their population in the Roman period
can be inferred from the number of inhabitants in the eighteenth century.
ThusRheims, the largest city of Belgica Secunda, with an area of more than
20 hectares, may have had 5,800 inhabitants; Senlis, the smallest, with 6
hectares 38 ares, could not have had more than 400. In the ninth century
these figures must have been still lower.

While the total population declined, the ecclesiastical element assumed
greater importance. At Lyons, in the first half of the ninth century, the
religious establishments alone sheltered from 300 to 350 people. This
predominance of the clerical element was reflected in the tenure of the

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



URBAN CONTINUITY 7

land. Certainly in the sixth and seventh centuries frequent reference was
still being made to lands belonging to the fisc or to free proprietors of
various social categories, but ecclesiastical property—episcopal, capitu-
lar, abbatial—became increasingly predominant. The evolution was
completed by the end of the tenth century.

The consequence was that the lay population was greatly reduced and
the free clement within that population became progressively smaller.
There is scarcely any trace any longer, as there had been in the fifth and
sixth centuries, of merchants, craftsmen or of private individuals who
lived on the revenue of lands located outside the city walls. In the Rhine-
land cities, surviving records of gifts of lands indicate the existence of free
laymen and are at the same time a sign of their disappearance. Their place
was partially taken by the non-free servants of the great landed estates
whose headquarters lay within the walls. Some cities had as many as ten
or even twenty of these headquarters.

If we leave aside the data provided by topography, demography or
social history and come to the direct evidence deriving from economic
history, the general impression of a contraction in the material necessities
of life is confirmed, although the range of variation between towns is
very wide.

Itisapparently in northern Italy that the towns, or at least a number of
them, survived best the transition from Antiquity to the Middle Ages.
Pavia was certainly the most favoured as well as being the city about
which most is known. A simple municipium in the Roman period, it pro-
fited from its political importance under the Ostrogoths and the Lom-
bards. There survived a class of merchants and a population of craftsmen,
the organization of which, under the control of the government, is re-
vealed by a tenth~century text: it was at this time also that its precinct
must have been enlarged.

The fate of the ports was generally less happy. Genoano doubt retained
its prosperity after the occupation of the city by the Goths. Even when
the Lombards invaded northern Italy the city could still play a role as
intermediary between the Byzantine and barbarian worlds. It was, how-
ever, conquered about 642 by the Lombard king, Rothari, and this'time
its commercial activity was obliterated for centuries.

The destiny of Marseilles was not cut short so abruptly. Only gradu-
ally did the advance of the Moslems in the Mediterranean basin paralyse
its trade. But if the activity ofits port did not completely disappear in the
eighth, ninth and tenth centuries, it none the less ceased to be, for Gaul,
the open door to the East. As for the cities of the Narbonnaise, it was pre-
cisely when they were subjugated by the Moslems in the second and third
quarters of the eighth century that their trade collapsed.

Reverting to the interior of these lands, one notes that a few cities
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8 NINTH-CENTURY CITIES

retained for arelatively long period an economiclife of some importance::
thus at Lyons a colony of Jewish merchants scems to have survived until
the ninth century. On the other hand, in the cities of Paris, Verdun,
Cambrai and Trier, the eastern merchants who continued to carry on a
certain economic activity there do not seem to have carried on beyond
the Merovingian period. Further north, the textile and glass industries
which flourished in the Late Empire in the cities of Belgica Secunda, leave
no trace after the fifth century.

Finally, as far as England is concerned, the little we know of the Roman
cities of that country before the Norse invasions suggests that the popula-
tion they had managed to retain found its livelihood primarily in agri-
culture.

Besides the cities, there existed other centres of Roman origin, simi-
larly fortified but smaller, to which, from the Late Imperial period on-
wards, the name of castrum was given. This appellation frequently sur-
vived the fall of the Empire. Like the cities, the castralost their vitality, but
like them, these fortified localities later became the eventual starting-
points of new commercial and industrial centres.

In the ninth century, the evolution outlined in the preceding pages was
almost completed. The cities were reduced to organisms of a very special
type: they had no, or almost no, free population living by trade and in-
dustry; they enjoyed no autonomy whatever. Rare indeed were those in
which there existed the elements of an economy heralding the future.
Various, apparently new, developments must not mislead us on this
point. The weekly markets which were established, in some places out-
side, elsewhere within, the town wall were the scene of local transactions
only; the presence of a mint did not necessarily imply a very complex
commercial economy; and, finally, the storehouses where the bishop or
other landed proprietor accumulated his crops only catered for the needs
of a domanial economy.

III. The New Fortifications

The walls of the Roman cities and castra were not adequate to ensure
security during the successive periods of anarchy through which Europe
passed after the fall of the Roman Empire. New fortifications were con-
structed as a defence against the invasions of the Moslems, the Norse-
men and the Magyars. In many cases they were the starting-points of
medieval towns.

This phenomenon is somewhat rare in Italy where cities were numer-
ous, where urban life had remained more vigorous than elsewhere and
where the counts had established themselves in the shelter of the old ram-
parts. There is, however, a well-known exception which must be high-
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CASTRA AND FORTIFIED ABBEYS 9

lighted because of its great importance, namely that of the Venetian
lagoon. Here, where the populations of the Po valley found a refuge
from the time of the fifth-century invasions onwards, tribuni built castles
at Torcello and in the neighbouring islands. Peasants sought protection
beneath their ramparts. In the ninth century the doges effected an integra-
tion of the island population about their palace on the Rialto and thus per-
manently founded the town of Venice. With this exception, it can be said
thatin Italy the new fortifications—those for example constructed in the
tenth century to protect the country against the incursions of the Mag-
yars—attracted a mercantile population only to a very limited extent.

In northern Europe the situation was very different. At the time of the
Norse invasions, from the middle of the ninth century onwards, it was
evident that the royal power was incapable of protecting the population.
It was its local representatives, the counts, who organized resistance on
their own account. They erected fortifications which generally bear the
name of castrum or castellum in the texts, but which must not be confused
with the castra of the Roman period. They consisted primarily of an en-
closure formed of earthworks and palisades and surrounded by moats.
Some castra were very small in area; for example, that of Bruges did not
exceed 1-5 hectares. They were entirely occupied by the count’s ad-
ministrative buildings arranged around a square or market place: the
count’s house, storehouses, chapel, courthouse. The character of these
castra was even less truly urban than that of the cities which had fallen
into decay. They were primarily centres of public and domanial ad-
ministration. From the economic point of view they were settlements of
consumers. Other castra, such as those of Ghent or Middelburg (Zeeland),
covered greater areas: the former s- 6 hectares, the latter 3- 14 hectares.
They seem to have been conceived at the outset as refuges to which the
population of the countryside came temporarily to seck safety in time of
danger. Later, the space not occupied by the elements devoted to the
business of the castle was covered, like the porfus which grew up beside
the castrum, with houses inhabited by merchants and craftsmen.

With the castra must be linked the newly fortified abbeys. Some of
them, built in the immediate vicinity of a city, such as St Géry near Cam-
brai, gave rise to communities which ended by fusing with it. In other
cases, when the city walls were so dilapidated that they no longer offered
any protection, it wasaround,and under the protection of, the neighbour-
ing fortified abbey that the medieval town developed; this phenomenon
is seen at Arras where the abbey of St Vaast overshadowed the episcopal
city. Finally, some fortified abbeys gave birth to urban concentrations
independent of any city; this happened in the case of St Bertin, or rather
that of its dependency, the church of St Omer, the starting-point of the
city of the same name (France, dep. Pas-de-Calais).
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In England, too, many defensive works were thrown up, and particu-
larly during the reign of Alfred the Great (871-99), with the object of
resisting the attacks of the Norsemen. These fortifications bore the name
of burhs. They were either simple forts, or else previously existing com-~
munities which were now surrounded for the first time by defences. This
latter type had an area several times that of the largest Flemish castra. Thus
the mercantile or industrial population which came and sought protec-
tion there was able to establish itself within the ramparts. This Anglo-
Saxon burh was at the same time a port—the texts expressly say so—in
contrast to the situation in Flanders where the portus lay alongside the
castrum and for a long time remained separate.

In Germany beyond the Rhine, where ancient cities were unknown,
the fortifications were all new creations. The terms castellum and burg
here describe the newly founded ecclesiastical cities no less than the forti-
fications of a purely lay character.

IV. The Merchant Class Before the Urban
Renaissance

In the Merovingian period, several cities in Gaul contained settlements
of foreign merchants, either Orientals—generally designated under the
name of Syrians—or Jews. In the Carolingian period the former had com-
pletely disappeared. Nor is there much evidence any longer of the pre-
sence of professional merchants in the episcopal towns. Yet, texts attest
the existence of negociatores engaged full-time in their profession. Some
were Jews, some Christians. Among both groups there were some who
made—and who were, moreover, required to make—in the course of
their peregrinations an appearance at court at intervals of one or two
years in order to supply it with goods, and in particular with luxury
goods. The Carolingian princes in return accorded them protection. The
first traces of this policy are found in Lombardy in the legislation of
Aistulf (749-56).

It would seem that, at the beginning of this period of transition, the
Jews formed the most important group among the professional mer-
chants and that they were in several senses of the word pioneers. More-
over, their ranks were regularly swollen by reinforcements from eastern
Europe. In contrast to their practice in the later Middle Ages, they de-
voted themselves in the main not to trafficking in money but to trade in
goods. Their importance is revealed particularly by the account of the
Arab postmaster, Ibn Kordadbeh, written between 854 and 874, which
lists the four routes followed by the Jewish merchants trading between
Asia and western Europe.
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Among Christian merchants, only one ethnic group within the Empire
is designated by name: the Frisians. They too, like the Jews, settled along
the highways they followed, despite the importance during the whole of
this period of the base which they had established at Dorstad. When
merchant elements established themselves in the Altstadt of Cologne the
- texts distinguish among them two groups separate from the rest, the Jews
and the Frisians.

If, at the outset, the Christian merchants did not show to much ad-
vantage, they soon had at their disposal an almost limitless source of re-
cruitment. From the mass of the population originally engaged in agri-
culture, there emerged everywhere individuals driven to seek a liveli-
hood, and even wealth, by their enterprising spirit and by their shrewd
ability to profit by circumstances. Whereas the Jews founded settlements
only in a small number of places, the Christians, above all in Germany,
not only set up alongside them, but established themselves elsewhere on
their own at the very beginnings of the great majority of the towns. Even
at an early stage one can detect signs of that move to drive the Jews back
to the periphery of economic life which was to continue in Europe until
the end of the Middle Ages.

V. The Permanent Establishment of the Merchants
in the Towns

The immigration of the merchants into the embryonic towns is a
phenomenon which continued for centuries. The birth of trading towns
is spread over the greater part of the Middle Ages and the first centres of
urban life were relatively few. They are encountered above all in two
zones of the west: in the south, in Italy, and certain other coastal regions
of the Mediterranean; in the north, along the Scheldt, Meuse and Rhine,
facing England.

In the south, the development of colonies of merchants continued
without interruption from the very beginning of the renaissance of mari-
time traffic. In the north there are more ups and downs in their history.

Even though one must beware of attaching too much importance to
Bede’s words, in which he describes London as multorum emporium popu-
lorum terra marique venientium, one is none the less struck by the fact that
long before the Norse invasions several places in the north of Europe are
termed portus, a name which necessarily implies commercial activity.
This is true of Dinant and of Huy on the Meuse, of Cambrai and of
Valenciennes on the Scheldt. Dorstad, at the point at which the Rhine
divides into the Lek and the Kromme Rijn, and Quentowic, at the mouth
of the Canche, were already flourishing at the end of the Merovingian
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period. Later additions to this list were Rouen on the Seine, Amiens on
the Somme, Tournai and Ghent, both on the Scheldt, the last named
locality being styled portus in a text of 850-~75. On the Meuse appeared
Maastricht, Namur and, above all, Verdun, known for the profitable
slave-trade its merchants conducted with Spain.

In the ninth century the first place was still held by Quentowic and by
Dorstad. The first town commanded the greater part of the continental
traffic with England. Dorstad was the main commercial centre of the
Frisians. This trading people founded new colonies along the Rhine:: thus
they may claim the credit for the creation of the merchant city of Mainz
where in 866 we hear of a quarter inhabited by Frisians and located at the
confluence of the Rhine and Main.

To the localities already enumerated may perhaps be added a certain
number of the places referred to by the word wik, whether this element
formed part of their names (Schleswig, beginning of ninth century,
Bardowiek, 985) or whether they were merely described as such (Win-
chester, where a wicgerefa is reported in 847). The term must have a
meaning analogous to that of portus, since about 9oo it can be seen slowly
yielding place to the latter, both in England and in the Low Countries.
According to the attractive interpretation of W. Vogel, when a place
was described as wik in the ninth century, the word apparently signified a
‘place where itinerant merchants usually obtain merchandise, where sur-
plus produce is collected, whether this entrepét was founded by land-
owners or by merchants’. It appears, however, from the most recent
researches, that some of these wiks were also permanently inhabited, at
least by a few merchants.

The development of the commercial centres in north-western Europe
was interrupted by the Norse and Magyar invasions. Some of them, like
Quentowic and Dorstad, were permanently destroyed by this storm. In
any case, it became imperative to ensure that in future colonies were es-
tablished in the shelter of some fortification or other. It is most significant
that the portus, which existed in the ninth century on the Scarpe, a tribu-
tary of the Scheld, in a locality called Lambres, disappeared with the
Norse invasions, and that the new portus which appeared in the same dis-
trict in the tenth century, and which one day would become Douai, was
established at some distance from the first, at the foot of a castellum which
had made its appearance in the meantime. The lack of security which
continued to reign after the invasions obliged the merchants to take into
account not merely the geographical advantages of the site, but also the
protection it offered. In most cases, however, the merchants’ routes were
precisely those which it was important to bar against armies.

We have seen above how the cities lost their urban nature while at the
same time generally retaining their walls. When they were repopulated
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from the end of the Carolingian period onwards, it was generally within
the fortified wall that the merchants and the immigrants who came in
their wake established themselves, provided that the space sufficed. If it
did not, they rapidly overflowed, as at Strasbourg, or alternatively they
deliberately established themselves outside the ancient enclosure, as at
Verdun, where there existed from 985 onwards a fortified merchant
quarter (negotiatorum claustrum). According to most recent investigations
anumber of new urban centres, other than Roman cities, made their ap-
pearance in the west of France, above all in the eleventh century. Urban
development there was at that time as important as in Flanders and Italy,
even if not equally intensive.

In England, likewise, a great number of medieval towns were Roman
cities given a new lease of life. Here again the population generally es-
tablished itself within the restored ramparts. On the other hand, as we
have seen, the English ports were settlements of traders which had estab-
lished themselves within recently fortified localities, and hence differed
from the continental portus which lay alongside the castra. In the case of
the latter in the Low Countries, as Pirenne has emphasized, the medieval
town was born not of the bourg but of the faubourg which in the end ab-
sorbed the primitive military nucleus.

The new centres of urban life made their appearance in successive
waves. In Flanders, St Omer, Ghent, Douai, Bruges and Arras were fol-
lowed by Ypres only at the beginning of the twelfth century. The Bra-
bant towns were equally far behind.

In France the Oise basin underwent, about the same time, a profound
transformation: merchants and usurers are reported at this period in
Laon, Soissons, Rheims, Senlis, Noyon. At the same time, too, the ports
lying along the Atlantic became the centres of an intensive maritime
trade: Bayonne commanded the traffic with Spain, Bordeaux that with
England; La Rochelle came to the forefront in the thirteenth century asa
result of its export of wine and salt to the northern countries.

It was in Germany above all that the number of towns increased not-
ably in the course of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Their location
was again frequently determined by the sites of castles, many of which
continued to be built. A good number of these towns still corresponded
closely to the type previously studied. This is true of Freiburg-im-
Breisgau (1120), of the ‘old town’ of Brunswick (c. 1100-20), of Liibeck
(defmitely founded in 1158) and in general of the future Hanseatic towns.
Other German towns of this period come into the category of towns with
alimited radius of exchange, about which we shall have more to say later.
Among the latest merchant towns are to be noted those of Holland, and
particularly Amsterdam, which was to have such a remarkable future.
The locality is mentioned for the first time in 1275; it acquired town
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statusin 1306. It did not grow up in theneighbourhood of a fortified pre-
urban nucleus. Emerging three or four centuries after Ghent or Bruges,
as a result of similar commercial needs but in a society less exposed to
violence, its organization bore the stamp of a new age.

VL. The Contour of the First Towns

Meagre as our information is about the beginnings of towns whose
first nucleus was a cluster of merchants, some features of their physical
aspect can be clearly delineated.

The first point to notice is that the sites on which the new towns grew
up did not immediately shed their rural character. They sheltered not
only the merchants and craftsmen who gathered in them but also people
whose prime occupation was still agriculture. Both the character and the
lay-out of the dwellings, especially on the fringes of the community,
were still influenced by its hybrid character. These features persisted for a
long time: in a town like Paris, which grew rapidly by reason of its triple
character as capital, commercial centre and university town, they had
not disappeared at the end of the twelfth century.

It may be said that, from the outset, all towns had at least one market.
In the case of the ancient cities it was to be found either inside or outside
the walls in the immediate neighbourhood of a town gate. In the case of
the towns arising from the juxtaposition of a portus and a castrum, as so
frequently happened in the Low Countries, a market was likewise gener-
ally found under the very walls of the castrum and in front of the gate
which joined it to the portus. It must therefore have been demarcated
from the outset. This oldest type of market served essentially to provision
the urban population. It was generally described as a fish market, but was
certainly used also for the sale of other goods and particularly of meat.
Frequently, however, a meat market was established subsequently on a
part of the site of the old market.

Trading towns of late formation were often distinguished from the
older towns by the fact that they were founded according to plans drawn
up in advance. The plans of these towns often reveal a regularity which
bears witness to their artificial character. On the other hand, everything
indicates that the older cities, those of Flanders for example, took shape
quite spontaneously.

For a long time the concept of a town implied a fortified place or a
place requiring fortifications. Even when the merchant community
grew up around the foot of a castrum it soon felt the need to surround it-
self with defensive works. It was the town wall which presented the most
tangible and striking demarcation between town and open country.

At first these defensive works were still very primitive. They com-
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prised mounds of earth, moats and palisades. ‘Incapable of resisting a
formal attack,’ says Pirenne, ‘their only use was to prevent robbers from
the countryside breaking into the town.” Normally, it was only from the
beginning of the twelfth century that the suburbia—as the portus built on
to the castra were frequently called—were surrounded with real stone
walls.

The problem of urban fortifications leads to that of the origin of
the words burgus and burgensis. The Germanic term burg appears to have
originally designated a small non-fortified settlement. It was apparently
introduced into Gaul after the Invasions. It established itself in the valleys
of the Loire and the Rhéne, where we find it frequently in the ninth cen-
tury, and spread during the tenth and the eleventh centuries all over Gaul
and Italy. By now it had come to designate mainly the agglomerations
formed round abbeys and suburbs of cities. It is this connotation which
determined that of the burgensis, i.e. an inhabitant of a burgus, followed by
that of the bourgeois. In its country of origin, Germany, the term burgus
changed its meaning between the sixth and the seventh centuries. There,
in the sense of a fortification devoid of any urban character, itentered into
the place-names of a number of localities, some of which were later to
develop into towns. In the eleventh century, especially in Germany, the
term could also be used in the sense of civitas. It was not until the begin-
ning of the twelfth century that the meaning of the term preserved in
the Latin countries was adopted again in Germany.

With this change of meaning may be linked that undergone by the
word castrum itself, which in Flanders from the beginning of the twelfth
century is met not only in its original meaning, but also in that of trading
suburb (unfortified), and is even applied to the entity composed of a
comital fortress and the suburb attached to it. It recalls also the exact
synonymy pointed out by W. Vogel between burgrecht in Upper Ger-
many and wicbeld in Lower Germany as designating the town law. This
is explained by the fact that burg and wik had an identical meaning. Both
seem to have been proper designations for a place of refuge or even
simply a concentration of people and goods, without necessarily convey-

ing the idea of a locality fortified by a Wall._

VIL The Origins of Capital

Our views about the origins of the class of merchants will also deter-
mine those we entertain about the origins of the capital theyemployed.
To postulate that the merchants were parvenus is to assume at the same
time that their initial capital was limited, so limited in fact that it was
within reach of anybody. If, on the other hand, it can be established that

the merchants were former landed proprietors or domanial officials, then
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it would follow that from the outset they had employed in commerce
fairly considerable sums derived either from the sale of lands or from ac-
cumulated revenue from land.

This latter view was maintained by Rodbertus and Biicher, and subse-
quently systematized by Sombart who stressed the role played by the
accumulation of ground-rents. The theory, after enjoying an initial suc-
cess, was seriously shaken by the fact that Strieder demonstrated its ab-
surdity in a concrete instance, that of the Augsburg financiers at the end
of the Middle Ages and the beginning of modern times. The proofis par-
ticularly relevant because it rests upon abundant documentation, the in-
terpretation of which cannot seriously be doubted. It cannot, however,
be immediately assumed that the formation of commercial capital at the
beginning of the history of the towns followed the same pattern as at
Augsburg in the fifteenth century. Reasoning by analogy is dangerous
and in fact the documentation bearing upon the period which concerns
us, although meagre, suggests rather a great deal of variety.

It is possible that a part of the capital of the Jewish merchants in the
early Middle Ages came from landed property. The Jews, in fact, in the
fifth, sixth and seventh centuries owned extensive lands in Spain as well
as in Italy and Gaul. When Roman law gave way to national laws they
weére obliged to sell out (sixth to eighth centuries) and devote themselves
to trade. But it was commercial profits which augmented this capital in
the eighth and ninth centuries, and which also increased the somewhat
limited capital resources brought by the Jews who came from eastern
Europe.

Frgm the Carolingian period onwards the capital in the hands of
Christian merchants assumed an increasing predominance. The origin of
this capital in actual fact is still more obscure. In Venice, it presentsa prob-
lem closely linked to the controversial question of the origin of the pat~
riciate of the lagoon town. The possibility cannot be excluded a priori
that landed proprietors coming from the mainland had converted their
real estate into liquid wealth so that they might take up trade. Itis never-
theless certain that from very remote times, much earlier than the forma-
tion of the town of Venice (which can be placed at the beginning of the
ninth century), wealth sufficient to give a man a start in large-scale com-
merce had been accumulated by other methods in the hands of the in-
habitants of the lagoons. The export of salt produced along the Adriatic
coast was one of its principal sources. The services rendered by the Vene-
tian ships to the exarch of Ravenna was another. Finally, it is worth not-
ing that the information we have about Venetian fortunes allows us in
several cases to affirm that the element of real property they include was
acquired in part out of profits derived from trade.

In the case of Genoa, on the other hand, it can be suggested with some
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degree of certainty that it was the noble landed proprietors who first laid
out important capital sums in trade. Their outlay was derived not only
from the proceeds of the sale of lands or from the accumulation of reven-
ues from land, but also from booty and plunder accruing from the sea war
against the infidel. The capital thus formed was mainly entrusted by
them to the seafarers of the town actively engaged in commerce, who
were themselves able rapidly to increase their initial investments, though
more by the remuneration they received for their services than by com-
mercial profit in the proper sense.

Trade in the northern countries has given rise to similar conflicting
theses. As we have seen, Pirenne considered the first merchants who es-
tablished themselves in the town to be men without roots, dwelling on
the margin of normal society. Strenuous efforts have been made to be-
little the evidence he adduces. Yet the total amount of evidence he
brought together, quite apart from the well-known example of St
Godric of Finchale, is most impressive.! It would be wrong to think that
these cases were necessarily exceptional, that they were described simply
because they were peculiar. On the contrary, itis surprising that they have
been preserved in such great number: in fact, at this time in the northern
countries, the pen was wielded exclusively by membersof the clergy who
did not speak of merchants unless a purely fortuitous circumstance had
brought them into contact with religion and the Church. It was because
Godric, against all expectation and unlike the great majority of his kind,
died a holy man, that a Vita was devoted to him at a time when his peers
were consigned to oblivion. It was because he had stolen a chalice from
St Bavon and had later made restitution of the equivalent after having
used it as capital and multiplied this initia]l investment several times over
to his own profit, thata pre-eleventh-century merchant found his place in
the Miracula of the Ghent abbey. It can, however, be granted on the evi-
dence of certain relatively late texts that persons whose existence was
originally linked with landed property were later caught up in the move-
ment and were enabled to engage in trade because they could dispose of
funds derived from the sale of lands ot from the accumulation of reven-
ues from land.

VIIL. The Status of Individuals Within the Town

The population which survived in the ancient cities did not escape the
increasing encroachments upon personal liberty which occurred in the
Carolingian period. In the episcopal towns of northern France the num-~
ber of free men seems to have diminished considerably in the ninth and

1 See his article Les périodes de I'histoire sociale du capitalisme (see bibliography), 26-30.
C
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tenth centuries. It probably remained higher in Provence and the Rhine-
land.

On the other hand, the movement towards a revival of trade, which
became more marked from the same period onwards, was calculated to
prepare the way for an extension of liberty in the urban communities.
‘Liberty’, writes Pirenne, ‘is a necessary and universal attribute of the
townsman.’ Yet it must be observed that even for the merchants it was
originally a de facto rather than a de jure liberty; that it was, at the outset,
peculiar to these merchants; and that it was not fully realized in a good
many towns of an ecclesiastical character.

There was no presumption of serfdom. Even if of servile origin, the
merchant who came and established himself in a locality where he was
unknown was considered free. This liberty, as Pirenne again remarked,
was not claimed by the merchants. They were allowed it because it was
impossible to prove that they had no right to it. They would have aban-
doned it had this course been more profitable to them. We shall see one
example which proves this clearly. But once the advantages of freedom
had become obvious it was recognized as a desirable and normal con-~
dition for the merchant class. The towns at first sheltered people whose
status imposed upon them dues and services towards one lord or other.
That, however, did not prevent them from embarking upon economic
activity of a specifically urban character. They included persons origin-
ating from estates near to the town who came thither to seek alivelihood,
cither by working to satisfy the day-to-day needs of the population col-
lected there or by making goods which could be sold abroad by the mer-
chants. At the outset their legal status remained unaffected, but the cus-
tom expressed in the adage Stadtluft macht frei slowly gained ground and
finally prevailed. In general, it was agreed that residence for a year anda
day in a town set a serf free.

It may be noted, however, that in a number of cities in the north of an-
cient Gaul, and also in many new towns founded in the domains of im-
portant churches, a considerable part of the population was granted a
status from the legal point of view apparently irreconcilable with liberty
but in practice very much akin to it. From very remote times many in-
dividuals had placed themselves under the protection of the patron saint
of the local church, had become in other words ‘serfs’ of that saint. From
the financial point of view this ‘serfdom’ was limited to the payment of a
few pence yearly. On the other hand, it entailed very real advantages
(exemption from the toll and, later, competence to sit on the local tri-
bunal) which must have made it something to be sought after. It did not
in the least interfere with the liberty of the church serfs to come and go at
will, to conclude contracts, etc., so that they were able without any let or
hindrance to take up trade. At Tournai, Amiens, Laon, Arrasand Worms
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they comprised a large proportion of the population; at Mons, a city
which originated on the Jand of an abbey, they still formed, in 1293, 93%,
of the taxpayers whose fortune exceeded 30 livres. Broadly speaking,
however, they were far from including the whole body of merchants. An
incident which occurred in 1122 at Arras throws considerable light on
the motives which might exert an influence on the extension or restric-
tion of this class and, at the same time, upon the attitude of those con-
cerned towards this problem of liberty. A number of free townsmen
wanted to have themselvesinscribed as serfs of St Vaast so that they might
profit by exemption from the toll levied by the abbey in the town mar-
ket. At the request of the abbot, the count of Flanders had formally to
forbid them to do so.

Finally, to round off this glimpse of the condition of the townsfolk, it
may be recorded that in certain Rhine cities the ministeriales, that servile
aristocracy, were one of the sources—albeit a late one—of the urban
middle class. It was from c. 1200 onwards that at Strasbourg, for example,
the ministeriales escaped from dependence upon the bishop to merge with
the patriciate. The evolution was completed a century later.

IX. The Status of Town Land

The ground within the town played an important role in the new
economy associated with the emergence of the urban classes. To under-
stand this role one must first consider the legal status of the land.

It is possible that in certain towns in Germany, such as Cologne or
Miinster, there survived remnants of the altfreie Gemeinde, the freien Hof~
stitten which went back to Germanic antiquity. It cannot, however, be
proved with any degree of certainty, and the phenomenon, if it existed,
is of wholly secondary importance.

This apart, it may be said that the inhabitants of the towns which
emerged or re-emerged in the Carolingian period established them-
selves on land belonging to alord, whether thatlord was an ecclesiastic—
bishop, chapter or abbot—or a layman, i.e. a territorial prince or even
a king.

The new inhabitants paid a rent in respect of their occupation of the
land: they thus possessed a kind of tenure which is described as free tenure
(freie Leihe), or urban tenure. This tenure is found throughout western
Europe, although naturally under widely differing names: bourgage
(Normandy), burgage tenure (England), Weichbild (northern Germany),
Burgrecht (southern Germany), jus forense, Marktrecht. It was distinguished
from manorial tenure(Leihe nach Hofrecht), which carried heavier obliga-
tdons. The essential difference lies in the fact that the latter involved the
tenant in personal dependence. It subjected him, according to Rietschel,
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to manorial obligations and jurisdiction. Moreover, the alienability of
free urban tenements was much easier than in the case of demesne tenure:
the tenant might transfer them without the intervention and even with-
out the agreement of the proprietor. It is also worth noting that the right
of lineal relatives to recover land sold by a kinsman (retrait lignager), which
often interfered with the alienation of tenements, was abolished in certain
towns.

One may ask whether, at the outset, manorial tenure existed in the
towns and whether it gradually evolved into free urban tenure. Gobbers,
Hoeniger and Des Marez were of this opinion, which was disputed,
however, by Rietschel. It may well have been the case in certain ancient
cities, and this evolution may be likened to another which is more clearly
distinguishable: in some places jurisdiction over the land within the
towns was exercised successively by the seignorial landlord alone, by the
seignorial landlord conjointly with the town magistrature and, finally,
by the latter alone.

In the great majority of cases, however (and there are some relatively
late examples, such as the “founded towns’, like Freiburg-im-Breisgau
for which full information is available), freehold tenure appears from the
start with all its characteristic features.

In certain towns a further step towards liberty was achieved. The
ground-rent finally disappeared so that the urban tenement became an
urban alod. This was the case at Ghent, where the ground-rent ceased to
be levied between 1038 and 1120, probably in the second half of the
eleventh century. Sometimes, as at Dortmund and Duisburg, the seigneur
gave up levying it; sometimes, as at Tournai, it seems that the tenants
refused to pay it. Elsewhere again it was bought out in tofo by the town,
as at Arras, or in other cases by individuals. There were instances, for ex-
ample in certain English towns, where the total return became so in-
significant that it was not worth collecting. In some towns, where the
rich had succeeded in acquiring direct ownership of the majority of the
plotsof town land by redeeming the rent on their own behalf, as at Ghent,
the ownership of an urban alod became the distinctive attribute of the
patrician class.

The terms used to designate urban frecholds in various European
countries have been enumerated above. It seems that it was frequently
these very terms themselves which served to designate urban law. Thus
at Leiden in Holland, in poortrecht uutgeven means ‘to establish a burgage
tenement’. There was therefore an intimate connection between the two:
in some towns the grant of burgage tenement even involved a pledge by
the new citizen to engage in commerce. Is there any wonder if thereafter
free tenure was looked upon as a contract likely to be extremely bene-
ficial to commercial activity?

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



URBAN RENTS 21

The features which characterized urban ground-rents were that they
were moderate and fixed. In fact, because of the decline in the value of
money, their real level continually fell. Since a tenement essentially rep-
resented land on which buildings could be erected, and since the growth
of towns continued to be very rapid down to the beginning of the four-
teenth century, the ground-rent soon became insignificant in comparison
with the value of the land. Then again, as we have seen, the tenant could
freely dispose of his holding.

The tenant could sell his holding or his house, could let them or could
pledge them (to secure a short-term loan). He could also—and this was
apparently the most common use to which it was put—charge his hold-
ing with a new rent. This became one of the principal ways in which a
merchant could acquire capital needed for his trade.

Conversely, the purchase of rent charges on property became the com-
mon method of investment for every individual or corporate body want-
ing to ensure a fixed and steady return on capital. The credit market was
primarily supplied with funds by merchant families retiring from trade
after making their fortune and by religious and charitable institutions.

In those towns where the original ground-rent disappeared and where
town alods were established to the advantage of a small number of bur-
gess proprietors, as at Ghent, many of these alods were re-subjected to
rents. They thus became urban tenures, the proprietor of which was now
not the former feudal landlord, but a patrician. The new tenants could
thus utilize their ‘secondary’ tenures exactly as those of other towns did
their ‘primary’ ones.

The increase in the value of land, coupled with the impossibility of ter-
minating joint possession without the consent of all the parties concern-
ed, frequently resulted in the subdivision of property and urban rents to
an incredible degree. At Cologne fractional house ownership has been
recorded of the order of 1/70, 5/160 and even 1/672, and at Ghent even
more minute fractions of taxable property are attested.

The increase in the value of land did not necessarily continue indefi-
nitely. When a town was declining economically, as frequently happened
in the period of contraction at the end of the Middle Ages, it could hap-
pen that the value of the charges on a tenement exceeded that of the build-
ings erected on it. This was already the case at Bruges in 1466 at a time
when the decline of the town was still far from evident. To remedy the
situation Philip the Good took special measures, which were extended by
Charles V in 1529 to the whole of Flanders.
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X. Types of Towns other than Trading Towns

The trading towns engaged in long-range exchanges necessarily occu-~
py the chief place in this chapter. It was these towns which set in motion
the process of urban development; they, too, became the mostimportant
centres. They owed this greater destiny to the larger resources they de-
rived from long-distance trade. Around the primitive nucleus formed by
the merchants there gathered an artisan population working to meetlocal
and regional needs; like a chemical precipitate, the presence of this nu-
cleus brought about the division of labour between the town and the
country. In many cases the trading towns became the seats of export in-
dustries capable of supplying their trade; hence emerged a second class
of artisans, working essentially for the export trade. Their numbers
might, in some cases, amount to more than half the town population.

Other types of towns to which allusion was made at the beginning o
this chapter must not, however, be ignored.

'We may first consider those towns, with a dual role as producers and
consumers, whose radius of action did not extend beyond the immedi-
ately neighbouring countryside. Here there was neither a merchant class
engaged in distant trade nor an artisan class occupied with the manu-
facture of woollen goods or of other products intended for a foreign
clientele. The population was composed, in the main, of artisans working
for the local and regional market, exchanging their products for the
raw materials and foodstuffs provided for them by the agricultural
population.

Towns of this type were numerous, espec1ally from the thirteenth
century onwards, not only in those countries which were relatively back-~
ward from an economic point of view, such as central Germany, but
even in certain principalities of the Low Countries: Hainault, Namur,
Liége and above all Luxembourg. These towns grew up where they did,
as was the case with the trading towns, because of geographical advant-
ages and considerations of safety, but the consumer nucleus, elsewhere
made up of a group of merchants, was generally provided here by a small
military, administrative or ecclesiastical community.

In many cases, too—and this was especially true in central Germany—
the -authority from which this community emanated deliberately en-
couraged the concentration of craftsmen in a precise locality by the crea-
tion of a ‘market’ and by the protection it accorded to that market. It is
improbable that anyone would now think of maintaining the old idea
that the towns, even those of the type studied here, owed their origin to
the markets established in such great numbers in the ninth and tenth cen-
turies, or even that town law was simply the continuation of the law of
the market. In actual fact, the notion of market to which we allude here
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does not correspond to mercatus, the weekly market, but—and Pirenne
already stressed this point—to forum, the permanent site for transactions
which the town as such constituted. This market was not in fact limited to
the more or less rectangular-shaped place designated by the same name.
In several towns founded by the dukes of Z3hringen it was the main street
which served this purpose. Obviously, what mattered was to centralize
transactions within a prescribed area, both in order to do away with com-
petition and to facilitate supervision.

This centralization of transactions within a deliberately licensed place
was much more frequent in Germany than elsewhere and, moreover,
spread there to quite a number of trading towns engaged in long-range
exchanges. The example of Liibeck—which is thereby distinguished
from, inter alia, the Flemish towns—is conclusive in this respect: there the
products of artisan industry were disposed of as a rule in the market, and
this system reflected a deliberate policy on the part of the patrician found-
ers of the town who were the proprietors of the places of sale and derived
therefrom considerable revenues.

Nevertheless, it is primarily with the class of towns having a limited
wade radius that the concession of market privileges is connected. Otto-
nian charters authorizing the erection of a market and the collection of a
toll in that market were numerous. At that time it was the bishops and
the religious houses who were the principal beneficiaries and who there-
by assumed complete control of the regulation of trade in the emerging
towns. In the course of the following centuries the process of founding
markets shifted more and more towards the east and at the same time the
proportion of laymen among the lords of markets gradually increased.

From the foregoing observations it follows that, in a general way at
least, within towns having a limited radius of trade the participation of
the seigneur in urban economic life was much greater than in the trading
towns propetly so called. Monopolies of wine and oven belonged to the
seigneur and from these monopolies derived a supervision which was to
extend by the end of the Middle Ages to the whole range of economic
activity. It was in virtue of these rights, too, that the seigneur built the
butchery or town market-hall or hired out the market stalls. The differ-
ent proportions of autonomy and of seignorial intervention in economic
affairsare evident, however, if we compare even two such comparatively
similar groups of towns in regard to their commercial character as those
of Flanders and Brabant: the initiative of the prince was much more
marked in the latter than in the former.

We can deal more quickly with those towns whose function as con-
sumers was not balanced, from the economic point of view, by a more or
less equivalent function as producers. In this category can be placed
the political and religious capitals, military towns, university towns. It
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goes without saying that this type of town rarely occurs in a pure state.
Generally speaking a town which can be included from one point of view
under this heading was at the same time, to a certain extent, a centre of
commerce and industry or the home at least of a body of craftsmen.

In medieval Paris we can distinguish first of all the capital city owing
its rank to the initiative of Clovis; the trading city of which, amongst
other things, the hanse of the marchands de I'eau is evidence; and the
university city whose men of learning thronged the left bank of the Seine
and the Petit-Pont leading to it. These three elements combined to form
the largest urban concentration known in medieval western Europe. But
ifits role as a consumer derived from its population, its role asa producer
remained much inferior, despite the importance and the special character
given to its industry by the presence of the court.

The episcopal cities for their part continued to draw their subsistence
from outside, even though to a varying degree they made some return
for this in the form of industrial products or commercial services. Some,
in fact, whose geographical situation was unfavourable, remained un-
touched by the rebirth of town life: this is true of Thérouanne in Artois,
which perpetuated right to the end of the Middle Ages, almost in its pure
state, the type of early medieval city. Others, more favoured, often the
seat of an important bishopric, such as Li¢ge, saw a numerous group of
money-lenders, as well as a class of artisans working to satisfy local and
regional needs, gather around their ecclesiastical population. Others
again, like Arras, developed into the commercial and industrial type of
town, which in this case acquired almost complete predominance over
the ecclesiastical city.

Finally, we must say a word or two about one last category of towns,
which, indeed, scarcely deserved thatname. These were small concentra-
tions whose inhabitants followed occupations of an essentially agri-
cultural character. They were very numerousin Germany, in a great part
of Italy (but not in Tuscany) and in the south-west of France (including
the bastides). Their pseudo-urban character was due to the fact that their
lord wanted either to turn them into military strong-points by surround-
ing them with walls, or to emancipate them by granting them urban
rights. They offer little of interest, however, cither from the industrial
and commercial point of view, or as consumers, and so they will not be
considered in the remainder of this survey.

XI. The Town Constitutions

In the first period of its existence, the town was distinguished from the
surrounding district only in its demographic and economic aspects.
From the legal standpoint it scarcely differed. It did not yet answer to
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Pirenne’s eminently satisfactory definition of the medieval town ‘asitap-
pears from the twelfth century onwards’: ‘a commune living, under the
shelter of its surrounding fortifications, on trade and industry and pos-
sessing rights, an administration and its own distinctive system of law
which conferred upon ita privileged corporate status’. There are grounds
therefore, for distinguishing, as G. Des Marez did, a pre-constitutional
period and a constitutional period in the urban history of the Middle
Ages.

Writers, and especially nineteenth~century writers, who have con-
cerned themselves with medieval towns have generally paid more atten-
tion to their institutions than to their economic history. In the present
survey, on the other hand, the study of their legal and administrative
organization can occupy only a limited place. Yet some reference to
this aspect must be made because a knowledge of it is indispensable to an
understanding of certain facts in the economic realm.

From the middle of the nineteenth century many scholars, for the
most part Germans, strove to elucidate the origins of the town constitu-
tions. Most of them confined themselves to a very limited field of study.
Sometimes the constitution of the town—in the case of episcopal towns
which subsequently became the Freistidte—was considered to be the re-
sult of a struggle waged by an Altfreigemeinde to avoid being reduced to
serfdom by a lord (Arnold); sometimes an explanation of the forma-
tion of the urban middle classes was found in manorial law (Nitzsch);
sometimes the autonomy of the towns was explained by the sworn com~
munes, which were associated with the gilds (Gierke). Or yet again the
town constitution was held to derive from that of the Germanic mark
(von Maurer), the Stadtgemeinde from the Landgemeinde (von Below), the
town privilege from the market privilege (Sohm), or the town peace
from the peace of the seignorial burgen to which the towns were attached
(Rietschel and Keutgen).

The great achievement of Pirenne was not only to demonstrate the in~
sufficiency and inexactitude of these different theories, but also to develop
new views which could be applied to the whole of western Europe. He
was the first to stress the fact that the town constitutions were new phe-
nomena, a response to profound changes of an economic and social
nature, in particular the rebirth of trade and the formation of a solidly
grouped merchant class. He showed how the communal movement was
the result of a threefold series of causes: the need to confer upon the terri-
tory of the town its own particular peace, the need to band together in
order to free this territory and those who dwelt there from oppressive
obligations, and the need to create a tax system capable of ensuring the
defence of the town.

We have used the word commune in the wide sense in which Pirenne
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himself liked to employ it. ‘All medieval towns’, he wrote, ‘were, in the
legal sense of the word, communes. All were, in fact, corporate bodies
endowed with their own rights and recognized as such by the public
powers. Some authors, however, reserve the name of communes for
those towns alone which received cither from their lord or from the king
a charter of liberty conceding to them a more orless extensive autonomy.’
It may be added that, before the thirteenth century, the sense which con-
temporary writers accorded to the term was still more restricted. Ac-
cording to Petit-Dutaillis’s definition of it, in France at this time ‘to grant
a commune to the burgesses or to a group of burgesses of a town was to
allow them to form an association and to band themselves together by
oath.’ Itisimportant, however, to draw attention to the fact that the bur-
gesses frequently set up a commune without awaiting the authorization
of the lord and that, even if this authorization was refused, they none the
less frequently persisted in their attitude. For greater clarity, therefore,
the meaning of the term commune must, when necessary, be defined
more accurately, when it is not used in the most general sense, by the
addition, according to the individual case, of the qualification ‘sworn’ or
‘revolutionary’. In the present survey, however, it is not essential to stress
whether or not in a given case the constitution of a commune was pre-
ceded by the taking of an oath or was effected with the consent of the
lord. What is important is to bear in mind the characteristics of the as-
sociation and of the organs which enabled it to secure its objects.

The degree of autonomy attained by the communes varied consider-
ably. In some cases it was limited to administration, police and finances.
In othersit wasalso of a legal nature and in others again it resulted in com-
plete independence.

The method and the extent of emancipation were influenced by two
factors: whether the lord of a town was an ecclesiastic or alayman and by
the greater or less degree of effectiveness retained by the royal power in
the different countries of Europe. The lay lords showed a better under-
standing of the profit which commercial activity could bring to their
treasuries and the potential advantage of the rise of the middle classes for
their own political power; they were less restrained than were the bishops
by ethical scruples or by conservative prejudices in their relations with
the merchant class whose brilliant future they fully understood. As for
royal weakness, it was in Italy that this was most evident; then followed,
in descending order, Germany, France and England. In the Low Coun-
tries, the territorial princes had to all intents and purposes already taken
the place of the king everywhere at the time when the question of the
emancipation of the towns arose.

Thus it was in the northern half of Italy that the towns managed to
achieve their ideal of autonomy most completely. The struggle is first
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visible in the cities of the Po plain where an attack was made upon the
imperial bishops. Milan revolted by 1057. The first communal magis-
trates, the consuls, who are found at Lucca and Pisa about 1081, appear in
Milan in 1094. This institution spread by 1128 at the latest to Provence
and, about the same time, to the Narbonnaise. In the towns of the French
Midi the magistratures were at first filled by petty nobility of landed
origin; the urban middle class, as a result of its rise in the economic scale,
began to replace that nobility in the second half of the century, but the
emancipation of the towns was halted by the territorial expansion of the
French Crown. As for the Lombard towns, they secured recognition of
their territorial sovereignty by the Peace of Constance (1183); but the
anarchy which threatened them as a result of the rivalry between the
patrician families forced them to have recourse to the authority of a
podesta chosen from outside their population. This measure proving in-
sufficient, recourse had to be had subsequently to a still more pronounced
form of personal authority: out of the function of captain of the people
or mercanzia was born the signoria. In the fifteenth century northern Italy
was divided into a series of city-states, placed under the quasi-sovereignty
of tyrant-lords.

The evolution at Florence, although revealing similar characteristics to
those which occurred in the plain of Lombardy, did not reach the same
conclusion: the town was able to maintain its liberty up to the end of the
Middle Ages. The middle class there had acquired power by the middle
of the thirteenth century and gradually less and less well-to-do classes
gained a share of it. Venice, which enjoyed a quasi-independence vis-d-vis
Byzantium and for which, therefore, the question of emancipation did
notarise, remained on the contrary subject to the power of a class of great
merchants and wealthy shipowners whose ranks were closed to new-
comers from 1297 onwards. Venice’s great rival, Genoa, through its com-
pagna composed of the leading families of the town and identified shortly
after 1100 with the commune, freed itself from feudal trammels. Here,
however, in contrast to what happened at Venice, the patriciate was de-
stroyed by private wars. These troubles led on two occasions in the fif-
teenth century to foreign domination. The re-liberated town found a
stable regime only after the transmission of the principal powers of state
to the Casa di San Giorgio, an organism composed of the rich middle-
class creditors of the state.

In Germany the revolt of the Worms burgesses against their bishop in
1073 was the signal for a long struggle which spread to all the ecclesiasti-
cal cities. There was not one of them where, on one occasion or another, a
bishop did not have to leave his residence to escape from trouble; and in
Saxony the prelates nearly all ended by choosing 2 new domicile for
themselves. Generally speaking the struggle ended in the fifteenth

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



28 GERMANY AND THE LOW COUNTRIES

century, in most of the Rhine cities, in a compromise which ensured auto-
nomy for the middle classes. The monarchy looked upon this emancipa-
tion of the towns with a favourable eye: the immediate dependence of
the towns upon the imperial Crown was likely to ensure for the latter a
support against the forces which tended to dismember it. The weakening
of the royal power, however, after the Great Interregnum (1254~73) pre-
vented the monarch from keeping them in a strict dependence. The
Reichsstidte, the originally imperial towns, became almost independent
republics which served the sovereign as allies rather than as subjects.

In the Low Countries the towns did not succeed in winning complete
autonomy. They did not cease to form part of the territorial principali-
ties within which they had sprung up. Their institutions had a mixed
character, half princely, half urban. This duality is seen in the southern
part of the Low Countries in two different forms, represented princi-
pally by Flanders and the principality of Li¢ge. In Flanders, about the
year 1100, the towns were removed from the jurisdiction of the échevins
of the castellanies and granted their own échevins, in principle nominated
by the prince and supervised by his representative, but chosen from the
local patrician class. These judges, who quickly assumed an administra-
tive role as well, were therefore both princely and urban in character. In
the Liége towns, duality continued to be manifested by the simultane-
ous existence of two magistratures: the prince’s tribunal (the échevinage)
administered justice properly speaking, and the tribunal of the commune
(the corps des jurés) watched over the application of the municipal statutes.
In Brabant, the town institutions, which were later than those of Flanders
or of the district of Li¢ge, were primarily based on those of the latter. In
Holland, finally, urban laws, like urban institutions, were copied from
the models provided by various Brabant towns. The constitutions of the
towns were rather the result of the initiative of the prince, who created
ex nihilo an organization which had seemed to give such happy results in
the neighbouring principalities.

The north of France, where the main towns were almost all ecclesiasti-
cal cities, was the particular home of the sworn and even of the revo-
lutionary communes. The oldest, ephemeral it is true, was set up at Cam-
brai, on the border of the Low Countries (1077). It was followed by those
of St Quentin (1080), Beauvais (c. 1099), Noyon (1108-9), Laon (1115),
Soissons (1115-18). The movement even spread to the countryside.
There the formation of rural communes is seen in the regions of Laon
and Soissons, above all between 1184 and 1216. This expansion, how-
ever, came to an end about 1223. These rural communes were intensely
disliked by the conservative classes. The attitude of the monarchs varied
according to the needs of their policy: hesitant under Louis VI and V1I,
it was favourable under Philip Augustus and Louis VIII, only to be-
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come hostile under their successors. When the royal authority showed
itself sympathetic it was primarily because the concession of communes
opened up the possibility of ensuring the assistance of the town militias.
From the point of view of town emancipation, however, the sworn
communes were not necessarily more independent than the ordinary
‘free towns’.

It is understandable that the king accorded no autonomy to Paris, his
capital, by far the most important town in France and even in western
Europe. Here everything depended directly on the king. It was he who
had established the market, he who regulated commerce and industry,
and the burgesses were his burgesses.

The Scandinavian invasions had tended to bring about in England a
judicial and administrative distinction between the fortified centres and
the countryside. The existence in the second half of the tenth century of
an embryonic court of justice peculiar to the boroughs may be conjec-
tured, although the only direct proof before the Conquest is the existence
of the husting of London. Then again, a community, represented by the
seniores or the sapientes, is already discernible before 1066. From the Con-
quest to 1191, the date of the departure of Richard I for the Crusade, the
tendency towards autonomy is revealed above all by the development of
the gilds, by the elaboration of the notion of “free borough’ which im-
plied atleast the existence of burgage tenure, and lastly by the acquisition
of the firma burgi, that is to say, the right of the burgesses to take over the
collection of the revenues which the king derived from the town and
which up till then his sheriff had been responsible for raising. The first
known case of a town farming its revenues directly from the king is pro-
vided by Lincoln in 1130. Henry II granted this favour sparingly. The
English town in his reign enjoyed nothing like the autonomy of the con-
tinental communes. In the royal towns, the reeves, who levied the reven-
ues there and presided over the portmoot, originally a court of justice,
seem to have been nominated by the king or by the sheriff. Only the gild,
in theory a purely economic body, could ensure—unofficially—some
autonomyto the town. (It should be noted thatsome towns, such as Lon-
don, Norwich and Colchester, were denied this institution.)

The situation changed considerably under Henry II’s sons, Richard I
and John Lackland. The boroughs acquired at that time a true corporate
existence: henceforth they were governed by elected reeves and by a
newly created official, also clected, the mayor, borrowed no doubt from
the continental communes. The portmoot, moreover, became more in-
dependent. The appearance of a common seal ultimately conferred upon
the community a corporate legal status. Thus was born a type of con-
stitution which was to last more or less intact until 1835.

From the above analysis it can be seen that too much importance
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should not be attached to the grant of urban charters. The setting of town
privileges down in writing and their approbation in due form by the
prince were not indispensable to the existence of a free community.
Generally speaking small towns were more interested in obtaining this
sort of guarantee than important towns. Thus in more than one region
the older charters duly issued and sealed by the prince are those for small
and not for the large centres. The charters, moreover, were incomplete:
far from setting out the whole of the town privilege they often recorded
only the provisions about which there was some doubt or argument.

XII. The Urban Patriciate

In connection with the medieval towns, and often, too, with those of
the modern petiod, it has become customary to speak of a town “patrici-
ate’. The term is, of course, borrowed from the history of ancient Rome
and is not found in medieval texts. Not all authors apply the term in abso-
lutely the same way. Their definitions, however, generally emphasize
the following characteristics: the term is applied to a socially coherent,
well-to~do stratum of the town population which tended to organize it-
self, from the political point of view, as a closed and privileged class. The
only idea in this definition with economic connotations is that of afflu-
ence. Since afluence can have very varied sources, it is clear that the con-
cept of a ‘patriciate’ is not properly an economic concept.

'The urban patriciate viewed throughout western, central and southern
Europe presents considerable diversity. It is impossible to give an overall
picture of it. It is even difficult to separate its different manifestations
sufficiently accurately into types because a sufficient number of good
monographs is not yet available. We must limit ourselves, therefore, to
indicating a certain number of divergent cases.

In the first place some essential differences may be pointed out which
will enable a distinction to be made between several categories of patrici-
ate. It may be noted first of all that Italy was distinctive in that the nobility
there lived not only in the countryside, as in the northern countries, but
also in the towns. Thus, while in the north the noble element in the com-
position of the patriciate is almost negligible, it is an essential ingredient
south of the Alps. A second observation is connected with the degree of
development of the towns and with the extent of their industrial or
commercial character. In those centres which scarcely deserve the name
of town, by reason of their small size or because from the economic
point of view they differed but little from their rural surroundings, a rul-
ing class composed primarily of proprietors living on income from their
land was able to establish itself. This is a phenomenon frequently en-
countered in trans-Rhenian Germany. On the other hand, in the large
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commercial and industrial cities, it is the merchant element which is pri-
marily involved.

Itis with the trading towns in north-western Europe, where the purely
economic factor was most fully operative, that this survey must start.

In those towns which had emerged spontaneously at an early date but
which lacked at first their own institutions, it seems that there were not
originally any great differences of wealth or any real social distinctions.
It was only gradually that wealth enabled a group of merchants to
emerge from the mass as a ruling class. From the beginning of the
eleventh century (as at Tiel) or in any case from the second half of that
century (at Valenciennes, St Omer) we see them organized in gilds. These
associations, which no doubt concerned themselves also with the econo-
mic interests of their members, had primarily a social aim. Through the
potationes, which assumed such an important place in their lives, they
helped greatly to draw these newly rich members of the population to-
gether and to give them a class feeling. The same applied also in the
twelfth century to the Richerzeche of Cologne, which brought together
members of families engaged in trade but also called upon them to take
their seat regularly in the magistrature.

It was, however, only in the thirteenth century that the patriciate took
definite shape in the northern towns; that is to say, it tended at this time
to close its ranks against those who still sought to climb the social ladder
and strove to reserve for its current members and for their descendants
the advantages it had already acquired. It was at this time, too, that the
Gild Merchant finally closed its doors to the craftsman.

The patriciate was careful to adopt some outward sign which would
emphasize in the eyes of the world the line of demarcation which separ-
ated it from the mass of the population. In some towns, such as Ghent (and
likewise at Cologne) it was outright proprietorship of a parcel of town
land which characterized the burgess optimo jure. Thanks to his hereditas,
the patrician of the Flemish town was considered better able to meet
financial obligations than the citizen of the second rank, his testimony
had greater value, he could even exercise his authority to accord con-
firmation to private transactions (juridiction gracieuse); and it was from
members of this class of viri hereditarii that the magistrature was drawn.

We should beware of applying indiscriminately to other towns these
features derived from one well-studied case. The ways in which they
could apply might vary indefinitely. Yetitis nevertheless true thatin this
type of town certain dominant features can be isolated. The patrician
there is normally a merchant or a descendant of merchants. In the in-
dustrial centres he is often at the same time the entrepreneur, who puts
out work in the export industry. As a sideline he can also engage in
financial dealings. He consolidates his wealth by investing a part of his
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profits in real estate and rents within the town as well as in the country.
Hessits on the bench of town magistrates and as such enacts by-laws, fixes
the scale of industrial wages, administers the town finances. These fea-
tures are not all necessarily combined in the person of one and the same
man, but it is usual to find that one member of a family is mentioned as a
merchant, another as a money~changer, a third as a magistrate.

In the second half of the thirteenth century a number of patricians are
found retiring from business, either because they cannot adapt them-
selves to changes in economic life or simply because they want to enjoy
their wealth. Thereafter they live on their estates and investments and are
described as ofiosi (French, oiseux; Dutch, ledichgangers).

Certain groups of northern towns, although they belong to the type
described above, present special features. Thus, the Hanseatic towns like
Liibeck, and with them their patrician class, preserved a more markedly
commercial character than the Flemish towns, which with the exception
of Bruges developed increasingly into the industrial type of town.

In other towns, such as Dinant, the transformation of the merchant
entrepreneurs into rentiers seems to have occurred earlier than in Flanders.
In this Meuse town, the prosperity of which was based on the copper in~
dustry, the patriciate was composed solely of ofiosi: they alone could be
named as mayors or as magistrates. It is still possible, however, to prove
that some among them were former merchant copper-beaters.

As the patriciate became a closed body there arose in many towns a
tendency for it to subdivide into somewhat artificial groups of families
(French, lignages; Dutch, geslachten; German, Geschlechter). Frequently
this innovation had no other aim than that of facilitating the sharing out
of the urban magistratures among the patrician families.

In the northern towns the patriciate displayed the same social tenden-
cies, which are often self-contradictory; political oppression and in-
dustrial exploitation of the common people, solicitude for the outcast
which finds practical expression in the foundation of hospitals and charit-
able institutions, quarrels between families and private wars which entail
the formation of factions even among the artisans (Cologne, Ratisbon),
conspicuous expenditure, disorders caused by youthful sowers of wild
oats (London, Ghent); and, more than anything else, the desire to live
nobly.

Tg’ the north of the Alps, in fact, where the nobility did not live in the
towns, the urban patricians none the less exhibited a tendency to merge
with the aristocracy. Many of them gave their richly dowered daughters
in marriage to nobles; others served on horseback in the army, had their
own seals, or acquired fiefs (Paris, Flanders).

From the day when the patriciate became a closed class there was a
group of newly-rich who, despite their wealth, necessarily continued to
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belong to the common people. At Cologne a plebeius nummatusis already
recorded at the beginning of the twelfth century. At the end of the thir-
teenth century at Ghent the very wealthy Wouter van der Meer was not
a patrician because he had not managed to acquire ownership of a plot of
town land, that is, of a hereditas.

In the fourteenth century the economic and political fortunes of the
patriciate differed in the various categories of towns. On the North Sea
and Baltic coasts of Germany, where trade still flourished, the merchant
class was continually replenished and remained in power. In Flanders,
where active trade disappeared towards the end of the thirteenth century,
the dominating role of the great merchant came to an end: the old patrici-
ate, closed to newcomers, collapsed at the time of the popular revolution
of 1302.

A glance at the Italian towns shows how the conjunction of the
nobility and the upper strata of the commoner class gave rise to situations
which are not only more complicated than those in the northern coun-
tries, but also differ from town to town.

At Genoa the patriciate was formed mainly by the nobility or more
exactly by those of ‘viscountly’ lineage whose wealth originally con-
sisted of landed property. In the course of the eleventh century they con~
verted their real estate, at least in part, into liquid resources, or used the
income from their land, as well as the booty they derived from the mari-
time war against the Saracens, for commercial ventures. In this way they
were gradually brought together with the merchant elements which
took to large-scale trade and which progressively broke away from the
commoner class to which they had originally belonged. These two
groups came to be united in the compagna, an organization comparable to
the gilds of the northern countries and which, not long after 1100, Was
identified with the commune. From the political point of view, however,
the nobility long remained privileged. It retained power until its internal
dissensions allowed the commoner class on two occasions, in 1257 and
from 1339 onwards, to impose on the state leaders of its own choice.

The distant origins of the Venetian patriciate are not so clear. Some
consider that it, too, sprang from landed proprietors turned merchants
and hence comparable to the Genoese nobles; others that it was a class of
great merchants, and therefore similar in its origins to the patriciates of
the northern towns; others again prefer to compromise between the two
theories. What is certain is that this class, which in the thirteenth century
devoted itself to maritime trade and which was regularly rejuvenated by
new accessions, closed its ranks in 1297 to form a politically privileged
class. Those families which subsequently managed to rise to wealth
through trade no longer had access to power.

Florence presented a completely different picture. Here there is no

D
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rapprochement whatever between the landed nobility and the merchant
element of the popolo. The nobility did nothing to adapt itself to specific-
ally urban functions. Nor had the elements which provided the economic
drive any intention of leaving the lower class. They preferred to make use
of it and thus succeeded in depriving the nobility, in the second half of the
thirteenth century, of its political privileges. It is difficult to say exactly,
in this case, to which class the appellation of patriciate is properly to be
applied.

XIIL. The Democratic Revolution

The patrician rule in the medieval towns corresponded by and large
to the era of commercial and industrial expansion. Similarly, the popular
regime which many towns experienced subsequently was more or less
contemporaneous with the contracted economy which characterized the
last centuries of the Middle Ages. Probably there is not a strictly causal
relationship between these latter phenomena. It is none the less true that
they must have exercised a reciprocal influence: contraction without any
doubt led to economic control, of which the crafts, which constituted
the nucleus of the popular movements, made themselves the instru-
ments; similarly, control necessarily accentuated contraction. It is there-
fore important, if one wishes to weigh the causes and effects of economic
phenomena at the end of the Middle Ages, to determine also the momen-
tum and the intensity of the so-called ‘democratic’ movements which
emerged at this time in nearly all parts of western Europe.

They first come to light in certain towns in Italy.! At Milan, for ex-
ample, by the end of the twelfth century, the lower classes were grouped
in an organization which took its place beside those of the upper and
Iower nobility and that of the merchants. These classes were not, of
course, represented as such in the government of the town. It is none the
less true that the way to the greatest honours was soon open even to the
members of the lower class. At Siena, Piacenza and Arezzo the lower class
acquired a political organization by the second half of the thirteenth cen-
tury. In a good many towns the crafts became an integral part of the con-
stitution of the state but their role was often a passive rather than an
active one, At Pisa, for example, while securing their own participation
in political affairs alongside the representatives of the merchant class, they
were forced to suffer the interference and the supervision of the state in
their economic activity. At Genoa and at Venice, commercial interests
were so preponderant that the artisans never managed to play a true

1It may be noted that, even though the crafts were the professional associations of
the artisans, they did not always assume the role of political groupings of the lower
class. In Italy this role was sometimes played by the local military fraternities.
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political role. At Genoa, it is true, some offices were reserved in the end
for persons descended from the populus, but the crafts were not repre-
sented as such in political life; at Venice the crafts were closely subjected
to the state, which from 1264 onwards interfered in their internal organi-
zation. Florence is almost unique in that the crafts really triumphed in the
political sphere. From 1267 to 1292 they arrogated to themselves the
right to participate inincreasing numbers—seven, twelve, finally twenty-
one—in the direction of the state. But this political organization, which
was based entirely upon the craft organization, did not imply that the
poorest elements could assert themselves. In Florence, in fact, the mer-
chant entrepreneurs kept the direction of the crafts in their own hands;
the artisans of the manufacturing industries had no say in the affairs of
their own arte. The riot of the Ciompi (1378) modified this state of affairs
only temporarily.

In the towns of the Low Countries the social struggles were at least as
intense as in Italy. The appearance in 1225 of an impostor, who passed
himself off as Count Baldwin IX who had died in 1205 as Emperor of
Constantinople, stirred the common folk of Flanders. In 1253, a Liége
patrician, Henri of Dinant, assumed the leadership of the crafts and tried,
but without lasting success, to overthrow the government of the majores.
In 1280 a more or less general rising of the lower class in the towns of
Flanders, which was suppressed with difficulty, found an echo in the
north and east of France where unrest broke out in Arras, Rouen, Lens
and Dijon. In Flanders and in Brabant, however, the starting-point of the
future crafts must be sought in the supervision exercised by the town
authority in industrial and commercial affairs; it is within the framework
of the organization thus created that the artisans sought to undertake
corporate action. They were materially helped by the fact that the mili-
tary organization of the towns at the end of the thirteenth century was
based on the crafts, and the craftsmen sometimes found an opportunity
to pursue within their charitable and religious confraternities a clandes-
tine political activity. The crafts had not advanced far in the direction
of emancipation and autonomy in Flanders, however, when in 1302 the
victory of Courtrai, where the town workets (communiers) crushed the
French forces favourable to the patrician class, suddenly brought their
efforts to a successful conclusion. For 2 moment it even seemed that in
several towns magistratures composed solely of craft-members, both
those engaged in large-scale industry and those who worked for local
and regional needs, would maintain themselves in power. A reaction,
however, set in, especially from 1320 onwards. In the end, after a series
of movements which were sometimes numerous and violent, and especi-
ally so at Ghent, a state of equilibrium was reached and political power
was shared between the different classes, the patriciate, the textile

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



36 GERMANY, FRANCE AND ENGLAND

workers, and the ‘small crafts’, these last being either brought together in
a single organization or divided into several groupings. A similar con-
stitution is also found in a town like Dinant in the episcopal principality
of Liége, the prosperity of which likewise depended upon an export in-
dustry, in particular the manufacture of copper articles. In certain epis-
scopal towns, such as Utrecht or Liege, where there were no major in-
dustries, it was the small corporations of craftsmen which dominated the
political picture. Finally, in the Brabant towns, where the patriciate dis-
played greater vitality than in Flanders, the final triumph of the crafts
occurred much later; at Brussels as late as 1423.

In the south-west of Germany, again, more or less the same situation is
found as in the Low Countries. Here, too, the crafts acquired a share of
power, either because their representatives were admitted to the town
council or because a new municipal body was created, composed of dele-
gates from the lower classes. The case of Cologne is somewhat different.
There the patriciate exercised a real tyranny in the course of the four-
teenth century, a situation which was the cause of a rising of the weavers
in 1371 and later, in 1396, of the overthrow of the system of rule by a few
leading families. But the new regime which followed was based only
theoretically on the artisans’ organizations; in fact, power remained in
the hands of a few families. In the towns of northern Germany, where
commercial interests were predominant, the merchant class, by continu-
ally introducing new blood, preserved all its vitality and succeeded in
maintaining itself in power.

In the towns of northern France special magistratures composed of
jurés representing the ‘community’ are found from the beginning of the
fourteenth century; they watched over the public interests by attending
the presentation of the town accounts or by taking partin the administra-
tion of the town. The term ‘community’ (communitas) here, as in Fland-
ers, designated to an increasing extent not the whole body of citizens,
but the lesser townsmen as opposed to the patriciate.

England experienced a different political evolution. There the stronger
royal power always mitigated class antagonisms. Town administration
remained more open in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries to the
generality of the burgesses. The crafts which developed there from the
twelfth century onwards could not have the same aspirations as on the
continent. It was only when, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
there was a tightening up which tended to reserve the magistratures to an
oligarchy, that a reaction set in: in some towns of northern England the
crafts intervened and succeeded in ensuring for themselves a participa-
tion in the government of the towns.
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XIV. Town Populations

For a full appreciation of the economic role played by the towns in the
Middle Ages, as centres of both consumption and production, we need
to know the number of their inhabitants; and to know this not only at
one date but at different dates, so that a population curve can be drawn;
further, we need to know the percentage which this population re-
presented in relation to that of the surrounding countryside for each
century.

This information is far from available. A complete census exists only
for a very few towns. In general an estimate has to be based upon lists of
hearths for hearth taxes, registers of the tsille and muster rolls. The notion
of hearth, however, often degenerated into a fiscal fiction ; and there was
no consistent definition of an able-bodied man liable for muster. Asa re-
sult the coefficient by which figures derived from these sources must be
multiplied in order to obtain figures of population is often uncertain.
Where such calculations are available, they mostly relate, like the cen-
suses, to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

One will indeed be lucky to arrive at satisfactory figures for two or
more points of time during the Middle Ages, and so be in a position to
establish some sort of tentative curve. Generally speaking, one will have
to be content with what is known about the general trend of population
movements in western Europe in the Middle Ages: it seems certain that
there was a fairly steady increase from 1000 to ¢. 1300 and that in the
course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the population suffered a
series of drastic reductions as a result of great famines or epidemics, in
particular those which followed in the wake of the Black Death (1347-
51). In the intervals between these recessions, the disasters were appar-
ently repaired, so that about 1500 the population may have been as nu-
merous as it was ¢. 1300. These views of the broad trends, which are valid
for the total population, are also valid for the towns, subject to the reser-
vation that the increase for the period 1000-1300 was much more mark-
ed than in the countryside. Thisis shown by the multiplication of parishes
and by the increase in the areas enclosed by the walls. In the Low Coun-
tries, for example, the first period of town fortification took place at the
end of the eleventh century and during the twelfth. In many towns a
second surrounding wall was planned or constructed between 1250 and
1350. The area it enclosed was much greater than that protected by the
old ramparts. This difference however is not a true measure of the real in-
crease of population: it must have been thought about 1300 that the
population would continue to grow at the same pace and it was no doubt
thought prudent to take account of this possibility. This expectation,
however, was not realized. Frequently, from the fourteenth century
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onwards the population and the inhabited arca did not appreciably
change, and in many towns there long remained within the new walls
spaces which had not been built up.

As with population trends and absolute figures of population, satis-
factory information is also lacking about the relation between urban and
total population. It must be admitted, however, that the concentration
of the population in the towns could not exceed a certain limit and that
in the fourteenth century this limit had been reached nearly everywhere.
It could vary according to whether the town concerned belonged to one
or other of the principal types which we have previously studied. For a
town not engaged in large-scale trade and export industry this limit was
determined by the extent to which the products of its craftsmen could be
absorbed by the surrounding countryside, and by the amount of victuals
and raw materials which the latter could provide. A town engaged in
long-distance trade and having an export industry could, on the other
hand, reach a population figure relatively greater in relation to the
countryside, since it was able to import from distant regions supplies
which it paid for by its exports.

With these reservations, various concrete facts may be given. In Bra-
bant, a region for which four hearth-tax returns are available for the
second half of the fifteenth century, the towns, both great and small, ac-
counted for about one-third of the total hearths. This proportion tended
to increase and did so solely as a result of the growth of the great towns.
In Flanders, which was even more industrialized than Brabant, the pro-
portion was certainly not less. A percentage exceeding 50% was reached
by the towns of the county of Holland at the beginning of the sixteenth
century. This situation is explained by very special circumstances: these
towns lived on fishing and on river and sea traffic and could easily draw
their supplies from afar. '

In northern and central Italy it seems that the urban population, which
increased between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, lost its relative
importance in the fifteenth century, although in southern Italy at the
same petiod it still seems to show a relative increase.

Finally, a few absolute figures for the main towns of western Europe.
They are not all equally reliable but they provide none theless an order of
size.

The largest towns were found in Italy. Before the middle of the four-
teenth century four towns there numbered more than 50,000 inhabi-
tants: Milan, Venice, Naples and Florence, and probably also a fifth,
Palermo, in the course of the thirteenth century. Some of these may even
have reached or nearly reached a total of 100,000 inhabitants. The Black
Death represented an enormous setback. In the fifteenth century the
three first named seem more or less to have repaired their losses, while
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Florence lagged behind. Genoa, Bologna and Rome must be placed
about the 50,000 mark.

In the Low Countries, the other centre of intensive town life, the lar-
gest town was Ghent: it exceeded 56,000 inhabitants in the middle of the
fourteenth century. Bruges may have numbered 35,000 about 1340.
Ypres had about 10,700 in 1412, but at that time its industry had been in
decay for a century; at the beginning of the fourteenth century it may
well have sheltered double this number. In Brabant, Louvain did not ex-
ceed 20,000 souls in the fifteenth century, and Brussels 40,000. Antwerp
itself in 1374 was only a town of some 18,000 inhabitants; the great ex-~
pansion was to take place only in the sixteenth century (50,000 in 1526,
100,000 in 1566). As for Holland, where the town population was rela-
tively numerous but spread over a great number of centres, the four most
populous places (Leiden, Amsterdam, Delft and Haarlem) barely num-
bered 10,000 to 12,000 each at the dawn of modern times (1514).

For France, the hearth returns of 1328 provide important data. Never-
theless, the figure they give for Paris, 61,098 hearths, when multiplied
by the coefficient 3- 5, is completely inadmissible; on the other hand, a
figure of 80,000 inhabitants is perfectly plausible. Toulouse, a large pro-
vincial town, may have had about 24,000.

For Germany, the most recent comprehensive survey is that of H.
Ammann. We reproduce here the principal data accepted by him.
Cologne, with barely 40,000 inhabitants, far surpassed all the other
towns. Among those in the 20,000 class were, in southern Germany,
Metz, Strasbourg, Nuremberg, Augsburg, as well as Vienna and Prague;
in northern Germany, Liibeck, Magdeburg and, at a later date, Danzig.
Six other towns appear to have exceeded 10,000 inhabitants, while 200
others, with 2,000 to 10,000, are to be included in the category which, for
Germany, is to be regarded as towns of average size.

In England, London far exceeded the other towns. From the evidence
of the poll-tax of 1377 it may be inferred that it had a population of
35,000 to 45,000 inhabitants. York and Bristol followed with figures be-
tween 10,000 and 14,000.

About the same time the Iberian peninsula may have had four towns
with a population over 35,000: Barcelona, Cordoba, Seville and
Granada.

The documentation available to the demographer does not generally
allow him to go beyond estimates of the kind just set out. Almost invari-
ably he is prevented from tackling more complex problems. At the most,
it may be deduced from various sources that the number of females was
often greater than that of males, 12 or 13 to 10 for example. It seems, too,
that the number of unattached individuals (single persons) was greater
the more industrialized the town. Finally, it seems certain that the birth
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rate, probably fairly high, was compensated by a death rate equally high;
so that the growth of the towns must have been the result of an immigra-
tion coming no doubt, in large measure, from the surrounding country-
side, but also, to some extent, from fairly distant regions.

XV. Conclusion

The urban movement in medieval times was a social phenomenon due
primarily to economic causes and one which, in its turn, caused profound
changes in the economic structure of the Western world.

The demand for goods, whether primary goods or luxury goods, ac-
companied by considerable differences in the level of prices, brought
about a new circulation of men and goods in the long static society of the
early Middle Ages. The emergence of the towns, and in particular of the
trading towns, which initiated the urban movement, was due to the ap-
pearance of these commercial currents.

The foundation of the future towns was laid at the moment when the
merchants felt the necessity to establish themselves in groups in places
which they intended to make the focal points of their activity. The locali-
zation of urban life, as it was established from the Carolingian and post-
Carolingian period onwards, was determined by the conditions of
security and travel which existed at that time.

Around the first economically active nuclei composed of merchants
soon congregated populations of artisans, Among the latter, some
laboured with a view to satisfying the daily needs of the local population.
In a great number of towns their ranks were swollen by groups of crafts-
men working for industries whose products flowed far afield. For these
latter it was a matter of necessity that they should establish themselves
near to merchants who procured them their raw materials and disposed
of their products and who, in many cases, also assumed in relation to
them the character of real entrepreneurs. The merchants were, in fact,
in some cases up to 1300, in others throughout the whole Middle Ages,
the driving force in all economic activity. The circulation of goods which
they ensured stimulated, up to the extreme limits permitted by the con-
ditions of the period, economic specialization and consequently, too, the
concentration of population in the urban centres.

From the moment when the towns were constituted as geographical
units enjoying special legal privileges, conditions were created which
allowed a still greater mobility of men and goods: essentially these con-
ditions were liberty of person, the prerogative of all those who were at-
tracted into the town precinct, and the freedom of urban land, of which
the most notable outward sign was the emergence of free tenure. In Ital
the nobility, in closer contact with the merchants, liquidated landed pro-
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perty and thereby intensified commercial activity. Conversely, through-
out the whole of western Europe, the merchants invested part of the
w:l:alt.h they acquired in land within the towns as well as in the country-
side.

The towns, once they had acquired their own constitution and had
become independent political entities, often tried through their town
privilege to consolidate their prosperity and their preponderance over
the surrounding countryside, which had originally resulted from the free
interplay of economic forces. In the same way, within the towns, the
ruling class, whose ascendancy was originally founded on wealth alone,
tended to transform itself into a politically privileged patriciate, capable
for that reason of modifying to its own advantage the conditions of
material life. On the other hand, in those places where, about 1300 or
later, the lower class was able to assure itself even a modest participation
in the management of public affairs, it also exercised an influence on
economic life by striving for regulation, with the object no longer of
higher productivity but of a socially more equitable distribution of exist-
ing sources of wealth. This question, however, will be the subject of later
chapters.!

* The first draft of this chapter was finished in 1940. The text was revised in 1953 and
retouched in 1956. The author has not thought it necessary, however—due regard be-
ing paid to the difference of viewpoint—to modify the structure of the chapter follow-
ing the appearance in the meantime of important works such as E. Ennen’s book,
Friihgeschichte der europdischen Stadt (Bonn, 1953). Moteover, the appearance of the
collective Studien zu den Anfingen des europdischen Stidtewesens (Lindau~Constance,
1958) has necessitated several adjustments of detail.
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CHAPTER II

The Organization of Trade'
L. A General Picture

From the point of view of business organization, the Middle Ages pre-
sent no uniform picture either in time or in space. During the so-called
Dark Ages,the manorial economy was dominant and mostlanded estates
were relatively self-sufficient. Exchange, at any rate, was reduced to a
minimum, and trade, while it did not disappear altogether, fell to a low
ebb. What little survived was carried on by groups of travelling mer-
chants who catered for the rich by selling them luxuries or who exploited
the poor by charging high prices for necessities in times of famine or dis-
tress. A real revival did not occur until the eleventh century with the ces-
sation of the Norman invasions and the decline of feudal anarchy. In Italy
urban life regained vigour; in Flanders it sprang up anew. From these
two centres, the movement spread and gained momentum. The Cru-
sades gave it further impetus. Latin merchant colonies were established
all over the Levant. Soon the Venetians, the Genoese and the Pisans con-
trolled the foreign trade of the Byzantine Empire. Methods of business
organization made steady progress, but the merchants continued to be
peregrinators, moving constantly about in unending pursuit of profit.
They and their servants still accompanied their goods either by land or by
sea. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the travelling trade of western
Europe gravitated to the fairs of Champagne, and their rhythm regu-
lated the coming and going of the merchant caravans from Italy,
Flanders, Germany and all corners of France.

TheItalians played an important part, but as yet they did not dominate,
although they were spreading their tentacles and slowly choking off their
rivals. Flemish and English merchants still went as far as Genoa to fetch
spices or silks and to sell their cloth. As early as the thirteenth century, the
enterprising Italians, by-passing Flanders, were penetrating into England
as papal bankers, but the transfer problem forced them into the wool
trade, since the exportation of specie was forbidden and English wool
was in great demand on the continent. Paris proved to be another attrac-
tion, and the Italian companies began to establish permanent agencies in
the French capital, so favourably situated close to Champagne. This new
development was only the spearhead of far greater changes which trans-
formed the entire fabric of medieval trade.

Instead of travelling to and from the fairs, the Italian merchants, es~

t The writer wishes to express his appreciation to the Social Science Research Coun-
cil for a grant that enabled him to collect material for pare of this chapter.
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pecially those of the inland cities, Siena and Florence, began to direct their
affairs from the counting-house and to secure permanent representation
abroad by means of partners, factors or correspondents. The one-time
traveller gradually turned into a business administrator, who spent most
of his time behind a desk reading reports and giving instructions. How to
get satisfactory representation in foreign parts was perhaps the major
problem of this sedentary type of merchant, and success or failure often
depended on the selection of efficient and honest representatives. Since
the merchantno longer went abroad himself, he had to delegate power to
someone he could trust and who would attend to his business.

The rise of this new system of business organization based on corres-
pondence and representation abroad is intimately connected with the
rapid decline of the fairs of Champagne after 1300. There was no longer
any need for the Italian merchants to visit the fairs after their companies
had established permanent branches in Paris, London and Bruges. As
initiators of the new system, the Italians reaped the greatest benefits from
its success. During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, they dominated
trade and banking in the entire area from Constantinople and Alexandria
in the east to Bruges and London in the west. To a large extent, this
supremacy rested on superior business organization, since the military
power of the Italian republics did not extend beyond the Alps. In the
Levant, however, Genoa, Pisa and Venice maintained powerful fleets to
protect their colonies as well as their trading interests. The only com-
petitors who more or less succeeded in holding their own were the
Catalans, who, at an early date, had adopted Italian business methods.
The Flemish carrying trade was completely eliminated. In England,
however, the Italians did not succeed in rooting out the native merchants,
but it is true that the English merchants did not yet seriously challenge
Italian supremacy. They confined their activities to the intercourse with
the Low Countries, Scandinavia, Germany, northern France and Gas-
cony. The Italians also tried to gain a foothold in the Baltic, but they
failed. In the middle of the fifteenth century, séveral Florentines, among
others a Francesco Rucellai and a Gherardo Bueri, were doing business in
Liibeck. Apparently they had to struggle against overwhelming odds and
barely succeeded in eking outaliving; the Italian colony in Liibeck failed
to grow. Probably Italian business methods, although superior, afforded
no advantages in the Baltic region, where they did not fit in with local
customs. Moreover, the Hanseatic League, one may be sure, was on the
alert and stood ready to defend its monopoly by economic and political
means against any serious encroachment.

Throughout the later Middle Ages, the Hanseatic cities, under the
guidance of Liibeck, controlled the Baltic trade as the Italians dominated
in the Mediterranean. Any Scandinavian competition had long been
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crushed, and most cities, including Stockholm, were German settle-
ments. Business methods in the Baltc were relatively backward as com-
pared with those of the Italians, but they met the needs of a different en-
vironment where operations were on a smaller scale, where commodi-
ties were not high-priced and where merchants still needed to travel a
great deal more than did the heads of Florentine banking-houses.

Itisnow an accepted view that the Black Death (1348) marked the end
of a long period of demographic and economic expansion and the be-
ginning of a downward secular trend characterized by the closing of
markets, the recurrence of wars and epidemics and the contraction of the
volume of trade. Without challenging this view, it may be pointed out
that no such setback is noticeable with respect to the improvement oz
business techniques. On the contrary, the fourteenth century, especially,
is one of continuous progress, innovation and experimentation. The
draft form of the bill of exchange, for example, although known before
1350, did not come into general use until after that date. The same applies
to marine insurance. Mercantile book-keeping, too, did not reach full
maturity until 1400, as is clear if we compare, for example, the account-
books of the Peruzzi company (failed in 1343) with those of Francesco
Datini (1410).* Anotherinnovation introduced after 1375 is the combina-
tion of partnerships similar to the modern holding company. The best
example of this is the Medici banking-house founded in 1397. It is true
that the foundations of all these new commercial institutions were laid in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Nevertheless, they did not fully de-
velop until later. Perhapsit could be argued that the secular decline which
set in with the Black Death, by sharpening competition and reducing
profit-margins, spurred the merchants to improve methods, increase
efficiency and reduce costs, with the result that only the fittest were able
to survive.? Perhaps it is significant that no firm, not even the Medid
bank, ever attained the size of the famous Peruzzi and Bardi companies,
which both failed shortly before the Black Death.

In one respect, medieval trade differed totally from modern trade. To-
day most goods are sold before they are shipped. This is especially true of
heavy equipment and machinery. Medieval trade, however, with few
exceptions involved venturing. An assortment of goods was shipped toa
distant place in the expectation that it would be sold at a remunerative
price and that the merchant would be able to make his returns in other
commodities demanded at home. The same principle applies to the
carlier as well as to the later period. It really does not make much differ-
ence whether goods are entrusted to a travelling merchant or sent on con-
signment to a correspondent who has the burden of finding a market for
them. Each transaction, therefore, involved a speculative element and,

1 For a biographical sketch, see Camb. Econ. Hist. 1, 337 f. * Ibid. 310 and 335.
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in a certain way, was an adventure. It is with good reason that the ex-
porters of English cloth called themselves the Merchant Adventurers,
since they bought cloth in the hope of finding customers at the marts of
Brabant. As late as the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, mercantilist
writers insist on this venturing aspect of foreign trade, although some
point out that the Merchant Adventurers do not run great risks, that the
distance to the marts in the Low Countries is short, and that their trade is
well established. Nevertheless, it sometimes happened that the English
expected big sales, but that the continental buyers failed to appear. We
have mentioned that there are exceptions to venturing. Most of them
concern luxury articles, such as tapestries, paintings and silks with ar-
morial bearings, which were made to order according to the specifica-
tions of foreign customers. Thus the Medici branch in Bruges had
tapestries of prescribed dimensions and on requested subjects made for
Italian princes.

Venturing also affected the way of thinking of medieval merchants. It
largely explains the prevalence of venture accounting. As a result, it was
a widespread custom to open a separate account for each shipment. By
this method, it was possible to determine which ventures yielded a profit
and which resulted in a loss. Undoubtedly, the medieval merchant was
keenly interested in this type of information. Moreover, in order to di-
vide risks, medieval merchants resorted to an infinite number of com-
binations, and frequently participated in joint ventures with other mer-
chants. Thus the Medici of Bruges, in 1441, had for sale three different
lots of pepper: one they were selling for their own account, another lot
was being sold in joint account with the Medici of Venice and a third was
simply handled on a commission basis for an outsider. This may be con-
sidered as a typical situation, in no way limited to Florentine firms. The
account-books of the Venetian Andrea Barbarigo (1418-49) contain
other examples of the same sort. It is safe to assert that this way of doing
business was fairly general.

The explanation lies, of course, in the desire to split risks, and medieval
business was beset with all sorts of hazards. The magnitude of the risks is
perhaps another outstanding feature. Shipwrecks were frequent, but dis-
aster at sea was not the only peril: piracy was an even greater threat.
Even on land, roads were often insecure because of warfare or robbery.
The slowness of communications favoured the spread of false rumours,
which were sometimes deliberately planted by unscrupulous speculators
in order to drive prices up or down. Drastic price fluctuations were likely
to upset the most careful forecasts, since a market, lacking supplies, might
be glutted the next moment by the unexpected arrival of a cargo or the
sudden curtailment of the demand. Embargoes and reprisals were an-
other source of uncertainty and frequently led to spoilage through lack
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of care and to plunder through lack of supervision. Credit risks created
another serious problem, because recalcitrant debtors often took advant-
age of legal technicalities and conflicting jurisdictions to evade their
obligations or to delay the course of justice. Besides, judges were often
hostile to foreign claimants and lenient with local debtors, even when
these were patently lacking in good faith. As a rule, trade privileges con-
tained provisions promising prompt and impartial justice, but whether
they were always carried out is another matter. Much might depend on
the political mood of the moment. Conditions varied from one country
to another. Flemish courts, for example, enjoyed among the Italians an
enviable reputation for impartiality. As a matter of fact, the Bruges
échevins or aldermen went so far as to consult alien merchants on points of
law or merchant custom, namely in difficult cases concerning bills of ex-
change.

Aggainst these hazards, the medieval merchant protected himself in
various ways, but chiefly by dividing the risk or sharing it with others.
Diversification was, therefore, the rule rather than the exception. As the
account-books clearly show, merchants rarely specialized in one line of
business; they dealt in all kinds of commodities and tried to take advant-
age of all profit opportunities that might present themselves. Even bank-~
ing was not a special field. Without a single known exception, the great
Italian companies combined international banking and foreign trade.
Merchants usually sold wholesale. Although they did not disdain occa-
sionally to retail their wares, they were often barred from the retail trade
by the privileges of the local gilds. Infringements of these privileges gave
rise to numerous conflicts. In Bruges, there were instances of ‘Lombards’
being fined for selling silk by the ell. In London, too, violation of the rule
was a perennial source of grievance, aroused steady complaints from the
mercers and other gilds, and made the Italians unpopular in the city.

I. The Travelling Trade before 1300

1

Of the organization of trade before the twelfth century, not much, if
anything, is known. Extant sources do not contain much information on
this particular aspect of economic life.

Merchants, in any case, bad no assigned place in the pattern of feudal
society, and their activities, under the influence of Church doctrine, were
regarded with distrust as something tainted with the stigma of usury or
wickedness. Did not the Canon Law, from early times, declare thatit was
difficult to distinguish honest from ill-gotten gain and that it was nearly
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impossible to avoid sin in the course of buying and selling?* Moreover,
trading was forbidden to clerics because being constantly on the road
was incompatible with requirements of residence.? The implication is
clearly that merchants were always on the move.

In order to protect themselves against high risks, they formed bands
and ‘fraternities’ which, in northern Europe, were called merchant gilds.
Such a gild existed apparently in the tenth century among the merchants
of Tiel, a town near the mouth of the Rhine, at that time presumably a
Frisian settlement. The monk Alpert, who reports on their activities,
considers them as wicked and lawless men, and relates, what is more sig-
nificant for us, that they pooled their resources, shared their profits and
spent part of their gains in licentious feasts. Unfortunately, he doesnot go
into more detail about the operation of this profit-sharing scheme.

From the statutes of another gild, the frairie or brotherhood of Valen-
ciennes, portions of which probably date back to the tenth century, we
also learn that the members did not stay at home but were constantly ex-
posed to perils ‘on sea, water, and land’. They probably travelled together
in armed caravans, since an article of the statutes fines the member who
appears in the ranks without armour and bow. Once a caravan has left
town, the statutes provide, no one is allowed to leave but all are tostay to-
gether and to give each other aid and assistance in case of emergency. If
anyone dies on a journey, his companions are under obligation to carry
the corpse for at least three nights and to bury it, if possible, according to
the wishes of the deceased.

An excellent picture of the venturesome career of a merchant in those
early days is afforded by the life of St Godric of Finchale (1080?-1170).3
He started as a beachcomber, earning his first pennies by selling jetsam.
'With this money he set out as a pedlar roaming the countryside and then
going from market to market. Thus he met and joined a company of
merchants and with them visited all the shores of the North Sea. Using
his earnings to expand his business, he bought his own ship and became

t Decretum Gratiani: c. Qualitas lucri, Dist. s, c. 2, De poenitentia. This canon is an
epistle of Pope Leo the Great (440-61) to the bishop of Narbonne(J. P. Mansi, Sacrorum
Conciliorum . . . collectio, v1 [Florence, 1761}, col. 404). It is quoted in all the earlier col-
lections of canons, including those of Dionysius Exiguus (sixth century), Regino of
Priim (906-13), Burchard of Worms (1008~12), and Ivo of Chartres (t1115), as well as
in the Polycarpus of Cardinal Gregorius of S. Crisogono, compiled between 1101 and
1120. Through these collections, the canon Qualitas lucri found its way into the De-
cretum of Gratian, composed about 1140 and destined to become the standard compila-
tion until the publication of the new code of Canon Law in 1917.

* Franz Schaub, Der Kampf gegen den Zinswucher, ungerechten Preis und unlautern
Handel im Mittelalter: Von Karl dem Grossen bis Papst Alexander III (Freiburg, 1905), 109.

3 See Camb. Econ. Hist. 11, 239. The story has been told briefly by Pirenne, but a more
detailed study is that of Walther Vogel, ‘Ein seefahrender Kaufmann um 1100’,
Hansische Geschichesblitter, xviu (1912), 239-48.
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his own captain. Favoured by good luck, he prospered and acquired
shares in other vessels. At this point, he probably settled in a port and let
others do the travelling and expose their persons to the fortunes of the
sea. Late in life, he was touched by grace and gave up the pursuit of
wealth in order to become a saintly hermit whose vitaa pious biographer
thought well worth telling for the edification of less devout men.

Details of business organization are not given, but we gather from the
story that the ownership of ships was divided into shares and that mer-
chants were often shipowners and navigators as well, a situation dupli-
cated in contemporary Mediterranean trade. In order to succeed, a
travelling merchant had to possess a great deal of physical endurance and
be ready to face many hardships. Although conditions were primitive,
he needed more than brawn: moral stamina and some intellectual bag-
gage were indispensable prerequisites to success. A good idea of the
knowledge and the character indispensable for a successful business career
is given in the King’s Mirror, a Scandinavian treatise on education, prob-
ably written in the early part of the thirteenth century. The date is rather
late, but the author’s bits of advice are so precious that they constitute a
vade mecum for any enterprising youth.

The unknown author of the King’s Mirror starts out by stressing the
obvious fact that a merchant needs a good dose of bravery and must ex-
pect to encounter perils at sea and in heathen lands. While he should be
polite and agreeable, he should also be wary and not buy any goods with-
out first checking their quality and condition. When abroad, he should
live well and go to the best inns, but not indulge in extravagance. It is
also advisable to keep away from drink, harlots, brawls and dice. Aknow-
ledge of foreign languages, especially French and Latin, might be handy,
and he should not neglect the study of law and the observation of local
customs. Some notion of arithmetic and astronomy the author of the
King’s Mirror considers as fundamental, since a merchant must know how
to figure and to read the skies when navigating. It is desirable to sell
quickly, at reasonable prices, for a quick turnover is a stimulus to trade.
If the merchant owns a ship, he should have it tarred every autumn, keep
the tackle and apparel well in order, sail in the spring, and be sure to re-
turn by the end of the summer. Shares should be bought in good ships
only orin none atall. If successful, he might invest his earnings in partner-
ships, but he should be extremely careful in selecting his associates. This
policy will eventually enable him to discontinue his own journeys and
instead finance the business ventures of younger men. As profits continue
to pile up, they should not all be reinvested in business. It would be wiser
to devote the major part to the acquisition of land. Land being the safest
form of investment, it alone will provide security for him and his
descendants.
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Although safety along the roads greatly increased in the course of time,
the merchants from the Flemish towns, visiting the fairs of Champagne,
still used to travel together in armed caravans as late as the end of the
thirteenth century. The caravan would set out on a given date under the
command of a ‘mayor’, preceded by a standard-bearer, armed servants
and crossbowmen flanking the carts and wagons carrying the precious
cloth. In 1285, about twenty-five merchants of Douai journeying to-
gether had with them thirty-six attendants, all armed, in case of need. It
is true that such a military display had become more traditional than
necessary. Single merchants—or were they professional wagoners?—
were already going to the French fairs leading a train of four or five carts
with several servants to take care of the teams.

The organization of the fairs of Champagne is, however, a separate
subject. On the whole, the documentation regarding early medieval
trade in northern Europe is scanty and gives us only fleeting glimpses
of the conduct of business. To gain more insight, we have to turn south,
to the magnificent series of the Genoese notaries which startsin 1156 with
the published cartulary of Giovanni Scriba or John the Scribe. Several
thousand contracts of later notaries have also been published, including
those of Oberto Scriba de Mercato (1186-90), Guglielmo Cassinese
(1190-2), Bonvillano (1198), Giovanni di Guiberto (1200-11), and Lan-
franco (1202—26). This unique source material is complemented by a
series of Venetian acts, which are less numerous but start even earlier; the
first date is 1021 and the last 1261. There are also available the acts of
Pietro Scardon (1271) and Benvenuto di Brixano (1301-2), Venetian
notaries in Crete. Some studies based on this superabundant material
have already appeared, but much remains to be explored.

From these Genoese and Venetian records, it appears that the two most
typical contracts in overseas trade were the commenda and the societas
maris—they were called collegantia in Venice, but the name has little, if
any, importance.! Both contracts were partnership agreements, con-
cluded not for a period of years, but for a single venture or voyage, usu-
ally a round trip to the Levant, Africa, Spain or even Provence. There
were also commenda contracts per terram, that is, relating to distant trade
overland, or even to local undertakings, but these were relatively few.

The commenda and the societas maris both involved co-operation be-
tween a travelling partner, called tractator or procertans, and an investing
partner who stayed on land and was called stans. In the case of the com-
menda the venture was financed entirely by the stans; the travelling part-
ner did not supply any capital, but he took the risk of embarking upon a
dangerous sea voyage and had to endure all the discomforts that went
with it. As a reward for his labours and his hardships, he usually received

1 On the origins of the commenda, see Camb. Econ. Hist. 11, 267. »

E
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only one-fourth of the profits; and the investing partner, who ran only
the risk of losing his money, received the remaining three-fourths. This
arrangement may seem unfair, but in the twelfth and thirteenth centur-
ies life was cheap and capital scarce.

In the societas maris, profits were shared equally by the two partners,
but the tractator supplied one-third of the capital and the stans, two-thirds.
Essentially, the two contracts were the same, since in both cases, one-
fourth of the profits went to the tractator for his labour and three-fourths
to the investors of capital. In the societas, however, the tractator received
an additional fourth, or one-half the profits in all, because he had supplied
one-third of ’the capital. The only difference is really that the Genoese
notaries called one contract a commenda and the other a societas maris.

Among Italian scholars, there has raged a fierce controversy about the
legal character of the commenda: some argue that it is 2 kind of loan and
others thatitis a partnership, but all the medieval jurists, canonists as well
as civilians, regard the commenda as a licit partnership agreement and not
asaloan subject to the usury prohibition. The practical result was that the
lawfulness of the commenda was never questioned by either jurists or
theologians; in the Middle Ages, as everyone agrees, it was considered a
partnership. Moreover, legal writers tend to exaggerate the importance
of their categories and they tend to overlook the fact that, in economics,
partnership agreements and loans are basically alternative and inter-
changeable forms of investment.

There are different types of commenda. In some cases, the tractator was
left free to make his returns as he saw fit or deemed most profitable. In
others, he was bound to bring back certain specified commodities. It
would be a mistake to consider the stans as a sort of sleeping partner, who
was only interested in getting a return on a speculative investment. This
was certainly true of the numerous cases in which the investing partners
were widows and orphans, priests and nuns, public officials and notaries,
artisans or other persons without business experience. However, there
were other cases in which the stans was an older merchant who no longer
went overseas, but who was still actively engaged in business and some-
times undertook the sale of the goods brought back by his partner. It also
happened that an experienced stans acted as adviser to relatives or other
persons and helped them with their investment. Without more informa-
tion than the abstracts of notarial contracts give, it is dangerous to make
any dogmatic statements: real situations do not always fit into neat
classifications.

In Genoa, it was also common for a merchant starting out on a trip to
conclude a number of commenda and societas contracts with several per-
sons in all walks of life. In other instances, he dealt with only a single stans.
Examples of reciprocal commendae are not rare: a merchant starting out
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for the Levant might entrust goods in commenda to another about to leave
for Champagne and vice versa. It even happened that a travelling mer-
chant concluded a commenda with another sailing on the same ship and
bound for the same destination. Usually travelling charges were deduct-
ed from gross profits and only net profits were distributed, but it also
occurred, especially in the case of a reciprocal commenda, that the contract
provided that no account should be taken of expenses. There are not,
consequently, two opposed or antagonistic groups of investing and
travelling partners, or of exploiters and exploited. In a great many cases,
the tractatores were ambitious young men who were willing to take
heavy risks in order to accumulate sufficient capital to join eventually the
ranks of the stantes.

How the commenda favoured the rise of capable young men is illus-
trated by the story of Ansaldo Baialardo.* When he started on his first
trip, in 1156, he was still a minor, since he had to be emancipated by his
father in order to enter into a commenda agreement with an important
merchant, Ingo da Volta. Apparently, Ansaldo received from the latter
an amount of £205 4s. 1d. Genoese currency, for a coastal voyage to
Provence, Montpellier or Catalonia. At the termination of this venture,
profits amounting to 74 Genoese pounds were divided as usual: three-
fourths or [ss 10s. to the stans (Ingo da Volta) and one-fourth or
L 18 10s. to the tractator (Ansaldo Baialardo). This was a return of more
than 30% on invested capital. Such a highly satisfactory result probably
induced Ingo da Volta to entrust another commenda to Ansaldo by rein-
vesting his initial capital plus the major part of the profitsor £254 14s. 1d.
Genoese in all. In addition, Ansaldo invested £ 18 10s. Genoese, or the
earnings of his previous trip. This sum, however, remained outside the
commenda agreement and Ansaldo was consequently entitled to the full
profit on his own investment. This second voyage was exceptionally
profitable and yielded a total return of £244 15s. 11d. Genoese, of which
£ 17 9s. 11d. represented the earnings made privately by Ansaldo. The
remainder, or /227 6s. Genoese, was then divided according to cus-
tomary proportion: /170 9s. 6d. to the stans and £56 16s. 6d. to the
tractator.

Because Ansaldo managed his affairs so well, Ingo da Volta continued
to give him financial support, but this time for a voyage to Syria, Pales-
tine and Egypt. Since Ansaldo had now accumulated some capital, the
two parties, on 3 August 1158, concluded a societas maris, in which Ingo
da Volta supplied [128 17s. 4d. and Ansaldo half this amount, or
£64 8s. 8d. Genoese. Furthermore, Ingo da Volta put up an additional
£2849s. 8. Genoese under the terms of a commenda agreement which en-
titled him, as usual, to three-fourths of the profit. The remaining fourth,

1 Cf. Camb. Econ. Hist. 11, 306.
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instead of going to Ansaldo personally, was to be assigned to the societas
maris. By virtue of this arrangement, seven-cighths of the profits of the
commenda went to Ingo da Volta and only one-cighth to Ansaldo. Ac-
cording to these data, the total invested in the venture, both societas and
commenda combined, amounted approximately to 478 Genoese pounds.

This third venture proved to be profitable, but not quite so profitable
as the second. The sale of the goods brought back by Ansaldo produced
760 Genoese pounds, so that there was a total profit of 282 Genoese
pounds. This amount was divided between the commenda and the societas
maris in proportion to the capital invested in each, so that £168 was allo-
cated to the first and £114 to the second. The partners received, conse-
quently, the following amounts:

Ingo da Volta
% of the commenda profits 147 Genoese pounds
1 of the societas profits 57
204
Ansaldo Baialardo

3 of the commenda profits 21
1 of the societas profits 57

78

In about three years, Ansaldo Baialardo, who had started with nothing,
had accumulated a capital of 142 Genoese pounds ( £64, his investment,
plus £78, his profit on the last venture). On the other hand, Ingo da
Volta had nearly trebled his capital in the same period.

This unique information about the actual operation of twelfth-century
partnerships is taken from data scribbled on three small scraps of paper
inserted in the cartulary of John the Scribe. They are regarded as the
earliest examples of medieval mercantile accounting. Although crude,
they prove that partnership arrangements made it indispensable for the
merchants to keep records, not only about accounts payable and receiv-
able, but also about any elements that would enable them to determine
profit or loss. : .

In Venice, Pisa, Amalfi, Marseilles and the entire Mediterranean area,
the commenda and the societas maris, although known under different
names, were no less popular than in Genoa. Asa matter of fact, the earliest
example of a societas, or a collegantia, as it was called in Venice, isa contract
dated August 1073, according to which a tractator or procertans binds him-
self to a stans named Sevasto Orefice to take his cargo on a voyage (in
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taxegio) to Thebes in Greece and there to make the best possible returns
(in quo melius potuero). Profits are to be divided equally between the
partners, without fraud or evil intent. If the venture, because of disaster
at sea or enemy action, resultsin a total loss, neither parter will have any
claim on the other. If any of the invested capital is recovered, each will
participate in it in proportion to his investment. Consequently, it is
plain that profits were shared half and half, but that losses were borne
two-thirds by the stans and one-third by the procertans.

One of the great advantages of the commenda and the societas maris was
that the investors assumed only limited Liability: they could lose their
initial investment, but no more, whereas, in the case of the compagnia,
or ordinary partnership, the partners were held liable to the extent of all
their property. Another advantage was that any investor could easily
reduce risks by placing his money in several commendae instead of staking
it all on a single venture. Still another feature of the commenda and the
societas maris was that they lent themselves to any number of combina~
tions and were usually dissolved at the completion of each voyage. The
resulting flexibility explains why the two contracts in question were ad-
mirably suited to the conditions prevailing in the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, especially in overseas trade. They persisted even in the later
period, and disappeared only gradually as more elaborate forms of busi-
ness organization gained ground. The commenda is still discussed bylegal
writers as late as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, though this
may be an indication of conservatism on the part of the jurists rather than
of extensive use of the contract.

Next to the commenda and the societas maris, the sea loan was frequently
used to finance overseas ventures. It differed from a straight loan in that
repayment was contingent upon safe arrival of a ship (sana eunte nave) or
successful completion of a voyage. The risk of loss through the fortunes
of the sea or the action of men-of-war was thus shifted from the borrower
to the lender. Prior to the days of premium insurance, the sea loan per-
formed, to a certain extent, the same function of protecting the merchant
against loss through shipwreck or piracy. At any rate, in case of misfor-
tune, he was relieved from any further liability which might otherwise
have thrown him into bankruptcy. The only trouble with the sea loan
was that, in order to get protection, the merchant had to borrow at high
rates whether or not he needed additional funds. In the twelfth century,
charges of 40 or 50% were not uncommon for voyages from Italy or
Constantinople to Alexandria or Syria. Thus Romano Mairano, a Ve-
netian merchant residing in Constantinople, borrowed, in 1167, 88
perpers and promised to repay 129 perpers, both principal and interest
(inter caput et prode), twenty days after the safe return of his ship from a
voyage to Egypt. This is an increase of more than 459, which, of course,
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does not represent pure interest only, but also includes 2 heavy premium
for risk. Nevertheless, such high charges absorbed most of the merchant’s
trading profit.

‘What distinguishes the sea loan from the commenda is that the investor
assumes the sea risk (ad risicum et fortunam Dei, maris et gentium), but does
not enter into partnership with the borrower and share with him the
business risk. If the ship or the cargo arrives safely at destination, the debt
is due in its entirety, regardless of the debtor’s success or failure in earning
enough to cover the charges on the loan.

There are at least three different types of sea loans. In English they bear
different names, but not in French or Italian, which has been a source of
confusion. All three types appear in the Genoese notarial instruments
from an early date. The first is the ordinary sea loan or foenus nauticum,
which was unsecured save for a general lien on the debtor’s property.
One example among many is a contract concluded on s September 1155,
in which the debtors pledge all their property (bona pignori) in security of
asealoan at the rate of 259, granted for a round-trip voyage from Genoa
to Tunis. This type may be older than the other two. It occurs frequently
in the cartulary of John the Scribe, but it soon gives way to another
variety called in England the respondentia. Upon such a sea loan, principal
and increment must be paid, even though the ship itself perishes, pro-
vided the cargo be safe. An example is found in a contract of 17 August
1190, enacted by the Genoese notary Oberto Scriba de Mercato. Ac-
cording to its provisions, a borrower who has received a loan of £ 10,
Genoese currency, obliges himself to repay a like amount plus ten
measures of barley, if a certain vessel or the major part of its cargo (vel
maiori parte rerum navis) returns safely from a voyage to Sardinia. The
appearance of this new clause shows that the drafting of contracts was
gradually improved by inserting safeguards which prevented debtors
from seizing upon any pretext to evade their obligations.

The third type of sea loan is the bottomry loan. It is usually made in
order to equip a ship or to pay for emergency repairs in a foreign port and
is secured by the hull, tackle and apparel. Sometimes the lender is also
given a lien on the freight at the termination of a voyage. In Genoa, bot-
tomry loans could also be secured by part of a ship, as in a contract of
6 April 1213, according to which a borrower offered as security all his
property (omnia bona mea), but especially four loca or shares in a company
operating a vessel fully manned and rigged. In addition, he pledged the
expected income from freight which would be allotted to his four shares.
As usual, fulfilment of the contract depended upon the fortunate out-
come of a sea voyage. Although the contract relates only to a short trip
from Genoa to Sardinia and return, the rate was presumably as high as
30%, since the debtor, who promised to repay /26, Genoese currency,
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had apparently not received more than £ 20. The contract, itis true, does
not specify the amount actually borrowed, but the notary, in his register,
first wrote it down and then crossed it out, substituting the vague expres-
sion tantum de tuis denariis, Why? Perhaps because the borrower was a
cleric. Another and similar contract, bearing the same date, involving the
same lender, and relating to the same ship, states openly how much was
borrowed by a layman, owner of eighteen loca or shares, instead of four.
At any rate, our example proves first that ownership of shares in mer-
chant vessels was widely diffused and was not confined to classes closely
connected with shipping or mercantile interests. Second, it seems to indi-
cate that the sea loan was considered as a dubious contract even before the
promulgation of the decretal Naviganti.

Although the sea loan had been used since Antiquity, the Genoese no-
tarial records give the impression that after 1250 it suddenly lost its popu-
larity in favour of another contract, the cambium maritimum. This decline
is undoubtedly due to the impact of the decretal Naviganti, by which
Pope Gregory IX, in 1236, formally condemned the sea loan and similar
contracts as usurious, even though the lender assumed a risk not present
in a straight loan.! It would certainly be a mistake to believe that the
usury prohibition had no repercussion on business practices. As a matter
of fact, it influenced greatly the development of banking because the
theologians, while frowning upon discount, did not object to cambium or
exchange. The decline of the sea loan is another instance of the same sort.
Since any form of loan aroused the suspicion of the ecclesiastical authori-
ties, the merchant found it preferable to shift from the sea loan to the
cambium maritimum.
~ The difference between these two contracts was that the cambium
maritimum involved an advance of funds repayable in another, instead of
in the same, currency. In both cases, of course, the debtor was relieved
from any obligation if the ship or the goods failed to reach their destina-~
tion. In the cambium maritimum, however, the lender’s gain, instead of be-
ing expressed in a percentage of the principal, was cleverly concealed in
the rate of exchange. Incontrovertible evidence is found in a contract,
dated 19 July 1157, and enacted by the Genoese notary, John the Scribe,
according to which a merchant going to Constantinople acknowledged
the receipt of £ 100, Genoese currency, and promised to repay the equi-
valent of this amount at the rate of three perpers per pound if a certain
vessel safely made port. However, should this repayment not take place
in Constantinople, then the debtor was bound to pay in Genoa 300 per-
pers, at 9s. 6d. Genoese for each perper, one month after the safe return of
his ship from the Levant. In other words, the debtor, who had borrowed
100 Genoese pounds before sailing for ‘Constantinople, incurred the

1 Decretals, in X, v, 19, 19. The authenticity of Naviganti is beyond question.
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obligation to give his creditor either 300 perpers at destination or
£ 142 10s. Genoese upon completion of the round trip. To explain the
gist of the agreement in another way, the lender, who had lent 300 per-
pers at 6s. 8d. Genoese each, expected to be repaid at the rate of 9s. 64.
Genoese and to gain the difference, viz. 2s. 10d. Genoese on each perper,
in case of successful completion of the voyage. The figures show a profit
of exactly 42 5%. This rate may seem high but, as stated before, it was
normal at that time for along voyage to the Levant. On the much shorter
trip from Genoa to Sicily, a return of 25% was not exceptional. As the
presence of this and similar contracts in the cartulary of John the Scribe
proves, the cambium maritimum was known long before the promulgation
of the decretal Naviganti and, hence, was not invented because of it and
for the sole purpose of evading the ban against usury.

In the thirteenth century, agreements become more precise and elabor-
ate. In general, repayment is secured by pledging the goods bought with
the proceeds of the loan and registering them under the creditor’s name
in the ship’s cartulary. As a rule, contracts also stipulate that the loan will
be repayable upon safe arrival of a certain ship or most of its cargo (sana
tamen eunte dicta nave vel maiore parte rerum). This clause offered better
protection to the creditor, since 1t occasionally happened that a ship ran
aground on entering a harbour, but that the cargo was salvaged before
the hull was broken up by the pounding waves. The loss of the ship, then,
could not be used by the owners of the cargo asa pretext to repudiate their
debts. After 1250, the Genoese notaries, when drafting contracts relating
to cambium maritimum, took the precaution of stating explicitly that the
agreement was concluded nomine venditionis or nomine cambii, no doubt
for fear that otherwise it might be invalidated in court as a usurious loan.

Besides the cambium maritimum, there existed also a contract called
cambium quasi nauticum by modern jurists. For example, according to an
act of 17 December 1215, 2 merchant borrowed in Genoa an unspecified
sum in local currency and pledged as security certain goods which he was
sending to Champagne. Repayment in money of Provins was to take
place at the forthcoming fair of Lagny, with the restriction that the
goods travelled at the creditor’s risk. In other words, the debt would be
cancelled if they were stolen or, for some other reason, failed to arrive.
Perhaps fulfilment of the contract was made dependent upon this con-
tingency because the goods were entrusted to a third party—possibly
chosen by the creditor—instead of being accompanied by their owner as
was usually the case.

Premium insurance did not develop prior to 1300, but merchants in
the thirteenth century were searching for a solution of the risk problem
and were experimenting with different types of contracts that would
offer protection. The role of the sea loan has already been mentioned in
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this connection. Another type of contract was the socalled insurance
loan by which a shipowner made an advance to a shipper with the under-
standing that it was due, together with freight charges, only upon arrival
of the shipment at destination. Complete coverage was not achieved,
since such advances rarely exceeded 25 or 30% of the cargo’s value.

The earliest known examples of insurance loans date from 1287 and
are found in deeds drafted by a notary in Palermo. Later, this form of con~
tract is also encountered in Pisa (1317). Its rather late appearance may be
explained by the fact that insurance loans were usually granted to mer-
chants remaining ashore instead of travelling aboard the same ship with
their merchandise, as had been the common practice hitherto.

Fictitious sales were also used for shifting risks. An example is afforded
by a curious and involved contract entered into by Palaeologus Zaccaria,
in his own name and that of his father, Benedetto, the famous Genoese
admiral, colonizer and owner of the alum mines at Phocea, near Smyrna.!
According to this contract, concluded on 29 October 1298, Palacologus
sold for /3,000, Genoese currency, 650 cantars of alum, which he had in
Aigues-Mortes ready to be shipped to Bruges in his own galley. The
seller, however, retained the option to repurchase this shipment in
Bruges for 3,360 Ii. tur., which he did not need to disburse but could
keep as aloan until the galley got back to Genoa, by offering as a guaran-
tee the return cargo bought with the proceeds from the alum. The sea
risk was assumed by the lenders who, upon safe arrival of the galley in
Genoa, were entitled to 13s. sd. Genoese for every sou tournois or 3,780
Genoese pounds. However, a modifying clause limited the duration of
the contract to 1 November 1299, and released the lenders from any
further commitments after this date. In other words, the debt was due not
later than 1 November 1299, even if the galley were still under sail. To
put the matter more succinctly, Palaeologus borrowed 3,000 Genoese
pounds and promised to repay /3,780 within a year, or sooner, upon the
safe return of his galley from a round trip to Bruges. The charges on the
loan were, consequently, 26%, which not only represent interest, but
include a premium for risk. If this figure is at all representative, the rate of
interest must have dropped considerably by the end of the thirteenth
century.

This agreement is a curious mixture of two different contracts. Why
did Palacologus Zaccaria, in order to raise money, resort first to a fic-
titious sale and then to a cambium maritimum? It looks as if he sought to
protect himself not only against the perils of the sea but also against a
drop in the price of alum. The clumsiness of the methods used to achieve
this purpose is due in part to the rigidity of the formulas used by the
notariesand in part to the necessity of circumventing the usury prohibition

1 Cf. Camb. Econ. Hist. 11, 336.
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by adopting a legal form acceptable to the theologians. The medieval
mind was legalistic, and the Doctors—theologians as well as canonists
and civilians—accorded an exaggerated importance to the legal mould
in which contracts were cast.

In order to divide risks—always the same problem—the ownership of
ships was commonly divided into shares called partes or loca navis in
Genoa and carati or sortes in Venice. It even happened that vessels were
owned by one group and operated by another, Membership in one, how-
ever, was compatible with membership in the other. There has been a
great deal of discussion about the meaning of the expression loca navis,
but it seems that it referred to shares in a company operating rather than
owning a ship. According to a plausible hypothesis, a locus represented a
certain capacity and, hence, the number of loca bore some relation to the
tonnage of a vessel and the size of its crew. Documentary evidence shows
that, in certain cases at least, there were as many shares as there were
mariners. Apparently, ships could be operated jointly by the entire
group of owners or of charterers, or separately by cach of the shareholders.
In the first case, a manager acting for the whole group would be in
charge of hmng a crew and of finding a cargo and would be responsible
for operating the ship in the common interest of all concerned. In the
latter case, each owner of a share or locus had to serve as a mariner him-
self or else hire someone at his own expense to take his place. On the
other hand, he could dispose freely of his allotment of cargo space, either
by loading it himself or by letting it to a merchant. Of course, some com-
mon expenses were unavoidable. For one thing, the operators had to
select a master to command the ship and had to pay his wages from the
common purse. Neither statutes nor notarial contracts throw much light
on the inner structure of medieval shipping. Moreover, historians up to
now have been more interested in legal than in business procedure. If
only some ship’s accounts were available, their study would quickly
solve all the puzzling problems which have stirred up so much discussion.

At any rate, the system of loca or shares, so pervasive in Mediterranean
shipping, made it possible to experiment with the management of joint

usiness ventures, at first on a small, and later on a larger, scale. This ex-
perimentation has an important bearing on future economic develop-
ment. Did not the first joint stock companies arise in overseas trade? It is
true that they were set up by the Dutch and the English, but their pro-
moters were certainly familiar with Italian precedents in the financing
and management of collective colonial enterprises, such as the maone of
Chios and Ceuta. Was not a Genoese Pallavicini among the shareholders
of the Virginia Company; and did not Thomas Mun reside for many
years in Leghorn and Pisa before he returned to London and became one
of the first directors of the East India Company? Moreover, let us not
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overlook the fact that, even in the East India trade, a permanent com-
pany was not created at the beginning. The first voyages were each sep-
arate ventures, much like the temporary partnerships in the pioneering
days of Genoese and Venetian shipping.

2

It is clear that in medicval times ‘the major direction of a voyage was
in the hands of the merchants, not of the shipowners, one of the char-
acteristic differences between medieval and modern shipping’.! Con-
tracts usually provided that the merchants taking passage on a certain
vessel had the right to appoint a committee to inspect the ship before sail-
ing and report on its ssaworthiness and the state of its equipment. During
the trip, they were lodged in the best quarters: the stern cabin under the
captain’s. As pilgrims usually were noisy and troublesome, none could be
embarked without the merchants’ consent. According to the sea laws,
the master also had to take a vote among the merchants on board in order
to change itinerary or to decide upon ports of call. Their agreement was
even required when the safety of the ship made it necessary to jettison
some of the cargo, although the captain could override their opposition
in case of extreme peril, after consulting his mate and three mariners.

Next to the captain, the scribe was the most important member of the
crew. By the thirteenth century, the management of a galley or a large
merchant vessel required so much paper work and book-keeping that
regulations in Barcelona and Venice prescribed the employment of two
scribes, butin Genoa one was regarded as sufficient. The scribe was sworn
to his office and his records had the same'value as notarial deeds. One of
his main duties was to keep the ship’s cartulary in which the cargo aboard
was listed, item by item, as in the modern manifest. The merchants were
even required to declare to him the money which they carried in their
belts or concealed in their bales. The scribe also tallied and recorded the
goods loaded or unloaded, kept the roll of the crew, computed freight
charges: in short, he did all the clerical work and was an indispensable
business auxiliary.

Pirates and corsairs being a perennial menace, medieval vessels sought
protection by navigating in convoy or in company. The Italian republics
tried to increase security along the sea lanes by concluding treaties of
amity and commerce with the powers bordering on the Mediterranean.
This was only the first step. Usually, it was accompanied or followed by
attempts to secure trading privileges, if possible on more favourable
terms than those granted to rival cities. In the Middle Ages, protectionism

1E, H. Byrne, Genoese Shipping in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries (Cambridge,
Mass., 1930), 36.
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was not yet born; the aim of commercial policy was to get preferential
treatment and to strive for control of the carrying trade.

With this purpose in mind, the Italian maritime cities, especially
Genoa, Pisa and Venice, put their sea-power at the disposal of the cru-
saders; in exchange for this aid, they secured valuable trading privileges
and obtained permission to establish ‘colonies’ in the ports of Palestine
and Syria. In some cases, the grants included only a few houses or a street
(ruga), but sometimes they extended to an entire quarter of a town. Like
the concessions in the Orient and the capitulations in the Ottoman Em-
pire of more recent days, the Italian colonies in the Levant enjoyed extra~
territorial rights. They were administered by officials sent by the mother
city, called at first viscounts and later consuls, whose functions were,
of course, much more extensive than those of consular officers today. The
medieval colonial consuls were invested with both administrative and
judicial powers and had the right to decide any disputes involving only
their own countrymen. In certain cases, they even had criminal jurisdic-
tion and authority over life and limb. As a rule, the agreements entrusted
the consuls with the custody of any property left by deceased nationals.
Grants usually allowed a colony the right to have landing place, mill,
bakery, warehouse, baths and church of its own. Besides a floating popu-
lation of travelling merchants, the Italian colonies had a core of perman-
ent residents made up of officials, artisans, brokers, shopkeepers, and local
tradesmen. Not all the settlers were Latins: the security enjoyed in the
foreign concessions also attracted Levantine Jews, Greeks and Syrians.

In Moslem lands, for example in Tunis or Alexandria, conditions were
different and less favourable. The concession usually reduced itself to a
compound or walled enclosure, called fondaco in Italian and funduk in
Arabic. It ordinarily contained lodging quarters, a warchouse, a bake-
oven, a bath-house, a chapel, and a graveyard. The gates were closed
each evening, and residents were locked in for the night. These precau-
tions were no doubt vexatious but they afforded some protection in a
hostile environment where religious fanaticism could touch off a riot at
any time. In Tunis, customs duties were carefully regulated by treaty.
Dealings with native merchants could take place either within or without
the customs-house. In the first case, the administrators of the customs
assumned all responsibility for the execution of the deal. In Alexandria,
conditions were much the same. Genoese, Pisans, Venetians, Catalans,
Provencals, French and Ragusans had separate establishments. As in
Tunis, the customs officers guaranteed payment for any sale concluded
through a dragoman or licensed broker. The treaties generally contained
detailed provisions concerning the rates of import duties and also stipu-
lated that the consul could present any grievances directly to the sultan,
either in writing or by word of mouth. To leave nothing to chance, it
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was even agreed that the western consuls in Alexandria should be granted
ten audiences a year. The detailed provisions of the treaties definitely give
the impression that business relations were carefully regulated in order to
forestall as far as possible any causes of conflict or friction that might en-
rage the despotic Egyptian sultans and have dire consequences for any
westerners on whom they could lay their hands.

In the early Middle Ages, Amalfi and Venice were subject, at least
nominally, to the Greek emperor and, hence, the merchants hailing from
these two Italian ports needed no special privileges to ply their trade in
Constantinople or in any part of the Byzantine Empire. This advantage
was lost after Venice, around 950, had gained its independence and after
Amalfi, in 1076, had been conquered by Robert Guiscard, the Norman
king of Sicily. However, this ruler’s invasion of Albania caused the Greek
emperor, Alexius Comnenus, to seck the support of the Venetians and to
issue in their favour the Golden Bull of 1082, by which they were granted
complete exemption from customs duties, or koppépxiov, and permission
to have their own quarter and landing steps in the capital. The grant of
1082 was renewed in 1147 and extended to the islands of Crete and Cy-
prus. The Pisans did not receive similar privileges until 1111, and the
Genoese until 1155; but the concessions which they wrung from the
Greek emperors were less favourable than those granted to the Venetians
and involved only a reduction of duties from 10 to 4% instead of com-
plete exemption. In any case, the excessive privileges granted to the
Latins, especially the Venetians, put them in a strong competitive posi-
tion and enabled them to capture the Greek carrying trade and to exploit
economically the Byzantine Empire.! Their overbearing attitude and
monopolistic practices were bound to create resentment among the
Grecks and to invite a hostile reaction.

The emperors, too, realized the dangers resulting from economic in-
filtration and alien political interference. After 1147, Manuel Comnenus
gradually changed from an open-door policy to one of xenophobia. To
begin with, he issued a decree which required all permanent Venetian
residents to take an oath of allegiance and to become denizens, or
Poupytaiot, obviously a term borrowed from the occidental languages.
On 12 March 1171, the emperor ordered the arrest of all the Venetians in
Constantinople; many were killed in the fray and only those escaped
who took to the ship of their countryman Romano Mairano, putting out
to sea and outsailing a Greek fleet launched in pursuit. Although peace
was restored in 1175, this incident started a chain of events which culmi-
nated in the Fourth Crusade and the establishment of the Latin Empire
(1204), a Venetian protectorate. It ended in 1261, but the Greek restora-
tion resulted only in replacing the Venetians by the Genoese, who now

1 See Camb. Econ. Hist. 1, 99, 31I.
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also obtained complete exemption from customs duties. Soon the Greek
emperors adopted the policy of pitting these two rivalsagainst each other.
To no avail: it did not prevent them from reaching a modus vivendi at the
expense of the Greeks and from dividing the Aegean into spheres of in-
fluence. The Venetians kept Candia and Negropont, which they had pos-
sessed since 1204; but the Genoese Manuele and Benedetto Zaccaria
managed, in 1264, to acquire in fee the alum mines of Phocea and, in
1304, to take possession of Chios. In 1329 the Greeks regained control of
this island, but not for long. They lost it again in 1346, and this time irre-
trievably, to a fleet sent out by Genoa to reconquer its outposts in the
Aecgean. With all its major resources and its strategic points in foreign
bands, the Greek Empire was undoubtedly weakened to the extent that it
was unable to resist the Turkish onslaught. It isnot surprising that Byzan-
tium succumbed; rather it is a wonder that it lasted so long.

At first, all the Latin quarters in Constantinople were located in the
city itself along the shores of the Golden Horn, each with its own landing
steps. It was only in 1267 that Michael Palacologus thought it advisable to
transfer the seat of the Genoese colony to Pera, or Galata, on the other
side of the Golden Horn. For one thing, this transfer eliminated the possi-
bility of riotous fights between Latins from neighbouring quarters.
Second, it put an end to the uncomfortable presence of a large body of
foreigners within the walls and in the immediate vicinity of the imperial

alace.
P After 1267, the Genoese colony was headed by an official called podesta;
the Venetian, by a bailus; and the Pisan, by a consul. These officials were
not elected by the local residents, but appointed by the home govern-
ments. Like the consuls in Syria and Palestine, they were at the same time
governors, judges and diplomatic agents. It was their duty to iron out any
difficulties that might arise between their nationals and the Greek auth-
orities. Their powers, however, did not extend to treaty making, and
any important negotiations were conducted by special diplomatic mis-
sions. The Genoese podestd held court in Pera and was assisted in his duties
by a staff of clerks, sergeants and notaries. According to the regulation of
1304, he was bound in certain cases to consult either a large council of
twenty-four or a small council of six. It is even said that he could not dis-
miss a dragoman without their approval. One of the most important
branches of the administration was the officium mercantiae, or commercial
bureau, which had the difficult task of co-operating with the Greek cus-
toms in the detection of frauds. The purpose was to prevent goods from
being falsely entered as Genoese property in order to pass them duty free.
Merchants who defrauded the customs in this way exposed themselves
to severe penalties inflicted by both the Greek and the Genoese authori-
ties. The jurisdiction of the podestd in Pera extended beyond the local

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



SLAVE MARKETS AT CAFFA AND TANA 63

colony to all the Genoese establishments in the Byzantine Empire, and
even to those in Trebizond and the Crimea. Save that the officials bore
different titles, the colonial organization of the Venetians and the Pisans
was much the same as that of the Genoese.

Perhaps a word needs to be said about the Genoese colonies of Caffa in
the Crimea and Tana at the mouth of the Don. They were the great slave
markets of the Middle Ages, a trade in which the Christian merchants
played a conspicuous part. The Genoese colony of Caffa was not founded
until 1266, or thereabouts, after the treaty of Nymphaeum (1261) had
given the Genoese free access to the Bosphorus and the Black Sea. The
organization was much the same as that of the other colonies. In the re-
gions around the Black Sea, conditions were still primitive and coin was
only in the process of being introduced. Even in Tana, ingots of silver,
called sommi, were the principal means of payment, and farther east trade
wasstill based on the barter of clothand linen against fish, caviare or slaves.

Books on economic history written fifty years ago were concerned
only with commercial treaties, trade privileges and colonial establish-
ments, but paid little or no attention to business organization itself. This
isa one-sided approach. However, it should not be overlooked that these
agreements and institutions provided a setting which made possible the
orderly conduct of business and afforded some protection against moles-
tation, seizure or arrest. It is not surprising that the Italian maritime cities
considered any serious violation of the existing treaties as a casus belli and
did not hesitate to use force if they failed to obtain prompt redress. The
role of the colonies is important in yet another respect: they were usually
outposts where the Italians, or at least the merchants of southern Europe,
came into contact with another world from which they were debarred
by religious, political, linguistic and other obstacles. Thus, Alexandria,
for example, was the place where they met the Arabs who brought spices
all the way from India. The settlementsin Syria performed the same func-
tion. Tunis was the terminal of the caravans which brought the gold from
mysterious Palola across the Sahara. As for Caffa and Tana, they were the
two points where the Italians traded with the Russians and bought Chin-
ese silk from Mongolian camel-drivers. Although Pegolotti asserts that
the road to China across the endless steppes of Asia was perfectly safe by
day and by night, the number of those who took him at his word must
have been exceedingly small, and most Italians undoubtedly preferred to
transact their business in Caffa or Tana rather than to imitate Marco Polo
and run undue risks. In their colonies the Italian merchants found all they
needed in order to deal with strangers: resident friends to give them ad-
vice about local customs, interpreters and brokers to make contacts,
notaries to draft deeds and trustworthy judges to settle disputes. Why
should they have ventured outside? Clearly it was preferable not to take
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any chances and to deal in an organized market, and that is exactly what
most of them did.

Unlike the other colonies or establishments, Constantinople was not
an outpost on the fringe of the Mediterranean basin, but a trading and dis-
tribution centre located at the most strategic point of the Greek Empire.
Instead of being just a port of call, it was a base of operations for many
Italian travelling merchants of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Since
the Greek carrying trade had fallen under their control, they had their
headquarters, not in Italy, but in Constantinople, and from there they
organized trips either inland (into the Balkans or Asia Minor) or over-
seas (to the Black Sea, the islands in the Aegean or even the northern
coast of Africa).

An excellent example is furnished by the career of Romano Mairano,
on whose ship, as we have seen, a number of Venetians made good their
escape when their colony, in 1171, was suddenly assaulted by the Greeks.
From 1155 to 1169, Mairano seems to have resided continuously in Con-
stantinople, where he owned a house and from where at first he made
short trips to Smyrna and to the ports of Macedonia and Thessaly. As
these ventures were apparently successful, Mairano used his profits to de-
velop the scope of his business and, after 1162, to extend his travels to
Acre and Alexandria. The records show that, in 1167, he organized a
voyage from Constantinople to Citro (near Salonika) and Alexandria
with two ships of his own, sailing one himself as nauclerius or master and
entrusting the command of the other to a Venetian, Bartolomeo Zulian.
This venture was financed in part by eight sea loans amounting to nearly
900 perpers (July 1167). Judging by their names, the lenders, with one
exception, were Italians rather than Greeks. It also appears from the
records that at least four of them, who had advanced a total of 488 per-
pers, made the same voyage and were repaid principal and interest
(caput et prode) upon arrival in Alexandria (November 1167). The others
did not receive their due until February and March 1168, after successful
completion of the round trip.

Apparently, Mairano was a merchant as well as a shipowner and had
an interest in the cargo loaded on his two ships. While in Alexandria, he
entered into a collegantia contract with one Domenico Giacobbe, accord-
ing to which he invested two sortes, worth 18 perpers and 7 albos, of the
ship commanded by Bartolomeo Zulian, and his partner only one sors,
worth half this amount or 9 perpers and 3- 5 albos. Domenico Giacobbe
was apparently travelling on the same ship, since he was expected to trade
with these three sortes in Almiro (near Volo, Thessaly) and to render ac-
counts to Mairano fifteen days after its arrival in Constantinople. As
usual, profits were to be divided equally between the two partners, but
losses were to be shared proportionately to investment. From the con-
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text it appears that the word sors refers to cargo or, more precisely, to the
cargo stowed in a definite amount of space. According to the surviving
records, Romano Mairano was partial to the sea loan, but he did not re-
sort exclusively to this method of finance. Besides the collegantia, he also
used the cambium maritimum. In February 1167, for instance, he borrowed
100 Byzantine perpers in Constantinople and promised to repay 134
Saracen perpers at Acre.

In 1169, after several years of absence, Romano Mairano returned to
Venice and took advantage of this opportunity to conclude with the
pattiarch of Grado an agreement by which he was to farm all the patri-
arch’s revenues in Constantinople for an annuity of £ 500, Veronese cur-
rency. The contract was to last six years, but was voided after a few
months, since the Venetians, on 12 March 1171, were either massacred or
driven from Constantinople. As we have seen, Mairano managed to es-
cape with his ship and even to save the lives of many of his countrymien.
Nevertheless, he lost heavily and it took him years to recover from this
blow, if he ever did.

Back in Venice, Mairano did not lose heart, for he was soon busy
organizing new ventures. In 1173, he went on his own ship to Alex-
andria with a cargo of timber and brought back pepper and alum. At that
time, his principal financial backer was the son of the Venetian doge. In
1177, Mairano undertook the organization of a trip from Venice to Alex-
andria and thence to Bougie and Ceuta, but this venture proved a failure
and was not repeated. From 1179 onward, he resumed his voyages to
Syria, Palestine and Egypt. In 1184, he built a new ship. During this
period, he raised needed capital by means of anew type of contract which
involved an advance of funds in Venice and the delivery of so many can-
tars of alum or centers of pepper upon termination of a voyage to the
Levant. As usual, the goods travelled at the risk of the buyer. Although
the Venetians, after the events of 1171, had re-established commercial re-
lations with the Byzantine Empire, Mairano did not reappear in Con-
stantinople until 1189 or 1190. Not until then do we find several con-
tracts which show him in Tyre (Syria) taking up money on the eve of a
trip to Abydos (Dardanelles) and Constantinople. Although by now
sixty years old, he wasstill commanding his own ship, but he was about
to retire from active leadership. After 1192, he apparently remained
ashore and placed his son Giovanni in command of his ventures. In May
1200 this son was still managing his father’s business affairs, since a con-
tract of this date mentions him as settling the accounts of a collegantia re-
lating to a trip from Venice to Alexandria.

Romano Mairano was still alive in November 1201, but he seems to
have been living in straitened circumstances, since a cousin had to lend
him [0, Venetian currency, pro amore, without interest. Did his luck

F
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run out at last? Did one of his ventures end in a disaster involving his son?
In any case, Romano Mairano must have died soon after 1201, without
heirs other than a daughter who was a nun. Her convent inherited all of
his property, including a bundle of business papers which tell the story of

his career.

3

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries witnessed not only a great ex-
pansion of trade and industry, but also saw the development of banking.
It seems likely from a number of references that this development had its
roots in Byzantine and even in Roman and Greek precedents. The
trouble is that the incidental mentions give little indication as to the
nature of the banking business to which they refer. According to the
Book of the Prefect, which dates from the tenth century, bankers of Con~
stantinople were certainly engaged in money-changing; unfortunately,
the text alludes only vaguely to their other activities.

The first documents to lift the veil are the Genoese notarial records of
the twelfth century. According to this source, the designation bancherius
was reserved exclusively for money-changers—undoubtedly because
they conducted their business seated behind a table (tabula) or bank
(bancum). By 1200—as the Genoese notaries reveal—these so-called
bankers no longer confined themselves to money-changing, but had al-
ready invaded the field of banking proper. They are shown forming
partnerships, accepting time and demand deposits, extending credit to
customers and even participating directly in business ventures beyond
the seas. The most useful details, however, are given in a series of sworn
statements collected in 1200 by the Genoese notary, Guglielmo Cassinese,
in connection with a lawsuit. They prove first of all that it was common
among merchants to have bank accounts and to make payments by book
transfer rather than in specie. Not infrequently, the bankers granted cre-
dit to customers by allowing them to overdraw their accounts. Finally,
arrangements between banks made it possible to transfer funds even
when the debtor and the creditor had accounts with different money-
changers. The exact procedure followed in such settlements is not clear
from the records. Atany rate, cheques were not in use, but transfer orders
were given by word of mouth and written down by the banker under the
dictation of the customer, so to speak. The Bank of Venice remained
faithful to this way of doing business until its dissolution on the eve of the
nineteenth century, and its regulations strictly forbade book-keepers
from entering any transfers in their journals unless the order came from
the lips of the depositor or his lawful attorney.

The notarial records show that the Genoese money-changers, or
bankers, occasionally made advances against promises payable abroad,
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but this type of activity remained the exception rather than the rule.
During the thirteenth century, not only in Genoa, but also in Marseilles,
exchange dealings with the fairs of Champagne were mainly in the hands
of Sienese and Placentine mercantile companies. In these transactions
they made use of an instrument, called instrumentum ex causa cambii, by
which a borrower having received an advance in local currency pro-
mised repayment in another currency and in another place. By definition,
such a cambium contract necessarily involved a credit and an exchange
transaction. The instrumentum ex causa cambii is undoubtedly the proto-
type of the bill of exchange which, as the name indicates, served origin-
ally to implement a cambium contract. According to circumstances, the
mercantile and banking companies were at one time takers, or sellers of
foreign exchange, and at another, deliverers, or buyers who made ad-
vances on the spot in order to acquire balances abroad.

The ordinary cambium contract differed from the cambium maritimum
in that repayment of the debt was unconditional (salvos in terra) and
ceased to depend upon the safe arrival of a vessel or the major part of its
cargo. Among many others, a good example of a cambium is furnished by
a contract, dated 26 March 1253, according to which Roffredo Braman-
zoni, the Genoese representative of the Sienese Bonsignori firm, recog-
nizes that a Flemish merchant from Dixmude has given him /390 in
Genoese currency, and binds himself and his partners to furnish in Lon-
don 100 marks of 13s. 4d. sterling each not later than fifteen days after
Easter, or on 5 May 1253. According to these figures, the pound sterling
was rated at £ 5 17s. od., Genoese currency. Since the Bonsignori com-
pany was a powerful banking-house, it is likely that the main purpose of
the contract was to transfer funds from Genoa to London or perhaps
from Genoa to Flanders by way of London. In any case, this is an instance
of a banking-house selling what may be considered the equivalent of a
draft on its branch in London.

Prior to 1200, we already meet in the Genoese notarial records un-
questionable examples of dry exchange, a spurious exchange contract
designed to conceal a loan at interest. Thus, in a contract dated 9 Apnl
1188, two Frenchmen acknowledged having received from the banker
Beltrame Bertaldo an unspecified sum of Genoese currency and pro-
mised to pay £4in French currency at the forthcoming May fair of Pro-
vins, with the proviso that if the debt were not repaid in Champagne it
would be due in Genoa upon the return of the merchants who went in
caravan to the said fair.! In the latter case, the four pounds in deniers of
Provins were to be converted into Genoese currency at the rate of 16d.

1 An English translation of this contract is available in Robert S. Lopez and Irving
W. Raymond (eds), Medieval Trade in the Mediterranean World (Records of Civilization
Series, No. 52, New York: Columbia University Press, 1955), 166.
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Genoese per sou. In other words, the amount due would be 5 6s. 84.
Genoese. It may be taken for granted that, from the outset, the contract-
ing parties had every intention of taking advantage of the proviso and of
repaying the loan in Genoa instead of in Champagne. Besides, speculative
risks were completely eliminated by determining in advance the rate of
exchange, so that the contract reduces itself to a straight loan calling for
the final payment of 5 6s. 84. Genoese.

During the thirteenth century, the fairs of Champagne were the great
internationalmoney market and clearing centre as well as the great mart
for commodities of all kinds. Exchange-rates were always quoted on
the basis of one sou or twelve deniers of Provins (which were the same as
the deniers tournois) and in a variable amount of foreign currency. This
method of quotation was used both at the fairs and in Genoa or any other
Italian centre in regular relations with the Champagne fairs, just as today
the exchange is quoted both in London and on the continent on the basis
of the pound sterling. A rise of the rate was favourable to the fairs and un-
favourable to the other places, and the opposite applied to a falling ex-
change. In accordance with medieval practice, interest, as a rule, was in-
cluded in the price of foreign currency.

In comparison with the enormous quantity of notarial records still ex-
tant in Genoa, the source material relating to the other Mediterranean
ports is much less abundant. In Venice, only a few hundred notarial con-
tracts seem to have escaped destruction, although the oldest of them go
farther back than those of Genoa. For Marseilles, the surviving records
are not numerous; they include the register of the notary Giraud Amalric
(1248) and a series of contracts relating to two prominent merchants,
Etienne Manduel and his son Jean, executed in 1264 for plotting against
the count of Provence. Other notarial contracts are extant for Amalfi,
Barcelona, Caffa, Lucca, Palermo, Pera, Pisa, Ragusa and Zara. The
Pisan archives, one of the most important, remain largely unexplored,
and the same applies to Barcelona. At any rate, the available source
material shows plainly that business practices were nearly the same
throughout the Mediterranean area.

Despite the fact that merchants had ceased long ago to be illiterate, the
notary played a cardinal role; he was requested not only to draw up
deeds and testaments, but also to prepare all types of business contracts.
His busiest days were on the approach of sailing dates. Thus the Mar-
seilles notary Giraud Amalric drafted no less than fifty-seven contracts
on asingle day, 30 March 1248. Fifty of them were commenda agreements:
thirty relating to the vessel Saint-Esprit, bound for Syria, and eleven to
the Saint-Gilles, sailing for Sicily. There were also two societas contracts,
both in connection with the impending departure of the Saint-Esprit. The
next day, 31 March, Amalric was a little less rushed, but he still enacted
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forty contracts, including seventeen commendae for the Saint-Esprit,
which actually weighed anchor the next day, and ten for the Saint-Gilles,
which also was expected to leave port at any time.

Although notarial fees were low, it was inconvenient and time-con-
suming to approach a notary for every business transaction of any im-~
portance. This inconvenience was felt more and more as the volume of
business grew, and as the ius mercatorum gradually recognized the validity
of informal instruments. Yet it is not easy to change accepted ways of
doing business, and the Mediterranean seaports, in particular, were con-
servative in their methods. It was only gradually that the notary was dis-
pensed with save when his services were absolutely required to give legal
validity to a contract, as with powers of attorney or protests of bills of
exchange. In Genoa, even as late as the fifteenth century, insurance con-
tracts continued to require the intervention of a notary, although it was
no longer the custom in Pisa and Florence, where the brokers made out
insurance policies and circulated them among prospective underwriters
until they had collected enough subscriptions to cover the risk. Genoa,
too, was much slower than Florence in replacing the notarial instrumen-
tum ex causa cambii by the informal bill of exchange.

Conditions in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries were such that the
merchant usually accompanied his own goods, whether on sea or on
land. In this respect, practice began to change around 1250. Nevertheless,
as late as 1287, a contract states explicitly that 2 merchant of Palermo,
who has received a commenda invested in a cargo of salt pork, expects to
sell it in Genoa and, for this purpose, intends to go there in person (per-
sonaliter) and to travel on the same ship as the goods entrusted to his care.
In the case of sea loans, it is by no means exceptional for the borrower to
declare that he is ready to go (paratus est ire) on a certain trip and to repay
the loan if the ship carrying him and his goods safely reaches port.

Asarule, each voyage was considered as a separate venture. Although
terminal partnerships extending over several years were not unknown,
such agreements were rare in overseas trade, but more frequent in local
retailing and manufacturing. Sometimes one of the partners supplied all
the capital and the other only his labour, as in the case of a partnership,
concluded in Genoa on 6 July 1156, between an entrepreneur named
Bernardo Porcello and a capitalist named Pevere Lanfranco, who in-
vested 50 Genoese pounds and, in addition, put at the other’s disposal a
place to carry on the business. According to the provisions of the con-~
tract, the agreement was to last five years and profits were to be divided
in the proportion of one-third to the managing and two-thirds to the in-
vesting partner. Unfortunately, the contract does not disclose the nature
of the business.

Similar provisions are also found in a Venetian partnership contract of
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1160. According to its provisions, an investor, Pietro Memo, went into
partnership with Enrico Serzi and entrusted him with /300, Veronese
currency, to start a business. It was understood that profits would be
divided equally and that the managing partner would use the investor’s
own premises as his base of operations and not do business outside Venice
except that he was allowed to visit the regional fairs of Ferrara.

Despite the prevalence of the commenda and the societas maris, terminal
partnerships also occurred in foreign trade and perhaps have been unduly
neglected by historians. There are quite a few examples among the sur-
viving Venetian contracts of the twelfth century. In one case, the partner-
ship was composed of an uncle and his nephew, the first residing in Con-
stantinople and the second in Thebes (Greece). They were to trade to-
gether by shipping goods to each other. All profits were to be shared
equally and the partnership was extensible from year to year by way of
tacit agreement. Apparently, it had lasted for some time until it was ter-
minated abruptly in 1171 by the expulsion of the Venetians from Con-
stantinople and the Byzantine Empire. Because of the losses suffered in
this catastrophe, a final settlement between the two partners was still
pending in 1179.

After 1300, terminal partnerships became more and more common,
even in the seaports. This does not mean that temporary arrangements
disappeared entirely. Since they fitted in so well with the venturesome
character of medieval trade, they continued to prosper, but within a
framework of more permanent and steady relationships.

IIL. Italian Hegemony in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Centuries

In establishing continuous business connections, the inland cities
(Piacenza, Lucca, Siena and, later, Florence) rather than the coastal cities
(Genoa, Pisa and Venice) took the lead. This development started early in
the thirteenth century, when the Placentine and Sienese companies, in-
stead of having roving representatives, began to maintain more or less
permanent factors in Genoa, Marseilles, Bruges, Paris and even in dis-
tant England. Thus Roffredo Bramanzoni, already mentioned in con-
nection with the sale of a draft on London, seems to have resided in
Genoa around 1250 as the agent of the powerful Bonsignori company, in
which he was also one of the partners. Whenever he assumes any obliga-
tion, he carefully states that he contracts in his own name and in those of
his partners (nomine meo et sociorum meorum). The company was already
emerging as a separate legal entity. But the Sienese company of the Bon-
signori was not the only one to have resident representatives; the Placen-
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tine bankers were following the same policy and the notarial records re-
veal that their agents dealt actively in exchange with the fairs of Cham-
pagne. What applies to Genoa applies also to Marseilles: there, too, the
local representatives of the Placentine banking companies, especially one
Otto Anguissola, were the main exchange dealers. Of course, they did
not confine their activity to exchange business but also controlled the im-~
portation of cloth from Champagne and even invested in overseas ven-
tures. As earlier, diversification remained the rule. The decline of the
travelling trade did not lead to greater specialization: on the contrary,
the new Italian companies made it their policy to branch out in order to
spread risks over a larger area.

In England, the presence of Ttalians representing banking-houses is re-
corded as early as 1220. Although law and custom did not allow alien
merchants to dwell in the realm, the Sienese and the Florentines secured
from Henry III permission to stay for three years at a time. Matthew
Paris in his Chronicle (123 5-59) is shocked by the thought that they abide
in London like respectable citizens. Being ‘Cahorsins’ and manifest usur-
ers, they ought to be expelled, but far from it, they enjoy instead the pro-
tection of the Court of Rome and call themselves the Pope’s exchangers.
Matthew Paris gives 1229 as the date of their first appearance, although
the evidence shows that from 1224 onward safe-conducts and export
licences were issued to Florentines. Whatever the exact date, it is certain
that, prior to 1250, the Italians had gained a firm foothold in England.

In Flanders, they did not settle until close to 1300, or even later. As late
as 1322, a privilege granted to the Venetians gave them only forty days to
sell their wares, which suggests that they did not yet have permanent
establishments. It is true that the Venetians, like the Genoese, were con-
servative and did not readily adopt the new forms of business organiza-
tionintroduced by the Tuscans and the Lombards. In any case, later privi-
leges no longer put any restriction on residence. Moreover, other records
show that the Italians, unlike the Hansards, did not constantly come and
go, but sometimes stayed in Bruges for several consecutive years. In the
fifteenth century, Tommaso Portinari, the local manager of the Medici
bank, lived in Flanders for more than four decades almost without inter-
ruption, save for occasional trips to Italy.

By the close of the thirteenth century, the Italian mercantile and bank-
ing companies, instead of sending special delegates to each of the Cham-
pagne fairs, were opening branch offices in nearby Paris. In 1292, the
Parisian roll of the taille lists more than twenty companies, including the
Bonsignori and the Salimbene of Siena; the Burrini, the Guadagnabene
and the Scotti of Piacenza; the Francesi, the Scali and the Frescobaldi of
Florence; the Ammannati of Pistoia, and a dozen firms of lesser import-
ance. Moreover, the Italians were among the most heavily taxed. The
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highest quota of all was paid by Gandolfo degli Arcelli (Gandoufle
d’Arcelles), representing the Burrini company of Piacenza, who may
very likely have been the richest man in Paris in the time of Philip the
Fair. The Lombards as a group paid more than 10% of the total tax, al-
though they were only a little more than 1%, of the total number of tax-
payers. Consequently, their average quota was ten times as high as that
of the native burgesses of Paris. Among the latter, only a handful of rich
money-changers and drapiers, or clothiers, paid a larger assessment than
the smaller Italian companies.

As for Gandolfo degli Arcelli, there is no doubt that he resided habitu-
ally in Paris where he died in 1300 and was buried in the church of St
Merri. Apparently he was, or became, the principal partner of the Bur-
rini company of Piacenza. Its activity embraced not only trade and ex-
change, but also money-lending to persons in all stations of life from feu-
dal lords and prelates to a poor shepherd. True to form, Gandolfo pro-
vided in his will for the restitution of his usurious gains. Endowed with
unusual business ability, he proved to be irreplaceable, and his company
declined rapidly after his death.

The fact that by 1300 the Italian mercantile and banking companies
maintained branch offices in Paris, Bruges and London is symptomatic
of a new trend which was bound to spell the doom of the caravan trade
revolving around the fairs of Champagne. Because of the nearness of
Paris, fairs could easily be visited by the partners or factors residing in the
French capital, and there was no longer any need to send someone with
the regular caravans. Moreover, now that the roads were better policed,
it ceased to be necessary for the merchants or their servants to accompany
their own goods, which could henceforth be entrusted to companies of
vetturali, or wagoners, as they were called, even if they did not use wagons
but actually drove trains of pack animals. About their role in medieval
trade little is known, but occasional glimpses in stray documents leave no
doubt about its importance.

An inter-local federation of Tuscan vetturali is already mentioned in a
Pisan document of 1219. There is also a contract of 1200 between a car-
rier and several Placentine merchants concerning the safe transportation
of persons and goods from Genoa to Bobbio, a small town on the route to
Piacenza. These documents show that vetturali were operating between
Italian cities, but not that they were engaged in the long-distance or trans-
alpine carriage of goods. In this connection, they do not appear in the
notarial records of Genoa and Marseilles until 1250 or thereabouts. This
was not a very recent development, however, since their services were
already used extensively by Italian and other merchants.

In Marseilles, most of the wagoners hailed from Dauphiné and carried
goods by pack animals or carts to and from the fairs of Champagne. Ina
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typical contract, dated 12 July 1248, a wagoner (vetturarius) acknow-
ledges that he has received two bales of pepper from Rinaldo Braccia-
forte and Raniero Malano, merchants of Piacenza, and undertakes to de-
liver them to partners in Troyes for the price of £7, currency of Vienne.
Itis further agreed that the said bales will be carried thither by pack ani-
mals (and not on carts) and that the wagoner will take good care of the
goods as carriers are wont to do for merchants (ef omnia vobis attendere et
complere que vetturarii tenentur mercatoribus attendere et complere). In another
contract of the same year, a wagoner promises not to untie and open any
bales save in an emergency. Similar provisions are found in the Genoese
contracts. Sometimes it was explicitly stipulated whether the goods were
to be sent to Champagne by way of Provence or through the valley of
Maurienne (per caminum seu stratam Moriene), that is, over the Mont Cenis
pass. Carriers were also operating trains of pack mules between Genoa
and Rome and between Genoa and Florence. Among their best custom-
ers were the Placentine and Sienese merchant-bankers. One of them,
Giovanni Pagano, called in a notary, the Placentine consul and several
merchants to witness the fact that two bales of cloth brought by carrier
from France did not contain the requisite number of pieces. These de~
tails, however, are adduced only as evidence. The important point to
stress here is that the use of wagoners and carriers relieved the merchants
from the need of organizing transport. So they were free to turn their
attention to other tasks.

There is still another factor which favoured the rise of the Italian com-
panies with branches abroad: the steady progress in business manage-
ment. This is often overlooked, but is not therefore of lesser importance.
~ Merchants had to learn how to do business by correspondence rather
than by personal contact. As paper work increased, it tied them more and
more to the counting-house. This development is very difficult to trace,
but business letters give some indication. A few—very few—from the
end of the thirteenth century have survived. They are models of business-
like procedure, matter-of-fact and to the point, without any of the verbi-
age so characteristic of the notarial contracts. Take, for example, the
letter written on 24 March 1291, by the Cerchi company in Florence to
their agents in England. After the customary greetings, the principals in
Florence mention the letters received from London, then deal with ship-
ments of wool and cloth, and go on to discuss the prospects of an abund-
ant spring clip in England and Scotland. After that comes a long para-
graph concerning the promotion of a suit or petition which the Cister-
cian monastery of Kirkstead (Lincolnshire) wanted to introduce in the
Court of Rome. The letter ends by giving instructions regarding the pay-
mentofadraftof £1 4s. 84. sterling and by quoting the rates of exchange
for the forthcoming fairs of Bar-sur-Aube and Provins. The same pattern,
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more or less, was followed in commercial correspondence throughout
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.

Another clue to the advance in business management is furnished by
the high level of technical efficiency achieved in book-keeping. Surviv-
ing fragments of account-books show that, by 1300, considerable pro-
gress had been made in agency accounting. Merchants kept detailed
records not only of amounts owing and owed, but also of cash transac-
tions and operating results. ]udgmg from the extant fragments, the re-
cords of the great mercantile and banking companies were certainly
adequate to permit an orderly conduct of business.

By eliminating a good deal of wasteful travelling, the new organiza-
tion introduced by the Placentine and Tuscan companies was certainly
more efficient than the old. It permitted the merchant to conduct his
business from his desk without leaving the counting-house. Representa-
tion in foreign parts was provided by partners, factors (employees) or
simple correspondents. This novel method of doing business gave rise to
a new type of merchant whom Professor N. S. B. Gras has called ‘the
sedentary merchant’; and it was especially well adapted to the needs of
overland trade as population in western Europe grew, markets expanded
and security increased. No wonder that the Placentine and Sienese com~
panies reaped great benefits from their innovation; they well-nigh
dominated the trade across the Alps—at least the Genoese records of
the thirteenth century definitely give this impression. Superior business
organization may well explain why a city like Siena, with an unfavour-

able geographic location, succeeded for more than half a century in
playing a major role as a commercial and banking centre.

The change from the old to the new system was certainly very gradual.
In the overseas trade, where risks were greater, the old system of tempor-
ary partnerships lingered on. It had not entirely disappeared by 1600, and
the first joint-stock companies in the colonial trade were formed for a
single venture and dissolved after its completion. Even today, something
of the old system remains: in shipping, the voyage account is still the
basic unit for profit or loss computations. But even in the overland trade,
the new form of business organization, despite its advantages, did not
easily gain the upper hand. In 1306, the Alberti company of Florence still
had several factors who were travelling back and forth between Italy and
Champagne to fetch Flemish cloth. When the books were closed on
1 January 1307, three of them, itis stated, were on the road (sul kammino),
bringing cloth to Florence. Later on, it seems that the company no longer
sent factors to the fairs, but had permanent representatives in Flanders
and Brabant. The trend of the times was too powerful to resist; one had
to follow it or lose the race to more adaptable competitors.

For lack of documents, not much is known about the internal organi-
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zation and the financial structure of the great Placentine and Sienese com-
panies of the thirteenth century. These companies were, of course, part-
nerships, but the word ‘company’ is correctly applied to them, since it
is constantly used in contemporary sources and business documents.
Originally, the companies were family partnerships. Even after admit-
ting outsiders as partners, the nucleus was still formed by the founding
family, which, without exception, gave its name to the company. Thus
the Sienese company of the Bonsignori, which failed in 1298, had twenty-
three partners, four of whom were sons of the founder, Orlando Bon-
signori, one a nephew of Orlando and eighteen outsiders. The outsiders
usually accepted the leadership of the family group, but in this case dis-
agreement among the partners about policy seems to have been a major
factor in bringing about the downfall of the entire concern. Although the
matter has been debated, it seems that partners, in the thirteenth century,
assumed joint and unlimited liability. It was not until 1408 that a Floren-
tine statute allowed the creation of societd in accomandita, or limited part-
nerships, in which dormant partners were liable only to the extent of
their investment.

Since the Italian mercantile and banking companies had branches or
correspondents in all the principal centres of western Europe, their names
occur frequently in English as well as continental sources. It may, there-
fore, be useful to include a reference list, however incomplete, of the
major companies and merchant dynasties active in thelater Middle Ages:

Asti: Alfieri, Asinari, da Saliceto, Garetti, Leopardi, Malabaila, Pelleta,
Roveri, Scarampi, Solari, Toma.

FLORENCE: Acciaiuoli, Alberti, Albizzi, Altoviti, Antella, Ardinghelli,
Bardi, Baroncelli, Bondelmonti, Cambi, Canigiani, Capponi, Cavalcanti,
Cerchi, Da Rabatta, Del Bene, Falconieri, Francesi, Frescobaldi, Gianfigliazzi,
Guadagni, Gualterotti (Bardi), Guicciardini, Mannini, Mazzi, Medici, Orlan-
dini, Pazzi, Peruzzi, Pigli, Portinari, Pulci, Rimbertini, Rucellai, Scali, Spini,
Strozzi, Tornabuoni (Tornaquingi).

GENOA: Adorno, Balbi, Calvi, Cattaneo, Centurioni, Dalla Volta, Di Negro,
Doria, Embriaci, Fieschi, Gentili, Giustiniani, Grillo, Grimaldi, Imperiali,
Lercari, Lomellini, Mallone, Malocelli, Pallavicini, Pessagno, Piccamiglio,
Spinola, Squarzafico, Usodimare, Vento, Zaccaria.

Lucca: Arnolfini, Balbani, Barca, Bonvisi, Burlamacchi, Calcinelli, Cena-
mi, Dal Portico, Forteguerra, Guidiccioni, Guinigi, Interminelli, Moriconi,
Onesti, Rapondi, Ricciardi, Schiatta, Spada, Spiafame, Trenta, Vinciguerra.

MILAN: Amiconi, Borromei, Castagniuoli, Da Casale, Da Fagnano, Del
Maino, Della Cavalleria, Dugnano, Serrainerio, Vitelli.

PIACENZA: Andito, Anguissola, Arcelli, Bagarotti, Baiamonte, Braccia-
forte, Burrini, Capponi, Cavessoli, Guadagnabene, Leccacorvo, Negroboni,
Pagano, Quattrocchi, Rustigaccio, Scotti, Speroni.

pisA: Agliata, Aiutamicristo, Assopardi, Baccone, Buonconti, Buzzacarini
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(Sismondi), Carletti, Cinquina, Del Bagno, Dell’ Agnello, Delle Brache, Del
Mosca, Duodi, Falcone, Gaetani, Gambacorta, Gatti, Griffi, Gualandi, Laggii,
Lanfranchi, Martelli, Murcii, Orlandi, Papa, Pedone, Roncioni, Sampant,
Scacieri, Sciancati, Sciorta, Seccamerenda, Sismondi, Vernagallo.?

PISTOIA : Ammannati, Cancellari, Chiarenti, Dondori, Fortebraccio, Pancia-
tichi, Partini, Simiglianti.

PRATO: Datini (Francesco di Marco).

SIENA: Bonsignori, Cacciacond, Fini, Folcacchieri, Gallerani, Maffei, Mala-
volti, Marescotti, Piccolomini, Salimbene, Sansedoni, Scotti, Squarcialupi,
Tolomei, Ugolini, Vincenti.

vENice: Badoer, Baldo, Barbarigo, Bembo, Bragadin, Capello, Contarini,
Dandolo, Garzoni, Lippomani, Loredan, Molin, Morosini, Pisani, Priuli,
Soranzo, Ziani, Zorzi.

Owing to the chance preservation of documents, and to the studies of
Professor Armando Sapori, we are much better informed about the struc-
ture of the Florentine companies, especially the Peruzzi, than about those
of Siena or Piacenza. Next to the Bardi, the Peruzzi company was the
largest in Florence. It had a continuous existence from 1275, or there-
abouts, to 1343, when it failed because of frozen credits to the kings of
England and Naples. Between those dates the articles of association were
renewed several times, namely in 1300, 1308, 1310, 1312, 1324, 1331 and
1335. In the interval between two renewals, no new partners were ad-
mitted and none were allowed to withdraw. At each renewal, the books
of the old partnership were closed and a general financial statement, or
saldamento generale, was drawn up. The partners then proceeded to a
division of profits. Usually this division was not final but subject to later
adjustments, because the balance was apt to include a great many contin-
gent claims and other items which remained in abeyance. The final
liquidation often took several years, as is evident from the account-books
that are extant.

In 1310, the corpo, or capital, of the Peruzzi company reached a peak of
£149,000 affiorino or about $400,000 at the present official valuation of
$35 per ounce. This is a tremendous amount if one considers that the
purchasing power of gold in the Middle Ages was many times what it is
today. The share of the Peruzzi family in this total amounted to /79,000
affiorino and that of the outsiders to /70,000 affiorino. It was only in the
settlement of 1331 that the latter acquired control of the majority of the
capital by owning /52,500 affiorino out of a total of £90,000. The re-
duction of the capital at the time of the renewal of 1312 was not due to
losses, but to the fact that several partners withdrew and were not re-
placed by newcomers. In 1324, the capital fell to alow point of £60,000
affiorino, but there is no evidence that the company, as a result, curtailed

t Thislist for Pisa I owe to the generosity of David Herlihy who is preparing a study
of merchants and trade based on the Pisan notarial cartularies and other sources.
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its activities. It was only in 1331, when the first cracks in the structure be-
gan to appear, that the capital was increased from £ 60,000 affiorino to
£,90,000 affiorino, probably in order to infuse new blood into a decaying
body; but to no avail, as we know, since the company collapsed in 1343.

An interesting detail: one of the partners was ‘Messer Domeneddio’,
or the Lord God. In 1310, He was allotted /2,000 affiorino for His share
in the capital, without any corresponding investment, of course. Messer
Domeneddio received His regular quota of the profits which was set
aside and distributed in alms to the poor. When the company failed, this
account showed a credit balance. In the name of the poor, the Capitani di
Orsammichele, a religious fraternity, not only laid claim to this balance
but contended that it should be treated as a preferred creditor with first
priority. This claim was actually granted and the fraternity managed to
get hold of some choice pieces of property to the detriment of the other
creditors.

The corpo, or capital, of the Peruzzi company did not represent total in~
vestment. In addition to their shares, partners were encouraged to invest
additional funds, sopraccorpo or fuori del corpo, that is beyond the capital.
On such additional investment they received interest at the rate of 8%,
prior to any distribution of profits. The company also accepted time de-
posits from other investors on similar terms.

In the Peruzzi company, profits were divided among the partners pro-
portionately to capital investment. It would be a mistake, however, to
assume that this procedure was typical and observed by all companies.
In the case of the Alberti company during the early years of its existence,
corpo and sopraccorpo were not segregated; they did not exist as separate
accounts and there was no stated limit to the capital. From 4 September
1304 to I January 1323, each partner first received 8% on his total equity
or investment. The remaining profits, if any, were then divided among
the partners according to a pre-established quota system. From 1304 to
1307, for example, the partners—three brothers—divided these net
profits equally, that is, to each one-third. In 1310, each of the three
brothers received only three-tenths, and one-tenth went to the son of one
who had been admitted as a partner. This system remained in force until
1315, when the quotas were changed again to take care of more sons
brought into the family business. It was only in 1323 that the Alberd
company completely changed itssystem of distributing profitsand adopt-
ed one similar to that of the Peruzzi. A corpo of 25,000 affiorino was set
up and each partner was assigned part of this amount and was expected to
keep it in the company. On any additional funds furnished by a partner,
the company paid 8% interest. If, on the other hand, a partner failed to
supply his full share of the corpo, he was charged 8%, on any deficiency.
The remainder of the profits was then divided by the partners in
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proportion to their shares of the corpo. There is little doubt that this
system was adopted by the Alberti company in order to discourage one
of its partners from drawing out most of his equity.

Consequently, there existed no hard-and-fast rule determining the dis-
tribution of profits in the Florentine companies. Everything depended on
the agreements made by the partners and incorporated in the articles of
association. In the Datini parterships of the fifteenth century, the divi-
sion of profits was seldom proportionate to investment; the managing
partner, who invested little, usually received a more than proportionate
share of the earnings in reward for his services. It is true that the struc-
ture of the Datini firm and the Medici banking-house, with a separate
partnership for each one of the branches, differed greatly from that of the
earlier companies.

The Peruzzi company—and the same is true of the Bardi and the other
companies prior to 13 s0—was one legal entity only : it comprised the head-
quarters in Florence and the branches outside the city, those in Italy as
well as beyond the Alps. In theory, all the partners residing in Florence
had a voice in the management, but in practice the business was run by
one of them who inspired confidence and assumed the same function as
the president of a modern corporation. Several of the branches were ad-
ministered by factors who were generally provided with a power of at-
torney. Incidentally, the word ‘“factor’ had a different meaning in the
Middle Ages from that which it has today; it did not designate a com-
mission merchant, but always referred to a salaried employee doing
clerical work for a trading company, a banking-house or a merchant.
Branch managers, being employees, received a salary and occasionally a
bonus, if the company had been pleased with their services, but never a
share in the profits. Italso happened that a partner was sent abroad to take
charge of one of the branches. In such a case he received a salary for his
services as a factor besides his share in the profits, to which he was en-
titled as a partner. '

This form of organization was rather rigid and its weaknesses showed
up when the big three, the Acciaiuoli, the Bardi and the Peruzz com-
panies, all failed shortly before the Black Death. After the crash, the
Florentine merchants seem to have evolved a new form of organization
which appeared to them to be more flexible and to offer greater protec-
tion from entanglements so that the fall of one branch would not involve
the whole concern. Perhaps this expectation was a delusion. This new
set-up occurs already in the Datini firm, which was a combination of
autonomous partnerships, one for each branch office, but all controlled
by one man who kept the reins firmly in his hands and did not allow the
branch managers any deviation from his instructions. Francesco Datini
(+1410) judged others only by their performance and knew how to pick
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out reliable and devoted assistants, although he made practically no use of
relatives at a time when the cult of the family was still great. The same
form of organization was no doubt adopted by most Florentine firms
after 1350, but it is encountered in its purest form in the greatest of them
all: the Medici bank.

This famous banking-house was founded in 1397 when Giovanni di
Bicci de’ Medici, who had managed for a time the Rome branch of a
partnership founded by a distant cousin, Vieri di Cambio de’ Medici,
established a rival firm in association with members of the Bardi family.
At first, it had only two offices, one in Florence and the other in Rome.
During the lifetime of Giovanni, branches were opened in Naples (1400)
and in Venice (1401), but the former was discontinued in 1426, perhaps
because it was not successful. In the same year, a branch was created in
Geneva, the fairs of which had acquired international importance. In the
beginning, this branch was financed by an accomanda which was only
transformed in 1437 or 1439 into an unlimited partnership, the Medici
assuming henceforth full responsibility. The great period of expansion of
the Medici bank came, however, only after the death of Giovanni di
Bicci (1429), under the administration of his son, Cosimo. Successively
branches were established in Bruges (1439), Pisa (1442), London (1446),
Avignon (1446) and Milan (1451 or 1453). In 1433, the Medici, as papal
bankers, opened a temporary office in Basle to handle the financial busi-
ness of the Church Council which was then in session. About 1464, the
Geneva branch was transferred to Lyons where the new fairs created by
Louis XI were such a tremendous success that the older fairs ceased to
attract any trade.

In marked contrast to the Peruzzi company the Medici firm was not
one unit, but was made up of several partnerships which were separate
legal entities, all under the control of the same family. Its structure re-
sembled more or less that of the modern holding company with the im-
portant difference that it was, of course, a combination of partnerships
rather than of corporations.

At the summit ofits prosperity, the entire complex included the ‘bank’
in Florence, the branches ‘outside the city’, that is, in Italy and abroad,
and three manufacturing establishments within the walls: two woollen
‘shops’ and one silk ‘shop’. Of course, these ‘shops’ (botteghe) were not
factories or even workshops in the modern sense, but establishments
which put out the materials to be worked up at home by a succession of
craftsmen. In Florence, in the woollen industry, only a few operations,
such as beating the wool, carding and combing, were performed in the
bottega itself; all the others, including spinning, weaving, dyeing and
finishing, were done outside. This method of production, known as the
putting-out system, gave rise to a very complicated organization which
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can best be studied from the account-books of another and much less
famous branch of the family, since no industrial records of the historic
Medici have survived.! The same is not true of the other records relating
to their banking business. Fragments of the correspondence and the
account-books are still extant and have been used by historians. Recently,
a systematic search of the Florentine archives brought to light a crop of
new documents, including partnership agreements, balance sheets, cor-
respondence and, most important of all, three libri segreti, or secret ac-
count-books, covering the period from 1397 to 1450 without any break.
In the Florentine companies, the libri segreti were the key books which
contained vital information relating to the composition of capital and the
allocation of profits, not only of the main office but also of the branches.
Although this new material still requires further study, we are now much
better informed than we were only a few years ago about the internal
organization of the Medici bank.

According to data for the year 1335, only the major branches of the
Peruzzi company (Avignon, Bruges, London, Naples, Palermo and
Paris) were managed by partners; the others were administered by fac-
tors who were salaried employees. In the case of the Medici bank, branch
managers were as a rule junior partners who, instead of receiving a salary,
were remunerated by means of a share in the profits. It does not follow
that these managing partners were on the same footing as the maggiori or
senior partners belonging to the Medici family. Quite the opposite. The
Medici records make it clear that these two categories did not have equal
rights and that the managing or junior partners were definitely placed in
a subordinate position. In all important matters of business policy the
maggiori or senior partners had the final say. If a junior partner failed to
follow instructions, it was always possible to get rid of him by terminat-
ing prematurely the partnership agreement, and all the surviving articles
of association granted this right to the maggiori. A junior partner also was
not permitted to leave his post and was expected to report to the maggiori
on all the acts of his management. In other words, it is clear that the mag-
giori were masters and the managing partners only servants. An analysis
of a Medici partnership agreement will further illustrate this point.

For this purpose, let us take the articles drawn up in Bruges on 25
March 1454, and relating to the London branch.? According to the pre-

t For the business organization of the Florentine woollen industry in the fourtcenth
to sixteenth centuries, see the studies, based on the account- and letter-books of the
Medici-Tornaquinci, in Florence Edler, Glossary of Mediaeval Terms of Business, Italian
Series, 1200-1600 (Cambridge, Mass., 1934), Appendices, and the essay of Raymond de
Roover, ‘A Florentine Firm of Cloth Manufacturers: Management and Organization
of a Sixteenth Century Business’, Speculum, xv1 (1941), 3-33.

2 An earlier contract, dated 31 May 1446, is discussed by Lewis Einstein, The Italian
Renaissance in England; Studies (New York, 1902), 242~5.
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amble, the partners were to be: the two sons of Cosimo and their first
cousin, Pierfrancesco de” Medici, Giovanni d’ Amerigo Benci (the general
manager of the bank), Gerozzo di Jacopo de’ Pigli (a former manager of
the London branch) and Simone d’Antonio Nori (the new manager).
Next it was stated that the purpose of the contract was to form a ‘com-
pany in order to deal in merchandise and in exchange’ in the city of Lon-
don. In this context, ‘exchange’ is synonymous with banking which, at
that time, consisted chiefly in the negotiation of bills of exchange. Con-
sequently, the new partnership was intended to combine trade with
banking, a common practice, since the Italian companies carried on di-
versified activities. It was also provided that the agreement would last
four years ending on 24 March 1458. According to article 1, the partner-
ship was to be styled ‘Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici e Gerozzo de’ Pigli e
Compagni di Londra’. The capital of £ 1,000 sterling was to be supplied
entirely by the senior partners (Medici, Benci and Pigli). Simone Nori
was not expected to invest any money, but he was to give his services and
to attend to the management of the company’s affairs (article 2). Al-
though he had no money invested, Nori was entitled to one-eighth of
the profits or 2s. 6d. in the pound, and the other partners to seven-eighths
or 17s. 6d. in the pound (article 4). During the duration of the agreement,
no partner was permitted to withdraw either his capital or his share in the
profits, except that Nori was given an annual allowance of [15 sterling
to cover his expenses.

The succeeding articles make it abundantly clear that all the burdens of
management rested on the shoulders of Nori and that he was strictly
accountable to his co-partners. Under the threat of a penalty of 100
nobles, he was not allowed to grant credit except to merchants or arti-
ficers (article 6) ; neither was he free to stand surety for others except with
special permission of his partners (article 7). In addition, the agreement
forbade him to do business for himself (article 8), to gamble and to keep
women at his quarters (article 9), to underwrite insurance (article 17), to
accept gifts worth more than one pound (article 18), or to leave England
without express authorization (article 14). At the end of each year, on
24 March, he was expected to close the books and to strike the balance
which was to be sent to headquarters in Italy. At the termination of the
agreement, he promised to come to Florence in order to report in person
concerning his management (article 10). He had no power to hire factors
or even office boys (article 12). As a matter of fact, the Medici followed a
constant policy of doing this themselves. Nori was not supposed to invest
in wool, lead or tin—the products of England—more than /300 at any
one time (article 15) and he was placed under strict obligation to insure
all shipments sent to Italy by sea (article 16).

While the partnership agreement thus placed all kinds of restrictions

G

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



82 THE GENERAL MANAGERS

upon the freedom of the junior or managing partner, the maggiori were
not limited by any such disabilities; not only did the provisions preserve
their entire liberty of action, but they also gave them the means of exer-
cising and retaining control. After the liquidation of the partnership, the
maggiori were to have the custody of all books, papers and other records,
although Simone Noti would have access to them whenever he needed
it. More important still, the Medici kept the exclusive right to the use of
the style and the mark of the partnership and remained in possession ofits
place of business or fondaco. Finally, it was explicitly stipulated that they
could terminate the partnership at any time without Nori’s raising any
objection. In other words, it is plain that ultimate authority was vested in
the senior partners and that the junior partner was expected to manage
the London branch within the framework of their instructions.

Since the Medici were so involved in politics, they could not devote
all their time and their attention to the management of their business
interests. Of necessity, they had to delegate power and to rely for assist-
ance on advisers. According to the records, their principal administrator
was called ministro, and it is likely that he performed about the same func-
tions as those of the general manager in modern corporations or joint-
stock companies. His main task was to supervise the branch managers, to
read their reports, to give them instructions, to examine the yearly bal-
ance sheets sent to headquarters by the branches and bring all matters of
importance to the attention of whichever Medici was the head of the
firm. It was also the duty of the ministro to prepare written instructions
for managers who left Florence for their new posts and to interview those
who came to Florence to report or to negotiate the renewal of partner-
ship agreements.

From 1397 to 1433, the general managers were successively two
brothers, Benedetto and Harione di Lipaccio de’ Bardi. They were fol-
lowed by Giovanni d’Amerigo Benci (1435-55), a very able man who
had been trained in the Rome and Geneva branches. After him came
Francesco di Baldovino Inghirami (1455-70) and then Francesco di Tom-
maso Sassetti (1470-90). The latter, also, had received his training in
Geneva. His record as a factor and as a branch manager was so impressive
that he was recalled to Florence in 1458 to help Francesco Inghirami
whom he succeeded after the death of Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici. Under
the administration of Lorenzo the Magnificent, who had little aptitude
for business, Sassetti became all-powerful, and nothing was done without
or against his advice. In the course of the years, he became less adaptable
and failed to keep a strong hand over the branch managers. Among other
errors, he did not detect in time the frauds of Lionetto de’ Rossi, the
manager of the Lyons branch, or restrain Tommaso Portinari, the mana-
ger of the branch in Bruges, from lending excessive amounts to Charles
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the Bold. Sassetti’s laxity and faulty judgment were certainly a major
cause of the downfall of the once powerful bank which was virtually
bankrupt when, in 1494, the Medici rule was overthrown in Florence. A
noteworthy fact is that Sassetti did not become a partner of the ‘bank’ in
Florence until 1482. As general manager, he was rewarded for his ser-
vices by being kept as a senior partner in the Avignon and Lyons branch-
es. Sassetti’s successor was Glovambattista di Marco Bracci (1490—4),
who tried in vain to repair the damage during the short lease on life re-
maining to the Medici bank. One should not forget, however, that the
bank lasted nearly a century, from 1397 to 1494, a long time for a busi-
ness firm.

In 1420, the capital of the Medici bank amounted to 24,000 gold
florins, of which 16,000 florins were supplied by the Medici and 8,000
florins by Ilarione de’ Bardi, their partner and general manager. This
capital was invested as follows: 10,500 florins in the bank in Florence;
6,000 florins in the branch in Rome; and 7,500 florins in that in Venice.
Subsequently the capital was increased from 24,000 to 32,000 florins. By
24 March 1451 (N.S.), when the last of the three extant libri segreti was
closed and balanced, the capital of the Medici bank had reached 72,000
florins, of which §4,000 represented the quota of Cosimo de’ Medici and
the remaining 18,000 florins that of his ministro, Giovanni d’Amerigo
Benci. To this amount must be added a sum of 3,083 florins di suggello
and 24s. 10d. affiorino due to the heirs of Antonio di Messer Francesco Salu-
tati, a partner who died in 1443. Table I indicates how this amount was
allocated. The reader will notice that the Rome branch, managed by
Robert Martelli, is not listed. This is not an oversight, for no capital was
assigned to this branch after the mid-1420’s because the papal court was a
source of funds. According to modern notions, it seems strange that a
bank should have no capital. However, there is no mistake, since the
Pazzi followed the same practice; like the Medici, they state explicitly in
their catasto or tax reports, from 1427 onward, that their branch in Rome,
because it needs no capital, does not have any. It should be emphasized
that the amount of 75,083 florins doesnot represent total capital invest-
ment, but only the share of the Medici bank, properly speaking, in the
capital of the various subsidiaries. Consequently, this figure does not in-
cludethe amounts invested by other partners. If these are taken into con-
sideration, the total capital investment amounted to nearly 88,300 florins,
Florentine currency, or about $353,200 in gold at the present price of
$35 an ounce. This figure of 88,300 florins is based on the data found
in the libro segreto and in partnership agreements; it may be considered
accurate, but it is not a balance-sheet total like the sum of 75,083 florins
mentioned above.

Capital investment represented only a fraction of the funds with which
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according to the ‘Libro Segreto No. 3’

Table I. Allocation of the Capital of the Medici Bank to Different Branches on 24 March 1451

Share of the Medici Bank Total Capital Investment
Office or Branch Manager
Local Currency Florins* Local Currency Florins*
F. s d F. s d
Florence Giovanni Benci 12,952 I IO 12,952 I IO
Silk Shop Berlinghiero di Francesco 4,800 0 o 7,200 0 O
Berlinghieri and Jacopo
Tanagli
Same Same 7,824 16 2% 7,824 16 2%
Wool Shop I Antonio di Taddeo 2,500 0 © 4,000 0 ©
Wool Shop II Andrea Giuntini 3,500 0 O 6,000 0 ©
Avignon Giovanni Zampini 14,000 fiorini di 8,400 0 © 16,000 papal 9,600 0 ©
camera or papal florins
florins
Bruges Angelo Tani £2,160 groat 10,800 o0 0 £,2,700 groat 13,500 0 ©
Geneva Francesco Sassetti 10,500 écus of 11,807 6 10 12,000 écus of 13,493 O ©
64 to the marc 64 to the marc
London Simone Nori £ 800 sterling 4,800 0 © L 1,000 sterling 6,000 0 ©
Venice Alessandro Martelli 4,700 groat or 7,700 0 O 7,000 ducats 7,700 0 0O
7,000 ducats
Total 75,083 24 10 88,260 18 o

Source: Florence, State Archives, Mediceo avanti il Principato, Filza 153.

* These florins are fiorini di suggello divided into 29 soldi affiorino, each subdivided into 12 deniers.

t Undivided profits.
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the Medici bank operated. Like other merchant-bankers, they accepted
time deposits, or depositi a discrezione, on which they promised to pay, if
earned, a return of 8, 10 or even 12%. Although the banker assumed no
legal obligation to pay interest, he was under pressure to do so if he
wanted to keep his customers. In answer to the upholders of the usury
doctrine, the bankers argued that a return payable at their discretion was
a free gift and that nothing prevented them from making presents.
Nevertheless, the more rigorous theologians, including San Antonino
(1389-1459), archbishop of Florence, condemned deposits a discrezione as
‘palliate’ usury. Despite this attitude of some of the leading ‘Doctors’, the
pope himself, not to mention several cardinals, had money on deposit
with the Medici; the balance sheet of the Rome branch, dated 12 July
1427, includes an item of nearly 1,200 florins standing to the credit of
Martin V personally. According to the same balance sheet, Henry
Beaufort, cardinal of Winchester, had a credit of 4,000 florins, and the
papal treasury or camera apostolica, far from being in debt, had almost
24,500 florins of idle money on deposit with the Medici. It is not surpris-
ing that the Rome branch had been in a position to advance about 30,000
florins of working capital to the head office in Florence and about 13,000
florins to the Medici subsidiary in Venice. Rome, indeed, was the prin-
cipal source of funds.

Capital investment is only one method for gauging the size of a busi-
ness concern. The number of employees is another yardstick. What was
the size of the staff employed by the Italian banking and trading com-
panies? No figures are available for the Bardi company, apparently the
largest of the big three which crashed around 1345. In 1336, the Peruzzi
company, the second largest, probably employed between eighty-five
and ninety-five factors. The Acciaiuoli company, the smallest of the
three, had, in 1341, sixteen branches with a total of forty-two factors, not
including the home office in Florence where there were eleven partners
and an unknown number of employees (Table II). The plausibility of
these figures is confirmed by a reliable estimate concerning the personnel
of the Medici bank. At the time of Piero di Cosimo’s death (1469), it in-
cluded close to sixty persons of whom fifty were factors and ten, man-
agers and partners (Table II). In an epoch when large corporations have
thousands of employees, these figures may not be impressive, but the
Medici bank was a giant for its time. In Lucca, during the last quarter of
the fourteenth century, all firms were required by law to register their
marks and to list their partners and factors. According to the business
register for 1372, the largest company in Lucca was that of the Guinigi:
it had five branches—Bruges, Genoa, Naples, Pisa and Venice—and the
staff, including both partners and factors, numbered nineteen persons,
seven of whom were members of the family. Only eleven Lucchese
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Table IL. Size of Three Major Florentine Companies

Peruzzi Acciaiuoli Medici
Office or Branch 1336 1341 1469
Size of Staff Size of Staff Size of Staff
Florence 11 15 12
Avignon 5 3 5
Barletta 4 No branch
Bologna No record I No branch
Bruges 4 2 8
Castello di Castro (Sardinia) I No record No branch
Chiarenza (Greece) No record 2 No branch
Cyprus 4 3 No branch
Genoa X 6 No branch
London 7 2 4
Lyons No branch No branch 8
Majorca 2 No record No branch
Milan 1 No branch 8
Naples 8 s No record
Paris 3 I No branch
Pisa 7 2 No record
Ravenna No branch 1 No branch
Rhodes 3 No branch
Rome No record 2 8
Sicily 7 3 No branch
Tunis 3 2 No branch
Venice 3 No branch 7
Unidentified 13
Total 88 53 ()

SOURCES: Pertzzi, Armando Sapori, Studi di storia economica, 3rd ed. (Florence,

1955), 717-29. Acciaiuoli, Jean Alexandre Buchon, Nouvelles recherches historiques sur la
principauté francaise de Morée et ses havtes baronnies & la suite de la quatriéme croisade (Paris,
1843), 1, i, 46 n. Medici, Florence, State Archives, Mediceo avanti il Principato.

firms employed more than six persons. In 1371, the register lists eighty-
nine firms and 186 factors or an average of a little more than two factors
per firm. Thirty merchants declared they had neither partners nor fac-
tors. The figures for 1372 are slightly different, but do not alter the gener-
al picture. If Lucca is at all typical, one may safely conclude that indi-
vidual merchants and small firms predominated and that ‘large’ com-
panies employing ten factors or more were the exception. After 1350 no
medieval firm, with the lone exception of the Medici bank, even remote-
ly approached the size of the big three, the Bardi, the Peruzzi and the
Acciaiuoli companies, which the Florentine chronicler, Giovanni Vil-
lani, called ‘the pillars of Christendom’. Perhaps it is not devoid of sig-
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nificance that only one company attained comparable size during the
iod of stagnation, and even contraction, which extended from the
Black Death to the Great Discoveries.

Seldom were more than eight factors employed in any one branch. In
1469, the Bruges branch of the Medici bank had a staff of eight persons:
the branch manager (Tommaso Portinari), the assistant manager (An-
tonio di Bernardo de’ Medici, a distant relative of the maggiori), four
factors and two garzoni or office boys. Of the four factors, one (Adoardo
Canigiani) was the book-keeper; another (Carlo Cavalcanti), who spoke
fluent French, had the more pleasant duty of selling silks and velvets to the
court of Burgundy; the third (Cristofano Spini) took care of the pur-
chases of cloth and wool and the fourth (Tommaso Guidetti) was prob-
ably the cashier. In the fifteenth century, London was less important than
Bruges. It is, therefore, not surprising that the Medici branch in London
employed fewer people than the one in Bruges. When Gerozzo de’ Pigli
was sent to London in 1446 to take charge of the Medici branch, he had
only three factors to assist him: (1) Angelo Tani, later transferred to
Bruges, who was good at correspondence and could replace the manager
when absent; (2) Gherardo Canigiani, who was best suited for the job of
book-keeper, and (3) Alessandro Rinuccini, who was fit for the task of
cashier and for running errands, since he knew English. Only Gerozzo
de’ Pigli, the branch manager, and Angelo Tani, the assistant manager,
had the power to commit the London branch and to draw or accept bills
of exchange. This information is so precise and detailed that it settles the
problem of the size and the organization of the branches which the great
Italian banking and trading companies had established abroad.

From a practical point of view, the legal structure of the companies
made little difference, and it did not matter much whether the branch
managers were partners or simple factors. Because of the slowness of
communications it was necessary to give them a great deal of freedom.
Business decisions could not be postponed two or three months in order
to consult headquarters. As a matter of fact, the control of agents in dis-
tant places remained one of the knotty problems of mercantile capitalism
until the end of the eighteenth century. In the case of the Medici bank,
one of the main causes of its downfall was probably Sassetti’s failure to
take drastic measures while there was still time and to replace branch
managers, like the Portinari brothers, who were steering a dangerous
course and involving the firm in risky enterprises. Francesco Datini, on
the contrary, was not so lenient and did not hesitate to pen angry notes in
his own hand whenever branch managers bought bills from doubtful
takers or, in any other way, exposed the firm to losses. The keynote of
Datini’s policy apparently was: it is better to turn down business than to
run undue risks. He steadfastly refused to become involved in loans to
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princes which so often caused the ruin of the medieval banking-houses.
Co-ordination seems to have been another serious problem. Sassetti also
failed to solve this, and the correspondence of the Medici bank under the
administration of Lorenzo the Magnificent is filled with the recrimina-~
tions of the branch managers against each other. Rome and Bruges were
at odds over the alum monopoly, and Rome complained to headquarters
—apparently with good reason—because Lyons was draining away
working capital by drawing bills without making equivalent remit-
tances.

In spite of such difficulties, the companies with permanent branches
abroad had a slight advantage over independent merchants, because they
possessed at least some authority over their managers in foreign parts.
Independent merchants, unfortunately, were entirely at the mercy of the
correspondents to whom they sent goods on consignment. Usually there
was no remedy against agents who were ill-chosen and proved to
be either inefficient or dishonest. The Venetian merchant, Guglielmo
Querini (1400~68), was especially unlucky in this respect. A voluminous
bundle of his letters is still preserved in the Venetian archives. Although
well informed because of his many connections in the political world, he
was unsuccessful as a2 merchant. One of his main shortcomings was pre-
sumably that he dealt with agents whom he did not know very well and
who either cheated him or mismanaged his affairs. After losing most of
his business capital—fortunately he also owned landed property—he had
the wisdom to retrench and spent twelve years in futile and obstinate at-
tempts to collect outstanding claims in Flanders, in England and in the
Levant. In only one instance did he succeed, but it was near home and
not in distant lands. An unfaithful agent in Ravenna was forced to dis-
gorge what Querini claimed as his due. Even so, to win his suit, Querini
had to marshal all the political influence at his disposal. The problem of
securing satisfactory representation in foreign parts is also well illus-
trated by the career of another Venetian merchant, Andrea Barbarigo
(fl. 1418-49). He was more cautious and more successful than Querini,
but he, too, had his share of troubles with unreliable correspondents. His
agent in Syria, Alberto Doceto, failed to give him satisfactory service by
overcharging him on the price of cotton and discriminating against him
in favour of other principals. In Spain, Barbarigo used as his commission
agent Bertuccio Zorz, the son-in-law of banker Francesco Balbi. As
Barbarigo was one of Balbi’s protégés, itis not surprising that he received
better treatment from Zorzi, not only with regard to price, but also with
respect to cargo space, quality and other matters. In dealing with London
and Bruges, Barbarigo took advantage of his connection with the Cap-
pello brothers, whose sister he married. Since family tiesweresostrong, he
got satisfactory service and his agents let him share in several profitable
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deals. Medieval business letters give the impression that principals were
often disappointed because their agents sold their consignments for less
than they had expected to get or paid too high a price for local commodi-~
ties. Whether the agents were always to blame is another matter.

The role of commission agent was not without risks, and Francesco
Datini repeatedly cautioned his branch managers against opening ac-
counts for new principals who were not of good repute. The danger came
from merchants who, being short of funds, drew on their agents in anti-
cipation of the sale of their goods and thus forced them to make advances.
An even more dangerous course was frequently followed by principals
who drew on their correspondents and expected them to pay the drafts
by means of redrafts. This practice was widespread because of the peculi-
arities of medieval banking, which rested on exchange and not on dis-
counting. Despite Datini’s warnings, the Barcelona branch, in 1400, lost
two years’ profits because it was held responsible for the payment of a bill
of exchange drawn on Guglielmo Barberi, a principal in Bruges, who
had financed himself by selling drafts on his agents and telling them to
redraw. The game went on until Barberi became insolvent and the re-
drafts on Bruges were returned with protest.

The conduct of medieval business certainly presupposed a fairly high
degree of education. In any case, the surviving business records prove
conclusively that, contrary to the thesis of Werner Sombart, the mer-
chants were far from illiterate and knew how to write letters, how to
make difficult computations and how to keep books. Some of them were
even the authors of chronicles and diaries, which, in the words of Profes-
sor A. Sapori, ‘achieve the dignity of history’.

Where did the merchants acquire their training? The fundamentals, in
grammar school; and professional knowledge, in the counting-house by
being apprenticed to a merchant, a clothier or a silk manufacturer. It is
certainly untrue, as Sombart contends, that economic rationalism was
non-existent, in that there was no planning, no intelligent direction and
no adequate accounting control. It has also been said by certain writers
that medieval merchants did not know how to figure and that they made
countless errors, not only in complicated operations but even in simple
additions or subtractions. Yet very many medieval account-books and
a great number of computations, such as conversions of sums of money
from one currency into another, have shown that medieval merchants,
while they were not mathematicians, were experts in commercial arith-
metic. As a rule, errors were few or negligible. Medieval businessmen
did not ignore the rule of three and were remarkable in discovering short
cuts to simplify complicated calculations. Refunds granted for the pay-
ment of a debt before maturity were not reckoned according to the cur-
rent method of commercial discount, but according to the more refined
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and accurate procedure of true discount. An indispensable preparation
for a business career was to learn ‘the lines’, that is, the use of the abacus.
This device was the calculating machine of the Middle Ages and was
found in every counting-room. Originally a counter (Fr. comptoir) was a
table used for the abacus. Counting-house, in the meaning of business
office, has the same derivation.

A typical Florentine counting-house—according to an inventory of
the Alberti company (1348)—contained several desks (deschi), sometimes
provided with compartments for books, large tables for displaying and
measuring cloth, shelves along the walls, a large case (armario) with
pigeon-holes for classifying mail, a strong-box for keeping cash, a couch
for napping, a heavy steelyard, inkwells of brass and copper and miscel-
laneous other fixtures. The precious libri segreti were kept in a locked
chest at the home of one of the partners and not in the counting-room or

ondaco.

s According to the Medici records, there were two sorts of business let-
ters: private letters (lettere private) and ordinary letters (ettere i compagnia).
The first were private messages directed to the maggiori themselves by the
branch managers. The tone is that of a subordinate writing to his superior,
which confirms what has been said about the inferior position of the
junior partners. The private letters deal either with social events—con-
gratulations for births and marriages, condolences, etc.—or with im-
portant matters relating to the conduct of the business and requiring the
approval of the maggiori. The instructions handed to the branch managers
when they left Florence belong to the same category as the private letters
and also deal with overall policy instead of with specific transactions.
Usually such instructions are carefully mapped out and prescribe a defin-
ite line of conduct which the branch manager is expected to follow.

In contrast to the lettere private, the lettere di compagnia dealt only with
routine matters. Usually, they begin with information for the book-
keeper about drafts and remittances. Sometimes they contain comments
about the state of the market or the course of political events, since these
might affect business decisions. Itis evident from check marks in the mar-
gin of extant copies that the lettere di compagnia circulated within the
counting-house so that each employee would take note of the items re-
quiring his attention. The lettere di compagnia invariably end by giving
the rates of exchange prevailing on the date or the eve of their dispatch.
Thus a letter sent from London to Florence on 4 October 1453 reports in
the last sentence: Per costi 36 2/3, Vinegia 40 2/3, Bruggia 19 2/3 in 3/4,
Genova 22 3/4. This statement means that the foreign exchanges were
quoted in Lombard Street as follows: Florence 36 2/3d. [sterling] per
florin di suggello, Venice 40 2/3d. [sterling] per ducat, Bruges from 19 2/3d.
to 19 3/4d. [sterling] per écu of 24 Flemish groats, and Genoa 22 3/4d.
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[sterling] per florin of 25s., Genoese currency. Collections of medieval
business letters contain invaluable statistical data about exchange fluc-
tuations, but this material has been entirely neglected up to now.

Until lately, it was thought that double-entry book-keeping was not
much older than 1340, because this was the date of the earliest known
example which is found in the ledgers of the Genoese massari or muni-
cipal treasurers. As a result of recent research, it appears probable that
double entry is much older than was commonly assumed and may have
originated in Tuscany rather than in Genoa or Lombardy. It now seems
that double-entry book~keeping makes its first appearance in an account-
book for the years 1296-1305 kept by Rinieri Fini, the agent of a Floren-
tine banking-house at the fairs of Champagne, and in a similar manu-
script (1299-1300) once belonging to the Farolfi company, a concern of
Tuscan merchants operating in Languedoc and Provence with head-
quarters in Nimes and a branch office in Salon. It is true that these two
account-books contain accounts not only for receivables and payables,
but also for operating results, and that each entry has a cross-reference to
the corresponding debit or credit, as the case may be. Still, evidence
based on small fragments can never be conclusive.

These thirteenth-century account-books are still in ‘paragraph’ form:
after an initial debit entry in the case of receivables or an initial credit
entry in the case of payables, enough space was left blank to add two or
three entries and to indicate how the settlement was effected. As yet, there
were no accounts current and each transaction was considered separately.
It was only gradually that all items concerning the same person were
grouped together so as to form a running account. The next step in this
direction was accomplished by relegating all debits to the front half and
all credits to the rear half of the ledger. This form is encountered in the
Peruzzi ledgers (1335-43), while the slightly earlier Alberti account-
books (1304~32) are still in paragraph form. The new arrangementis also
found in cash books, such as the libro dell’entrata e dell’uscita (‘book of in-
come and outgo’) of an unidentified Sienese company (1277-88). In-
stead of using two columns, the receipts are recorded in the front section
of the cash book and the expenditures in the rear. This method of pre-
sentation made it somewhat awkward to strike the balance and to close
an account, because debit and credit were in different sections of the
ledger; and it was necessary to transfer the smaller total of the two to the
other section and deduct it from the larger in order to obtain the balance
that was either due by, or owed to, a correspondent. A more satisfactory
form was eventually devised by placing the debit next to the credit
either on opposite pages or in two columns on the same page. In all
likelihood, this arrangement originated in northern Italy and spread
from there to other trading centres. By 1366 we find it adopted by
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Bruges money-changers. Among specialists, it is known as the bi-
lateral or ‘tabular’ form. In Tuscany, books in which the debit faced
the credit were said to be kept alla veneziana or according to the Vene-
tian manner.

The adoption of the bilateral form does not necessarily mean that
books are in double entry. Asa matter of fact, form has little importance,
but there is no double entry unless certain rules are strictly observed.
First of all, it is necessary that each transaction be recorded twice, once on
the debit and once on the credit side (or section), so that the books will
balance if correctly kept. Second, there must be a complete set of ac-
counts, real as well as nominal, including expense and equity accounts.
Third, the records must lead up to a comprehensive financial statement
or balance, which shows the assets and liabilities and enables the mer-
chant to ascertain his profitand loss. Theserequirementsseem tohave been
fulfilled in the case of the Genoese records of the massari or municipal
stewards (1340), but it is extremely doubtful whether the contemporane-
ous Peruzzi account-books (1335-43) meet the test. As for the Alberti
(1304-32), ten financial statements covering this period are still extant.
Their arrangement shows definitely that books were not kept according
to the canons of double entry.

As stated above, the branches of the Medici bank were expected to
send each year a copy of the balance sheet to headquarters in Florence.
There is no doubt that this provision was carried out. In any case, the
assertion that ‘the striking of balances was performed primarily for nar-
row book-keeping purposes’ conflicts with easily ascertainable evidence.
Check marks on extant Medici balance sheets show that they were
scrutinized for ageing accounts and uncollectable claims, a perennial
threat to the solvency of the medieval banking and mercantile compan-
ies. Balance sheets were also used for taxation purposes. In Florence, the
law required taxpayers to attach the balance sheets of their firms to the
portate, or returns, filed in connection with the catasto or income tax. For
the catasto of 1427, numerous balances and financial statements are still
extant in the Florentine archives; they range all the way from brief state-
ments submitted by master artisans, including such artists as Michelozzo
Michelozzi and Donatello (Donato di Nicolo di Betto de’ Bardi), to
booklets of several pages in which are listed item by item the assets and
liabilities of the great banking-houses, such as the Medici, the Pazzi, the
Strozzi, the Tornabuoni and others. Balances were also attached to the
returns for the catasto in 1433, 1451 and 1458. Later on, the law was
changed and this practice, which had aroused a great deal of opposition
from the mercantile interests, was discontinued.

1 Florence, State Archives: Archivio delle Riformagioni, Carte della Classe vm,
No. 35: Registro dei traffichi, 1451.
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According to their libri segreti, the Medici followed a standard practice
of setting up reserves for bad debts and accrued salaries before proceed-
ing to a distribution of profits. No doubt the same policy was followed
by other firms. Around 1400, the Datini branch in Barcelona set aside
a provision to take care of unpaid taxes. Depreciation on equipment
(masserizie) appears as early as 1324. It did not, however, develop into
current practice, since investment in machinery was negligible prior to
the Industrial Revolution. In the Farolfi accounts (1299-1300), there isan
example of prepaid rent which is correctly handled as a deferred ex-
pense. Because of the prevalence of venture accounting, inventory valua-
tion did not have in the Middle Ages the importance that it has today.
Usually a separate account was opened for each lot of merchandise and
the book-keeper waited until everything was sold before transferring the
balance to profit and loss. This practice should cause no surprise, since
venturing did not pass away with the travelling trade, but persisted
throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, albeit in a somewhat
modified form.

The origins of cost accounting can be traced back to the end of the
fourteenth century. A fine example of job accounting was discovered in
the memoriale or memorandum book (1395-8) of a Pratese cloth-manu-
facturing establishment founded and controlled by Francesco Datini.* In
it an attempt is made to determine the cost of production as accurately as
possible by allocating to each piece of cloth its share of overhead and in-
direct costs. It does not follow, however, that these refinements were in-
tegrated into a fully developed system of double entry. In Florence, es-
pecially, progress along this line was hampered by the complexities of a
monetary system based on parallel standards of gold and silver with no
fixed exchange ratio between the two. The merchants and bankers
reckoned only in gold; the lanaiuoli or clothiers used both standards
simultaneously: gold in buying wool and selling cloth and silver in pay-
ing wages, a custom which greatly complicated their problems in times
of monetary instability.

Double-entry book-keeping was undoubtedly an Italian invention.
Its diffusion in other European countries did not take place until the six-
teenth century, and was greatly promoted by the publication of Luca
Pacioli’s treatise (1494) and of later manuals in Italian as well as in other
languages. These manuals, one should not forget, are text-books for be-
ginners and, hence, do not give a fair picture of the more advanced prac-
tices actually achieved in the counting-house. In the opinion of experts,
the greatest progress in book-keeping was accomplished during the
period from 1250to 1500. From then on, accounting madelittle headway

1 cherégo Melis, ‘La formazione dei costi nell’'industria laniera alla fine del Tre-
cento’, oftprint from the journal, Economia e Storia, 1954., fasc. 1-1 (June-Dec.).
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until the growth of large-scale enterprise in the nineteenth century
brought to the fore new problems and new solutions.

According to Werner Sombart, the introduction of doublc—entry
book-keeping marks the beginning of ‘capitalist enterprise’ and the tri-
umph of the profit motive as the guiding principle of economic activity.
If Sombart’s criterion were accepted, capitalism would date back to the
thirteenth century, or much earlier than he himself would have been
willing to admit.

The great variety of weights and measures and the complexities of
medieval monetary systems led, in the fourteenth century, to the com-
pilation of the first merchant manuals. There was little need for such
guides as long as trade was concentrated at the fairs of Champagne, since
their regulations were well known and generally observed. This situa-
tion was greatly altered as the fairs declined and as their place was taken
by several focal points, such as Paris, Bruges and London. As a result, it
became more difficult for the merchant to keep track of the customs of
the different places of traffic without a manual to give him secure and
up-to-date information. Soon such a manual became an indispensable
fixture in any self-respecting counting-house.

The most famous of the medieval merchant manuals is that compiled
around 1342 by Francesco di Balduccio Pegolotti, one of the most able
factors in the service of the Bardi company. The text is now available in
an excellent modern edition with an introduction in English. There are
also recent editions of an anonymous Venetian tariff, also of the four-
teenth century, and of the manual attributed to Lorenzo Chiarini, first
printed in 1481. The Pratica della mercatura (1442) of Giovanni di Antonio
da Uzzano exists only in an eighteenth-century edition. Besides the
manuals extant in print, there are numerous manuscript copies still pre-
served in the Italian librariesand archives. After the invention of printing,
booksellers took advantage of the steady demand for merchant manuals,
and the genre continued to flourish throughout the sixteenth, seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Giovanni Domenico Peti’s Il negotiante
(1638), Lewes Roberts’ The Merchants Mappe of Commerce (1638), Jacques
Savary’s Le parfait négociant (167s), Jacques Le Moine de I'Espine’s De
Koophandel van Amsterdam (1604), Samuel Ricard’s Traité général du com-
merce (1700) and even Malachy Postlethwayt’s Universal Dictionary of
Commerce (1751) are prominent examples of this type of useful literature.
Some of these books were so popular that they ran into several editions.

What are the contents of the medieval merchant manuals? They
chiefly contain practical information about the usages and customs, the
weights and measures, the coinage and the monetary systems of the
different places of traffic. The manuals also give data about brokerage
fees, usances of bills of exchange, exchange quotations, mint regulations,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



BILLS OF EXCHANGE 935

postal service, couriers and the qualities of merchantable commodities.
The information given in the merchant manuals is purely factual and
descriptive and one should not expect to find in them anything that even
remotely approaches economic analysis. However, Giovanni da Uzzano
observes that the money market was subject to seasonal fluctuations and
indicates when money in different places was likely to be tight or easy.
He advises arbitragists never to draw on a place when money is scarce or
to remit to a place when it is abundant.

According to the merchant manuals, traffic was concentrated in cer-
tain places, or trading and banking centres. In the fifteenth century, those
places were Barletta, Bologna, Florence, Genoa, Lucca, Milan, Naples,
Palermo, Pisa, Rome, Siena and Venice in Italy; Barcelona and Valencia
in Spain; Avignon, Montpellier and Paris in France; Bruges in Flanders;
and London in England. Paris declined rapidly after 1410 and its place
was taken by the fairs of Geneva and later those of Lyons. Until its cap-
ture by the Turks in 1453, Constantinople was a banking place for the
Genoese and the Venetians. The Court of Rome was ambulatory and
followed the pope in his travels. Because of the needs of the papal trea-
sury, the pope had the reputation of creating monetary stringency where-
ever he went.

One of the main characteristics of a piazza, or trading and banking
centre, was the existence of an organized money market. In the Middle
Ages, such a market rested on the negotiation of bills of exchange. On
nearly all piazze, the Italian merchant-bankers were the principal ex-
change-dealers. In the Middle Ages, a bill of exchange, as the name
clearly implies, was mainly used to implement a cambium or exchange
contract. With few exceptions, such a contract involved an advance of
funds in one place and its repayment in another place and in another cur-
rency. Because of the slowness of communications, there necessarily
elapsed a period of time between the conclusion of the contract in one
place and its fulfilment in another. Consequently, the cambium contract
rested on an exchange and a credit transaction. The two were inseparably
linked together, even in the case of sight drafts. It further follows that
medieval bills of exchange were at the same time credit and transfer in-
struments. Instead of being discounted, they were bought and sold at a
price determined by the rate of exchange. The merchant manuals ex-
plain how foreign exchanges were quoted in different places. Unless
otherwise specified, bills of exchange were payable at usance. In London,
the usance on bills varied according to destination from one to three
months.

Table II indicates how, during the fifteenth century, the exchanges
were quoted in London. In the Middle Ages, Lombard Street was a satel-
lite of the Bruges bourse and only the Italian residents dealt extensively in
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Table II. Exchange Quotations in Lombard Street during the
Fifteenth Century

Place of

Payment Exchange Quoted High | Low Usance

Bruges In so many deniers sterling per écu
of 24 groats, Flemish currency 22 18 30 days from date
Florence | In so many deniers sterling per
florin di suggello (after 1471, per
florino largo or large florin) 43 38 90 days from date
Genoa In so many deniers sterling per
florin of 25s., Genoese currency | 26 | 20 | 90 days from date
Venice In so many deniers sterling per
Venetian ducat of 24 grossi 46 38 90 days from date

Source: El libro di mercatantie et usanze de’ paesi, Franco Borlandi ed., Turin, 1936.

exchange with Genoa, Florence or Venice. As for the English merchants,
they were ordinarily takers who used the money market mainly to raise
funds by selling bills payable across the Channel in Bruges or Calais. At
first, the exchange, contrary to the practice prevailing today, was quoted
in sterling and based on the écu, the florin or the ducat. Under these cir-
cumstances, a low exchange was favourable to England and a high rate
unfavourable. It was only towards the end of the fifteenth century that
the English merchants reversed this practice and began to quote the ex-
change in shillings and deniers groat, Flemish currency, on the basis of
the noble of 6s. 84. st. or one-third of a pound sterling. This is the method
followed in the Cely papers, a collection of business letters stemming
from a firm of wool merchants.

To be sure, interest was concealed in the rate of exchange, but its pre-
sence did not greatly alter the speculative character of exchange dealings.
Whoever chose to operate in the money market, whether borrower or
lender, had to follow the rules of the game and to run the risk of adverse
exchange fluctuations. In this regard, the account-books of the Italian
merchant-bankers and the treatises of the moralists give such decisive and
concordant evidence that there remains no room for any doubt. The
speculative element, in the eyes of the churchmen, justified exchange
transactions unless they were obviously misused to conceal a loan at
usury.

Whereas international banking was closely tied to foreign exchange,
local banking continued the traditions established by the Genoese ban-
cherii of the twelfth century and remained an activity closely connected
with money-changing. In many centres, including Barcelona, Bruges,
Pisa and Venice, the offices of the money-changers had become local
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transfer and deposit banks which operated on a fractional reserve ratio
and extended credit to their customers by means of overdrafts. As earlier
in Genoa, transfer orders were usually given by word of mouth, but
written assignments were occasionally accepted when a depositor was
prevented from going in person to the bank. Since deposits were only
partly covered by cash on hand, there can be no doubt that the money-
changers created fiduciary money by their lending and investing activi-
ties and that this creation of credit had inflationary effects. The volume of
bank-money in the major trading centres was far from negligible. In 1369,
total deposits of the Bruges money-changer Collard de Marke exceeded
£5,500 groat, Flemish, equivalent in bullion to $154,000. This figure is
impressive if one remembers that the purchasing power of money was
much larger than it is today, that Collard de Marke was only one of
fifteen money-changers, and that the city of Bruges had less than 50,000
inhabitants. One great weakness of medieval deposit banks was the pre-
vailing practice of making direct investments in business ventures, un-
doubtedly the cause of many failures. The money-changers were also
accused of driving towards debasement either by uttering current coins
above the proclamation rates or by sending bullion to foreign mints. In
order to curb these abuses, the city of Barcelona established in 1401 2
municipal bank, the prototype of the public banks which became so
popularafter 1550. In Genoa, a similar institution, the Bank of St George,
was chartered in 1408 in the hope that it would be able to stem the steady
rise of the gold florin. As this attempt proved a failure, the bank was dis-
solved in 1444 and not revived until 1586. According to the first balance
sheet (1400), total liabilities, chiefly deposits, exceeded 50,000 florins or
more than $200,000 at the present valuation of $35 per ounce.

In the fifteenth century, the malpractice of the money-changers and
the numerous bank failures caused the public authorities to adopt an in-
creasingly hostile policy. In the Low Countries the dukes of Burgundy,
eager to preserve the stability of their currency, practically abolished
banking in their dominion by forbidding the money-changers to accept
deposits and to make payments by book-transfer for the merchants. In
Venice, a series of bankruptcies at the end of the fifteenth century brought
the private banks into disrepute and eventually led to their elimination.

To the sedentary merchant of the Middle Ages, news about market
conditions and business prospects in other places was of vital importance.
He depended on such information to make his decisions and his fore-
casts. Of course, it was to his advantage not to send any goods to a place
where they were likely to be a glut on the market. On the other hand, he
was on the lookout to benefit from any increase in the demand. One can
understand, for example, the disappointment of a Lucchese silk merchant
whose Barcelona correspondents notified him toolate abouta prospective

H
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wedding at the Court of Aragon. According to the merchant manuals,
the money market, in particular, was sensitive to reports from abroad
and the exchange-rates responded quickly to the trends prevailing else-
where. The importance of news was so great that unscrupulous specula-
tors sometimes reaped large profits by spreading false rumours or with-
holding intelligence received by special messengers.

In these circumstances, an efficient organization of the mails was an
imperative necessity. In the absence of any public service, the merchants
were forced to take matters into their own hands. Already in 1181, a
treaty between Lucca and Pisa provided for the free passage through
Lucchese territory of the Pisan couriers travelling over the via francigena
and catrying the scarsella of the fairs of Champagne. More than a century
later, the existence of a similar service is mentioned by Pegolotti, who
even states that the arrival of the scarsella regulates the maturity of the
bills of exchange issued at the fairs and payable in Genoa. Giovanni da
Uzzano in his manual (1442) gives the impression that the piazze, or
principal trading centres, were all connected by a network of regular
mails. This information is confirmed by the Datini and other business
letters which mention the scarsellaso frequently that it must be considered
asa well-established institution. At first, the word scarsella applied only to
the mailbag, but this meaning was soon extended to the private mail ser-
vice organized by the merchant communities in the chief trading centres
of western Europe.

The only document which sheds any light on the organization of the
scarsella is a Florentine statute of 1357. It reveals that the scarsella of Avi-
gnon was organized under the auspices of the mercanzia, or merchant gild,
by a group of merchants having correspondents at the papal court. This
group elected bi-monthly two masters of the scarsella whose duty it was
to hire the fanti or couriers and to collect and distribute the mail. The ser-
vice was limited to members, and it is not clear whether postal charges
were collected by the couriers or by the masters of the scarsella. The let-
ters were apparently carried in a sealed pouch which was opened only at
destination. When, in 1382, the scarsella of Bruges was diverted from its
usual route to one crossing Milanese territory, the Lucchese Republic
asked the duke of Milan to let it pass without breaking any seals or in-
specting any bags.

According to the Datini letters, the scarsella of the Catalans left Bruges
for Barcelona twice a month, and probably carried also the mail for Paris
and Montpellier. Although Uzzano’s manual states that the trip was
made in nineteen or twenty days, in fact it usually took from twenty-
two to twenty-four days. Despite the numerous references in business
records, there is almost nothing on the scarsella save one inadequate
article. Historians dealing with the history of the postal service have
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devoted all their attention to the courier service of the princes, but the
mail services of the merchant communities might better repay detailed
study.

This is not the place to discuss the polemics that have raged about the
origins of premium insurance. In the present state of research, the first
unquestionable examples are found in some Palermo notarial contracts
dating from 1350 and relating to shipments of grain from Sicily to
Tunis. In one case, the underwriter receives a premium of 18%, and
assumes explicitly all risks arising from an act of God, from men-of-war
or from the perils of the sea. Among the Palermo contracts, there is also
one covering not the cargo but the ship itself with all its tackle and ap-
parel. The premium is 14% for a voyage from Palermo to Tunis with
two or three calls at other Sicilian ports; no deviations are allowed except
in an emergency.

Since Palermo was a secondary centre, and since some of the under-
writers were Genoese, it may safely be assumed that premium insurance
was known prior to 1350 in Genoa, Pisa and perhaps Venice. In Genoa,
however, insurance contracts continued to be disguised under the form
of a mutuum, or gratuitous loan, and later of an emptio venditio, or sales
contract. This practice may be due to the influence of the decretal Navi-
ganticondemning the sea loan, although the moralists from the start were
disposed to consider insurance as a contract made valid by the risk in-
volved. Whereas, in Genoa, insurance contracts were entrusted to notar-
ies, a different practice prevailed in Pisa and Florence where policies were
drafted by brokers and circulated by them among prospective insurers
until the risk had been completely underwritten.

Premiums varied a great deal according to circumstances and seasons,
but they were as a rule much lower on galleys than on round ships. In
1454, the rate was only 3%, on a cargo shipped from Sandwich to Venice
on board the Venetian galleys. In the same year, the premium charged on

‘a shipment from Venice to Sluys, the seaport of Bruges, by an ordinary
nef was as high as 11%,. Some merchants even considered the Venetian
galleys so safe that they deemed it unnecessary to take out insurance, but
limited their risk by not ‘adventuring’ more than a certain sum in a single
bottom. Large shipments were divided as much as possible among
several galleys. Since medieval merchants were used to assuming risks,
shipments were rarely insured for more than half their value or even less.

Despite high premiums charged by underwriters, the insurance busi-
ness was not especially profitable. According to his records, Bernardo
Cambi, a Florentine underwriter of the fifteenth century, paid out more
in claims than he received in premiums. Presumably the business was
highly competitive. Another trouble was that insurance lent itself easily
to fraud. Ships were sometimes deliberately shipwrecked in order to
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claim insurance for goods that were not even on board. It also happened
that shippers rushed to take out insurance after they had received secret
intelligence of a disaster. Such frauds still gave rise to complaints in the
sixteenth century. It is only much later that their perpetration was made
more difficult by the organization of Lloyd’s.

Although uncommon, overland insurance was not unknown in the
fifteenth century. On the other hand, the lack of statistics did not permit
the establishment of life insurance on a secure basis. It was still undistin-
guishable from pure wagers.

A significant development in the matter of insurance was the building
up of uniform customs and rules of law. This situation was undoubtedly
favoured by the diffusion of Italian business methods and practices all
through the Levant and western Europe. Even the Bruges court often
consulted leading Italian residents regarding the law merchant before de-
ciding cases involving insurance, bills of exchange or other matters.
Codification of the prevailing rules did not start until 1484 when the
Barcelona customs on marine insurance were framed into a statute,
printed in 1494 together with the Libro del Consolat del Mar, a collection
of sealaws. This publication exerted great influence on similar legislation.

In the field of merchant shipping, the most spectacular development
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was the creation of regular lines
of galleys from Genoa and Venice to the Levant and to the West. In
Venice at least, these galleys were state-owned, but they were chartered
to private individuals who operated them at their own risk. The Senate,
however, accepted bids only from Venetian nobles with experience in
shipping affairs and sufficient financial backing. After approval of his
appointment by the Senate, the master or patronus received permission to
set up his bench (ponere banchum) in the Square of St Mark’s in order to en-
rol his crew. He usually began by hiring a nauclerius or mate who was
trained in navigation. Then came the second mate, the scrivan, the barber-
surgeon, the chaplain, the bombardiers, the archers, the carpenters, the
cooks, the trumpeters, the helmsmen, the sailors and, finally, the crowd
of oarsmen, who, in Venice, were free men and notgalleyslaves. It is true
that these wretches belonged to the scum of society and were chiefly re-
cruited among the Dalmatians and Albanians who flocked to Venice in
quest of a pittance. A large merchant galley carried a crew of 300 men.
As cargo space was consequently rather limited, the galleys were not
suited for the transportation of bulky goods of low value, but carried
spices, silks, wool, cloth and other luxury products that could bear high
freight charges.

Although the patronus, on board his galley, was master after God, he
was accountable to the Senate and subordinate to the authority of the
captain, a government appointee, who was in command of the entire
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fleet or muda. The galleys were expected to navigate in company and to
lend each other support, if attacked. Freight rates and wages were strictly
regulated, and the patronus who failed to comply could get himself into
serious trouble.

In good years, Venice sent out several fleets: twelve galleys, in two
fleets, to Syria and Alexandria, four to Constantinople, four or five to
Flanders and England and two or three to Barbary. The Flanders galleys
usually went straight to Sluys or Zeeland and called at Southampton on
the homebound voyage. In the fifteenth century, Florence, after con-
quering Pisa in 1406, entered into competition with Venice and Genoa
and sent galleys to Flanders and the Levant (1422—78). Documents of this
period likewise mention the Ferrandine galleys of Naples, the Catalan
galleys of Barcelona and the French galleys of Narbonne. For a short
while there were also the two Burgundian galleys which flew the St
Andrew’s cross raguly of Burgundy, but were operated by the Medici
with Florentine crews. Even Edward IV, in order to promote distant
trade, equipped a ship, not a galley, which made trips to Porto Pisano
and is called in medieval records ‘The nef of the King of England’. This
was the first dent in Italy’s dominant position in the Mediterranean trade.

Although the Italian merchants resided in London, Southampton—
the Antona of Italian and Spanish records—was the favourite port of call
for the galley fleets. Their regular visits brought animation to the town
and gave it a cosmopolitan atmosphere quite exceptional in medieval
England. Since Southampton’s prosperity depended upon the presence
of the Italians, they were welcomed by the townspeople; and anti-alien
fecling, despite occasional brawls caused by the turbulent crews of the
galleys, was far less virulent than in the ity of London, where it was
nurtured by the rivalry of the Staplers, the mercers and the grocers. With
the passing of the galley fleets early in the sixteenth century, Southamp-
ton, too, declined as an outport of London, to regain its prosperity only
in the nineteenth century by becoming the terminus of the great trans-
atlantic liners.

The Italian colonies in the Levant have already been mentioned. They
were firmly established before 1300. Since their organization changed
little during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, there is no need to re-
turn to the same subject. In Bruges and London, however, Italian colon-
ies were not founded until after 1300 and they never attained either the
size or the autonomy of the settlements in the Levant. These colonies in
the north were also placed under the authority of a consul whose duty it
was to settle any disputes between his nationals, to protect them against
any arbitrary acts of the local authorities and to guard against any viola-
tion of the existing trade privileges. The consuls were either elected by
the local residents (as in the case of the Lucchese) or appointed by the
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home government (as in the case of the Florentines and the Venetians).
Like the gilds, the colonies participated in social and religious activities
at which attendance was compulsory for the members. To defray ex-
penses, a tax called consolaggio was levied on all exchange and com-
modity transactions. In London, toward the end of the fifteenth century,
the Florentines were taxed at the rate of one-twelfth of a penny per pound
sterling on exchange, a penny half-penny per pound on merchandise
and one-eighth per cent on insurance. In addition, each galley calling at
Southampton was supposed to contribute a lump sum of /10 sterling
—<chargeable to general average. On the galleys the cargo, in addition to
paying freight charges, was assessable for ordinary and extraordinary
average.

Both in Bruges and in London, the Italian colony was divided into
several ‘nations’, each headed by its own consul. Nevertheless, they some-
times presented a united front when common interests were at stake. So,
after the anti-alien riot of 1457, all four Italian ‘nations’ in London got
together and signed an agreement by which they threatened to boycott
the city and to remove their residence to Winchester. The threat wasnot
carried out, but if it had been it might have caused a serious slump. One
should not forget that the Italians controlled the money market and that
English merchants depended upon them for credit accommodation.

The official register of the consulate reveals that, in 1377, there were in
Bruges about forty-six Lucchese residents, not counting women and
children. In the next century, this number dropped to twelve, no doubt
because of the decline of the Lucchese silk industry. According to the
chronicle of N. Despars, in 1468 about 175 Italian merchants walked in a
parade at the celebration of the marriage of Charles the Bold and Mar-
garet of York, sister of Edward IV. This number comprised 103 Genoese
and Milanese, 40 Venetians, 12 Lucchese and 22 Florentines; these figures
are plausible and probably not far from the truth.

The Italian colony in London was smaller than the one in Bruges. It is
doubtful if it ever exceeded 100 members. Apart from size, an import-
ant difference is that the Italians were welcomed in Bruges, but that they
were hated in London. The explanation isno doubt that, in Flanders, they
did not compete with the natives, since the Flemish carrying trade had
been eliminated long ago. In London, on the contrary, the Italians were
in keen competition with the English merchants, for each of the two rival
groups sought to exclude the other from the wool and the spice trades.
Moreover, pamphleteers accused the ‘Lombards’ of pursuing the destruc-
tion of the realm by carrying out England’s valuable wool in exchange
for apes, trinkets, sweet wines, velvets and other superfluities. Finally, the
English traders resented being dependent upon Italian capital and viewed
the exchange business—which they did not understand—with profound
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suspicion. This attitude found its expression in legislation, such as the
Statutes of Employment or the hosting law of 1439. Hostility against
aliens in general and exchange-dealers and bankers in particular still
pervades the writings of the mercantilists in the sixteenth century. It
would be a mistake to overlook the fact that the prejudices of these early
economists had their roots in the past.

This description probably gives a distorted picture of business organi-
zation in the Middle Ages by stressing the optimum, and neglecting the
fact that it was not typical and that it was achieved only in a few major
centres. The trouble is that the organization of local trade has yet to be
studied. None the less, a recent work on Toulouse makes it possible to put
the picture into better focus.

Toulouse, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, was a secondary
centre which revolved in the orbit of Barcelona and Montpellier. Be-
sides, the town had connections with Bordeaux to the west and with
Paris to the north. Early in the fifteenth century Toulouse was also in re-
lations with the distant fairs of Geneva which, during the troubled reign
of Charles VI, had supplanted Paris and risen to the rank of an inter-
national market for commodities and a clearing centre for bills of ex-
change on all places.

In Toulouse, there were no branches of the great Italian companies,
although an occasional Italian makes a fleeting appearance in the records.
The only ones who left any traces were the Florentines Otto Castellani,
who was for some time collector of the king’s revenue, and his partner,
Jacopo Medici, who engaged in money-changing. The latter is possibly
the same as Jacopo di Bernardo d’Alamanno de’ Medici, a distant cousin
of the historic Medici, who was living in Florence in 1498 when he was
chosen gonfaloniere. By various and sundry means, including magic
spells, this Castellani is said to have caused the downfall of Jacques Caeur
in order to succeed him as argentier or minister of finance. Castellani him-
self came to a bad end and died in prison where he was held on charges of
sorcery and fraud. His partner, Jacopo Medici, in 1459, obtained a pardon
for murder, perjury, usury and other crimes committed at the instigation
of Castellani.

For the most part, the trade of Toulouse was in the hands of local mer-
chants who were no more specialized than the Italian companies, but who
took advantage of any bargain offering profit opportunities. One of the
main articles in which they dealt was fine cloth from Flanders, Brabant,
Normandy and England. It was worn by the upper classes in preference
to the cruder product of the local industry. English cloth was imported
by way of Bordeaux and brought to Toulouse by merchants from Béarn,
who exchanged it for woad grown abundantly in the Garonne valley.
Among the Flemish woollens, those of Courtrai and Wervicq were the
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most popular, but the demand fell drastically after 1400, while the
English textiles gained ground. On the other hand, Norman cloth, es-
pecially that of Montivilliers and Rouen, retained a steady market
throughout the period from 1350 to 1450. To fetch these luxury goods,
the merchants of Toulouse maintained factors in Paris or sometimes went
themselves on trips to Flanders or Normandy. Italian silks and merceries
were chiefly bought at the fairs of Pézenas and Montagnac, near Mont-
pellier. The Toulouse merchants either visited the fairs themselves or sent
their factors. Apparently, the fairs of Pézenas and Montagnac played in
southern France the same role of regional distribution centres as the fairs
of Antwerp and Bergen-op-Zoom in the Low Countries. They attracted
the merchants from the hinterland who came there to sell their native
commodities and to buy supplies of spices and other exotic products.
According to an Italian manual, extant only in manuscript form, Tou-
louse exported cheap local woollens and found an outlet for them at the
fairs of Pézenas and Montagnac, while importing at the same time the
fine and high-priced cloth mentioned above.

Not only was diversification the rule, but there existed no clear dis-
tinction between wholesalers and retailers. The Toulouse drapers sold by
the ell as well as by the piece. According to the inventory of a deceased
mercer, his shop contained a wide assortment of goods: Italian silks, bro-
cades and velvets; Dutch linens and other fabrics; a variety of liturgical
vestments (copes and chasubles), all ready-made; seat and bed covers;
caps, purses, decorated belts, mirrors, rosaries and trinkets of all sorts.

The book-keeping of the Toulouse merchants did not reach a high
level, but was probably adequate for their purpose. Double entry was
entirely unknown, but records were more or less systematically kept. If
the account-books of the Brothers Bonis in Montauban (1345-65) are
at all representative, the merchants of southern France used a ledger for
receivables and payables as well as other books. The only surviving frag-
ment of mercantile book-keeping in Toulouse is represented by four
folios which show that the mercer Jean Lapeyre (T1442) kept some kind
of perpetual inventory of his stock of textile wares.

Because of the chronic shortage of currency, barter arrangements were
common and credit was ubiquitous. The money-changers accepted de-
posits, butit does not seem that payments were frequently made by trans-
fer in bank. There was no organized money market in Toulouse, and
bills of exchange were used only to a limited extent. The money-
changers did, however, sell drafts payable at the neighbouring fairs of
Pézenas and Montagnac and even made arrangements for the transfer of
funds to Rome or Avignon.

Since the Toulouse merchants did not operate with correspondents in
other places, they were still forced to travel a great deal or to send out
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their factors. Usually they had ceased to accompany their own goods and
instead used the services of wagoners or mule-drivers who were chiefly
Basques.

A few merchants, favoured either by good luck or by superior busi-
ness ability, founded unglamorous dynasties of country squires, such as
the Ysalguier. On the whole, the picture is far from rosy. Trade was re-
peatedly disturbed by wars, epidemics and dearths. In 1442, a fire des-
troyed half the town. The whole century from 1350 to 1450 was one of
stagnation, if not of economic decline.

IV. The Organization of the Hanseatic and English
Trade

The Mediterranean and the Baltic trades during the Middle Ages had
hardly anything in common, save for one striking analogy: both were
dominated by the merchants of a single nation, the Italians in one case
and the Germans in the other. The grip of the Hanseatic League on the
Baltic trade was even tighter than the control of the Italian cities over the
Mediterranean area. Moreover, the Italian city-states were sometimes
deadly rivals, whereas the Hanseatic towns were united in one powerful
league.

In the Mediterranean, Italian sea~power was far from negligible and
was actually used to back up economic demands or to defend existing
privileges. Beyond the Straits of Gibraltar, however, the Italian republics
no longer had any power, and their economic hegemony rested ex-
clusively on superior business organization. They had to maintain them-~
selves by peaceful means and could not, as did the Hanseatic League on
several occasions, resort to boycott, blockade or privateering. Thus the
Hanseatic cities, in 1358, ordered their merchants to withdraw from
Bruges and not to trade with Flanders until they had obtained a satis-
factory settlement of their grievances. Trade relations were again broken
off between 1436 and 1438. This rupture was followed by a blockade of
Holland (1438-41), which proved to be a boomerang and harmed the
Wendish towns more than it did their enemies. In a clash with England
from 1469 to 1474, the Hanseatic League engaged successfully in naval
watfare. It is during this campaign that 2 Danzig privateer captured one
of the Burgundian galleys which had on board Memling’s Last Judgment,
painted for Angelo Tani, the Bruges manager of the Medici bank. Atany
rate, the League obtained from Edward IV the restoration of its old privi-
leges and succeeded in halting for many years the penetration of the
English merchants into the Baltic. As these cases show, the consistent
policy of the League, and especially of Liibeck and the Wendish towns,
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was to preserve its control over the Baltic trade against any intruders. In
the absence of superior business techniques, this monopoly was main-
tained by force if necessary.

A characteristic of the Mediterranean area was the great number of
focal points from which trade radiated in all directions, but the Baltic
region presented quite a different picture. Hanseatic trade extended along
a single axis with its centre in Liibeck and two arms: one stretching out
west to Bruges and London and the other, east to Riga and far-away
Novgorod. Only one important off-shoot branched off to Bergen in
Norway. This situation was not without a considerable repercussion
upon business organization. It enabled the Hanseatic merchants to get
along with less elaborate machinery than the Italians. In general, con-
ditions were more primitive in northern than in southern and western
Europe. Urban life was not as well developed: even the largest towns,
like Cologne for example, had barely 40,000 inhabitants, whereas
several Italian cities, including Genoa, Florence, and Venice, had more
than 50,000. In the north, too, the value of trade was small in comparison
with the south, and the principal products of the area, with the possible
exception of furs, were relatively low-priced and bulky commodities.
These factors explain to a large extent the great structural difference be~
tween Hanseatic and Italian trade. It is not surprising that business
methods were less advanced in the Baltic region and still forced the mer-
chant or his factors to be constantly on the road.

Large companies with many branches, such as those of the Bardi or the
Medici, were entirely unknown in Hanseatic territory. The individual
merchant trading on his own was still in the centre of the stage. To be
sure, partnerships did exist, but they were more or less temporary associa-
tions in which two or three merchants joined forces for a specific and
limited purpose. Some of these contracts were occasional partnerships
formed for a single venture only, but others were of longer duration and
might even continue year after year. All these contracts had the common
feature of being well suited to the persistently colonial character of the
Hanseatic trade.

Prior to 1300, the expansion of German commerce along the Baltic
coast was an important aspect of the great movement which led the Ger-
mans to colonize the Slavic lands beyond the Elbe. In the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, such towns as Riga, Dorpat or Stockholm were still
German settlements ruled by merchant families which maintained close
connections with their ancestral homeland.

Among the occasional partnerships the most typical were the Sendeve
and the Wederlegginge or societas vera. The former had some similarity
with the commenda, but was not quite the same. Perhaps it came closer to
being an agency contract, since it involved the purchase or the sale of a
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stock of goods by a servant (Knecht or Diener), a fellow-merchant, or an
innkeeper, according to the instructions of a principal who assumed all
the risks of the venture. It made no difference whether the agent travelled
along with the goods or whether they were shipped without being ac-
companied. The agent was apparently entitled to a commission or a fixed
remuneration, but it does not seem that he shared in either the profit or
the loss. In the fifteenth century, it happened frequently that an agent was
commissioned by several principals. The Wederlegginge (High German
Widerlegung), like the Sendeve, was a contract limited to a single venture.
Usually, it involved two partners: one who supplied the funds and the
other who conducted the business and usually went on a trip abroad.
However, there are examples of both investing money in equal or un-
equal amounts. The managing partner usually dealt in his own name
without revealing the name of his associate. With regard to the division
of profits, there existed, apparently, no fixed rules such as there were in
Genoa. The law of Liibeck, in the sixteenth century, stipulates that man-
aging partners with no investment are to share in the profit only and not
in the loss. But they are not entitled to any reward for their trouble. This
rule may have been a late innovation. In southern Germany, the Weder-
legginge was also known, but under the name of Fiirlegung.

By far the most typical institution of the Hanseatic trade was neither
the Sendeve nor the Wederlegginge, but the so—called gegenseitige Fern-
gesellschaft, or mutual agency partnership. It was usually an informal ar-
rangement whereby a partner in one place and a partner in a different
place, let us say one in Liibeck and the other in Riga, agreed to act as each
other’s agents and to sell reciprocal consignments at a common profit.
Such an arrangement was not necessarily temporary, but could last for
years on end. It was well adapted to the needs of the Hanseatic trade
which, as already mentioned, moved along a single axis. Such a Fern-
gesellschaft had neither its own capital nor its own style. The agreement
remained concealed to outsiders, since each partner acted in his own
name. As there was no central book-keeping, each kept his records ac-
cording to his own system, a practice which led to many disputes when
accounts failed to agree. Neither partner had any authority over the
other and distance prevented frequent consultation. There were no
means of control, and the arrangement rested to a large extent, if not ex~
clusively, on confidence and business integrity. These drawbacks were so
serious that they became a frequent source of litigation, especially since
the Hanseatic merchants had the bad habit of letting years go by without
settling accounts. With their rudimentary methods of book-keeping,
discrepancies and errors were bound to occur and lead to all sorts of difhi-
culties. In one late instance (1507-23), involving a merchant residing in
Reval and another in Liibeck, no settlement was made for sixteen years.
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Representation abroad could also be secured by sending factors or by
using commission agents. Reciprocal agency without profit-sharing, as
in the case of the Ferngesellschaft, was also common. Some merchants
used Lieger or resident factors. The most prominent of these was the
Lieger or permanent representative of the Teutonic Order in Bruges.
Those who had no satisfactory connections in other places had to go
abroad themselves, since it was not customary to place orders by cor-
respondence or to buy goods without previous inspection.

How prevalent travelling still was is revealed by the widespread use of
such expressions as Bergenfahrer, Flandernfahrer or Englandfahrer, which
designated merchants trading with Bergen, Flanders or England. Since
Fahrer in German means ‘traveller’, it is clear that these merchants were
so called because they were constantly journeying to these places.

Historians of the Hanse insist a great deal on the fact that, during the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Hanseatic trade tended to become
more sedentary because of the growth of business by correspondence
(Schriftlichkeit), so that merchants were enabled to direct their affairs
from the counting-room (Scrivekamere). Such a trend undoubtedly ex-
isted but it was carried much farther by the Italians.

In order to illustrate this point, let us take the situation in Bruges,
which lends itself admirably to comparison, since both the Italians and
the Hansards, or Easterlings, had establishments there. Since the Italian
companies had permanent branches, their branch managers and their
factors were also permanent residents. If they were married, they lived
in Bruges with wife and children. For example, Tommaso Portinari, the
local manager of the Medici bank, resided in Flanders for more than half
a century from the time that he came there as a young office boy (1439)
until he withdrew from business in 1496. In 1470, at the age of forty-one,
he brought his young wife to Bruges, where he reared his family. Cer-
tainly, Portinari visited Italy from time to time for conferences with the
maggiori or senior partners and for vacations with relatives and friends;
but while retaining a great attachment to the country of his birth, he
became thoroughly assimilated into the Flemish environment. He was a
member of the council of the duke of Burgundy. He certainly knew
French and perhaps even a smattering of Flemish. Of course, the Medici
employees and the other Italians did not stay in Bruges without ever
passing through the city gates: they rode on business to Calais, made
trips to the anchorages in Zeeland and visited regularly the marts of Ant-
werp and Bergen-op-Zoom. These short trips in the neighbourhood,
however, did not alter the fact that most of the Italian merchants were
permanent residents. The same was true in London: that is why the host-
ing law of 1439 was a piece of reactionary legislation that was bound to
end, asit did, in a complete fiasco.
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The situation of the Hanseatic merchants in this respect was quite
different: they were not permanent residents. The records, Flemish as
well as German, show clearly that they were constantly coming and go-
ing, riding back and forth between Bruges and their home towns.

In contrast to the Italians, most Hanseatic merchants stayed at the inns
or hostels and, in transacting their business, relied a great deal on their
hosts, who often also acted as their brokers. Confidence in the broker-
innkeeper was so great that the Hansards entrusted him with their money
instead of placing it on deposit with one of the money-changers. Thus
the Hanseatic League created a stir because the city of Bruges, which was
bound by treaty to guarantee bank deposits, refused to make good any
losses suffered by German merchants because of absconding or bankrupt
innkeepers. Seldom did the Easterlings live in Bruges with wife and chil-
dren but there are exceptions, such as Hildebrand Veckinchusen (}1426),
who rented a large house which he occupied with his family from 1402
to 1417. As his business was not prospering, he sent his wife and children
back to Liibeck where the cost of living was much lower than in Flanders.
The case of Hildebrand Veckinchusen is exceptional in other respects.
He tried to establish business connections with Italy as well as with the
Baltic. Unfortunately, his plans went awry, probably because he had to
rely too much on agents over whom he had no control. The more
rudimentary forms of business organization did not permit the German
merchant to delegate power without giving up control. In all likelihood,
Veckinchusen failed because he miscalculated risks, engaged in specula-
tive ventures with borrowed funds and overreached himself by under-
taking too many projects at once. Even while residing in Bruges, he was
constantly called abroad and forced to neglect one thing in order to take
care of another. As Veckinchusen’s example shows, the methods pre-
vailing among the Hanseatic merchants not only entailed a great deal of
travelling back and forth, but put strict limitations on the size of the firm.

Of the backwardness of Hanseatic techniques, the state of the book-
keeping is as good an example as any. Double-entry book-keeping, an
Italian invention, was not adopted by the Hanseatic merchants until the
sixteenth century. Prior to 1500, their system of book-keeping left much
to be desired. Payments due and owed were recorded in the way still
used by small shopkeepers: there were no real accounts, but debit or
credit items were simply crossed out when paid. Occasionally, some
space was left blank to take care of instalment payments. Because of the
prevalence of agency and Ferngesellschaften, it was also necessary to keep
record of any amounts collected or paid for principals or partners. This
was done in a haphazard manner by opening a separate account for each
lot of merchandise and recording receipts from sales on the one hand and
charges on the other. Between the two sets of records, that is, the mer-

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



110 TECHNICAL BACKWARDNESS

chandise accounts and the personal accounts, there was little co-ordina-
tion, if any, with the result that the books gave no comprehensive view
of the financial state of the business without going to the considerable
trouble of taking an inventory. There were also no automatic checks
which facilitated the detection of any errors or omissions. As long as the
business was small, this system was more or less adequate and fulfilled its
purpose, but it broke down when the structure became complicated. In
the opinion of an expert, the late Gunnar Mickwitz, inefficient book-
keeping, with the resulting confusion, may well have been a contribut-
ing factor to the downfall of Hildebrand Veckinchusen.

Insurance is another technique which, although known to the Italians
prior to 1400, was not adopted by the Hanseatic merchants until the six-
teenth century. The first known example is an insurance policy of 1531
relating to a shipment from Liibeck to Arnemuiden in Zeeland. It gives
the names of forty-four underwriters, but the overwhelming majority
are southerners with only one Flemish name and one south German house
(the Welsers). Not a single north German name appears on the list. Risks
were reduced by using small ships and by dividing shipments among
several bottoms. Although the Hanseatic cogs were seaworthy, the inner
route from Hamburg to Bruges was preferred to the outer route, es-
pecially during the bad season. This inner route went almost entirely
through protected watets: it followed the coast of the North Sea behind
the Frisian Islands, then entered the Zuider Zee and reached Bruges
through the waterways of Holland and Zeeland.

East of the Rhine, there were no banking centres and no organized
money markets. One should not exaggerate and jump to the conclusion
that no use was made of credit instruments, but there were no regular
dealers in commercial paper, like the Italian merchant-bankers, a situa~
tion which seriously hampered the international transfer of funds. The
formalized version of the bill of exchange was unknown, but it was re-
placed by informal bills obligatory and mandates to pay which nearly
fulfilled the same purpose. Overkopen, or payment by assignment, was
fairly common, but settlements in commodities were also quite com-
mon. Despite the scarcity of currency, Hanseatic merchants were com-
pelled, oftener than their Italian counterparts, to settle debts abroad by
shipment of specie, the least efficient method of transferring funds.
There are several instances in the account-book of Vicko van Geldersen
(1367-92), a Hamburg draper, who used his servants and friends to send
gold and silver coins to Bruges in order to buy Flemish cloth. In other
cases, the account-book shows him buying assignments on funds placed
on deposit with money-changers or innkeepers. Another illustration of
the difficulties connected with the transfer of funds is afforded by the
troubles of the papal treasury in Poland. In order to send funds to
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Avignon, the papal delegates in Cracow used the services of travelling
merchants who frequented Bruges, and invested in commodities the
funds to be transferred. It normally took a year to remit money from
Cracow to Bruges. From there to Avignon, the Italian merchant-
bankers made the transfer by remittance in a few days. In general,
Hanseatic business methods were backward as compared with those of
the Italians. Prior to 1500, there was a lag of at least a century between
the two. It is only in the sixteenth century that the Hanseatic mer-
chants begin to improve their practices and to bring them up to the
same level.

From an early date, the name ‘hanse’ was given to associations of
travelling merchants frequenting a foreign country. Thus the Flemish
‘hanse’ of London was an association of merchants hailing from different
Flemish towns and making regular trips to England. Members paid dues
which were also called hansa. The purpose of such associations was, of
course, to provide collective protection in foreign lands, to secure trade
privileges, if possible, and to watch over the strict observance of those
already in effect.

Originally, the German ‘hanse’ was an organization of the same type,
which grouped together the German merchants frequenting Visby on
the island of Gotland (teutonici Gotlandiam frequentantes). Similar associa-
tions were later founded in London, Bruges and Novgorod. In the be-
ginning the Hanseatic League was, therefore, not a league of cities. It
gradually grew out of merchant corporations and it never became a
political federation, but always remained a loose alliance of German

- towns for the defence of common economic interests and exclusive privi-
leges. The expression ‘German hanse’ itself was not used until 13 58, when
the delegates of the German towns assembled in Liibeck to adopt a com-
mon policy in response to alleged violation of the privileges enjoyed by
the German merchants trading in Flanders. In later years, those reunions
were held regularly, and the Hanseatic League was thus transformed
from a merchant gild into a confederation of towns.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the four major establish-
ments (Kontore) were St Peter’s Court (Peterhof) in Novgorod, the
‘Bridge’ (Briicke) in Bergen, the Steelyard (Stahlhof) in London and
the ‘German Merchant’ in Bruges. There were also smaller outposts:
Stockholm, Visby and Hull. The German towns in the dominions of the
Teutonic Order, such as Danzig, Dorpat, Konigsberg, Reval and Riga,
were actually members of the League and not outside trading posts. Most
north German and Westphalian towns belonged to the League, and so
did Cologne. It also included Dutch towns east of the Zuider Zee, such as
Deventer, Groningen, Kampen and Zwolle.

Among the four major establishments, the one in Novgorod was per-
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haps the most precarious because it was located in a totally alien environ-
ment among a sometimes hostile population. In this respect, the situation
somewhat resembled that of the Italian fondachi in Egypt or Tunis. Like
them, the St Peter’s Court, established before 1200, was also surrounded
by a wall, a useful precaution against any surprise attack by a riotous
Russian mob. Within the walls there was a church of the Latin rite, with
vaults used as warehouses, living quarters for the merchants and the cus-
tomary bath-house. When the vaults were filled, the merchants piled up
their goods in the church itself so that it was necessary to passa regulation
forbidding the storing of anything on the high altar. Each night the gate
was closed and no Russian was allowed to remain inside.

No German merchant resided permanently in Novgorod. The Russian
traders arrived with two caravans, one in summer and the other in
winter, and departed together after a few weeks’ stay. Between cara-
vans, the Court was nearly empty and left to the care of the porter. In the
fifteenth century, fewer and fewer merchants made the seasonal trip to
Novgorod, preferring to send their factors. To facilitate business with
the Russians, the Court provided an interpreter. Most exchange wason a
barter basis, although the goods may have been priced. Sad experience
had taught the Germans that it was dangerous to extend any credit to the
Russians. The general impression is that conditions in Novgorod were
rather primitive and that business was conducted according to a certain
ritual from which it was not advisable to deviate in the least.

In Bergen, conditions were less strained than in Novgorod. Neverthe-
less, there also the German merchants lived in a special quarter called
Deutsche Briicke, but it was not a fortified enclosure that could, if neces~
sary, withstand a regular siege. This quarter formed a unit with its own
wharf, warchouses and lodgings.

After 1388, the German colony in Bergen was ruled by aldermen
assisted by a council. They had jurisdiction in civil matters, not only
over the merchants but also over the German resident craftsmen.
Criminal cases, however, were reserved for the Norwegian authorities.
Women were not tolerated on the Briicke, but this rule eliminated one
problem only to create another, since it encouraged gambling, drinking
and rough play, and it was difficult to maintain discipline among unruly
bachelors.

The trade with Bergen was almost exclusively in the hands of the
Wendish towns: Liibeck, Wismar and Rostock. Stockfish was the princi-
pal article of trade, like herring at Scania. In the course of time, the
Briicke of Bergen became more and more a training school for young
apprentices who were sent there by their masters to gain practical ex-
perience. In the sixteenth century, factors formed the majority of the
colony, but this trend was already in evidence earlier, as the Hanseatic
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merchants gradually learned how to delegate power and how to conduct
business from a distance.

For the Hanse, London, although not yet a world metropolis, was far
more important than the fish market on the shore of Bergenfjord. Most
probably the merchants of Cologne were the first Germans to trade with
England. Their presence is already recorded in the early Middle Ages. At
any rate, they formed a gild, since a privilege issued by Henry Il in 1260
mentions a gildehalle possessed by the ‘merchants of Almain’. It was not
without difficulty that the merchants from Liibeck and other towns
gained admittance to this already established fraternity. It even seems
that, early in the fourteenth century, there existed, for a while, two separ-
ate organizations.

In London, the Hansards had their headquarters in the Steelyard, a
compound bordering on the Thames and including a wharf, a mess hall,
storehouses and living quarters. In it the Hansards lived an almost col-
legiate life under the control of their own alderman and a committee of
twelve. The members of this committee were elected by the residents;
one-third by each of the following sectors: (1) the Rhinelandersincluding
the merchants of Dinant in present-day Belgium, (2) the merchants from
the Westphalian, Saxon and Wendish towns, (3) the Prussians and the
German Balts. As elsewhere, the German colony was subject to the juris-
diction of the aldermen in civil and commercial matters. In addition to
the German aldermen, the members of the Steelyard were required to
appoint an alderman of London as an assessor. His functions were to sit in,
as a judge, on certain cases and to act asa go-between in any negotiations
or dealings with the authorities of the city. According to tradition, the
guard of Bishopsgate, giving access to London Bridge, was entrusted to
the merchants of the Steelyard; it was at the same time a burden and a
privilege, but the Hansards valued it enough to have their right con-
firmed at the Peace of Utrecht (1474).

Like the Italians, the Germans were envied by the merchants of the
city, and the friction grew worse during the late fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries as the English tried to penetrate into the Baltic and to wrest con-
trol of this trade from the Hanseatic League. One justified source of com-
plaint was that the Hansards, by virtue of antiquated privileges, paid
lower customs duties than either the Englishmen themselves or other
aliens. However great the pressure put on the English government to
repeal the privileges of the Hanse, they were not definitely lost until the
reign of Elizabeth I, after a temporary suspension from 1468 to 1474 dur-
ing the war between England and the Wendish and Prussian towns.

In contrast to the conditions existing in Novgorod, Bergen and Lon-~
don, the Hanseatic merchants in Bruges were not confined to certain
quarters but lived in town. The Hansa House, a magnificent structure

I
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with a lofty tower and lovely gothic windows, which was not erected
until 1470 upon property donated by the town, was not a residence hall,
but a club which also contained cellars for the storage of goods, and
offices for the aldermen. When later the Hansa House in Antwerp was
built to accommodate guests, it proved difficult to rent all the chambers,
as most of the merchants preferred to stay in town instead of being put up
in barracks.

In Bruges, the Hanseatic merchants felt more at home than in any
other foreign country. For one thing, they did not need an interpreter in
order to converse with the natives. In the Middle Ages, Low German
was much closer to Flemish than itis today owing to the influence of High
German, which has become the literary language and is taught in the
schools. In Bruges, also, there was not the same antagonism as in Lon-
don. Merchant strangers were welcomed by the municipal government
and the townspeople. Since the Flemish carrying trade had died long ago,
they knew very well that they depended upon the foreigners to bring
prosperity, and upon the Hanse especially for imports of Prussian and
Polish grain. It is true that there were some incidents and occasional out-
bursts, but there was nothing like the chronic hostility which poisoned
the atmosphere of London.

The Hanseatic colony in Bruges was administered by a board of six
aldermen or elders, two for each of the three sectors, the Rhenish, the
Westphalian~-Wendish and the Prussian-Baltic. After 1472 the number
of aldermen was reduced from six to three with an advisory committee of
twelve. The task of the aldermen was threefold: (1) to watch over the
preservation of the all-important trade privileges, (2) to enforce the
staple rules and (3) to judge any suits brought by one Hanseatic merchant
against another. In Bruges, as in other cities, these cases were outside the
jurisdiction of the local courts. The staple included wool, wax, furs, cop-
per, grain and a few other products which, according to treaty, could not
be brought to the Swyn in Hanseatic ships without being unloaded and
offered for sale in Bruges. Besides stapelgud, or staple goods, there were
other goods called ventegud to which the staple regulations did not apply.
Such goods were allowed to pass in transit without any interference.
These staple agreements gave Bruges a considerable advantage over
neighbouring rival towns, in particular, Antwerp. Of course, the staple
rules did not apply to goods shipped directly to England or Scotland
without touching the Swyn.

As previously mentioned, the Hanseatic merchants in Bruges trans-
acted most of their business through the innkeepers who also acted as
brokers. According to the historian Rudolf Hipke, the Flemish ‘hosteler’
was the most important personage whom a merchant was likely to en-
counter on a trip to Bruges. Not only did the ‘hosteler’ provide lodging,
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but he rented his cellar to store the merchant’s goods and was usually
privy to all contracts. If necessary, he stood surety for his guests or col-
lected their outstanding claims after they had left town. His integrity
was of the greatest importance in taking advantage of the best obtainable
price. The Italians, of course, also used the services of the brokers, but
probably not to the same extent as the German merchants. In Bruges, the
broker-innkeepers belonged to the upper strata of society immediately
below the poorterij or the rich rentiers who did not belong to any craft.

The only region which escaped either Italian or Hanseatic control was
southern Germany. International trade in this area was geared mainly to
Venice and Milan, although, after 1420, the fairs of Geneva emerged as
an important connection with other parts of Europe.

One of the main characteristics of the south German trade is the exis-
tence of some very large companies, such as the Great Company of
Ravensburg (Grosse Ravensburger Gesellschaft), which lasted for 150 years
(1380-1530) and is said to have equalled in size the major Italian com-
panies. These large business units were exceptions, however, and it is
doubtful whether their organization excelled that of the Italians. One of
the difficulties is that no articles of association for any of these south Ger-
man companies have survived. In any case, the Great Company of
Ravensburg had, in 1497, thirty-eight partners. Of course, they did not
allhave an equal voice in the management. Most probably the real power
was vested in a small committee of three, one of whom was the treasurer
and chief accountant. General financial statements were not drawn up
every year, butatirregular intervals. Sometimes three, four or more years
were allowed to elapse before the books were closed and profits were de-
termined. Certainly, double-entry book-keeping was not in use, since it
was still unknown to the Fuggers in the sixteenth century. Accounts were
more systematically kept, however, than was customary in northern
Germany. The Great Company of Ravensburg was not any more
specialized than the Italian or Hanseatic firms. As everywhere in the
Middle Ages, diversification was the rule. Personnel was a major prob-
lem, and the correspondence suggests that the behaviour of factors and
apprentices gave plenty of worry to the leaders of the Ravensburg com-
pany.

This general picture finds confirmation in the recently published
account-book (1383-1407) of Matthius and Wilhelm Runtinger, a
Regensburg partnership. Its connections extended from Venice, Austria
and Bohemia in the east to Frankfurt-on-Main and the Low Coun-
tries in the west. The partnership’s activities were, as usual, very diversi-
fied. From a technical point of view, its book-keeping is on a relatively
high level, but does not meet the canons of double entry.

In order to maintain their control of the overseas trade, the Venetians
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subjected the south German merchants who visited Venice to strict
supervision. They could not stay where they wished, but were forced to
take a room at the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, a special hostelry maintained by
the Venetian Republic and managed by a superintendent accountable to
the Senate. The visitors were allowed to import only the products of
their own region—and not any English or Flemish cloth, for example—
and to purchase spices and luxuries brought by the Venetians from over-
seas. To prevent any evasion of the regulations, all business had to be
transacted through sworn brokers and interpreters. This draconian sys-
tem was not without compensation for the Germans, since no Venetian
was allowed to compete with them in their own territory. In other words
the trade between Venice and south Germany was entirely in German
hands, and any infringement of this monopoly was severely punished.

On the organization of English trade, a number of studies, among
others those of E. M. Carus-Wilson, M. M. Postan, Eileen Power, L. F.
Salzman and George Unwin, are available and easily accessible in any
college or university library of the English-speaking world. Since it is
impossible to do full justice to the subject in a few paragraphs, the ensu-
ing remarks are merely intended to emphasize for purposes of compari-
son certain peculiar aspects of the English trade.

Since no account-books have survived for this period, with the excep-
tion of the memorandum book of Gilbert Maghfeld, one must rely for
information concerning the internal organization of the English firm on
the Cely and Stonor business correspondence and on casual references
in official documents and court records. There were some substantial
English merchants doing a large volume of business, but they operated
with only a few factors and apprentices.

Partnerships were fairly common, but there existed no firms with a
network of branches even remotely comparable to the great Florentine
companies. English merchants frequently ‘committed’ goods to servants,
factors or other merchants to be sold either on a commission basis or
according to a profit-sharing scheme. It also happened that investors
‘entrusted” money to someone ‘to merchandise therewith’ and to give
them ‘a parte of the encrece’. Such a contract, of course, resembled the
Italian deposito a discrezione and the difference between it and a loan was
sometimes hard to draw. English merchants concluded occasional part-
nerships in which they bought ‘certain merchandize’ in common. These
arrangements, consequently, applied to a single venture, but they were
frequently renewed : no sooner was one liquidated than the same parters
embarked on another. In England, there also existed partnerships of a
more permanent nature in which the partners operated together ‘on joint
stock’. The Cely brothers after their father’s death formed such a partner-
ship. As elsewhere in Europe, vessels were often owned by several share-
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holders, but chartered to one master who assumed command and respon-
sibility for actual operation.

In contrast to Italy, where the civilians developed a body of doctrine
designed to differentate between the partnership and other forms of con-
tract, clear legal and terminological distinctions failed to emerge in
England, probably because of the pragmatic character of English law. In
most cases, the only remedies available at common law were the action
of debt and the action of account, by which a creditor could sue a deb-
tor for not rendering account of the money or the goods entrusted to the
latter’s care. With reference to mutual parterships, the English law did,
however, recognize at an carly date that merchants trading together
were jointly and severally liable for common debts.

In the fifteenth century, the English may have known about marine
insurance, but they found no need to insure on short cross-Channel trips.
Double-entry book-keeping was probably introduced prior to 1543, the
date of Hugh Oldcastle’s text-book, the first on the art of book-keeping
after the Italian manner; but it is doubtful whether the English had made
any effort before 1500 to master this art, although it was assiduously prac-
tised in the counting-houses of Lombard Street. Around 1450, the
English merchants were beginning to make extensive use of the bill of
exchange, whether in the form of a draft or a promise to pay; but they
still preferred bonds or obligations and more informal bills of debt
which, beyond the seas, circulated from hand to hand without formality.
In England itself, the position of the bearer was still uncertain at com-
mon law, although the mercantile courts were more willing to provide
a remedy. The Italian merchant-bankers adapted themselves to English
practice, and the ledger of the firm Filippo Borromeo & Co. in London
(1436—9) shows that they made advances on bills obligatory payable to a
certain person ‘or the bearer thereof’, which was contrary to Italian
usage.

The English trade owes its originality less to the retarded adoption of
Italian business procedures than to a set of unique institutions, which pro-
tected it very effectively against the inroads of foreign competition. This
was especially true of the export trade, which was to alarge extent con-
trolled by native merchants, whereas the Italians seem to have retained
their hold on the importation of spices, merceries and other products.
Their control was, however, by no means absolute, and the London
mercers and grocers frequented Bruges in order to replenish their stocks.
Nevertheless, by and large, the export and the import trades were in
different hands. This situation still prevailed in the sixteenth century,
with the result that, in the money market, the English merchants were
usually takers or sellers of bills in Lombard Street, but deliverers or buy-
ers of bills in the Low Countries, where, after collecting the proceeds of
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their exports, they had funds to transmit to London. The Cely papers
(1475-88) give evidence to the same effect: they are full of complaints
about the harm done to the Staplers, or wool exporters, by the rise of the
English noble. This was quite natural; since they had money coming to
them on the continent, the rising exchange was disadvantageous to
them because they received less in English currency for the same amount
of Flemish money.

Besides the divorce of import and export trade, an important char-
acteristic of English commerce during the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies was that it was confined to the Channel and the Bay of Biscay.
Consequently, only short distances were involved. Although one of the
two trading companies called itself the Merchant Adventurers, the ad-
venture, if any, was not very great. Moreover, the current of trade fol-
lowed well-known channels, so that an experienced merchant did not
run undue risks.

Another distinctive feature of English trade was that it was strictly
regulated by the trading companies. Although each member traded on
his own, he had to comply with the regulations which tended to lessen
considerably the degree of competition by price-fixing, quotas and allot-
ment of shipping space. In the fifteenth century, the trading companies
were two: the Fellowship of the Staple and the Merchant Adventurers.
They specialized respectively in the exportation of wool and of cloth, the
two principal articles of export. As the exports of wool were steadily
falling and those of manufactured cloths steadily rising, the Merchant
Adventurers were inevitably gaining ground to the detriment of the
Company of the Staple.

To complete the sketch, it should be added that, for fiscal and political
reasons, the trading companies reccived the strong support of the English
government. Home staples for wool tended to cut out the English from
the carrying trade, but staples abroad had the opposite effect of eliminat-
ing the foreigner and of placing the carrying trade under the exclusive
control of the Staple Company.

Although the means were different, the English government in its
economic policy pursued more or less the same objective as the Italian re-
publics or the Hanseatic League. In the Middle Ages, the aim was always
to gain control of the carrying trade and to secure and retain a privileged
position. According to circumstances, this aim was achieved by superior
business organization, by force or by a combination of both.
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CHAPTER 111
Markets and Fairs

L. Early Fairs and Markets

It is no longer possible nowadays to take the view that the Germanic
invasions put an end to the commercial life which still characterized the
last centuries of the Roman Empire. The new states which arose on all
sides upon the ruins of Romania were still the scene of telatively inten-
sive trading operations. Foreigners as well as natives took part in this
economic activity. Among the former the Syrians especially attract at-
tention. They were already to be found everywhere during the Imperial
period: from Egypt to the Danube, from Spain to England. M. P.
Charlesworth, among others, has fully demonstrated this point. In the
fifth century Salvianus speaks of the negociatorum. et Syricorum omnium
turbas quae majorem ferme civitatum universarum partem occupant. These
‘Syrians’ are, however, at Jeast in part, Greeks, and in their ranks should
no doubt be included those Greek merchants of Orléans mentioned by
Gregory of Tours who received a visiting Merovingian sovereign to their
town with songs.

In the Midi towns especially the population was a cosmopolitan one.
At Narbonne, in 589, it comprised Goths, Romans, Jews, Greeks and
Syrians; certainly these three last groups lived primarily by trade. The
Jews, who were numerous throughout Gaul and in Spain, were fre-
quently forbidden to possess and to traffic in Christian slaves, a fact which
is proof that they did play an important role in this trade.

Port organization continued to follow the Roman pattern, witness the
catabolus or cataplus of Marseilles found in Gregory of Tours and in a
document of Clovis Il dated 692. Further evidence is to be found in the
thelonearii who welcomed to Visigothic Spain the transmarini negociatores.
There existed, however, between the institution of the cataplus and the
markets and fairs a connection which, so far as I am aware, has not yet
been noticed. Does not Sidonius Apollinaris speak of a merchant who
catapli . . . nundinas adit, and does not a Spanish council in 693 make pro-
visions for a Jew who at catablum pro quibuslibet negotiis peragendis accedat?
Ifthese items are taken together, the logical deduction is that there existed
markets or even fairs (nundinae) in the principal ports of Merovingian
Gaul and Visigothic Spain. Trade there must have been subjected to a
fairly strict control on the part of the royal agents who superintended the
customs store-rooms, which were a kind of bonded warehouse, some-
what analogous to the Byzantine &mwoffikn Tév PaciAkév Koppepkicv.

In the markets of the maritie towns trade was most probably under-
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taken both by foreign and by native merchants, the former assuming pri-
marily the function of importers. In conjunction with the native mer-
chants they then distributed the goods among the towns of the interior.
Some of these latter certainly possessed markets. In Provence the curator
civitatis and the defensor civitatis were responsible for the supervision of the
market. Further north, however, itis possible that transactions took place
rather in the shops of the trading quarters. We know through Gregory of
Tours that such a quarter existed in Merovingian Paris. As for the fairs,
these existed at Rodez and in other southern towns from the middle of
the seventh century onwards. That at St Denis near Paris seems to date
from ¢. 635.

Mentions of both markets and fairs are, however, rare. In Spain none
are explicit in the Visigothic period. It would be rash nevertheless to de-
duce therefrom that the various fairs and markets indicated in the texts
were lacking in importance. That is certainly not true in the case of the St
Denis fair, instituted by Dagobert L. It was this kmg who, in 634 or 635,
gave up the tolls and revenues of all kinds accruing from this fair and
ceded them to the Basilica of St Denis, thus providing the oldest known
example of such a favour. A judgment of Childebert IIl in 709 attests the
‘international’ importance of the fair. It mentions illo teleneu, quicquid de
omnes neguciantes aut Saxonis vel quascumquelibet nacionis ad ipsa sancta

fistivetate domni Dionisii ad illo marcado advenientes. The shortage of in-
formation about the goods sold at this time does not mean that the fair
was not already at this period a notable source of revenue for the abbey.

The portus found in Merovingian texts must also have been the scene of
commercial transactions, if one is to judge by the official document of
Sigbert IIT dated 652, according to which negotiantium commertia are ob-
viously being practised there. The reference here is to Champtoceaux on
the Loire and to Port-St Pére on the Tenu, a left tributary of this river not
far from its mouth. Tolls in these places arc granted to the abbey of
Stavelot-Malmédy, as well as authority over their inhabitants and de-
fenders.

In the Carolingian period markets are very numerous. They existed
in each civitas, in many townships and on the domains of many abbeys.
As for fairs, scarcely any others than those of St Denis are known.

Alongside the fair dating from the Merovingian period, a St Mathias
fair, held in February, begins to emerge at this time at St Denis: it is cer-
tainly not earlier than 775. However, the old fair—which, we know, was
held in October—must have been the more prosperous. A document of
Pepin the Short dated 753 speaks of foreigners visiting there ad negocian-
dum vel necocia plurima exercendum et vina comparandum. In 814 Louis the
Pious granted exemption from the tolls to all wagons, ships and other ve-
hicles bringing to the fair wine, honey and various other kinds of mer-
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chandise. Some information is therefore available as to what was sold at
St Denis. Moreover, we learn, too, that under Louis the Pious permanent
local trade was not suspended during the fairs, contrary to what is often
to be observed at later periods. What is more, merchants visiting the fair
could undertake business outside the field in which the fair was held.
L. Levillain, to whom we owe a penetrating study of economic activity
at St Denis, was of the opinion that the October fair, by reason of the sea-
son of the year in which it was held, was primarily a market for wine and
honey intended for the regions lying further to the north which had no
vineyards and apiculture. He thought, too, that Anglo-Saxon and Frisian
wools and cloths were probably sold there, but that is not proved by the
texts. All we know with certainty is that St Denis was a great annual mar-
ket for agricultural produce.

Under the Carolingians, many markets, and the dues thereto attach-
ing, were granted to the Church. Thus, by a document of 869, Charles
the Bald assigned to the monastery of St Bénigne at Dijon burgum quoque,
mercatum et districtum. At Noyon, in 901, mention is even made of an an-
nual market belonging to the bishop. The same applies to Italy as to
France. In 869 Arnold of Carinthia granted to the monastery of St Sixtus
at Piacenza jurisdiction over the market. This situation continued in the
tenth century asis shown, for example, by an act of Otto Iin favour of the
cathedral of Asti. These markets were, until the tenth century, weekly
and not daily markets. Fairs were rare and no doubt of short duration.
One example has been found at Noyon; and another, and older one, at
Flavigny, may be quoted from a document of Lothair dated 841 in which
is mentioned a forum venalium rerum tam anniversarium quamgque hebdoma-
darium. Consequently there was at Flavigny both a weekly market and
an annual market, and therefore a fair. One may ask whether this docu-
ment does not provide the key to what was, in fact, the character of the
majority of these Carolingian ‘fairs’, that is to say, simply rather more
important markets coinciding with the festival of the local saint (anni-
versarium). If by this time at St Denis—the only fair of importance whose
activity is to some extent known—trade in agricultural productsis visibly
predominant, why should not the same be true of the few annual
markets, undoubtedly of far less importance, encountered in the texts?

It is indeed true that in the Carolingian period there were places in
which major trade operations were carried on. For example, those fron-
tier markets indispensable for transactions with neighbouring countries
which are mentioned in the capitulary of Thionville dated 805 : Bardo-
wiek, Schesel near to Celle, Magdeburg, Erfurt, Halazstadt near Bam-~
berg, Forchheim, Pfreimt, Ratisbon and Lorch. But none the less Caro-
lingian Germany did not possess, in addition to these commercial centres
which were primarily dependent on the trade with the Slav and Avar
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regions, more than six internal markets, of which only two (Korvey and
Herfort) were located in the north of the country. The places known
with some certainty to have regularly sheltered a2 merchant population
are generally—at least in north-western Europe—ports and not places
located in the interior. This is the case at Quentowic and Duurstede, as
well as at Birten, Hamburg, Birka and Bremen.

There were, however, regions which were an exception to this rule, in
particular the valleys of the Rhine, Meuse and Scheldt, which were stimu-
lated by the trading activities of the Frisians and, less directly, of the
Scandinavians. In the course of the ninth century there grew up com-
mercial centres known as portus or vicus. Thisis the case at Mainz, Worms,
Maastricht, Namur, Valenciennes, Tournai and Ghent. These centres,
however, were generally ruined by the Norse invasions. Everything had
therefore to be started afresh in the tenth century, a period distinguished
by a general resumption of trade.

In northern Germany alone, so little favoured under the Carolingians,
twenty-nine markets are known in the Ottonian period. In those regions
where, in the previous century, portus had grown up, the latter took on a
new lease of life. At Ghent, for example, a second portus was established
on both banks of the Lys, at the foot of the comital castrum. By 1000 this
portus was already the centre of an important trade. The existence of a St
Bavon’s fair (1 October) is attested there from 1013 and it is likely that it
dated from much earlier. The original market lay directly in front of the
bridge which was the exit from the count’s castrum. Starting from the
market, a main street ran right across the portus, which was bounded by
the Lys and the Scheldt. This street threw off alleys, at the end of which
new markets successively appeared, the Friday market and the grain mar-
ket. This development, which is earlier than the twelfth century, already
reveals the existence of whatis, in fact, a real urban market organization.

It is obvious that the old portus—even in regions as developed as the
valley of the Scheldt—did not all afford the possibility of a development
of a system of urban markets. Thus the portus of Eename disappeared by
the middle of the eleventh century. This very fact hasallowed an archaeo-
logical investigation to be made. It is known that at the end of the tenth
century or at the beginning of the eleventh a navigium—no doubt a
wharf—existed there, as well as a market where tolls were levied. The
centre must have been a fairly large one for as many churches are found at
Eename as at Ghent, but between 1044 and 1063 the portus was destroyed,
and it was Oudenaarde which then took over the role of commercial
centre for the region.

We have already seen that at Ghent the oldest market was set up near
the pre-urban nucleus, the comital castrum. Similar cases are to be found
elsewhere. The market or forum is the essential element of the portus, bur-
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gusor suburbium which grew up beside the primitive nucleus. At Cologne,
for example, the market of the Rheinvorstadt, set up in the tenth century,
was situated in front of one of the approaches to the fortified civitas. This
Alter Markt originally formed with the Heumarkt, a haymarket, a single
large market place. At Basle and at Bonn similar situations existed at the
same period, and the same applies to Namur, from the tenth century on-
wards, to Li¢ge, Bruges, Douai, Ypres at the same period, to Brussels,
Louvain, Antwerp in the following century. The same phenomenon is
found at Middelburg in Zeeland before the end of the eleventh century,
at Utrecht from the tenth century. At Paris, in the tenth century, the
merchant quarter lay on the right bank of the Seine, and backed on to the
Ile de la Cité, the walled episcopal civitas. It is there, too, that the oldest
market was located. In Champagne, at Troyes, one of the centres of the
celebrated fairs, the site of the oldest market was not far from one of the
gates of the civitas. At Provins, the old market was less than 100 metres
from the entrance to the count’s castle.

There arealso cases where the market developed further away from the
primitive nucleus. At Dijon, in the eleventh century, two burgi grew up,
one around the fortified abbey of St Bénigne, the other to the north of
the castrum. The market of this second burgus lay in the twelfth century
near to one of the gates of the castrum, but it shifted later towards the out-
skirts. At Etampes, along the Paris-Orléans highway, Louis VI founded,
in 1123, a forum novum half~way between the royal castrum and an old
domanial village.

Itis not only between the Loire and the Rhine, the classical region for
towns owing their birth to trade, that origins similar to those just des-
cribed can be postulated for the town markets. In Spain, at Ledn, there
existed in the tenth century a suburbium outside the town wall, and it was
there that the market enjoying royal protection (mercato de rege) was lo-
cated. By the beginning of the eleventh century permanent shops alteady
existed on this market site. Yet the market itself was a weekly one, held
on Wednesdays. The main sales were of agricultural produce, but tools
and utensils of all kinds were also sold. So far the parallel with the situa-
tions found in the northern regions is complete. The analogy is less com-
plete, however, if one examines the provenance of the articles sold in the
Ledn market. Meat came from the neighbouring township of Macel-
larios, where there was a large number of butchers, a fact to which it
owes its name. The inhabitants of Grullarios sent cranes, a delicacy much
in demand at this period; those of Tornarios sold dishes and earthenware
jars; those of Rotarios wheels for agricultural transport. The inhabitants
of Sejambre were nearly all cartwrights; those of Arbolio made water-
skins and those of Toletanos worked in leather. All these craftsmen fed
the urban market. The outlet for the market must, moreover, have been
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more or less adequate. In fact, the Leén market not only attracted the
town inhabitants, but must also have found a clientele among the
numerous small monasteries of the neighbourhood and even, for certain
articles, among the inhabitants of the rural estates. Yet this market was
not an exclusively local, or even regional, one. From the borders of
Portugal came Toro wine and Zamora oil. Salt from the Castilian salt-
pans and Asturian cider also found their way there. There were, in ad-
dition, several shops intra muros and it does seem that in those shops were
sold especially rich fabrics imported from Byzantium and—in greater
quantity obviously—from Moslem Spain.

A similar situation, though less well defined and at a somewhat later
date, can be seen in other towns of the Iberian peninsula, both in the
different Spanish kingdoms and in Portugal. The same may also be true
of the French Midji, but in both cases information is at present lacking. By
and large, the same causes—that is to say, the resumption of long-distance
trade—must have produced the same results everywhere. The only
differences are those of time and degree.

The urban markets evidently changed their character at the same time
as the towns they had helped to create. Asa result of recent research even
the details of the topographical development can be traced in some cases.
An extremely careful and ingenious study has been devoted to the market
of one particularly important commercial town, Liibeck. Its author, F.
Roérig, has examined the difficult question of privately owned land lying
within the market boundaries. By studying the Oberstadtbsicher, in which
property transfers were recorded in chronological order, he has shown
that Rietschel’s theory that the market is normally situated on ground be-
longing to the seignorial landlord is not confirmed in the case of Liibeck.
Originally the built-up land was in the hands of the oldest patrician fami-
lies, from whose ranks the town council sprang, either as private pro-
perty or, less commonly, as collective property. It was the latter which
later, about 1200, constituted the first municipal lands.

The well-known theory of the Marktzwang, formerly developed by
Keutgen, and according to which there existed in the medieval towns a
general obligation to sell in the market, can scarcely be applicable to any
but the oldest towns, for, in the case of twelfth-century foundations like
Liibeck, no such obligation is confirmed. In these towns only the bakers
and the butchers were expressly required to sell in the market.

Originally intended for the sale, and, in some measure, for the produc-
tion, of goods, the market at Liibeck gradually changed its character by
reason of the fact that the shops there began to be used also as residences.
The exceedingly large number of inhabitants burst the bounds of the old
organization about 1300.

It would obviously be erroneous to imagine that the outlines of market
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development observable in an important town like Liibeck are applicable
in toto to the market of any other town in west and central or southern
Europe. In certain parts of Spain there were markets which were held
only fortnightly or even monthly. Itis quite certain that small markets of

is type had but few characteristics in common with the one just dis-
cussed. Nevertheless, generally speaking, the evolution towards per-
manent trade occurred at an early date in Spain. Already in 1117 the
fuero of Ucles mentions a daily market. The Arabic name of azogue given
to similar markets proves Moslem influence here. At Guimaries in
Portugal there was even a royal azogue and another for the town. In the
Iberian peninsula also the existence of specialized markets is attested, such
as the fangas of Portugal where cereals especially were sold. Yetin spite of
these evident signs of the development of market activity in these regions,
it is certain that it was practically only in the maritime regions of
Catalonia and the eastern seaboard that in Spain the town markets had
evolved as far as those of north-western Europe or Italy. It must not
be forgotten, however, that studies of these countries, and even of the
Midi of France and Italy, are far less numerous and far less extensive
than those devoted to the markets of the northern countries. There is no
doubt that many peculiarities would largely be reduced to analogies by
more detailed research.

While the first town markets were developing, the fairs, too, were
multiplying everywhere. At St Denis, near Paris—which already had
fairs in the Merovingian and Carolingian periods—a new fair emerged
in the eleventh century as a result of the resumption of trade. This was the
Lendit fair held in June, although the St Denis fair itself opened on
9 October.

The name Lendit derives from the custom of announcing (indicere) the
institution of a religious festival. The word indictum (endit) serves to desig-
nate the festival itself. The institution of an endit had as a corollary the
institution of a market, also called indictum. Soon the term Lendit indi-
cated alternatively the whole plain of St Denis or the part reserved for the
fair. Before the eleventh century there is no mention of this fair, a fact
which, like the date at which it was held, proves that it is quite distinct
from the commercial assemblies of earlier times. Towards the middle of
the eleventh century the abbey of St Denis obtained royal authorization
to establish in the township of St Denis a fair beginning on the second
Wednesday in June and lasting until St John’s Eve. A second fair was in-
stituted by Louis VI between 1109 and 1112 in the plain of St Denis, but
it lasted only for three days. This was the outer Lendit, granted to the ab-
bey in 1124. The two Lendit fairs co-existed until 1213, and, at this time,
were of the same duration. After 1213 the two fairs gradually merged
into a single fair, the ‘Lendit of the plain of St Denis’.
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From the eleventh century, too, dates our first really detailed informa-
tion about the Flanders fairs. In this region, destined to be the scene of in-
tensive commercial and industrial activity, the oldest fairs are those of St
Omer, Douai and Ghent. That of Torhout is mentioned from 1084 on-
wards and those of Ypres and Lille from 1127. Messines, too, quickly
became the site of a fair of some importance. Lille, Messines, Ypres and
Torhout, all lying to the west of the Scheldt, formed a kind of com-
mercial axis pointing towards Bruges. The places where fairs were es-
tablished were generally the seats of fairly important ecclesiastical in-
stitutions and sometimes of a comital castrum.

The case of Messines has been closely studied and deserves a brief con-
sideration. The fair held in this place was older than the abbey. In 1159
an extension of four days brought its total duration to nineteen days. The
fair was then held on the forum or market of the community and was also
located in the cemetery. The development of this market during the
second half of the twelfth century can be tentatively traced. Houses and
shops (stalli) appeared. In the thirteenth century a second and more ex-
tensive forum was set up outside the walls. The cemetery at this time no
longer served as a market. The old forum specialized and was henceforth
reserved for wool. The hospicium and the domus canonicorum were used as
a warehouse and hostelry for the merchants.

At Messines, some towns apparently paid the tollsand market and stall-
age dues at lower rates. These towns were Furnes, Dixmunde, Aarden-
burg, Oostburg, Oudenburg, Gravelines, Ypres, Ghentand Oudenaarde,
all of them Flemish localities with which obviously the most frequent
connections existed. No doubt their merchants came primarily to Mes~
sines to buy wool. Wool, in fact, seems to have been the most common
merchandise at Messines. This traffic, however, did not give rise to a cloth
trade of any importance at Messines. The place remained a small abbey
town and, although it had a certain permanent trade and industry, no
mention is found abroad of Messines cloth or even of Messines mer-
chants. Moreover, it did not have a covered market until 1445 at a time
long after the decline of the fair had set in.

II. The Fairs of Champagne and Flanders

A fair like that of Messines, considered by itself, is not of very great
international importance when compared with the cycles of associated
fairs which grew up from the twelfth century onwards in certain regions,
notably in Flanders and above all in Champagne. It is hardly necessary to
repeat that these associated fairs were the centres of what has been called
the ‘world’ economy of the Middle Ages.

Continuous information about the Champagne fairs is available from
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1114 onwards, although these fairs themselves are considerably older. It
is, however, in the thirteenth century that these commercial assemblies
assumed their classical and characteristic aspect. The six fairs which form-
ed the now traditional cycle were held in four towns of the counties of
Champagne and Brie. Two were held at Troyes, the summer fair at
Troyes itself and the winter fair in the suburb of Troieces, the Tresetto of
the Italians. Two others were held at Provins in Brie, the May fair in the
upper town, the autumn fair in the lower town. One took place at Lagny,
not far from Paris, another at Bar-sur-Aube. They attracted visitors from
all parts. All the regions of France sent their merchantsthere, as did north-
ern and central Italy, Flanders, Hainault, Brabant, Spain,England, Ger-
many, Switzerland and Savoy. Goods were of the utmost variety : cloths
and woollens from Flanders and northern France; silks imported from
Lucca; leather from Spain, Pisa, Africa and Provence; furs from Ger-
many; linens from Champagne and Germany. It was the Italians above
all who imported what are called avoirs-de-poids: spices, wax, sugar,
alum, lacquer, dye-woods. There are also several mentions of cotton;
also of grain, wines and horses, used in large numbers for transport.

The trade which surpassed all others, however, was the cloth trade. A
commercial organization like the ‘hanse’ of the seventeen towns, uniting
cloth-producing towns of the Low Countries and northern France, could
not sell its cloth except at the Champagne fairs. This region, however,
was itself a cloth-producer and Provins was an important cloth centre in
the thirteenth century.

The lords of the fairs were at first the counts of Champagne, and later
the kings of France. They derived considerable revenues from the fairs:
taxes on the residences and stalls of the merchants, entry and exit tolls,
levies on sales and purchases, dues upon weights and measures, justice and
safe-~conduct charges upon the Italians and Jews. The chief officers at-
tached to the fairs were the wardens of the fair who were responsible for
order and justice and controlled the fair seal, at least until 1318 when a
chancellor or keeper of the fair seal was appointed. Under them were the
wardens’ lieutenants or clerks, together with sergeants-at-arms to main-
tain order. It should not be forgotten that, conjointly with the special
jurisdiction set up for the fairs, the town magistrature and the local ec-
clesiastical dignitaries also exercised a certain authority over the mer-
chants and their transactions. The court of the fair wardens was, however,
atribunal of capital importance as can be seen especially by the number of
sergeants it employed. In 1317 there were no less than 140, although the
Chatelet of Paris, about this time, had no more than 150. There were
sixty notaries at the Chitelet and forty at the fairs.

If we had the notarial deeds, we should have at our disposal a docu-
mentation so rich and accurate that it would leave nothing to be desired.
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The numerous acts and notarial registers lodged in the archives of south-
ern Europe can help in some measure to fill this lacuna, but they offer
only a somewhat unilateral documentation and one necessarily limited as
to area. They give, however, an idea of the nature of the notarial docu-
ments drawn up at the fairs, for a proportion of the notaries operating
there came in fact from the Midi in the company of the businessmen,
and above all of the Italians.

The notaries worked under the orders of the lieutenants of the fair
wardens. Soon the minutes recorded in their registers served as enrol-
ments of deeds, the deed given to the parties being no longer anything
more than a copy. It is certain therefore that there existed at the Cham-
pagne fairs a real records department. At first sight it is perhaps surprising
that these records have disappeared, since the fairs continued up to the
French Revolution. It is true that economically—and this had been the
case for a long time—they no longer had any importance. The adminis-
tration had been simplified in the course of time and it is this no doubt
that explains the disappearance of their archives.

A meagre fragment has recently been found: a leaf from a register of
the Troyes summer fair of 1296. Drawn up by an Italian notary, it con-
tains fifteen deeds mentioning merchants from Piacenza, Genoa, Milan,
Asti, Como, Savona, Florence, as well as from Montpellier, Narbonne,
Avignon, Carpentras and St Flour. These deeds are concerned with ex-
change transactions as well as with sales of cloths and horses. Seven of the
fifteen are letters by which a carrier undertakes to convey to their destina-
tion within a prescribed time consignments of merchandise. Similar
way-bills for the passage from Marseilles to the Champagne fairs were
already known through the famous notes of Amalric, edited by L.
Blanchard. The carriers sometimes dispatched several convoys at once.
These had to follow the ‘directking’s road’ in order to enjoy the fair safe-
conduct. For the Troyes—Montpellier journey 23 days were allowed at
a rate of 32 kilometres per day. Via the Alps, as far as Alba, a convoy
would take 30 days at a rate of 24 kilometres per day. Thisis a speed com-
parable to that of modern European transport before the advent of the
railways.

Italian merchants were particularly numerous at the Champagne fairs.
Asearly as 1209 Philip Augustus promised all merchants, and particularly
the Italians, who visited the fairs of the countess of Champagne, a safe-
conduct and three months’ grace to leave the country if at any time he
withdrew his protection. In 1222 the count of Champagne took the Sien-
ese under his protection and allowed them to undertake banking trans-
actions, except for loans at weekly interest. In 1245 he exempted the
Roman, Tuscan, Lombard and Provengal merchants from the jurisdic-
tion of the fair wardens and granted them the right of their own justice.
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This privilege was confirmed by Philip the Fair in 1294 and 1295. The
universitas of the Italians dates from 1278. It was under the jurisdiction of
a capitaneus or rector. In 1294 Lanzalotto Cucherla of Piacenza, capitaneus
et rector universitatis mercatorum Italiae nundinas Campaniae ac regnum
Franciae frequentantium, and an assembly of merchants from Florence,
Genoa, Rome, Urbino, Pistoia, Parma, Como, Piacenza, Milan, Venice,
Asti and Alba held at Lagny approved an agreement signed between the
delegates of many other Italian towns and the count of Salins. This agree-
ment dealt with the routes to be followed, the passage and the tolls be-
tween Geneva and Troyes.

These documents are in themselves sufficient to prove the extent of the
commercial relations existing between the Champagne fairs and Italy,
but unlimited additional evidence is to be found in the notarial acts of the
latter country itself. Italians, in fact, conclude a great number of agree-
ments in connection with Champagne, especially acts of commendaand
deeds of partnership involving a number of participants. An impressive
series of acts is available for Genoa which, from about 1250 onwards, had
become a kind of financial ante-room to the fairs, where merchants from
Lucca, Siena, Piacenza, Parma, Milan, Florence awaited those from
Bologna and Pistoia. There these merchants could raise the necessary
capital through bills of exchange and credit purchases. In 1304 Genoese
merchants alone were granted loans for at least 13,537 Genoese lire, and
yet the fairs at this time were already on the decline.

Another effective method of ascertaining the activity of the Cham-
pagne fairs—and one which has not yet been sufficiently utilized—would
be through a study, in the greatest detail, of the most important tolls
levied on the crossings leading to the fairs. The most important for such a
study would be Villeneuve near to Chillon on the Lake of Geneva for the
road to Italy, and Bapaume in Artois for the Flanders traffic.

The latter was extremely important. It was in fact through the Cham-
pagne fairs in the thirteenth century—before the development of sea
traffic between the North Sea and the Mediterranean—that the greater
part of the output of the mostimportantindustry of the time, the Flemish
cloth trade, flowed. It may even be said that the recession in this cloth
trade in the fourteenth century, together with more general causes due
to the combination of economic and political circumstances, was one of
the main reasons for the final commercial decline of the Champagne
fairs.

The picture here drawn of the Champagne fairs reflects the somewhat
static general view which has prevailed until recently. Recent research,
however, allows the evolution of the Champagne fairs to be set within
that of the economy of western Europe, a fundamental approach which
had hitherto been far too neglected. It has been generally thought

K
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possible to utilize, even for the twelfth century, information supplied by
documents such as the Coutusmes, style et usages which go back only to the
end of the fourteenth century, a period at which the fairs no longer have
any real economic importance. Even the Priviléges et coutumes des foires,
much shorter, but dating from the end of the thirteenth century, are of
no use for the period of origins.

If one follows R. H. Bautier in the study of the oldest documents, one
sees that at the time of the appearance of the fairs of Troyes, Provins, Bar-
sur-Aube and Lagny, other Champagne towns also had fairs which did
not enjoy the same success. Contrary to some opinions, it was not the
road system which determined the localization of the fairs which did
‘succeed’. Even the fact that some fair towns had cloth factories was nota
determining factor, since these industries were too recent or, alternatively,
had remained of secondary importance. On the other hand, although it
is the meeting in Champagne of Flemish and Italian merchants which
ensured the success of the fairs, it should be noted also that the cloth trade
of Flanders and of northern France was, in Italy, and particularly in
Genoa, in the hands of merchants from northern Europe until about the
end of the twelfth century. At Milan the first mention of merchants go-
ing to the fairs to acquire cloths and wool is in 1172. Genoa obtained in
1190 a privilege from Duke Hugh III of Burgundy allowing its merch-
ants to go to the fairs under the same conditions as the merchants of Asti.
The Burgundian toll-houses by which they passed were located at
Chalon-sur-Sadne, Chitillon, Chagny and Dijon.

In fact, the Champagne fairs existed before the arrival of the Italian
merchants, but were at that time purely local or regional markets. Nun-
dinae at Troyes are even mentioned by Sidonius Apollinaris. At the be-
ginning of the twelfth century the Champagne fairs were still agri-
cultural markets. In 1114, the oldest document relating to the fair of Bar-
sur-Aube mentions only horses and other animals.

The growing importance of these markets in the twelfth century was
no doubt due to the growth of the regional population whose needs were
thus increased. It was in 1137 that, for the first time, it is recorded at Pro-
vins that the homines de Arras et de Flandria could lodge outside the fair
limits, which had now become too confined. From 1148 money-chang-
ers from Vézelay are mentioned, in 1164 cloth manufacturers from Hes-
din and merchants from Eu. In 1175 mercers selling at the Provins fairs
included men from Rheims, Paris, Rouen, Etampes and Limoges.

It was the institution of a regular cycle which ensured the predomin-
ance of the fairs of Troyes, Provins, Lagny and Bar-sur-Aube. From
1191 this system was in operation, as is attested by the acts of the Genoese
notary, Guglielmo Cassinese (1190-2), studied by R. L. Reynolds. The
choice of fairs participating in the cycle seems to have been made by the
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count of Champagne. He interested the ecclesiastical institutions, the sole
possessors of large-scale capital in Champagne, in the fairs, and they in
return began the construction of lodging quarters for the merchants.

The safe-conduct system and the fair wardens, both comital institu-
tions, likewise contributed to the development of the fairs. From the
middle of the twelfth century onwards the safe~conduct is not without
effect outside the county itself. In 1209, as we have seen, the king of
France added his own royal safe-conduct. The wardens are attested from
1174 but more than a century was to elapse before they acquired the
higher jurisdiction which characterized them at the end of the thirteenth
century. It is only in 1247 that mention is made of the official seal, the
sigillum nundinarum Campanie. It is not until after 1260 that contracts
bearing the wardens’ seal occur in quantity, and it is about the same time
that the notarial contracts drawn up at the fair by the Italian notaries in~
crease in number. The latter, in fact, in order to be operative in France,
had to be inscribed on the registers of the fairs under the wardens’ juris-
diction. There is thus a connection between the two facts.

During the first half of the thirteenth century the wardens of the fairs
only entertained suits arising from the market regulations and from in-~
fringements of those regulations. Up to then, the role of the count and
of the ecclesiastical jurisdictions was the more important. In 1260, how-
ever, the wardens themselves pronounced sentence of exclusion from
the fairs and this exclusion extended to the compatriots of the defaulters
if the judicial authorities of their own town or seigniory did not compel
them to fulfil their obligations.

The surviving series of wardens’ letters is a priceless source of informa-
tion. They are really continuous from 1274 onwards. The wardens there-
after claim a jurisdiction allowing them to ensure everywhere the execu-
tion of agreements concluded at the fair. No doubt the fact that the king
of France controlled Champagne from now on was not without rele-
vance to this innovation.

About the same time the merchant communities organized themselves.
By the middle of the thirteenth century the Italians had already set up per-
manent consulates. That of the Sienese, mentioned in 1246, is the oldest.
The consuls exercised their authority over their fellow~citizens attending
the fair, but they represented also the government of their city vis-d-vis
foreign rulers and justices. They presided over the assemblies of merch-
ants from their town who took part in the fairs, adjudicated on their
differences and represented their interests at law before count or king, at
the Parlement or at the fair court. In the second half of the thirteenth cen-
tury the following Italian towns were represented by consuls: Alba, Asti,
Bologna, Como, Florence, Genoa, Lucca, Milan, Orvieto, Parma,
Pistoia, Piacenza, Rome, Siena and Venice. These consuls generally
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exercised their jurisdiction also throughout the remainder of the king-
dom of France. On the other hand, a consul of the cordwain merchants
of Lérida seems to have had a somewhat different character, although the
diploma of 1259 emanating from James I of Aragon, which mentions
him, alludes also to the Barcelona and Montpellier consuls, who no doubt
resembled more closely those of the Italian towns.

The ‘hanse’ of the seventeen towns which associated the towns of
Flanders, Champagne, Picardy, Hainault and Ponthieu selling cloths at
fairs appears about 1230. It was not, in fact, a ‘hanse’ in the proper sense,
although this name is given to it by historians. It held meetings but did
not admit either a head or elections. In short, it is simply an organization
encouraging a certain solidarity among towns having a cloth industry of
a corporative character; it is an organization which continued, after the
decline of the fairs, down to the seventeenth century.

Besides the Italian universitas, already mentioned, there was another for
the Provengaux. The Italian captains (capitanei) regularly assembled the
Italian consuls and merchants. Occasionally there were two captains, one
for Champagne, the other for Beaucaire and Nimes. In 1281 the universi-
tas of Nimes comprised, besides the captain, a chamberlain or treasurer, a
juror and an usher. The election of the captain seems to have been made
annually. Any dissension among the consuls of the towns seems to have
been settled by majority vote.

Unlike the Italian capitanei, those of the Provengaux and Languedocians
were not elected by the consuls of the cities but chosen by the Council of
Montpellier from among the notables of that town. In 1290 the captain
and consul of Montpellier exercised his jurisdiction over the merchants
of Narbonne, Figeac, Aurillac, St Flour, Combes, St Tibéri, St Guilhem-
du-Désert, Béziers and Sommiéres in addition to those of his own town.

The character of the fairs changed between the twelfth and fourteenth
centuries. At the end of the twelfth century and during the first half of the
thirteenth, the Champagne fairs were indeed the centre of the inter-
national commercial activity of the western world. It was there that the
Italians acquired the northern cloths, the essential industrial product of
the Middle Ages, for subsequent distribution throughout the whole
Mediterranean world. This trade stimulated an extensive movement of
foreign exchange between the fairs and their distant outlets. It is this fact
which explains why, from the middle of the thirteenth century onwards,
money-changing begins to take precedence over trade.

By 1262 the letters of the Tolomei of Siena provide evidence of this
transformation which has usually been held to be a later development.
The Tolomei in France obtained at the fairs the necessary funds for their
purchases of cloth by means of advances, loans, exchanges made by their
Italian head office. For purchases at a fair the agent went north at the time
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of the preceding fair and the Tolomei funds he employed were consider-
ed as an advance, his account being debited with the interest on this sum
from one fair to another. The Del Bene of Florence in. 1320, or, even
earlier, the Sienese in 1294, operated a similar system but with the major
difference that the cloths were no longer dispatched from the fairs, but
from Paris. In any case, from this time onwards the fairs began to lose
much of their truly commercial importance, although it was at this pre-
cise moment that the German merchants began to take an increasing part
in them. The chief function of the fairs now became the regulation of
the capital market. Currency and bill quotations at the fairs, which
quickly became known outside through the fair couriers, became a fac-
tor in international speculation. In fact, the financial system of the Lyons
fairs in the fifteenth century, the Besangon fairs in the sixteenth and
those of Piacenza up to the seventeenth, was already heralded in Cham-~
pagne by the end of the thirteenth century.

There is no agreement yet upon the date at which the decline of the
fairs is properly to be placed norupon the causes of thatdecline. If, how-
ever, the fairs are considered from the point of view of their commercial
character, it seems that a recession set in from about 1260; but as financial
markets they still enjoyed a considerable boom and this prosperity con-
tinued until about 1320. After this date, their decline was pronounced
and the last important group of Italians, that of Piacenza, disappeared in
1350. This group, however, was composed of financiers. The Venetians,
on the other hand, were authorized in 1351 to trade within the kingdom
without going through the Champagne fairs. Thereafter one finds only
attemptsat reformand plans to re-establish the ancient splendour or to re-
vive the traditional trade routes.

Contrary to a commonly expressed opinion, it was not apparently the
localization of large-scale trade in the towns which caused the decay of
the Champagne fairs; otherwise, it would be difficult to understand how,
later, fairs such as those of Geneva, Lyons, Antwerp, Frankfurt and
others could have played such an important role. It is true, they were held
in regions which developed later. Taxation, too, has been blamed, but
close examination shows it to have been fairly light. The temporary im-
portance of Nimes, and the more permanent importance first of Chalon-
sur-Sadne and subsequently of Lyons, are results rather than causes. There
is no doubt that the wars of Philip the Fair and his sons impeded trade
considerably, but they are not to be viewed as the essential cause of the
abandonment of the Champagne fairs. These fairs were no longer the
turntable for trade between north and south which they had been
seventy-five years earlier. The competition of the sea routes began to be
felt especially from about 1320 onwards. R. H. Bautier sees two prime
reasons for the recession of the fairs: first, the industrialization of Ttaly,
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and secondly, the change in the precious~-metal market. The cloth trades
of Milan and Florence now competed with that of Flanders. In the latter
region the traditional urban cloth trade lost ground to the rural cloth
trade which produced textiles more suitable for ordinary use. Concur-
rently with the fairs the Italian companies, whose prosperity depended
upon the traditional cloth trade north of the mountains, likewise de-
clined. This happened in the case of the arte di calimala at Florence, and
many firms at Lucca, Siena, Pistoia and Piacenza similarly disappeared.

The end of the thirteenth century also saw the substitution of gold for
silver in international large-scale trade. The fluctuations in the relative
values of the precious metals disorganized the companies which con-~
trolled the money-changing business at the fairs. The new companies
which followed in their wake and which were adapted to current con-
ditions established themselves at Paris and not at the fairs.

In Flanders in the thirteenth century the fairs likewise adopted a
method of organization which became classic. Each of the great Flemish
fairs comprised at this time about fifteen assembly days, three ‘display’
days, eight dispersal days and four payment days. The first Ypres fair was
held from 28 February to 29 March; from 23 April to 22 May that of
Bruges; from 19 May to 26 May the second Ypres fair; from 24 June to
24 July that of Torhout; from 15 August to 14 September that of Lille;
and from 1 October to 1 November that of Messines. Hence, a cycle of
six fairs as in Champagne. Besides these main fairs there existed others
less important, such as that of St Omer, which adopted in 1269 the cus-
toms of the Torhout fair. The annual fair granted to Bruges by Baldwin
of Constantinople on 14 August 1200 was likewise governed by the cus-
toms of Torhout; hence it is evident that the customs of this very ancient
fair served in some measure as a basis for others. At Bruges, the fair seems
to have been important even before the increase in the permanent inter-
national trade, which occurred there from the second half of the thir-
teenth century onwards. As a result of the broadening of economic
activity, many foreign merchants were already making payments at the
fair, but in the fourteenth century, when permanent trade had long been
prevalent, certain features still persisted which evidently dated back to
the origins and attested the somewhat archaic character of the fairs. Thus
the beginning of the display of the cloths coincided with the Ommegang
or Festival of the Holy Blood.

At the end of the fifteenth century the attraction of the Bruges fair
suffered a considerable setback which coincided with that experienced
by the permanent trade of the town. But, at a time when its international
importance had decreased, the town made every effort to obtain the
concession of a second fair, to be held in January. This fair was granted in
1509. Apparently the principal merchandise sold there was Spanish wool
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and the textiles produced by the new Flemish cloth industry which used
these raw materials. Thus the Bruges fairs seem important primarily ata
time when permanent trade of an international nature did not yet pre-
dominate; and they seem to recover when the latter’s importance had
vanished.

In addition to Bruges, most of the Flemish fairs seem to have assumed a
character which was regional rather than international, with the excep-
tion of the Ypres fair which was very important for payments. It was at
Ypres during the days for the display of the cloths that, in the thirteenth
century, wool bought from the English merchants at the Torhout and
Lille fairs was paid for. As late as the first half of the sixteenth century the
commercial gatherings at Ypres still retained some prosperity. As for
Lille, we know that merchants from Ghent, Bruges, Ypres and St Omer
already enjoyed special privileges there in the twelfth century; but, as
elsewhere, it was naturally to the foreign merchants primarily that the
fair looked for its prosperity. In the second half of the fourteenth century
the kings of France still granted their safe-conducts for journeys to the
Lille fairs, although the latter were already on the down-grade.

Statutes for foreign merchants visiting the Flanders fairs had been
drawn up by Countess Margaret by 1252. They were exempt from trial
by combat and from reprisals. Only their personal goods could be con-
fiscated. Imprisonment for debt existed only for the principal debtor or
his guarantor. A case in which a merchant was a party had to be judged
within a week.

Exemption from the law of escheat was normal for foreign merchants
in the medieval fairs. It is found in Champagne for the Italians in 1294 and
similar indications are available for the later fairs, for example, Chalon-
sur-Sadne, 1465; Lyons, 1463. In Flanders it is known that the Genoese
and the Castilians were exempt from this law as well as from that
governing shipwrecked property. As a general rule, the privileges grant-
ed to foreign merchants, and especially to the English and the Scots, in-
creased in Flanders in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, a period
when trade in Flanders had passed almost entirely under foreign control.
These privileges, however, are not exclusively connected with the fairs.

At the Flemish fairs the installation of the merchants had to be com-
pleted by the evening of the day preceding the opening of the fair. The
fair was announced by heralds in the town and in the neighbouring dis-
tricts. Whereas cloth merchants had seats in the cloth-hall, the small
traders drew lots for their places. Groupings were ultimately made, how-
ever, according to the class of goods sold, whereas in Champagne group-
ing by nationality was essential. This feature emphasizes the more ‘inter-
national’ or ‘world’ character of the Champagne trade.

In Flanders, what was in fact 2 monopoly was assured for fair sales. All
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trade outside the fair boundary was forbidden in the town and the hallsin
other towns were obliged to close. At the Champagne fairs, on the other
bhand, the display period was split up and goods were put on sale in turn:
first cloths, then ‘cordwains’, then goods sold by weight. For cloths and
cordwains, the sale came to an end at a cry of hare from the fair sergeants.
In Flanders, hare was called only for cloths. In both regions the merchant
himself looked after his merchandise or was represented by a partner or
by an authorized agent under appropriate contract to the merchant.

At the Flemish fairs the products sold were obviously very similar to
those which could be bought in Champagne. A considerable quantity of
cloth, the staple product of the country, was handled. The merchants and
the industrial entrepreneurs bought English wool as well as dyestuffs
-and other materials necessary in cloth manufacture, such as alum, Brazil-
wood, chalk, Spanish green, vermilion, cumin, madder, woad or pastel.
There were also many avoirs-de-poids of southern origin which came via
Champagne in the thirteenth century and by sea in the fourteenth: for
example, spices such as pepper, ginger, cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves;
pharmaceutical products such as aloes, senna, galipot, alkanet root,
henna; perfumes, essences, fats and wax. As regards raw materials, iron
and steel came from Spain; lead, tin, copper from England, Bohemia and
Poland; precious metals from these two latter countries as well as from
Hungary. Wines were imported in great quantity, particularly from the
Rhine, Poitou, Gironde and Champagne vineyards.

In all the fairs trade in precious metals and money-changing, as well
as credit and banking ‘operations, were restricted to specialists. These
specialists were the ‘Lombards’ and the money-changers who were found
everywhere. The first were generally not merely financiers, but also mer-
chants. The money-changers, on the other hand, performed a public
office. The former were Italians, the latter local men.

The role of the money—~hangers at the fairs was important because they
had a monopoly of the exchange business. At Bruges exchange broker-
age was actually forbidden. No one could act as intermediary between
the individual and the money-changers. Moreover, it seems that it was
the money-changers permanently established in the towns who under-
took the office of money-changers at the fairs. At Torhout, where the
permanent trade was evidently not as important as in Bruges, this did not
happen. Some twenty-eight money-changers are known for this fair in
the thirteenth century. Up to about 1280 they came from Arras, after-
wards from Lille.

Much less is known about the exercise of justice at the Flemish fairs
than at those of Champagne. In Flanders it was entrusted to bailiffs, to
fair mestres, and to eschevins de la fieste who ate probably the same as the
magistrates of the fair towns. The procedure in their courts was usually
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summary. The debtor had no recourse to an adjournment. Deeds of
agreement often contained a waiver of legal process likely to slow up the
course of the proceedings.

In all the medieval fairs, in Champagne, Flanders, and elsewhere, re-
course was sometimes had to collective reprisals against merchants com-
ing from a prescribed region, if satisfaction could not be obtained from
foreign courts. In this event exclusion from the fair was a particularly
rigorous form of reprisal, involving as it did an interdiction upon all the
nationals within the jurisdiction of the courts which had refused to ac-
cede to requests from the fair courts.

The Flemish fairs played an important role as places and times of pay-
ment. Those of Ypres gave rise to the compilation of important series—
more than 7,000 specimens—of registered obligations (Jettres de foire) of
which the oldest examples, destroyed in 1914, dated back to the middle
of the thirteenth century. These letters constituted promises of payment
falling due at the next fair. They were payable at one of the six Flemish
fairs or at one of the Champagne fairs. Occasionally the letter did not
specify the fair place itself, but only indicated the time. The settlement
could be made in cash but also by the delivery of merchandise or by the
performance of services. Letters were transferable to third parties. From
the end of the thirteenth century they suffered competition from the
letters of exchange which, like so many other improvements in the com-
mercial system, were an introduction from Italy.

IIL. The Fairs of Chalon, Geneva and Lyons

We have described in very general terms the character of the fairs of
the two great regions where there grew up, during the period when mer-
chantsstill travelled as a rule with their goods, the two cycles of associated
fairs which exercised the greatest influence upon the European economy
before the beginning of the fourteenth century. It was at the latter time
that these two complementary cycles declined as a consequence of a com-
bination of political and economic phenomena. Among these one of the
most important is the fact that urban life had now developed sufficiently
in the north of France and in the Low Countries for permanent trade to
meet all needs. From Bruges—the principal nodal point for the long-dis-
tance trade of the whole of north-west Europe—any kind of merchan-
dise could be brought without interruption to all the towns in the north-
west area. Merchandise could also be sent there for distribution in all
directions. All this, of course, in times of peace.

Aswe have already said, it has also been held that the merchant’s mode
of life had changed to the extent that he now preferred sedentary trade.
That is true, however, only for the merchants of certain countries, such
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as those of Flanders who, however, had journeyed far afield until about
the middle of the second half of the thirteenth century. The Italians, on
the other hand, always travelled the trade routes and many others did the
same. They still frequented the fairs. But these fairs—at least the large
fairs of international importance—were no longer located on the axis
joining Italy and Flanders via Champagne. From now on they developed
to the east, in regions where urban life, and consequently regular trade,
was not yet so highly developed as in the north-west of the continent.
The fairs shifted from west to east because they depended more and more
on the economic contrast existing between those regions which had be-
come industrialized and those which had not, but which could purchase
the industrial products of the former by providing them through the
fairs with their own natural produce.

The fairs located to the east of the Champagne-Flanders line did not of
course appear by magic. They did not suddenly replace those of Troyes,
Provins, Ypres or Lille which continued to exist, but with less splendour
than formerly. Moreover, the later fairs had already existed at an earlier
date but were to attain full vigour primarily during the later centuries of
the Middle Ages.

Some fairs clearly show the transition. A good example is that of
Chalon-sur-Saéne. Chalon is of some commercial importance from the
time of the eleventh-century commercial renaissance. The town had a
Jewish colony trading in luxury goods and precious metals. The earliest
mention of its fairs is at the end of the twelfth century. Thereafter they
began to appear in the background of the Champagne fairs and gradually
succeeded in establishing themselves on the flank of the great north-
south trade axis. The first period of real prosperity dates from c. 1280.
It was at this time that the fairs became ducal and had thenceforward,
like those of Champagne, the backing of a well-organized territorial
authority.

The cloth-halls are mentioned from 1244. They lay outside the boun-
daries of the old town and nestled against and within the second town
wall which ran along a branch of the Saéne. During a first period of pros-
perity, merchants from Arras, Troyes, Provins and Paris took their place
alongside those of Rheims, Ypres, Ghent, Douai, Tournay and Valen-
ciennes. Chalon had contacts as well with the textile centres of Beauvais,
Etampes, Chartres, Huy, Namur, Chimay, Avesnes, Aubenton, St
Quentin, Rouen, Abbeville, Lille and Malines. In the fourteenth century
Dinant and St Omer were added to the list; in addition, more Norman
(Louviers, Bernay, St Lo, Torigny) and Brabant (Brussels, Louvain,
Diest, Lierre) cloths were imported. From Chalon cloths coming from
these regions reached the papal courtat Avignon.

From the south in the thirteenth century there came silk merchants
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from Lucca, Bologna and Marseilles, and alittle later, traders from Milan,
Genoa, Turin, Astiand Pignerol in Piedmont. The neighbouring regions
were, of course, represented: west Switzerland up to and including the
Vaudois, Savoy, Bresse, the Lyonnais, Dauphiné, and, further still, Pro-
vence, the Vivaraisand Languedoc. To the west, the attraction of Chalon
was felt as far as Auvergne, the Bourbonnais and Berry. There is no trace
of the English or Spaniards and scarcely any of merchants from western
France either, despite the business connections with the cloth centres of
Normandy. On the other hand, Rhinelanders are found there in the four-
teenth century. As we have already observed in regard to the cloth-hall,
many fabrics from the Low Countries were sold at Chalon. The Italians
brought silks and spices, and there is frequent mention of leather and
haberdashery articles from Paris.

Despite the diversity and extent of the commercial transactions which
took place at Chalon, the fairs of this town were certainly far less im-~
portant than the groups of fairs in Champagne or Flanders. The Frank-
furt fairs, to which we shall return in some detail, also seem to have been
more thriving. On the other hand, Chalon was apparently more im~
portant than fairs like those of Nordlingen in Swabia and of Zurzach in
Switzerland.

Relations with Flanders and Brabant were particularly highly develop-
ed, although in 1384 Flanders was the most distant region to be invited to
the fairs. There were Flemings at Chalon from the middle of the thir-
teenth century onwards. The town’s fairs are frequently mentioned in
Ypres documents of the thirteenth as well as the fourteenth century. Even
a place of secondary importance like Grammont is represented by its
merchants from the middle of the fourteenth century. Whereas mer-
chants from Malines are reported as early as 1280, the Brussels merchants
only appear in the second half of the fourteenth century, and the same
applies to those from Louvain. This picture agrees closely with what is
known from other sources of the comparative chronology of the com-
mercial evolution of Flanders and Brabant. In 1443 Philip the Good is
still urging merchants from the Low Countries bound for Geneva to
visit Chalon also, an obvious proof that the fairs of the latter town were
already on the down-grade. The export of Burgundy wines, which
developed about this time, failed to remedy the situation. It should be
noted, however, that nothing is known of the export of these wines via
Chalon.

In the fourteenth century, the southern successor of the Champagne
fairs was the Geneva fair which reached its apogee in the fifteenth cen-
tury. At this time there were four fairs per year at Geneva, at Epiphany,
Easter, August and All Saints’ Day. These commercial gatherings were
frequented by merchants from the whole of France, from the Nether-
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lands, the Rhineland, northern and central Italy, as well as from Spain. A
curious feature is that the Swiss themselves went there less than to Frank-
furt. Only Freiburg and Berne are an exception to this general rule. The
Geneva fairs were more important for Freiburg than the later ones of
Zurzach and the more distant ones of Frankfurt. The first relations of the
town with Geneva date from the first half of the fourteenth century.
When Louis X1 favoured Lyons to the detriment of Geneva, the Freiburg
merchants remained faithful to the latter town. It was only when the
Reformation came to Geneva that relations between its fairs and Frei-
burg—itself in decline—came to an end. In the case of Berne, too, com-
mercial connections with Geneva date from the first half of the four-
teenth century. In Geneva the Bernese sold primarily leather and agri-
cultural produce. Unlike the Freiburg merchants, they frequented Lyons
after the decay of the Geneva fairs.

F. Borel, who has made a detailed study of the internal history of the
Geneva fairs, ends his survey in 1500, although these commercial
gatherings did in fact continue for two or three decades longer. An ex-
amination of various accounts not known to this historian reveals that at
the end of the fifteenth century business at Geneva had a tendency to
spread over the whole year, a fact which obviously indicates a diminu-
tion in the importance of the fairs. Already in 1489 the seasons at which
the Geneva fairs were held no longer corresponded to the traditional
dates indicated by the usual names, a situation which resulted from the
fact that Louis XI had fixed the Lyons fairs precisely at the date of the old
Geneva fairs in order to turn the latter’s decline to the profit of the fairs of
the French town. The Geneva authorities thereupon put back their own
fairs while still retaining their old names.

As elsewhere, spices and produce deriving from the Mediterranean
and the colonies of the Levant played their part in the Geneva trade. The
Germans, above all the Swabians, brought, in addition, metals, wax and
feathers. Cloths from the Low Countries were less frequently sold at
Geneva than in the fairs studied above, a circumstance explained by the
recession of the Flemish cloth industry in the fifteenth century, and, to
some extent, also of the Brabant industry, which, however, occurred
later. There are still many points to be cleared up, however, in the overall
picture of the purely commercial history of the Geneva fairs—as of many
others—and this is due above all to the fact that until recently it was
thought that the history of the fairs could be treated by an investigation
more or less limited to the local documentation of the fair towns, where-
as it is now becoming more and more obvious that a study of foreign
archives—and particularly of notarial documents and account-books—is
not only indispensable but must also be undertaken over as wide a radius
as possible.
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We have already alluded to the rivalry, above all a political rivalry, ex~
isting between Geneva and Lyons at the end of the fifteenth century. The
part played by the royal authority in this quarrel is a sign of the times and
a proof of the characteristic interventionism of the nascent mercantilism
peculiar to the centralized state. Whereas all the preceding fairs—even if
the territorial authority controlled and protected them very efficiently—
were in large measure the spontaneous result of economic circumstances,
the Lyons fairs are essentially a royal creation.

In 1420 the Dauphin Charles, later Charles VII, established the Lyons
fairs by granting them privileges formerly enjoyed by the Champagne
fairs. The Lyons magistrature immediately decided that the spring fair
would be held on the right bank of the Saéne, that is, on the French side,
whereas the autumn fair would take place on the left bank in imperial
territory.

The proximity of Geneva, later a cause of rivalry, at first facilitated the
trade of Lyons by attracting thither merchants already accustomed to
visiting the Geneva fairs. Other early connections are indicated in the
texts. Thus, in 1454 the Lyons magistrates asked that the central
authority, when fixing the dates of the fairs, should avoid clashes with
the Lendit fair of St Denis and the fairs of Languedoc.

As we have already seen, the prosperity of Lyons really dates from
Louis XI. This king, in fact, re-established the fairs of the town in 1463.
The bailli of Macon, who was the seneschal of Lyons, was then named
warden of the fairs with competence in trade matters. Rivalry with
Geneva thereafter became systematic. In this same year of 1463 the Lyon-
ese had a royal prohibition against attendance at Geneva published as far
afield as Flanders and Picardy. The Genevese replied by holding up the
Germans, Lombards and Florentines passing through their territory on
the way to Lyons. The Lyonese on their side paid guards to control the
Dauphiné roads. In 1467 the quarrel was temporarily dropped. Agree-
ments signed with Geneva, and at the same time with Berne and Savoy,
allowed German merchants to travel freely to Lyons. About the same
time, however, and in France itself, the merchants of Paris, Tours,
Orléans and Montpellier campaigned against the new fairs.

Nevertheless, the town prospered. Under Louis XI the spice trade
found an important market at its fairs. Lyons superseded Aigues Mortes
and Narbonne, formerly ports of call for Italian galleys but now silted
up. This development was no doubt due to the city’s advantageous posi-
tion. In 1484, the Lyonese themselves declared that all the important fairs
lay in the marcher regions and that those lying far from the frontiers—
like the Lendit fair of St Denis—attracted few foreigners.

This year 1484 did not come to an end without bringing new anxieties
for the Lyonese. The king, in fact, transferred the Lyons fairs to Bourges
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and a bitter struggle for the possession of these trade gatherings broke out
between the two towns. A surprising thing is that one of the decadent
sites of the Champagne fairs, the town of Troyes, also tried to profit from
the quarrel with, of course, no success. Major trade had long since, and
for good and all, moved away from Champagne.

Finally, in 1487, partly at the request of the German merchants, the
Lyons fairs were re~established and, from 1494 onwards, there were four
commercial gatherings per year. They reached their peak in the sixteenth
century, primarily as a result of the spice trade and the silk industry. In
the fifteenth century, Lyons, at least from the commercial point of view,
was already the silk town. If under Louis XI the cloth trade still played
an important role, it was nevertheless a medieval feature. The future lay
elsewhere and Lyons fully recognized the fact. Geneva had lost its im-
portance and Antwerp was only beginning to develop. For several de-
cades Lyons was to be the main European fair centre.

IV. Fairs of Germany, Scandinavia and Brabant

Still further to the east than the fairs of the Sa6ne-Rhone-Lake Geneva
axis developed the German fairs, among which the fairs of Frankfurt-on~
Main replaced those of Champagne in the fourteenth century. Their
origin is, of course, much older. It was only when the Rhine and Main
regions had a production surplus, however, and when, in consequence,
they had new requirements, that the Frankfurt fairs could develop. It is
possible that c. 1150 they were held round about 15 August, butitis only
in 1227 that they are explicitly mentioned in a charter of Henry of Swabia,
in which allusion is also made to fairs at Wurzburg and Donauwérth. In
1240 the Frankfurt fairs received their first imperial licence. When the
towns of southern Germany began to trade with Venice, when the in-
creasing colonization of the Slav countries had emphasized the pros-
perity of the Hanse towns, Frankfurt could occupy an intermediary
position between north and south, west and cast.

That did not happen before the fourteenth century. Up to this time
agricultural products are by far the most numerous at the Frankfurt fairs,
although Alsace wines brought by the Strasbourg lightermen were al-
ready on sale there. Moreover, up to 1330, there was only a single fair—
the autumn one. In this year appeared the new Lenten fair, which lasted
fifteen days and which, from c. 1340, became an important market for
foreign cloths. There existed also at this time two fairs in the neighbour-
ing town of Friedberg which formed a cycle with the Frankfurt fairs. In
addition to agricultural produce and both sea and fresh~water fish, spices,
iron, lead, tin, glassware, wool and linen were now on sale; also, as we
have just seen, wine and cloths.
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The first period of prosperity extended from 1330 to 1400. One of the
essential characteristics of these fairs is that they were in great measure de-
voted to craft products, a fact which proves that these regions were at a
less advanced stage of economic organization than the western part of
continental Europe. Gilds, and especially those of the weavers, journey-
ed to the fair as a group. To Frankfurt came weavers from Schwalbach,
Kénigstein, Weilnau, Cronberg, Oberussel, Usingen, Limburg, Monta-
baur, Friedberg, Butzbach, Marburg, Giessen, Nastitten, Griinberg,
Alsfeld, Windecken, Gelnhausen, Fulda, Sehgenstadt Mainz, Spires,
‘Worms, Oppenheim, Bingen, Oberwesel Andernach, Cologne, Diiren,
Aachen, Trier, Luxembourg and Metz. These craftsmen lodged together
and made their purchases collectively. Frankfurt itself had an export
cloth trade. Later there came, too, fustian producers from Nordlingen
and Ulm. This commodity was also brought from Miinster and Osna-
briick, as well as from St Gall and Constance.

In these latter cases it was evidently a question of a major trade s1mllar
to that operating further to the west. At Frankfurt were also sold, how-
ever, cloths from Louvain, Malines, Maastricht, Brussels and St Trond.
Nuremberg sentarms, Liibeck herring, Breslau dye-products, while Italy
sent glassware and silk. Between 1383 and 1407 the merchants William
and Mathew Runtinger from Ratisbon sold at Frankfurt products pur-
chased at Venice, Bologna and Lucca and bought there Brabant cloths
which they sent to Vienna and Italy. At this date the western and Italian
trading system was fully operative at Frankfurt.

The Rhenish and Alsatian wine trades had developed considerably by
this time; Hungarian horses, too, were sold in quantity for transport. The
whole Rhineland from the St Gotthard to the North Sea now had close
connections with Frankfurt, and the same is true of the Meuse and Mo~
selle valleys. Further aficld, the limits of the zone from which merchants
came to Frankfurt are marked by Liibeck, Poznan, Cracow, Lemberg,
Bmo, Ofen or Buda in Hungary, Innsbriick, Berne, Freiburg, Mont-
béliard, Besangon, Epinal, Metz, Ypres and Bruges. The goods them-
selves, however, evidently went still further afield and flowed, more-
over, in all directions. No less frequently they came from still more dis-
tant regions; for example, Italian and Oriental products, English cloths,
Scandinavian herring, Russian furs.

In the fifteenth century a relative decline set in from which Frankfurt
would not fully recover until the second half of the sixteenth century.
This decline was due to a recession in the German, Flemish and Brabant
cloth trades in face of competition from England, to the growing in-
security of the highways as a result of the activities of robber-knights
consequent upon the internal break-up of the Empire. The last char-
acteristic features of the old craft fair disappeared. Only the great
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capitalist merchants succeeded in keeping up some activity which would
ensure continuity into the following century.

Less important fairs were held at Nordlingen at the junction where the
Frankfurt-Augsburg road crossed that from Nuremberg towards Lake
Constance. The earliest mention dates from 1219, but the period of pros-
perity began in the fifteenth century and corresponded, therefore, to the
relative decline of the Frankfurt fairs. In 1434 the N&rdlingen fair lasted
for the fifteen days following the first Saturday after Whitsuntide.
Nevertheless, it is only in 1521 that a second fair, of the same duration,
appears. To this fair came especially German merchants from the whole
of the central zone, ranging from the Rhinelanders of Aachen and Col-
ogne, through the traders from Leipzig, to the Silesians from Breslau.
There were also Swiss from St Gall, Berne and Geneva; more rarely,
merchants from Scotland, Milan and, among those from the Low Coun-
tries, from Antwerp, Malines and Tournai. The fair registers for the
period 1451 to 1476 have been preserved. They mention foreign mer-
chants who rented booths from the town or who operated in the Mess-
hiuser. On the other hand, no account is available of the places of sale
located in private houses.

The small Swiss fair of Zurzach was also linked with the group of Ger-
man fairs. Some stress may be laid on this fair because it was a good rep-
resentative of the secondary fairs and one about which considerable in-
formation is available.

Zurzachlies on the Rhine to the west of Schaff hausen near to the junc-
tion of the Aar. Its situation was a particularly good one from the point
of view of inland navigation. The town was a place of pilgrimage, a fact
which gave rise to a regional market held on 1 September. In the four-
teenth century, at the time of the development of the fairs of Upper Ger-
many, commercial activity increased. Reference is already made at this
time to a Verenamesse, from the name of the saint whose cult had origin-
ated the pilgrimage. Up to 1408, however, these commercial gatherings
only lasted one day. From this date onwards they continually expanded.

The Zurzach fair was much frequented by the inhabitants of the small
neighbouring towns, some of which at this time were part deserted, but
visitors also came from further afield. Freiburg cloths were sold at Zur-
zach as well as at Geneva, Lyons, Frankfurt or Nérdlingen. The Bernese,
too, were frequent visitors. Many transactions involved leather goods
and proportionately as many payments were made at Zurzach as at the
large fairs. Furthermore, the south German merchants, whose new finan-
cial technique turned the most important of them in the sixteenth cen-
tury into magnates of financial capitalism, also visited Zurzach either
from Nuremberg with metals or from the textile district of Swabia with
linens and fustians. Along the middle Rhine, relations existed with Basle
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and, to a lesser extent, with Strasbourg. Sometimes Venetians on the way
to the Low Countries also stopped there.

Booths were set up in the streets as well as in the cemetery, in spite of
the opposition of the bishop of Constance. All the houses served as ware-
houses or hostelries, and necessarily so because of the great influx of
visitors from the neighbouring towns. But in spite of the somewhat re-
gional character of the Zurzach fair, exotic products, such as spices and
fruits from the Midi, were sold there as elsewhere. Flemish and Brabant
cloths were naturally also represented and direct transport was even
organized from Flanders and Brabant. This prosperity was maintained
up to the middle of the sixteenth century.

The two fairs of Linz in Upper Austria assumed a similar character.
Merchants came from Austria, Bavaria, Swabia, Franconia and Bohemia,
more rarely from Saxony, Poland, Hungary or Italy. Cheap cloths from
Franconia, Bavaria and Bohemia were sold there, as well as linens and
fustians from Swabia. Oriental products came from Venice via Salzburg,
and metal goods from Nuremberg. These fairs are known to us above all
in the fifteenth century.

At Bolzano, on the Brenner, fairs existed from the beginning of the
thirteenth century and are explained by the town’s position. In the fif-
teenth century, when trade between Germany and Italy expanded, there
were as many as three annual fairs at which the Venetians were particu-~
larly numerous.

Leipzig became, in the fifteenth century, the fair for the eastern part of
Germany. This fair, however, was oriented towards eastern Europe.
Poland and Russia sent furs there but it was also via Leipzig that cloths
from the Low Countries passed on their way to the Slav countries. After
the invention of printing Leipzig almost immediately added a book fair.
About this time three annual fairs were held at which merchants from
the Rhineland as well as from Russia took part.

These German fairs never developed a jurisdiction of their own but
were, in general, greatly influenced by the institutions which had come
into being in the fairs of western Europe. It is typical that in Germany,
too, a progressive shifting of the fairs towards the east is to be observed,
and this is undoubtedly a continuation of the evolution described above.
Fairs originated here, as clsewhere, from the contact between more
industrialized zones and zones having raw materials or producing
unfinished goods. As industry and town life spread towards the east
of Europe so did the limit of the fairs’ zones keep pace with the move-
ment.

The fairs of Deventer in the eastern part of the Netherlands were in
some measure German fairs, since, from the fourteenth century onwards,
they assumed a great importance for the whole of north Germany as far

L
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as the Elbe, as well as for the Rhineland and Hesse. They were not, how-
ever, the oldest of the fairs which sprang up within the territory of the
present kingdom of the Low Countries. In the twelfth century fairs al-
ready existed at Utrecht and others, apparently less important, are re-
ferred to in the following century at Vlaardingen, Delft, Voorschoten
and Valkenburg. In the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries fair
licences were granted to many Holland and Zeeland towns. Nearly all of
them had only a very limited radius; often their function was merely to
supply the citizens and even the peasants of the neighbourhood with such
goods as needed to be bought but once a year.

As for Deventer, it is significant that at the end of the thirteenth cen-
tury, when the fairs began to assume a certain importance, the active for-
eign trade of the town declined. Its merchants had previously been re-
ported in Germany and in the northern countries. From now on, this role
was taken over by Kampen merchants, while the Deventer fairs came to
be 2 meeting-place for traders from elsewhere.

The brightest moment in their history came in the middle of the fif-
teenth century, but as early as the fourteenth century Holland merchants
were already selling cloths and dairy produce at Deventer, while buying
at the same time from the German merchants wood, wine and metal
goods. The town was favourably located on the Yssel and was moreover
subjected to alord, the bishop of Utrecht, too far away to be troublesome.
There were five fairs a year, of which four lasted fifteen days each, and the
fifth, three weeks. It is true that the existence of five fairs in one and the
same town is not necessarily a proof of their importance, because at
Gorinchem, in the county of Holland, there were as many as six: four
lasted fifteen days each, one of them being a cattle market; another lasting
six days was a cloth fair and there was yet another one of four days for
horses. The mere fact that there were two fairs for the sale of animals
coming certainly from the neighbourhood, and that the fair for cloths,
an international merchandise if ever there was one, only lasted six days,
is sufficient proof that these were limited and secondary fairs.

There were also fairs in other towns of the Yssel region, in particular at
Zwolle, Zutphen and Arnhem. These latter fairs, which were fairly pros-
perous in the fourteenth century, were eclipsed by Deventer in the fif-
teenth century. At Zwolle there were five fairs of unknown duration.
One of them in the sixteenth century was a cattle fair which even attract-
ed merchants from beyond the Elbe. Zutphen, in the duchy of Gelder-
land, had four fairs, of which two were established by the duke of Gelder-
land in competition with Deventer, which, as we have said, belonged to
the bishop of Utrecht, as did Zwolle. In some places of secondary im-
portance the institution of the fairs went back to a very early period. Thus
at Oldenzaal, a dependency of the bishop of Utrecht, an imperial charter
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of 1049 established an annual fair lasting five days, but there is no proof
that it ever served a very wide area.

It should be noted that all the Dutch fairs developed in the east or in the
centre of the country and therefore relatively far from the sea. Sea trade,
on the other hand, took on a permanent character. When, in the sixteenth
century, the Dutch mercantile marine acquired great international im-
portance, the Deventer fairs declined.

These fairs had been protected by an imperial safe~conduct covering
the whole Empire, and the territorial princes of the neighbourhood also
granted them. In Holland there was no special fair jurisdiction, and from
this point of view the position was therefore the same as in Germany. It
was the ordinary tribunal of the town magistrates which settled actions
in which foreign merchants were involved, but the procedure of the
court was more expeditious. The Deventer fairs were also centres for
payments. These were made in cash as well as on credit, but without re-
corded letters of obligation. The money-changers who accepted deposits
played an essential part.

One region which has not so far been considered is Scandinavia.

The Scandinavian towns had generally grown up about a weekly
market protected by a special peace. Once or twice a year some of these
markets assumed larger proportions and attracted professional merchants
who were frequently foreigners. The latter brought in products from
distant regions and exported some of the local produce. Alongside the
town markets there existed also rural markets, frequently connected with
monasteries or with places where the assemblies of freemen (thing) were
held. The towns opposed these markets on a number of occasions but
never succeeded in ousting them completely.

Only the Scania fairs assumed any degree of international importance.
The other Scandinavian markets lost much of their importance because
of the predominance, from the twelfth century onwards, and especially
from the thirteenth century, of the permanent colonies of German mer-
chants, such as those of Visby in the island of Gotland, as well as those of
Stockholm and Bergen.

The Scania fair was based upon the herring fishing in the Sound, which
expanded above all from the thirteenth century onwards. The herring
shoals were there so dense that at certain times the vessels, if we may be-
lieve Saxo Grammaticus, were unable to move forward. Foreign mer-
chants came in great numbers and nundinae piscationis soon appeared
there. It was these merchants too, and above all those of Liibeck, who
financed the organization of the fisheries. Having provided the capital,
they ensured the distribution of the herring and provided the Liineburg
salt which made the Sound herring the supreme Lenten dish in northern
Europe. As a result the fairs were controlled by the Hanseatic League
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but, on the other hand, the Dutch and English themselves began to visit
the Sound in the middle of the thirteenth century to take part in the fish-
ing and trade. The Dutch in particular brought linens and food products.
They visited the Baltic ports and often returned home via Norway.

The king of Denmark soon drew up statutes governing the peace
which was to reign at the Scania fair during the fishing, that is, from
15 August to 1 November. This peace extended to the whole area where
the nets were put out to dry, and at sea to the area where they were
spread. From this arose a royal code of laws or métbék, proclaimed each
year at the opening of the fair and mentioned for the first time in 1352.
Danish and Low German versions of this code exist. There were also
special statutes at Dragér for the island of Seeland, communal statutes at
Malmé and ordinances at Liibeck, all relating to the same subject.

The Scania fair was located in the sandy peninsula of Skanor which
separates the Sound from the Baltic. Two small towns grew up there
around the royal castles, first Skanér, then Falsterbo which became the
more important centre from the end of the fourteenth century. Dragér
developed on the coast of the Danish island facing the Skanér peninsula
while Malmé prospered in Scania. From the thirteenth century all the
Baltic towns from Kiel and Liibeck to Riga sent their merchants and their
fishers into Scania, and the same was true of the German North Sea towns
and the Dutch towns on the Zuider Zee. These men acquired landed
properties, called fed in Danish and vitten in Low German, with perman-
ent booths under their own jurisdiction. Some of these properties were
collective, like that of Danzig, which served the six towns of the Teutonic
Order. The fed of Amsterdam served the towns of northern Holland.

The Scania fairs were gradually dominated by the Hanse merchants.
The Danish and English merchants were progressively eliminated. The
same was true of the Scots and, later, the Flemings, the northem French,
the Dutch and the Zeelanders. In the fifteenth century this monopolist
policy led to a decline which resulted in final disaster in the following
century.

The Scania fair was primarily, but not exclusively, a herring fair. In
the fourteenth century the fishing itself was done almost entirely by
Danish peasants and townsmen, but the latter were excluded from the
sale at the fair. The herring-barrels, together with the salt, were brought
by the foreign merchants, except when they brought coopers who work-
ed in the fed. The place of origin of the herring was indicated on the
barrels.

In 1368 some 34,000 barrels of herring were acquired and resold by
the Liibeck merchants. The other German Baltic towns came into the
reckoning to the tune of some 62,000 barrels and a large consignment
was dispatched to western Europe. In 1398-1400 these figures apparently
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almost doubled, Liibeck alone taking some 80,000 to 90,000 barrels on its
own account. As the Hanseatic supremacy became established, so did the
importation of various products, and in particular of textiles, by foreign
merchants decrease.

The fair came within the jurisdiction of the Danish king. Dues were
levied in the king’s name and the peace ruling there was the royal peace,
contraventions of which were punished by fines and even, in the case of
fraud or embezzlement of funds, by death. Such at least was the situation
before the Hanseatic supremacy. Later the king contented himself in the
main withlevying taxes and tolls. The fed finally obtained a kind of extra-
territoriality. They were administered by a bailiff responsible to the town
to which they belonged. This bailiff enforced the law of his town, but
gradually Liibeck law superseded all other laws.

Carrying wasreserved on the whole to the Danes and was strictly con-
trolled by the métbdk. The same was true for the supervision of the fish-
ing and also for the guarantee covering place of origin and quality.
Within the fed, the herring market was separate from that reserved for
other business; transactions could not be carried out elsewhere. Trade
deals were apparently settled in cash. At the outset settlements could only
be effected in Danish currency, the value of which was often changed by
the king, sometimes even in mid-fair; but in the fifteenth century the use
of Hanseatic silver money and of west European gold coinage was
general.

The decline of the Hanseatic League in the Baltic region and the tri-

umph of the Reformation which did away with the Lent fast in a great
part of northern Europe heralded, ¢. 1545, the end of the great Scania
fairs. Moreover, herring fishing in the North Sea was steadily increasing.
Liibeck and several other Hanseatic towns, however, still kept up some
activity in the much curtailed fairs until about the end of the seventeenth
century.
Itt:erUJd be wrong to believe that, after the decline of the Champagne
fairs, the whole movement of the fairs was a slow and steady shift to-
wards the less developed regions of the east. The economic phenomenon
of the fairs was too old and too firmly rooted in the pattern of trade, too
profitable also for town, territorial and national governments, for this to
happen. Hence, what may be called a low tide begins to recede and give
rise to new fairs, sometimes far to the rear of the line of those fairs which
had grown up gradually and always further towards the centre of the
continent. In fact, Lyons is already one example which has the future on
its side. The same applies to the Brabant fairs, Malines and the group
Antwerp-Bergen-op-Zoom,

Malines came into existence only in 1409 under John the Fearless who
set up two annual free markets each of eight days, one after Ascension
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Day, the other after the festival of Saints Cosmas and Damian, at the end
of September. These fairs, however, were never as important as those of
Antwerp.

The two Antwerp fairs apparently date from the end of the first quar-
ter of the fifteenth century. One was held at Whitsuntide, the other on
1 October, St Bavon’s Day. They soon formed a cycle with those of
Bergen-op-Zoom where the first fair took place at Easter and the second
on St Martin’s Day (11 November). These latter fairs date from the
middle of the fourteenth century. The late origin of these four com-
mercial gatherings is explained by the relative slowness of the economic
development of the Duchy of Brabant in comparison with neighbouring
Flanders. At the end of the fourteenth century the trade in leather and
hides was intensive enough at Antwerp to attract the English and Han-
seatic merchants. From the beginning of the fifteenth century, the Han-~
seatic colony at Bruges began to make the journey twice a year to Ant-
werp and to Bergen-op-Zoom.

At the very end of the fourteenth century the English started to bring
over vast quantities of cloth to the Brabant fairs at Antwerp and Bergen
via the intermediary Zeeland port of Middelburg. In the course of the
fifteenth century these cloths were increasingly bought by the Cologne
merchants who carried them into central Germany and disposed of them
at the Frankfurt fairs, where the cloth trade was now the chief activity.
The Germans themselves brought the products of their smelting industry
as well as spices obtained from Italy or fustians from Augsburg and Ulm.
Bruges suffered increasingly from this competition. Biscayans from
Bruges visited the Antwerp fairs from the middle of the fifteenth century
onwards. At the end of the fifteenth century the Italian trade also switch-
ed from Bruges to Antwerp. The Portuguese royal agent was there in
1498. The Antwerp fairs could only gain from this transference of
activity which, in conjunction with the enormous transformations in the
world situation resulting from the great discoveries and from coloniza-~
tion, were to ensure for the Scheldt metropolis the truly unique position
it was to occupy at the beginning of modern times.

V. The Smaller Fairs and the End of the
Middle Ages

Nearly all the fairs so far discussed assumed to a greater or less degree
a real importance in the inter-European, and often even in the inter-
continental, trading activities of the medieval world. Nevertheless, the
economic atmosphere which had engendered the fairs had so profoundly
permeated commercial life that the fair became something of a necessity
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for almost every stage of inter-regional exchange, with the result that, in
the majority of western and central European countries, the later Middle
Ages were in this respect characterized by what can only be described as a
rash of annual and biennial commercial gatherings. A great many of
these gatherings were certainly of secondary importance only; but just
as any summary of the great fairs’ movement expressed only in terms of
the Champagne and Flanders fairs would imply a lack of historical per-
spective, 5o, too, a false appraisement of the phenomenon represented by
the medieval fair in general would result from a failure to stress the multi-
plicity of these small fairs.

Thus the Champagne fairs themselves were far more numerous than
has been generally believed. Besides the great international fairs of
Troyes, Provins, Lagny and Bar-sur-Aube, there were small fairs at
Bar-sur-Seine, Chilons-sur-Marne, Chiteau-Thierry, Nogent, Rheims,
Vitry, Tonnerre, Sézanne, St Florentin, La Ferté Gaucher, Ervy, Méry-
sur-Seine and Ramerupt. In the old royal demesne, in addition to St
Denis there were two fairs at St Germain-des-Prés, the second of which
was established by Louis X1 aslate as 1482. Others were held at Paris—the
St Lawrence and St Lazarus fairs—at Orléans, Puiseaux, Morigny,
Etampes, Liancourt, Dreux, Mantes, Montlhéry, Melun, St Quentin and
Beauvais. Some resulted from the resumption of long-distance trade;
others were later, like the St Quentin fair, established by Philip the Fair,
or the Beauvais fair, which dated from 1360.

Some of these fairs were purely regional, while others participated
more or less directly in major trade. This happened, for example, in the
case of the Calais, Boulogne and Abbeville fairs, which were busy stage-
points for the English trade, and the same is true for those of Rouen—the
Purification and the ‘Pardon’ fairs—which were to play a leading role in
the fifteenth century. Other Norman fairs, such as those of Caen, Av-
ranches, Carentan and Cherbourg, were less important. In Brittany,
there were fairs at St Malo, Rennes, Tréguier and Quimperlé. In Anjou,
besides the old Lande-aux-Nonnains fair, Angers had no less than three
others. In Touraine, Chinon and Tours were important, Toursitself hav-
ing a markedly international character in the fifteenth century. More to
the south, Nevers, Aurillac, Poitiers and Angouléme came into existence
at different periods. The Bordeaux fairs were established by Edward III
but only reached their full peak of development in the sixteenth century.
Languedoc had a considerable number of fairs, of which that of Nimes,
on the wane by the fourteenth century, was the oldest. Not a great deal is
yet known about the much-frequented Beaucaire fair, but it apparently
attained its maximum prosperity primarily in the sixteenth century.
Second-class fairs included those of Montpellier, Narbonne, Montolieu,
Aigues-Mortes, Carcassonne and Toulouse.
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Similarly, the Italian fairs must not be viewed as being very important
for long-distance trade. The real Italian fairs are those of Flanders and,
in particular, of Champagne. Yet there were fairs in the peninsula itself,
for example, at Vercelli, Piacenza, Borgo San Domino, Pavia, Milan,
Bologna, Ferrara, etc. The latter were visited fairly frequently by French
and German merchants at the end of the Middle Ages. Lombardy even
had at this time a cycle of eight associated fairs which extended over a
great part of the year. These Italian fairs, however, never had a great in-
ternational importance. Even in a commercial metropolis like Venice the
annual fair did not assume any great international significance.

There were weekly markets at Venice on the Campo San Polo and the
Piazza San Marco. The fair was held round about Ascension Day; it was
initially of eight days’ duration, and subsequently, from the fourteenth
century onwards, of fifteen. It was also located on the Piazza San Marco.
The main visitors were merchants belonging to the Venetian arti and the
Murano glassmakers. It was these gilds which put up their members’ stalls
in the square and beneath the galleries of the procurators’ palaces. The
attendance of the members of a certain number of gilds was compulsory.
This obligation was even resented as a useless burden by some of them,
like the haberdashers who preferred to sell in their regular shops. There
were, however, some twenty places reserved for foreign linen merchants,
but these ‘foreigners’ were simply non-residents of northern Italy.
Moreover, the control of these fairs was vested in those procurators of
St Mark who were in charge of the religious festivals, which emphasizes
the fact that the character of the fairs was civic and cultural rather than
economic in the regional or international sense.

At Venice, in fact, trade was open to foreigners all the year round, and
this explains the local character of the fairs. Trading took place in the
Rialto market every day of the week, and it was there that the banchi di
scripta, where all the merchants had their current accounts, were located.
It was there, too, that credit was to be had at the Camera degli Imprestiti.
Throughout this quarter, the shops at any given moment were full
of all the various kinds of merchandise which formed the basis of in-
ternational trade. It was not a bourse because goods were bought in the
market itself and no forward contracts were concluded; it was rather
a permanent international market which did away with the need for
a fair.

In Spain, there were fairs at Valladolid, Sahagun—lasting three weeks
and held about Whitsuntide—Cuenca, Ciceres, Seville, Alcaraz, Cér-
doba, Badajoz, Merida, Segovia, etc. Before the fifteenth century, the
most famous were those of Brihuega, Alcald de Henares, Burgos, San-
tiago de Compostella, Palencia, Toledo and Madrid. From the fifteenth
century onwards, the best-known were those of Medina del Campo,

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



FAIRS AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT 153

which, together with the Villalén and Medina de Rio Seco fairs, played a
world-wide role in the sixteenth century.

In Portugal, fairs were very numerous; but the rather limited import-
ance of the majority of them is proved by the fact that, up to the end of
the fourteenth century, they could make do with the restricted area re-
served for them in the small urban markets in the interior of the country.

These examples could naturally be multiplied in the other regions of
western and central continental Europe; and again, outside the geo-
graphical limits prescribed for this chapter, mention might be made of
the whole group of English fairs. Even without these, however, the fore-
going examples are sufficient to prove the quasi-universal phenomenon
represented by the fairs. The additional observation may be made that
the medieval fair is also to be seen within the perspective of historical con-
tinuity; nor should it be forgotten that many fairs originating in the
Middle Ages continued throughout the whole ancien régime, often after
an official revival at the end of the medieval period.

In conclusion, a word must be said about the connections existing be-
tween the fairs and the development of the towns. The latter did not owe
their genesis to the fairs, but the repeated and prolonged residence of
numerous merchants brought wealth to them. In individual cases, and
from the topographical point of view, the fair grounds could weld to-
gether the various component elements of the urban centres in question.
This happened inter alia in a secondary town like Autun, where the
Champ St Ladre, the setting of the September fair, lay between the two
old nuclei, the castle and the Marchaux. In Champagne, on the other
hand, revenues derived from the fairs by the counts strengthened their
position vis-d-vis the municipal administrations of the fair towns whose
emancipation was thus impeded.

It is, therefore, no exaggeration to conclude by saying that the fairs
were as important for medieval long-distance trade as were, for example,
first, the development of navigation in the Mediterranean and North
Sea, and, subsequently, the sea-route link between these two major
areas. If one ignores the phenomenon of the fairs—and of the markets
which brought them into existence—the trade economy of the Middle
Ages is incomprehensible.
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CHAPTER IV

The Economic Policies of Towns

L Introductory

Is it proper to speak of the economic policies of medieval towns? The
answer must depend on the definition. If this is overexacting, if we de-
mand both explicit statements by medieval townsmen of their aims and
methods, and proof that these were then applied in practice, we strike at
the roots of the whole subject; study would then be restricted to such rare
congruences as that between the industrial protectionism advocated by
Lippo Brandolini in his De comparatione reipublicae and the policy of
fifteenth-century Florence. A more liberal and more realistic attitude will
allow far greater scope. There is abundant evidence in the preambles to
municipal statutes, in the reports of chroniclers, in the arguments used by
interested bodies in economic disputes, that principles informed practice.
Sometimes the aims and ideas made public were those which really gave
coherence to economic activity, sometimes they were a dishonest fagade
hiding a shabby structure of selfishness and opportunism. Yet the most
disingenuous statements of policy have their value; they argue a need to
indulge popular belief that certain patterns and principles of economic
behaviour were good and useful.

It is reasonable to use another type of evidence—indirect evidence.
This consists of the elements of regularity and consistency in urban
economic practice. Where there are such regular trends the policy of a
town may be considered as less or more ‘conscious’, but policy it is so
long as the regularities are genuine and can be referred to probable mo-
tives. Medieval townsfolk did not always expound the aims and ideas
which underlay their activities—they did not trouble, they would not,
they could not; when they did their words may have beenlost. Common
sense suggests that hidden motives may properly be deduced from
known practice.

By cither criterion medieval towns had economic policies. This is only
to be expected, for the size and nature of these communities made the ap-
pearance of distinctive and consciously held attitudes to economic affairs
in the highest degree probable. Medieval townsfolk could hardly cheat
themselves or be cheated by others about the importance of economic
matters, for their livelihood depended on the preservation of a particular
economic situation. Furthermore the connection between cause and
effect was rapidly and directly visible in the constricted milieu of the
town; the population could not easily be hoodwinked by the interested

or rendered purblind by its own apathy in a close and intense community
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where each knew his neighbour’s business and how it affected his own.
Again, the sharp contrast between town and country, between burgesses
and other groups and authorities, sharpened the focusof economicand po-
litical thinking; conflict and antagonism chiselled out clean-cut policies.

Yet scepticism as to the existence of medieval town policies is perhaps
less dangerous than blind faith in their strength, consistency and easy in-
telligibility. These policies underwent major changes as environmentand
internal constitution varied, and they were disturbed in a minor way by
acts of expedicncy and considerations of day-to-day convenience. ‘Re-
grators’ who kept small shopkeepers or the housewife at her door sup-
plied with fresh pies and pastries were legalized as a sensible amenity in a
town which otherwise hated middlemen, and one does not have to search
far to see why at Douai the sale of coffins or manure was not forced into
the market place, as were many other kinds of business, butallowed at the
workshoporshed. But there are more serious difficulties of interpretation,
a severe case being the problem of distinguishing between economic
measures and economic policies. A given measure had no more a necessary
connection with a given policy than have many symptoms with a specific
disease; for example, insistence on low selling prices for craft products
might betoken cither a policy of defending consumers or a policy
benefit merchants who wished to sell such goods abroad. There is the
further danger of anachronistic interpretation, of generalization from
the period of fullest documentation to the rest of the Middle Ages, so that
the history of policy loses all its dynamic qualities and the peculiarities of
two centuries are made the general truths of five. Finally, it must be re-
membered that actual policy, in an age of extreme legal formalism and
interlocking institutions, was not always as sharp, rigid and uncom~
promising as the evidence suggests. It was modified by the give and
take of practical administration, by an infinite capacity for evasion and
by friction between overlapping authorities.

I1. The Permanent Elements

Nevertheless there are some fixed points. Beneath all the changes and
complexities of town policy in the Middle Ages can be seen the operation
of certain principles whose basic and permanent character was assured
because they were rooted in the very nature of medieval towns.

There is no need to stress the most important consequence of the posi-
tion occupied by towns in medieval society—a peculiarly intimate and
vital dependence on the existence of trade and on the control of its con-~
ditions. The merchants, often an important section of the town popula~
tion, made a living by trade; another large group, the artisans, needed to
trade to procure their raw materials and to dispose of their finished pro-
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ducts. Other citizens drew wealth from trade in less direct fashion: as
sleeping partners they financed those directly engaged in trade and in-
dustry and took a large return on their capital; as property owners they
won a comfortable living from rents whose high level depended on com-
petition for living and working space among merchants and craftsmen.
Finally the town as a whole relied on trade, not only for that large pro-
portion of its corporate income which came from tolls and other com-
mercial levies, but for the very necessities of life.

Two major aspects of medieval town policy can be ascribed directly to
these facts. Because prosperity, or livelihood itself, was so closely linked
to the volume of trade handled by a town and to the terms on which it
was conducted, increase in this volume and bettering of these terms were
fundamental aims of the burgesses. In practice these aims were only
moulded into definite policy when thwarted by two types of adverse cir-
cumstance. There were in the first place all those conditions inimical to
trade development in general. Prominent in this class were those aspects
of feudal organization which obstructed commercial expansion and en-
gendered ‘anti-feudal’ elements in town policy, difficulties not of human
making, such as physical obstacles, and the inadequacy of trading or-
ganizations and credit facilities to the task in hand. These difficulties
were more prominent in the earlier Middle Ages; later the main threat
came from a different quarter. The removal of former obstacles and the
rapid expansion of trade led to conditions where the chief menace to
towns lay in the number and strength of competitors, and this situation
caused the adoption of distinctive tactics.

It was a natural desire of merchants and craftsmen to maintain and in-
crease the volume of their trade and to see that this trade was conducted on
favourable terms. This is 2 more general statement of the issue than that
often given. Schmoller, for example, claims that ‘the soul of that [town]
policy is the putting of fellow-citizens at an advantage, and of com-
petitors from outside at a disadvantage’;? but such emphasis on the com-
petitive and monopolistic aspects does not truly reflect the conditions in
all townsatall times, and if the basic interests which underlay such an atti-
tude were always present they could still take very different forms. It
must be admitted however that if these aims did not always lead to bitter
competition and struggle for monopoly they were at least self-centred
and, it would be fair to say, selfish. All wasintended for the profit of the
policy makers; a just and responsible attitude to outside interests usually
depended on the exercise of superior pressure or on the promptings of
self-interest.

A distinction should be made at this point. There were two main ways

! Translated in A. P. Usher, An Introduction to the Industrial History of England
{London, 1921), 134-5.
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of profiting from trade which, with more convenience than propriety,
may be distinguished as exploitation of trade and exploitation by trade.
Exploitation of trade involved profiting from imposts on traders or the
processes of trade; in such cases money was made by tolls, market dues,
taxation of the wealth of merchants and shopkeepers and like methods.
Exploitation by trade implied actual commercial activity, and its profits
came from taking advantage of differences between buying (or produc-
tion) price and selling price; money was made by buying cheap and sell-
ing dear. In both cases those in a position to profit would favour vigor-
ous and expanding trade, but beyond this point there would be little
similarity of policy. Those employing the first method would not be un-
duly worried as to whether trade was in the hands of natives or foreign-
ers, nor would they be directly interested in the terms of trade unless it
were to show a natural consumers’ preference for low prices.

It is tempting to assume that there was a simple change from the first
kind of interest in trade control to the second, a change which took place
when feudal lords were replaced by merchant patricians as city rulers.
Certainly exploitation of trade was more typical of the feudal lords who
controlled towns and encouraged their growth, and the policy of these
lords was in large part moulded by this interest. On the other hand it is
impossible to make a simple equation between the period of town inde-
pendence and a policy run for and by ‘mere merchants’. Even when the
interests of merchants were dominant the town retained a public and
fiscal interest in trade side by side with a growing private and mercantile
interest. Revenues for a community as well as profits for individuals had
to come from the commerce of a town and the different ends could lead
to different measures. Moreover, the interests of consumers always had
some effect in countering the strokes of patrician policy when these
threatened to bring trade monopoly and high prices. Finally there is rea-
son to doubt even the basic idea that the leading men of medieval towns
were always ambitious full-time merchants, men impelled to turn the
organization and terms of trade to the advantage of their private business.
Some patricians had a closer affinity with the ‘feudal’ than with the mer-
chants’ way of life, and derived wealth from fiscal and political control of
the town and from the power given by land and social standing. Such
men were not rare amongst the earliest leaders of town life and could
play a large, even dominating, role in the civic oligarchies of the later
Middle Ages.

Two types of evidence illustrate this point apart from patrician histor-
ies themselves. The chief object of hatred in the internal struggles of the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries was not always a patriciate which
used its power to turn the terms of trade to its advantage and against con-~
sumers and producers, and which forced low wages on those who sup-
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plied goods for their trade; it was sometimes a patriciate which exploited
directly by means of political power and the taxation system; it was a
tyranny of administrative authority rather than of the power of mercan-
tlle capital. Sometimes indeed, as in fourteenth-century Augsburg, the
opposition seems to have been led by just those groups which did wish to
use town machinery for the purposes of trading advantage in the strict
sense. Secondly, some towns derived wealth from trade in a manner
which suggests the feudal lord rather than the merchant; such, for ex-
ample, were some of the towns controlling the Italian entrances to Alpine
passes, towns like Vercelli, Novara, Como and Treviso, which by and
large did not exploit their favourable position to become great middle-
men in the active sense, but rather to exact tolls from merchants passing
along these routes.

The special position of town-dwellers in medieval society involved
another form of dependence, their dependence as consumers. It was a
chief concern of the towns to obtain consumer goods of adequate quan-
tity and quality for the general population, and raw materials for craft
workers. This concern was the source of other elements in town policy.
Consumer defence, however, involved issues beyond that of ensuring
supplies from outside; it implied internal regulation and adjustment of
claims between conflicting groups within the town itself, for the special
interests of the few easily ran counter to the consumer interests of the
many. It also gave scope to considerations less ‘economic’ in nature, to
social and ethical principles, to ideals of commonweal, to church teach-
ing on fair price and neighbourly dealing; for however amoral might be
the treatment of ‘foreigners’, within the town there was a strong sense
of community. There was constant insistence that economic laws should
be “for the public good’, for ‘the good and profit of the whole commun-
ity’, and that every economic act and relationship should be ‘good,
loyal and true’. These ideals exerted a constant and powerful influence
on town policy despite the frequent control of legislative machinery by
sectional interests.

In brief, both livelihood and life depended, directly or indirectly, to a
greater degree or a lesser, on a suitable trading situation. These two as-
pects of dependence, as they issued in policy, may be treated as the de-
fence of trading interests and the defence of the consumer.

(I) THE DEFENCE OF TRADING INTERESTS

For ‘mere merchant’ and for trading craftsman—and one or both often

directed town policy—there was one main way to satisfy need and

ambition and this was to increase the amount of trade available to
M
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themselves, and to ensure that in this trade they bought as cheaply and
sold as dearly as possible. They tried to increase profits both by forcing
the terms of trade in their favour and by ensuring that as much business as
possible came their way.

At first the creation of a favourable trading position was not neces-
sarily a matter for conscious policy, nor indeed for any effort on the part
of the town. With poor communications, absence of competition and
limited output of many necessary and desirable goods, general conditions
themselves ensured a large ‘natural’ disparity between buying and selling
price. Satisfactory profits could be expected without elaborate human
interference. The growth and spread of production, the development of
routes, the improvement of marketing facilities and the increase in the
number and efficiency of competitors altered this situation. It became
necessary to maintain the profitability of trade by artificial control and to
protect or increase a town’s share in trade by a conscious policy.

The most important single aim was to give the town population a
favoured position as middlemen, to guarantee that they enjoyed as
nearly as possible 2 monopoly in the handling of trade between one area
and another. It might seem proper, has indeed seemed proper to some, to
adopt the term ‘staple policy’ to describe this aim. Such usage is mislead-
ing. Apart from the fact that the English staple system differed essentially
in both form and purpose from the typical continental staple system,
even the continental Stapelrecht did much more, and much less, than en-
sure a middleman monopoly to a group of merchants. This staple system
involved the power to make merchants pass through a given town where
they could be taxed, where their goods could be forced to a sale on the
local market, and where their further progress could be stopped or made
conditional on terms imposed by the local traders. Clearly such an ar-
rangement could serve various policies, not merely that of entrepreneur-
ial monopoly, and in particular it could be and was an instrument for en-
suring abundant, cheap supplies of necessities in a2 town, in other words
was a part of a ‘provisionist’ or consumer-defence policy. On the other
hand, the drive for a privileged position as middlemen led towns far
beyond the confines of any system which can reasonably be called a
staple system. No ‘staple’ was involved in those highly important
struggles conducted by burgess groups to oust other merchants from
foreign markets, or to exclude them from trade routes which might pass
nowhere near the home town.

It remains true however that one great method by which a town might
build up a trade monopoly was by diverting and concentrating trade
into its own market square. An obvious element in such a policy was the
insistence by towns situated on some trade route that merchants should
not by-pass them. Poland, which handled a considerable amount of
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transit trade but boasted relatively few important trackways, saw an in-
tense development of the przymus drogowy, the duty to follow a staple
route. A main line of traffic through Poland in the later Middle Ages was
that running north and south from Danzig, through Thorn, Piotrkow
and Cracow, to Nowy Sacz and Hungary. Danzig, Thorn and Cracow
fought bitterly to force merchants to keep to their part of the road and to
by-pass those stages controlled by their rivals. Cracow, for example, won
a position as the staple for all trade between Hungary and the north in
return for submission to Ladislas Lokietek in 1306, and so countered
Thorn’s attempt to develop trade with Hungary; at the same time it
leagued with Danzig to develop a westerly route through Bydgoszcz
and up the Brda river which would defeat the staple rights of Thorn in
the northerly section of the highway. The story is the same in almost any
part of Europe. Genoa tried to build up a position as compulsory port for
all sea traffic of the south French and north-west Italian coastal areas; the
bricks it used were such one-sided agreements as the 1153 treaty with
Savona by which all Savona ships bound for Sardinia and Barcelona had
to set sail from Genoa, unload at Genoa on their return and carry a pro-
portion of Genoese merchants. Across the peninsula Ravenna was forced
to conduct virtually all her overseas trade and even most of her north
Italian trade through Venice. In England, fifteenth-century Southamp-
ton buttressed a trade concentration of huge dimensions with spe-
cial privileges from the Crown. In Brabant a major public utility, the
Brussels—Antwerp canal, projected by the Brussels council, was ob-
structed until 1531 by the fierce opposition of Malines and Vilvoorde
which would have been by-passed by this waterway.

Some of the most notorious examples come from Germany. Mere
concentration of trade at some town on a natural route was not enough;
there was a large-scale diversion of trade. The line taken by foreign mer-
chants could be the longest distance between two points as long as that
line passed through one’s own town. So Kiistrin skippers wanting to
trade a cargo at some Baltic port had first to navigate up the Oder to
Frankfurt, disembark their goods, pay dues, load their vessel again and
then sail down-river to the sea. Hamburg similarly forced river shipping
to call at its wharves though the ultimate destination might be in the
opposite direction, and goods under shipment from one town on the
Elbe to another were forced to leave the river and make along and costly
_ diversion in wagons to Liineburg.

Another method of achieving the same end of trade concentration and
monopoly was the frank exclusion of adjacent towns or merchant
groups from certain branches of trade which were thereby automatically
forced into one’s own city. This method found its fullest expression in the
treatment by towns of the areas under their direct control, where all com-
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peting merchants and trade could be suppressed; but the principle was
applied more widely than this, as can be seen in the case of such successful
towns as Genoa and Venice. Genoa forced Narbonne in 1166 to give up
the transport of all pilgrims embarking at any port from Montpellier to
Nice; Venice in like manner insisted that Ravenna should withdraw from
the pilgrim business in 1234 and enforced the same prohibition on An-
conain 1264.

The concentration of trade at the home town, the forced diversion of
traffic to one’s own market square or quayside, was by no means the end
of the matter. A town was not merely a point at which trade was concen-
trated, it was a point at which trade was arrested. The free carriage of the
goods so assiduously channelled to one point was now interrupted in the
interests of local monopoly. The native merchants hastened to make
themselves the unavoidable link in the chain of trade which passed
through their city. Sometimes it was decreed that stranger merchants
could not enter the territory of a town, or else foreigners would be allow-
ed to bring their goods as far as a given city but not to trade beyond it; on
other occasions direct trade between one outsider and another would be
prevented, or there would be arule thatall goods brought into a town had
to be put up for sale. In all such cases the general upshot was to guarantee
or atleast to favour the monopoly of transit trade by the local merchants.

Examples come from every corner of the continent. Compulsory sale
of incoming goods and the interposition of native merchants between
foreigners who wished to do business together were commonly secured
by civic ban in towns everywhere. More surprising, perhaps, is the great
number of cases where a town successfully refused through-passage to
alien traders. In Italy, Bologna was able (in 1116) to persuade Henry V to
prohibit Tuscan merchants from passing through Bolognese territory
more than twice a year, though Bologna was a virtually unavoidable
transit centre for much of Tuscan trade. Genoa, in return for help against
arebellious Montpellier, was able to prevent sailors of that town carrying
on any sea-trade further east than Genoa itself. Eatly in the thirteenth
century Viennese law prevented south German merchants from going
through to Hungary for trade; they were stopped at the city and there
had to dispose of their goods which were carried further east by Vien-
nese merchants only. The system was peculiarly complete at Cologne
after 1259, when that city became an enforced terminus for merchants
from each and every direction, and in the case of such Baltic towns as
Danzig and Riga which built up a position as sole intermediaries between
the east European hinterland and the traders who sailed the Baltic.

The pursuance of “staple’ policies in the interests of trade concentration
and monopoly was but one facet of a much wider struggle for the control
of markets and routes. True it was a common and natural feature
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because the home town was an obvious base and centre for monopolistic
practices, and it became peculiarly important in the later Middle Ages
when competition made towns fall back on the defence of the one sector
of trade directly under their own control—trade passing through their
territory. But it fell far short of being the only way in which towns real-
ized their ambitions.

A desire to maintain old and to open up new markets, to secure a firm
hold on the carrying trade between one region and another, was so ob-
viously a major strand of town policy that it needs little comment. A
great part of the external history of the more important medieval cities
can be written around their conflicts one with another to secure control
of a trade route, to dominate the source of a vital commodity and to
monopolize access to a great market. Such contests are to be found in all
regions and at all times. Even in Carolingian days Venice opposed the
Lombards in her quest for expanding commercial opportunities, and by
the eleventh century, in the south of Europe at least, competitive war-
fare was becoming endemic, with Milan set against Pavia on land or
Genoa against Pisa at sea. It was not long before there emerged some of
those great and general patterns of conflict which coloured so much of
medieval history. There was a major struggle between Genoa and Venice
for control in the east Mediterranean and Black Sea regions, which open-
ed in 1177 when Genoa negotiated a treaty of commercial privilege with
the sultan of Egypt and broke into what had hitherto been a virtual
monopoly trade for Venice. In the western Mediterranean there was a
running fight between Genoa and Pisa for mastery of the trade of the
south French and east Spanish coast areas, a fight which began as soon
as the two cities had conquered Sardinia as allies in 1016 and did not
end until, in 1284, Genoa built a2 mole across the outlet of the Arno and
choked her rival’s port with silt. Each major struggle embraced a variety
of minor collisions: acts of piracy and retaliation, trade embargoes and
contentious diplomacy, isolated wars in specific areas for specific aims.
The whole Mediterranean was embroiled: Pisan war-vessels menaced
Genoese merchantmen in the very roadstead of Barcelona, Genoese
seamen drew knives on Pisans in the streets of Constantinople; and all
the smaller towns were swung into diplomatic and commercial orbits
determined by the pull of the greater cities. The wars of the Titans were
themselves fought out amidst the more trifling but no less bitter squabbles
of second- and third-rate towns, each avid for the scraps of trade which
escaped the appetites of the great.

The motive force behind these conflicts is obvious enough; there is no
cause therefore to pursue their detailed history, which would indeed be
little short of a complete history of Mediterranean affairs. It only remains
to stress the universality of such struggles in time and space. The northern
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seas were ranged by crews as toughly ambitious as any in the south.
Landsmen, too, fought for the same cause and with similar weapons; in
1168 for instance, Milan, heading the Lombard League, struck hard at
Genoa and Pavia by founding Alessandria asa southern stronghold which
blocked the road between the two, menaced the whole economic posi-
tion of Pavia and seriously fettered the northward flow of Genoese
traffic. Nor did struggles develop solely between one town and another.
The League of the Rhine defended its trade in military action against the
local nobility, the Hanseatic League went to war with the king of Den-
mark, Venice attacked the Empire, while the favourable position estab-
lished by Jewish communities in Carolingian times was assailed by one
city after another ever after Venice, in the early tenth century, prevented
Jews from using Venetian ships and negotiated vainly with the arch-
bishop of Mainz to prevent their trading in metals, cloth and spices in his
province.

One interesting consequence of the continuous strife to control routes
and markets and deny them to others was the formation of ‘chequer-
board’ groupings of the towns, especially where state authority or the
need to unite against some common difficulty did not check the com-
petitive struggle. The jealous cities tended to find their worst enemies in
their nearest neighbours or those who controlled routes they had to use,
and their natural allies in cities which suffered equally from the presence
of some intermediate town. In the twelfth century for instance there was
a certain stability in a situation which bound together Catalans, Genoese
and Lucchese against the Provengal cities, Pisa and Venice. ‘Side-chains’
linked on to such groups; there was throughout much of the century an
alliance of Pisa with Florence because the latter town was coming into
conflict with Pisa’s enemies, Lucca and Siena. In the early twelfth century
struggles on land led to an equally natural entente between Paviaand Lods,
Piacenza, Reggio, Novara and Asti, against Milan at the head of a group
containing Parma, Modena, Cremona, Tortona and Brescia.

A wholly successful policy meant complete monopoly of the trade in
some commodity, unchallenged command over some vital route or sole
access to some market, together with freedom from fiscal and other inter-
ference in the trade so monopolized. Such success was not rare among
‘staple’ towns, either those which were compulsory stages on a given
route or those which received the sole right of handling some one com-
modity like grain, wine or salt. It is also to be found in situations where
there was no question of the favoured town being a staple. Genoa made
a treaty in 1109 with St Gilles by which Genocse, and Genoese alone,
could conduct sea-trade with St Gilles and this trade was made customs-
free. In 1167 the Genoese made a more comprehensive agreement with
Aragon which guaranteed them full freedom of trade and exemption
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from taxes in all ports from Tortosa to Nice; at the same time Pisans were
explicitly excluded from trade in this area, and as the Pisans were in fact
the only serious competitors of the Genoese the latter won by this treaty
a virtually watertight monopoly. Even where absolute monopoly was
not within reach it was possible to win ‘most favoured nation’ treatment,
especially in the matter of customs, and even, like Germans in England
and Venetians in Byzantium, to gain terms more favourable than those
allowed to native merchants themselves. Below such triumphs was every
grade of partial success in attaching advantage to oneself and denying it
to others.

If staple policies were merely one branch of a more general struggle for
monopoly and privilege, this in turn was only part of all the activity
based on a policy of increasing trade and the profits of trade. Com-
petitive features were commonly dominant, but they were engendered
by the circumstances in which the policy worked itself out and were
not co-terminous with the policy itself. This fact can be obscured because
circumstances so often did compel competitive methods; indeed oppor-
tunities for non-competitive expansion were rapidly reduced by the very
success of a process which aroused emulation in each area penetrated and
tempted rivals from outside. A false impression is also encouraged by
the partial nature of the evidence: war ‘made news’ for the medieval
chronicler when peaceful trading did not, conflict filled the official
archives with records of treaties between powers and lawsuits between
individuals, while unopposed and unregulated trade might leave little
trace; also the earliest centuries and the more backward regions, the most
suited to non-competitive expansion, are those for which there is the
least documentary material.

However there is abundant evidence that towns laboured as strenu-
ously to open up new markets as they did to oust rivals from the old, and
fought as hard against the obstacles set by geography or moral scruple, by
technical inadequacy or deficient organization, as they did against com-
mercial opponents. In the early thirteenth century Venice exploited her
success in the Fourth Crusade by sending agents into the mountains of
Armenia, across the steppes of north Syria, and to Mongol princes inland
from the Black Sea ports. Later in the century the individual courage
which opened routes across sea and desert to Persia, India and China was
quickly reinforced by the corporate action of the great Italian cities. Cur-
rent indignation against the immorality of trade with the infidel was set
aside time after time by towns anxious to open up rich markets to the
south and east of Christian Europe and to establish contact with the cara-
vans coming from the Orient; the failure of Leo Marsicanus, who ful-
minated in vain against the un-Christian traffic of Amalfi and Salerno in
the ninth century, was never properly avenged in later times despite
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ephemeral and partial victories won by the efforts of popes, kings and
friars.

Once set on foot, policies of expansion fed on themselves; each exten-
sion of a town’s trade involved further extensions, quite apart from the
growing ambitions of the townsfolk. When Genoa between 1097 and
1109 established fondachi at Antioch, Jerusalem, Acre and Tripoli she was
soon forced to secure her communications by trying to build up her
position at Syracuse and Messina and in Crete; from the middle of the
twelfth century she established herself at Bougie, Ceuta, Tripoli and
Tunis on the north African coast, partly to open up fresh markets, partly
no doubt to secure the flank of her route to Syria. Perhaps, too, the
rapidity and forcefulness of Genoese penetration to the north and west in
this period should be seen as part of the same pattern, resting not merely
on growing wealth and determination but on the sheer need to trade in
areas whose imports and exports were the necessary complement to her
recently established Moslem trade.

The policy of extending markets was, of course, anything but simple
asitissued in action and it showed infinite variety as it adapted itself to de-
tailed circumstance. Beside straightforward expansion there were all the
efforts to open up alternative routes when an old road was closed, the
attempts to prevent old markets from being disturbed, the schemes to
compensate for the loss of one outlet by the acquisition of another. Apart
from any positive advantages which might accrue, Venice, for example,
bad an obvious negative motive in arranging that the Fourth Crusade
should attack Constantinople; one of her greatest single interests, the
Egyptian trade, would have been seriously interrupted had the expedi-
tion gone to the Nile. This Egyptian connection in turn grew rapidly in
importance after the treaty of 1262, negotiated by Venice immediately
following her loss of a monopoly market in the Byzantine Empire in
1261, as it had also grown when the Third Crusade had failed to reeover
the Holy Land. The need to compensate for lost outlets similarly forced
Genoa to reconsider her position after Alessandria appeared in 1168 to
block her northern route; she straightway attempted a much more
thorough-going use of the south French ports, and showed herself will-
ing to adoptalesscavalier attitude than formerly to Narbonne and Mont-
pellier whose friendship was now of vital importance.

There is an intimate connection between the above methods, intended
to secure optimum trading conditions, and the whole corpus of town
legislation which regulated the activities of foreign merchants; in fact, as
has already become apparent, there was much overlapping between the
two, as some control of foreign traders was inevitable in the pursuit of
trade advantage. However the treatment of foreigners inside a given

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



RESTRICTIONS ON ALIENS 169

town deserves separate attention, for it did not wholly coincide with the
fight for trade privilege, and when it did fall in this category it showed
certain special features. As with the staple policies mentioned above,
many of the restrictions imposed on outside merchants can be attributed
to a variety of distinct motives, not to one alone. Enforced resort of aliens
to a given market and compulsory disposal of goods at that market were
methods of increasing the revenue of a town and, a more common
motive, of ensuring abundant and cheap supplies to local consumers;
again, many of the acts which forbade the import of finished goods and
export of raw materials by aliens must be ascribed to a wish to protect
local industry. There are other features of the treatment accorded to out-
siders which suggest that it was not always based on the desire for trade
preference. A great deal of this legislation in earlier days, in English bor-
oughs for example, seems to have owed much to the principle that for-
eigners should pay, through tolls and the like, for the personal protection
and trading advantages which they shared with the citizens but which the
latter had paid for with their taxes. Why should a man who was not ‘in
scot and lot” with the townsmen enjoy the same customs exemptions, a
free site for his stalls, the protection of town guards and walls, free of
charge? If he shared the civic burdens he would be allowed to enjoy these
privileges like any resident native, if not he must be ‘discriminated
against’ by market dues and other means.

While some of the regulations affecting alien traders were not meant to
give the townsfolk a preferential position in trade, those which were so
intended often gave a special twist to this policy. This was the case with
those laws which restricted the actual operations of strangers within the
town walls, and especially those which denied them access to retail trade.
As Heckscher points out, ‘the regulations were obviously intended to
limit not only the competition of foreign merchants with the native in
intermediary trade, but also their buying and selling in the city itself’* In
the first case foreigners alone paid for the advantage gained by local mer-
chants, in the second the monopoly was paid for, in part at least, by con~
sumers and producers within the town; the terms of trade were not only
turned against outside producers, consumers and distributors in the inter-
ests of the town as a whole, but were set against consumers and producers
in the town itselfin the interests of a privileged section. This feature is im-
portant and accounts for the way in which the attitude to foreigners
could vary significantly with shifts of political power in towns from one
economic group to another; but it must not be exaggerated. In the first
place only one special section of Fremdenrecht is involved, for the rest
served the general interests of the townsfolk ; in the second, it is hardly fair
to discriminate so sharply between the effects of restricting alien traders

1 Eli F. Heckscher, Mercantilism; transl. Mendel Shapiro (London, 1934), 11, 75.
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within the town and those of excluding them from markets outside. The
merchants of a given city could exploit their neighbours just as truly
when they controlled a distant source of vital consumer goods or mono-
polized distant markets for the town’s manufactures as when they en-
grossed distribution inside the town. The internal struggles of the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries show contemporary awareness of this
fact.

With proper qualifications, however, it remains true that a great part
of the regulation of alien merchants falls within the scope of this section;
it aimed at keeping as much internal trade as might be in the hands of the
citizens, while business which had to be left to foreigners was controlled
as strictly as possible and so managed that natives would share in it and
profit from it.

The chief methods used were similar in all parts of the continent.
When circumstances allowed, the foreigner might be forbidden certain
kinds of transaction altogether; for instance it was commonly decreed, as
in the regulations of many Gilds Merchant in England or in the 1221
municipal laws of Vienna, that one stranger merchant should not deal
with another but must trade with citizens alone. In some towns this was
narrowed even further to compulsory use of the strictly regulated brok-
ers, sworn civic officials like the makelaeren of Flanders. Equally com-
mon was the closing of retail trade in a town to the outsider; this is an-
other feature which is well represented in the laws of English Gilds Mer-
chant. The more vital a branch of trade, the more insistence was laid on
such clauses, and the twelfth~century charters granted to several English
towns made special provision that retail sales of cloth should be confined
to burgesses.

It was possible for aliens to circumvent these laws and a common way
of doing this was by entering into partnership, formal or informal, with
adenizen. Asa result towns were forced to attack such arrangements; the
1260 regulations of the Leicester Gild Merchant laid it down that no
gildsman could sell the goods of a non-gildsman unless he had first
genuinely bought them; at Guines in north-east France the statutes ex-
pressly denounced all associations of foreigners with citizens intended to
evade the law which said the former could not sell wine retail; and Han-
seatic towns banned ‘mixed’ partnerships and debarred their citizens
from providing freights for alien ships. Here again the main emphasis
was often on those branches of business most important to the town; at
Douai for instance ‘non-co-operation’ between townsman and outsider
was prescribed in the case of the cloth and wheat trades which were the
main pillars of Douai’s economy.

Where they were not barred from trading, strangers were often sub-
ject to various limitations and disabilities, over and above the obvious
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one of discriminatory taxation. Laws which forced aliens to wait until
all the burgesses had made their purchases before they themselves bought
on the market were quite common, and were of advantage not only to
the local consumer but also to the local merchant. There were limits on
the time a foreign trader could stay in a town, sufficient to enable him to
do his necessary business but giving him no opportunity to entrench him-
self in local trade; forty days was a common period, being the time al-
lowed to foreigners by the 1188 charter of Bristol and to merchants from
Germany, Lorraine, Denmark and Norway by the early twelfth-century
laws of London. Guines, a petty market town, had typically petty regu-
lations. When Guines held a fair, citizens could put up two stalls but for-
cigners only one, and in the case of cloth the outside merchant was re-
stricted as to the length of his pieces and could bring in only what he
could carry under his arm. He was denied the use of a stall altogether. At
the great Saturday market of Paris, drapers coming in from the north-
eastern towns were allotted a special chamber in the Place des Métiers,
kept strictly to the times of opening and closing of the market as told by
the bell and had to retire as soon as the market closed. Some degree of
segregation of forcigners was also a frequent practice; in 1463 the Lon-
don council ordered all foreign shopkeepers into the Blancheappleton
district near Mark Lane, while it was common both in England and on
the continent for the stalls of aliens to be forced into a separate annexe of
the town market or even to be organized into markets distinct in time and
place from those of citizens, as was the case at Douai in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries. Presumably however such measures owed as much to
the authorities’ desire to avoid hard words and hard blows as to their wish
to reduce competition.

Strict regulation was often combined with strict supervision. Anot-
able example of this was the working of the hosting system, which forced
the alien merchant to lodge with a burgess of the town in which he was
staying and enjoined him to report all his dealings to his host, or to con-
duct all his business through the latter. In England for instance it was
pressure from towns like London, York, Chester and Coventry which
forced a reluctant government to pass hosting statutes. By the Act of 1439
all alien traders coming to an English port had to register at the mayor’s
court where they were allocated hosts with whom they had to stay dur-
ing their visit. Each merchant had to inform his host of all business done
by him and the host in turn had to send a biannual report to the Ex-
chequer. This Act was but the culmination of numerous petitions by the
Londoners, and the London policy itself but an extension and strengthen-
ing of a practiceknown much earlier in various towns like Ipswich, which
in 1291 had insisted on having full burgesses as hosts to aliens. A similar
end was achieved by different means with the famous Fondaco det
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Tedeschi, the compulsory residence, storage place and centre of business
for German merchants in Venice, run entirely by Venetian officials.

(2) THE DEFENCE OF THE CONSUMER

The second great purpose undetlying the policy of a medieval town was
the defence of its interests as a community of consumers. The town
authorities had three main objectives here: they had to make sure that
adequate supplies of reasonably priced goods reached the town, they had
to guarantee that goods were properly distributed within the town, and
they had to safeguard the quality of goods so distributed. These aims gave
rise to a body of measures which was probably better developed and
more permanent than any other element in town policy and can indeed
be traced to the period before there was a truly urban policy at all, when
towns were still growing up under their feudal lords. There were, of
course, variations in the strength of the policy and the methods it used in
response to changes in environment, but the essentials remained firm
and they did so because consumer needs were inevitably of basic import-
ance. They were the one great interest which united all sections of the
population.
- The main categories of goods involved in such policies are obvious
enough. First and foremost came foodstuffs and above all bread grains.
Then there were materials important for various domestic and industrial
uses: wood for fires, for building and for furnishing; leather, stone and
metals needed by a multitude of crafts, and all the materijals needed by
the textile industry—wool, flax, alum, fuller’s carth, teasels, dyestuffs,
unfinished cloth and the rest. Finally there were arms.

Why were special efforts and a conscious policy needed in order to ob-
tain these various goods? The essential reason was, of course, the very
nature of the medieval town, which combined a relatively large popula-
tion and a commodity-consuming economy with direct control of an
area which rarely provided enough food and raw materials. This inade-
quacy increased with the growth of a town’s population and the intensi-
fication of its industrial development, and was exaggerated when a town
was situated in a region naturally infertile or one which, like the wine and
woad regions of Gascony, was given over to highly specialized produc-
tion. A keener edge was given to these problems of supply by political
and military considerations, by the fact that the medieval town was in
varying degrees an independent unit which had to fend for itself and was
encompassed by coldness or positive hostility, and by the fact that towns
had to ensure provisions and safeguard supply routes, not in a context of
peaceful and open trade, but under the threat of competition for these
supplies and the purposeful closure of these routes by its foes.
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Heckscher draws a fundamental distinction between policies in which
a ‘hunger for goods’ issues directly in the encouraging of imports and the
discouraging of exports, and those more sophisticated attitudes where
consumer goods are guaranteed by favouring exports so that the home
production thereby stimulated will itself ensure adequate supplies.! He
argues that the first kind of policy was typical of the Middle Ages, not
because of a scarcity of goods or uncertainty in obtaining them, but be-
cause under the conditions of a ‘natural economy’ economic facts are seen
simply and directly; so a ‘naive’, ‘ingenuous’ belief that goods are useful
and that their abundance should be encouraged in the most obvious and
direct way is not obscured by the ‘veil of money’. The ‘provisionist’ mea-
sures of medieval towns, hindering exports and favouring imports, can-
not be explained in this manner. The fact is that medieval towns were
peculiarly vulnerable in a way in which whole nations were not and no
amount of encouragement to home production by allowing exports
would have resulted in urban territory producing enough wheat, wool
or leather to keep the population supplied; also there were many goods
vital to towns which were nothome-produced atall. Secondly, towns did
not typically show anindiscriminate ‘hunger for goods’; they took strong
measures to assure a steady inflow of foodstuffs and necessary raw mater-
ials, but they did not lightly restrict the export or encourage the import
of goods outside these categories. When they did so there were usually
special reasons. Sometimes the favoured imports must be accounted
raw materials despite appearances, like the woven cloth that came in
for dyeing and finishing ; or were arms, which enjoyed a privileged posi-
tion. Sometimes the export of finished goods was forbidden, but only to
alien merchants who were kept out of a branch of trade reserved to
natives, while similarly the import of manufactured goods might be al-
lowed after pressure from local trading interests which saw in this an
opportunity for high profits. Sometimes apparent discrimination against
finished goods was merely normal fiscal practice, charging a higher duty
on valuable (finished) goods than on less valuable (unfinished) articles,
so that there is nothing ‘very peculiar’ in the fact that a load of pig
iron leaving Bergamo paid six shillings duty while manufactured iron
paid eight shillings. Finally, though medieval conditions may have allow-
ed townsmen to see economic facts ‘clearly and simply’, there were not
‘conditions of natural economy’ in the twelfth to the fourteenth centur~
ies; the significance of this period is not that it allowed naiveté but that it
was the period when towns had developed sufficiently to have policies of
their own and to be placed in a vulnerable economic and political posi-
tion.

1 Heckscher, Mercantilism, 1, 103. 2 Ibid. 89.
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The first task facing the town was to bring the goods to its market.
Much depended here on the pressure that could be brought to bear on the
supply areas, and this suggests an immediate distinction between the en-
virons of a town and more distant territories. In the former the aims of
the town could be realized with little opposition; all the produce could
be forced into the town market and the most drastic measures taken
against the diversion of this traffic or its seizure by monopolists. Further
afield there was greater variety in the methods used and success won by
various towns. Strong towns dealing with the weak could use a thorough-
going and compulsory staple system to achieve their ends, and could turn
supply regions into private reserves. Thirteenth-century Venice demon-
strates the use of such overriding power; a treaty of 1234 made her the
only city at which Ravenna merchants could sell corn and salt,and a 1236
settlement barred to Ragusa all trade in the northern Adriatic except for
the carriage of foodstuffs to Venice; at the same time Venice claimed a
monopoly of the export of corn in the lower Po valley and the Mark of
Treviso, and a virtual monopoly further south, as when in 1273 Bologna
was forbidden to purchase more than 20,000 corbes of wheat annually
in Romaniola or the Mark of Ancona without Venetian permission. Of
course, such agreements, even when one-sided, were notalways so dras-
tic. In 1230 Milan contented herself with obtaining from Novara the
right to buy corn in the latter’s territory and permission to import food-
stuffs through this territory without paying tolls.

Where the coveted goods could not be forced into the local market by
a staple system or otherwise they had to be attracted there. Foreigners
who brought necessities to a town were always spared much of the usual
xenophobia. In London, for example, the cloth-workers, the poorer
classes and the rentiers were all reasonably well disposed towards Han-
seatic merchants who brought in cheap and indispensable goods, and it
needed little to make such attitudes generally effective. Middlemen, even
foreign middlemen, might be tolerated, and strangers allowed into the
retail trade itself, when local traders could not satisfy the market; such
arrangements were incorporated in the 1286 charter of Bakewell for in-
stance, while it was common practice in English towns with a Gild
Merchant for non-members of the gild to be allowed to buy and sell food-
stuffs quite freely. The more vital the need the greater the pressure on
normal behaviour, and a corn shortage in Bordeaux and neighbouring
towns could force a welcome to foreigh merchants bringing supplies
from interior regions which were at war with English Gascony.

Besides removing prohibitions towns had to offer positive induce-
ments if they meant to attract the required goods. Much of this encour-
agement would be of a general nature, indistinguishable from the mea-
sures taken to improve trade as a whole. Under this head can be included
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provision of frequent and well-regulated markets and fairs, special
guarantees for the security of traders on the roads and their safe lodging
in the town and an efficient legal and financial system at the disposal of
visiting merchants. The town busied itself with everyone who disturbed
good trade, from importunate porters at thirteenth-century Douai to
the king’s officials whose frequent levies frightened so many country
vendors from bringing provisions to Oxford market in the fourteenth
century. More specific in purpose were toll concessions which differen-
tiated between various goods or between the same articles when import-
ed and exported. Complete or partial freedom from tolls was allowed to
corn imports in many Italian cities from the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies onwards, and in fifteenth-century Bordeaux grain was the only
commodity imported duty free. Nor were foodstuffs alone involved; in
the 1303 tariff of Berwick, alum, dyeing wood, coal, onions, and wax
only paid customs on export, while a century earlier Cologne charged
merchants of Dinant on industrial raw materials they bought in Cologne
but let them sell the same quit of all charges. Such freedom was some-
times the subject of reciprocity treaties between towns. Modena made
arrangements with Ferrara about 1200 and with Bologna in 1229 by
which the contracting parties agreed to allow free export of products
from areas under their control one to the other, and mutual right of
access to their food markets.

The most attractive trading conditions did not always ensure a suffici-
ent supply of vital materials and the town authorities might fall back on
more drastic measures. They could institute a system of ‘tied imports’
under which a certain proportion of, say, wheat had to be included with
every general freight imported into the town, or they could simply force
private traders to bring in whatever the town needed during a period of
emergency. At other times towns engaged in corporate trading, using
communal ships and large capital sums provided by taxation or public
loans to satisfy urgent requirements. This was most commonly the case
with the town’s food supply, where civic trading sometimes became a
regular and recognized practice, but the principle was more widely ap-
plied. At Siena large purchases of wool for the Arte della Lana were made
in the city’s name by officials specially appointed by the government.

Vital goods had not only to be brought into a town, they had to be
kept there. The most obvious way of doing this was to prohibit export.
Permanent and complete restriction of certain exports did occur in the
staple towns of Germany and Poland and at Florence, for example, but
partial or temporary prohibition was more common. Often a town
would content itself with burdening exports with heavy duties, resorting
to total prohibition only when faced with patent scarcity; in other cases it
was thought enough to stop exports by aliens, as in the twelfth-century
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charter to Wells, which forbade non-burgesses to buy untanned leather;
in others again exports automatically became illegal when prices rose
above a fixed ceiling. This was so in the 1230 treaty which Ferrara signed
with Venice, agreeing to Venetian exports of corn, fish and vegetables
from Ferrarese territory as long as their prices remained below a given
level. Similar ends were served by various regulations which, without
barring exports, made such business conditional on the satiety of the local
market. This was done by ordering that all goods should be offered for
sale to the burgesses and to burgesses only, and should remain on the
market for a stipulated period. Such rules had a wide distribution, though
again they are best seen 1n those continental towns with a well-developed
Stapelrecht. The delay imposed on foreign traders might be as long as a
fortnight in some east German and Polish towns though departure was
more usually allowed on the third day.

By favouring imports and discouraging exports the towns were able
to guarantee a sufficiency, even an abundance, of consumer goods under
normal conditions and this abundance was itself one of the main guaran-
tees of cheapness. Yet cheapness could not be assured without a fight on
another front, a fight against middlemen in general and monopolists in
particular. Towns were generally mistrustful of entrepreneurs whose
functions, though often necessary, involved an increase in the price paid
by the consumer; they were actively hostile to private and corporate
monopolies which made high selling prices a matter of conscious policy.

The gilds were the most obvious vehicles for monopoly practices and
great efforts were made to prevent such abuse. When gildsmen made up
the ruling group in a town, and still more when the gild-system itself was
an integral part of government, outright attack was often difficult. Even
so a great deal was achieved;; in particular the town authorities were able
to win general support when crushing monopolies in the food trades.
Fifteenth-century Brussels, where the gilds finally won a share in town
government and exploited their newly won power to push craft ex~
clusivism to the limit, is an apt example. There the last callings to gain the
right of enforcing compulsory membership of their gilds were those de-
voted to feeding the population, and even when compulsory member-
ship was introduced loopholes were left if public interest so dictated. For
example, ungilded innkeepers and countrymen were authorized to sell
their goods in the town. The butchers provide a noteworthy case: they
formed one of the most powerful gilds in Brussels, yet their claims for
complete monopoly were rejected; private individuals were allowed to
slaughter sheep for their own consumption, and when, after a dispute be-
tween Brussels and Vilvoorde, the former won the right to pasture 300
sheep on Vilvoorde plain, the authorities gave the butchers a stint of fifty
sheep, the other 250 being given in tens to burgesses who registered with
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the city finance department and promised to slaughter only for family
use.

The gilds lent themselves to monopoly practices, but these corpora-
tions were not the only offenders; private individuals and companies
were also guilty of cornering supplies, either before they reached the
town or inside the town itself. Against such forestallers and engrossers
the towns waged constant warfare. The municipal records are full of
charges against men who met the countrymen’s wagons or the fisher-
men’s boats and bought up the town’s supplies, and the city regulations
are equally full of injunctions against butchers storing more meat in their
cellars than was needed for current trade, bakers hoarding more flour
than was needed for their ovens and householders buying more grain
than was needed by their households. Sometimes the actual amount
which could be bought by any one person or partnership was fixed, as
in the 1268 ban by the échevins of Douai which fixed one muid of wheat as
the maximum to be purchased on any given day. Such regulations could
be evaded without much difficulty and more elaborate precautions had
to be taken. In 1392 the Douai government ordered that all members of a
company trading in wheat should do business as a group and not split up
to carry out several deals whose total would exceed the statutory maxi-
mum.

The authorities often felt the need to interfere in a way which left less
scope for evasion and was more certain in its effect; they then resorted to
price-fixing. Sometimes this was left to the discretion of an official who
set a price on various goods as he passed through the market inspecting
and testing at the various stalls; more commonly it was done by decree,
by assizes which covered a whole class of goods, carefully relating price
to quantity and quality. Bread and wine were the most common objects
of price control, but the list was often longer. Douai, for instance, had
assizes covering wood and peat, hay and lime, beer and coffins; here the
price was a maximum price in every case except that of bread where a
lower as well as an upper limit was set, presumably in the belief that an
excessively cheap loaf would be of poor quality. The control of bread
prices was in fact a matter for much thought and elaborate legislation as
befitted its key position in consumer defence. Detailed calculations con-
cerning the costs of different grains and the sizes of loaves, the proportion
of various flours and the expenses of production were pondered by the
city fathers before a tariff was issued. A device which one may suppose to
have been practically convenient and psychologically sound from the
consumers’ point of view, and one which eased the problems of adminis-
tration, was the production of a ‘standard loaf” which did not vary in
price but instead changed in quality and size as flour became dearer or
cheaper. The ‘standard loaf” had a great vogue and was known in both

N
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France and Germany as early as the twelfth century. Augsburg, for ex-
ample, made monthly ‘test-loaves’ of constant value but varying weight
which became the temporary standard for the town bakers.

The day-to-day control of prices, weights and measures had to be sup-
plemented when there were special circumstances. Natural disasters
could breed sudden demands and great opportunities for profiteers, and
then an alert council would act promptly, as promptly as did London in
forbidding any increase in the prices charged by the carpenters, masons,
tilers and others who were needed everywhere to repair the citizens’
houses after the great storm of 1362. Sometimes ‘emergencies’ could be
anticipated and appropriate steps taken. There is a great variety of such
precautionary legislation. A 1455 agreement between the bakers of Ox-
ford, the Oxford authorities and Oseney monastery (which owned the
only mills at which Oxford men were allowed to grind their corn) pro-
vided that, when breakdown of one of these mills threatened a bread
shortage, then the bakers were to be free to have their corn ground else-
where on payment of the ‘gristpenny’. At York, when a huge crowd was
expected for some official function or church festival, the normal re-
strictions went by the board and country dealers were allowed to come
inside the walls and sell food free of tolls. Sometimes it was not dearness
but an actual bottleneck in supply which worried the magistrates when
the town was unusually full and busy. There is an interesting example of
this at Guines where, as in many other small towns, the harvest was of
great importance. Here an urgent concern during the harvest weeks was
to make sure that enough bread was turned out at a time when normal
economic life was upset and the town crowded with workers, and so the
ordinary rules which called for careful weighing and measuring were set
aside and the bakers allowed to bake as fast as they could without being
sticklers in matters of quality. Finally it may be remembered that there
was a special problem which faced most towns not merely as an emer-
gency but as a permanent burden, the problem of the poor. Special pro-
vision had to be made for the less fortunate as a matter of moral duty and
for reasons of political expediency, and such provision normally covered
all the vital items in the family budget. The officials of Bristol were speci-
ally charged to see that sufficient supplies of cheap small wood were kept
in side streets near the town wharves to make up halfpenny and penny
bundles for the poor, and to ensure that brewers made cheap small beer
as well as the better drinks for well-to~do customers. Of course bread and
meat received the most attention; wheat was often subsidized, bought in
bulk by the town and sold below cost price to the more needy inhabit-
ants in time of shortage. Occasionally the local authorities even forced
butchers and bakers to furnish buyers with credit, as happened at Guines
in the fifteenth century.
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Towns were as deeply concerned with the quality of goods as with
their abundance and cheapness, and, though this interest sometimes
sprang from a desire to protect the town’s good name in the export
market, it was more often rooted in a desire to protect local consumers.
Such protection could be achieved by official interposition at three
stages: the town could control the quality of imported goods, denying
admission to spoiled grain or high meat; it could exercise a thorough con-
trol over all sales inside the town, confiscating or destroying all commo-
dities which the regular and careful inspections showed were not ‘good
and loyal’; and it could control the actual course of local production
either directly or through the medium of gild organization. Examples
which testify to both the thoroughness and generality of such methods
are perhaps too familiar to need repetition here, nor is there need to stress
the strictness of the penalties incurred by those who broke the law—loss
of goods, exclusion from a craft, banishment from the town and exposure
to public shame—punishments whose harshness measured equally the
strength of town feeling and the ease with which private operators or
organized interests could betray the town’s intent.

III. The Elements of Variety and Change

To defend a commonweal of consumers, to secure plenty of trade on
good conditions, these were permanent aims of town policy. They were
the basis for whatever similarity can be found between town policies at
different times and in different areas. But policies are not made by aims
alone, they are moulded by all the particularities of internal and external
environment. It is only reasonable to expect, and a cursory glance at the
evidence proves, that there was great variety and great change in the
policies adopted by medieval towns over a period of many centuries and
throughout the major part of a continent. Nothing short of a collection
of individual town histories could do justice to the complexity and dy-
namic nature of the subject; the most that can be attempted here is a
description of the chief types and phases of policy. The whole range of
accident and individual peculiarity must be left aside. The storms which
blocked the roadstead of one port while they scoured out the approaches
to another, the partisan warfare with no clear economic basis which rent
the social fabric of some cities, the fickle changes of international boun-
daries which decided the economic fate of many towns—all these and
other ‘accidents’ had great effects on urban policy but must be ignored
here.

There were two fundamental reasons why town policies varied. In the
first place towns were of different types and had different functions in
society. Various classifications are possible—and useful—but the over-
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riding distinction must be between two main groups of towns, between
those with predominantly local interests and those which depended on
trade with distant markets. On the one hand were petty market centres
(some of them would scarcely deserve the name of village today) whose
inhabitants were rarely concerned with what went on beyond ten or fif-
teen miles from their walls; on the other hand were cities whose interests
ranged from the regional to the intercontinental, which carried the bulk
of Europe’s long-distance trade, were subject to constant pressure to seck
far-off outlets for their industrial production and numbered in their
ranks such mammoths as Florence whose annual outlay in trade and
banking would have bought up a dozen quite important towns.

The second basic reason for variation is to be found in differences of
environment and two such differences stand out above all others. There
were contrasts in political environment and especially between towns
which won complete, or near-complete, autonomy and those which
could not give free expression to their interests but were cramped by the
control of superior authority. The most obvious examples of this latter
class were towns in strong monarchical states and those which never won
great success in the struggle against their feudal lord.

There were variations also in the economic conditions within which
towns had to operate and the most significant and general change here
was that caused by the evolution of the European economy as a whole.
Broadly speaking that economy passed from a ‘pioneer’ stage, from an
era of boundless opportunities, of imperfect techniques, of calls to ‘ad-
venture’, to an age where opportunities were less obvious, techniques
were improved, competition became intense and there were marked
clashes of interest both between and within towns. Finally, in the later
Middle Ages, came a period when, often against a background of grave
economic difficulties, towns adapted themselves in two main ways:
either they came to the top as one of the great metropolitan centres
monopolizing the ‘great’ industry and trade of the time or, having lost in
the race, fell back on a stiff-necked defence of their interests in their im-
mediate locality.

The remainder of this essay will be concerned with the interplay be-
tween these various factors. For convenience, and in order to emphasize
that town policies were not static, the treatment will be chronological.
The convenience has its limitations. Apart from the fact that the periods
chosen are necessarily rather arbitrary, two considerations must be kept
in mind. Differences in town policy due to differences in town function
cut clean across those caused by changes in the overall economic back-
ground; above all the contrast between those towns with local interests
and those operating on a vast scale held firm throughout the various
periods. Secondly, these ‘periods’ cannot be tied too closely to actual
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centuries: a marked lack of synchronism existed between various areas.
The towns engaged in Mediterranean trade reached a stage of competi-
tive struggle, of saturation of opportunities, in the late twelfth century
which was not equalled over much of northern Europe until the four-
teenth century; while even within a single region some towns far out-
paced others in their social and economic evolution and had to face
various economic problems generations before these were posed to their
more tardy neighbours.

(1) THE EARLY PERIOD: ‘FREEDOM’ AND FISCAL POLICIES

The evidence of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries makes it quite
clear that most town economies of that period were highly regulated
economies and that this intense regulation normally issued from certain
common features of late medieval policy. The external policy of most
towns was the reflection of a struggle for prosperity, even for survival, in
a competitive world which bred ‘exclusivism’, ‘selfish protectionism’, ‘a
competitive spirit’, ‘monopoly practices’ and ‘xenophobia’, to use the
phrases which recur in almost any description of the period. The internal
policy of towns also led to a high degree of regulation which secured the
control of the majority by an oligarchical minority or maintained a nice
and precarious balance between a variety of craft gilds.

Now, though towns were always especially dependent on the main-
tenance of favourable trading conditions, it is hard to see that this neces-
sarily meant action of late medieval type, that it involved such intensive
and detailed control, such hostility to ‘foreigners’, such multiplication of
monopolies. Looking at the position inside the towns, it does not seem
inevitable that there should always have been such elaboration of mea-
sures to defend an oligarchy nor—when oligarchy was absent—such
effort and artifice to avoid it and secure to each subordinate group its own
rightful place. Suspicion grows that the particularities of the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries are due to particularities of the contemporary
background, and that earlier centuries may have allowed greater freedom
and encouraged more liberal attitudes. Indeed there does seem to be some
evidence that there was a more liberal disposition, a greater freedom of
temper in economic affairs among townsfolk before the thirteenth cen-
tury and that such freedom was no less real because it was relative, no less
telling because it was manifest as a disposition rather than as a coherent
and whole-hearted policy. This hypothesis of a period of greater ‘free-
dom’ will be used as a starting-point.

Perhaps the most useful sense of “freedom’ in urban policy, and the
criterion which will be most used here, is tolerance towards strangers,
towards merchants and craftsmen from outside the town, as opposed to
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local exclusivism and local monopoly which feared and repulsed these
strangers and could only be broken by pressing necessity. Linked with
this might be similar liberality within the town itself: the policy-making
elements would allow comparative freedom in various spheres, with no
oppression of craft producers for example, and no marked restriction of
entry into trading and industrial associations. In the background will be
the more general sense of freedom as absence of regulation, absence of
that meticulous regimentation of economic life so pronounced in the
later Middle Ages.

If the reality of this period of greater freedom is accepted for the mo-
ment, the question arises as to what conditions might have made it pos-
sible. It has been suggested that in the earlier Middle Ages ‘deliberate en-
croachment on economic activity was impossible simply because there
was no institution powerful enough to identify [itself] with such a poli-
cy’.* Thisexplanation may be true of states but seemsill-fitted to the prob-
lem of towns. Itis hardly an exaggeration to say that the right and ability
to control important economic matters was of the very stuff of which
towns were made, while from the practical point of view there was many
a city which tightened its control of economic affairs without any note-
worthy change in its powers. Further, when towns did strive for more
power, it was often as a direct result of an ambition or need to intensify
economic regulation or pursue a more competitive policy.

The real reasons are to be found in general social and economic con-
ditions, and especially in certain circumstances which were external and
common to most towns. Economically speaking, early medieval society
was ‘unsaturated’: it could use and absorb, without great difficulty, more
traders and capital, more goods and services, than were actually ‘in cir-
culation’; it had large untapped resources, an expanding territory, a
growing population, a rising overall consuming power and so there were
great opportunities for the expansion of trade, finance and industrial
production. More ships, more pack-horses, more looms could find
employment without overcrowding or need for hard competitive
struggle. Clearly it would be dangerous to rely on less than an exhaustive
list of examples to illustrate what must essentially be a general problem,
but it may be noted how Aardenburg, small and very near to Bruges, still
managed to achieve prosperity before 1280, yet after that date had to be-
gin a desperate fight with her neighbour for mere livelihood.

To talk of lack of saturation is to say too little. It was not merely a
question of the overall quantity of traders and goods in relation to need;
equally vital was the unevenness of distribution of these goods and ser-~
vices. If there was greater freedom in the earlier Middle Ages it did not
spring merely from the abundance of good markets open to all, but

1 Heckscher, Mercantilism, 1, s6.
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derived also from the fact that merchants, capital, technical knowledge
and productive capacity were concentrated in some areas while others
lacked and needed them. Such inequalities encouraged more freedom of
economic intercourse than was feasible when each region had gone much
further towards economic self-sufficiency.

In the simpler cases a relatively backward area would need, or at least
would be unable to resist, penetration by foreigners from a more highly
developed region, as happened between the Baltic hinterland and the
north German cities where a more or less colonial relationship was estab-
lished. Sometimes conditions were more complex: a town might need to
draw on outside resources and at the same time be able to invest in less-
advanced economies. Until the early thirteenth century Genoa relied on
the merchants of the ‘hanse’ of the seventeen towns for the importation
of most of the cloth which she shipped through the Mediterranean. In the
middle decades of that century she was able to go far towards dispensing
with these merchants and bought her cloth at the Champagne fairs. Yet
in order to do this the Genoese buyers had to lean heavily on capital ad-
vances from the merchants of Asti, Milan, Piacenza and other north
Italian towns. It is typical that, when the replacement of northern mer-
chants was getting under way early in the thirteenth century, two of the
richest Genoese bankers and clothiers, Bertramis Bertaldus and Man-
fredus de Serra, acted in very close association with an important Asti
trading family which had strong interests in textile dealings at the Cham-
pagne fairs. Tolerance towards, even encouragement of, foreigners re-
mained characteristic of Genoa throughout the thirteenth century and
had not disappeared in the eatly fourteenth century. Foreigners were
allowed to do business under conditions of remarkable freedom, and
even the brokers’ profession included members from Florence, Lucca,
Piacenza and other Italian towns, not to speak of Provencaux, French-
men and Germans; indeed Genoa at this time must have owed an ap-
preciable part of her wealth to the activities and the capital of foreigners.
On the other hand, just when Genoa was drawing so heavily on the re~
sources of others, her own were being committed in less advanced re-
gions; up to the sixties of the thirteenth century Genoa stood in a domin-
ant economic relationship to a city like Barcelona which she provided
with capital, technical knowledge and shipping, and by the 1153 treaty
with Lucca she dominated traffic between that city and the French fairs.

These conditions would have a strong influence on town policy. For
merchant capitalist and for craftsman producer—and one or both would
usually be influential in town policy—there would be no great difficulty
about the terms of trade: profit-margins would not be dangerously nar-
row. When distributive machinery had by no means caught up with the
potential market, when competition was barely felt, when the output of
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many desirable and necessary goods was not as great as latent demand,
when there were new areas and new commodities to be exploited, satis-
factory profits could be expected without elaborate human interference
or measures to exclude the other fellow. The need to recruit artisans and
traders, the need to concentrate capital, the need to open up markets in
the face of political and physical obstacles, all these remained; but all
these were just the circumstances likely to push in the direction of ‘free-
dom’ and mutual understanding within the towns and between the
towns.

These conditions did not coincide with any definite period of time: in
Italy, for example, they were threatened at many points by the twelfth
century at the latest; but taking the west as a whole it will be assumed that
the period lasts until the thirteenth century. Did this period in fact show
greater liberality in town behaviour than later centuries?

An inferential argument is that, if trade and production were always as
regulated and restricted as they were in the later Middle Ages, if admis-
sions to citizenship and to craft membership were always so limited, if
towns were always so antagonistic and competitive one with another, it
is difficult to understand how towns or the economic activities for which
they were responsible could possibly have increased as they did. How
could populations have grown if all attractive callings were barred to
newcomers? How did the size and number of craft associations increase
so rapidly if there was restricted recruitment? How was the early growth
in membership, influence and vigour of trading bodies sustained if ex-
clusivism was the order of the day? And how, in times and areas where
few or no towns had really large resources, did they solve the problems
of concentrating money, knowledge or equipment for the rapid exploi-
tation of new opportunities without accepting help from outside? There
are of course many individual instances of freedom of recruitment and of
mutual aid between towns to be found in the Middle Ages. The point
here is that it seems a fair inference that such cases must have been quan-~
titatively much more important in the earlier centuries to make sense of
economic and social trends then apparent.

A second argument notes the disproportion in the amount of surviv-
ing evidence about town organization in the last two medieval centuries
as compared with earlier periods. There is a notable and widespread in-
crease in the bulk of town records, especially from the late thirteenth
century onwards, and a large proportion of this increase is accounted for
by the appearance of regulations, bans and injunctions directly or in-
directly affecting economic life. Occasionally the beginnings of a flood
of material around 1300 can be traced to a local accident—a fire in the
Barcelona archives in the 1290’s for example—but such accidents cannot
begin to explain so general a fact.
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It seems that here is a crude means for estimating the degree of ‘regula-
tion’ obtaining in urban economies at different periods; prima facie the
twelfth century was a time of freer, less hampering policies than was the
fourteenth century. Allowing for the quantitative crudity of the judg-
ment, is there any objection to it on principle? It is not a question of the
number of documents increasing pari passu with the number of towns, for
the phenomenon can be noted in many individual towns. Perhaps there
was a ‘clerical revolution’ and the written rather than the spoken or
‘cried’ word came into its own? Perhaps it was a question of the accidents
of survival? Yet these accidents did not make the same, often very strik-
ing, differentiation for all other classes of medieval material, and the im-
pression grows that there was a great deal of writing down because there
was a great deal to be written down in the way of town and gild regula-
tions, that town needs stimulated the greater use of documents in the
public sphere just as company needs did in the private. In any case the
matter is beyond dispute in many cases; of the mass of fourteenth-century
and fifteenth-century legislation, a great part is explicitly new, new in its
detailed provisions and very often new in that it represents interference
in fields hitherto untouched by civic authority.

The argument from silence is valuable because silence presupposes a
town policy which did not multiply occasions for litigious strife and did
not foster the growth of controls. But the mind hankers for more posi-
tive evidence and here other difficulties arise: the subject is so compli-
cated when looked at in detail, so large when looked at in the round, that
general decisions about trends are bound to have a strongly subjective
element. Allowing for this the evidence does suggest an overall change
from policies where the attitude to strangers was more tolerant to those
where it was less tolerant, from situations more free from competitive
and monopolistic features to those which were less free. The growth of a
firm system of Fremdenrecht in the towns of central Germany seems to
date from about the middle of the thirteenth century, illegal contraven-
tions of toll exemptions granted to other towns seem a common weak-
ness in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century English towns but much more
rare before this period, Venice began to feel her way towards a ‘staple’
policy in the early thirteenth century and had matured such a policy
by 1300. Again and again occur these cases which point to an increase in
competitive spirit, in mutual hostility and in conscious desire for mono-
poly, often dating from the later thirteenth century or thereabouts.

Town leagues and associations afford some interesting evidence. Con-
certed action by towns has a bad reputation; it is most likely to suggest
the Hanseatic League of the later Middle Ages, an oligopoly precari-
ously maintained and showing an inherent tendency to break down be-
cause the forces of exclusion and monopoly which underlay it acted as
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strongly between member towns as between them and the outside world.
Or it might suggest the thirteenth-century form of the two great ‘hanses’
of the Low Countries, when illiberal tendencies were well to the fore.
Even so, the exclusivism shown by these ‘hanses” was a group or class
matter, with merchant patricians set against the rest; there was still co-
operation between towns. It was not until the fourteenth century that
three towns came to have a virtual monopoly of the most important
branches of trade and attempts were made by one town to dominate all
the others. This was managed more than once by Bruges, and, a little
later, by Ghent.

Co-operation between towns is not restricted to the later Middle
Ages. What is more, though town associations of this period are char-
acteristically attempts at group monopoly or compulsory groupings
under a powerful leader or alliances natural to competitive warfare, the
earlier associations have contrasting features. They approximate to free
confederations, giving mutual satisfaction and working in a context
where there were adequate markets, and so little used as leagues designed
to give competitive strength. Strength was an immediate purpose of early
leagues but it was applied to different ends. Individual towns were often
hampered by lack of capital or by an imperfect economic organization,
they suffered because they could not muster the force needed to suppress
feudal anarchy or to put pressure on political authorities. Town leagues
then represented a gathering up of strength which made possible or
easier the penetration of markets and their peaceful organization.

A somewhat specialized form of such co-operation is to be found
among merchants of different towns when settled abroad; need for the
strength born of union was here of such importance that it was often
sought even when the home towns had for long been engaged in trade
warfare. So in 1278 Folcio Cacia of Perugia, as capitaneus universitatis mer-
catorum lombardorum et tuscorum and on behalf of the ‘consuls of the mer-
chants’ of Venice, Genoa, Rome, Lucca, Piacenza, Florence, Siena,
Milan, Asti, Bologna and Pistoia, obtained trading privileges for all these
towns from Philip III of France. Similarly Catalan and Provengal towns
combined forces to establish fonduks in Syria in the twelfth century ata
time when greater cities were able to provide their own organization.

The town leagues of Europe are more pertinent as evidence. Leagues
like the ‘hanse’ of London or the ‘hanse’ of the seventeen towns started
when merchants in various towns were interested in developing markets
too big for any of them singly; how useful association could be is shown
by the experience of northern merchants selling cloth at Genoa in the
thirteenth century. Easily the most successful were those grouped in the
‘hanse’ of the seventeen towns, but this was not because of any mono-
poly; merchants from other towns were nof excluded from the trade.
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Presumably the beginnings of such leagues were associations like that
between the merchants of Gravelines and the men of the territory of
Bourbourg, which association in turn joined itself to the Gild Merchant
of St Omer. The reasons for this grouping cannot be given with cer-
tainty, but the view that affiliation was necessary to the weaker group
because St Omer would otherwise have beaten all competition seems to
overlook the fact that St Omer was not exclusive, was willing to associate,
although by the very terms of this argument she should have had the
strength to adopt an intransigent attitude.

The associations which preceded the fully formed Hanseatic League
are equally instructive. They offered advantages to merchants interested
in adventurous expansion and concerned with thrusting into new mark-
ets rather than with keeping their grip on old; but the additional prob-
lem of overcoming physical insecurity was of major importance. The
1259 agreement establishing a league between Liibeck, Rostock and Wis-
mar declared that ‘everyone who robs traders in churches or cemeteries,
on water or on land, is to be outlawed and punished by all towns and
merchants. Wherever such robbers go with their loot, the town or terri-
tory receiving them is to be held equally guilty and proscribed by all
towns and merchants.” Similar motives prompted the formation of other
thirteenth-century German leagues; they were sometimes due almost
entirely to the failure of authority to ensure physical security and pre-
serve fiscal decencies; they were reactions to the furiosa Teutonicorum
insania of the thirteenth-century Rhenish tolls, to the irresponsible
armies which made the long land-ways a perilous nightmare, to the
nobles who as amateurs or professionals plundered the merchant con-
voys. The preamble to the declaration made by the League of the Rhine
in 1254 is explicit enough: ‘As many of our citizens have been utterly
ruined by the violence and injuries inflicted on them in the country and
on the roads for a long time past, and their ruin has involved the ruin of
others. . . itis high time to find some way of avoiding such violence and
of re-establishing peace and justice throughout all our territories. With
this object we have together engaged ourselves by oath to observe a
general peace for ten years.” In these cases we have in fact typical Leagues
of Peace—the League of the Rhine included archbishops, bishops and
many counts and other nobles; indeed most early urban associations, es-
peaaﬂy in Germany, seem to have been varying blends of peace leagues
and ‘development and exploration’ companies. The drive for mercantile
monopoly and the urge for competitive strength are much less in evi-
dence; it is only the readiness with which the organization could be
switched from one goal to another when circumstances changed which
encourages a different impression.

Some of the apparent and real objections to this conception of a more
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liberal period must now be examined. First, a distinction made earlier
may be revived, the distinction between two methods of profiting from
trade: there was the ‘fiscal’ method of taxing traders and the processes of
trade; there was the ‘mercantile’ method of actual commercial activity.
The pursuit of wealth by either of these means could result in measures
or policies which in some respects were identical. This identity is based
mainly on the fact that increasing the amount of trade actually taking

lace in a town and ensuring control of this trade by a single public
authority could serve either set of interests. A ready proof is afforded by
the activities of some feudal lords of towns who did not engage directly
in trade and whose policy was therefore one of fiscal gain tempered by
some consideration for the town’s well-being. From Carolinglan times
onwards there were examples of lords forcing merchants to use routes
which brought them into the town concerned so that they could be sub-
jected to tolls. There are cases where feudal lords acted as vigorously as
any town council in the fight to eliminate competing markets within
as wide a radius as possible; moreover, seignorial suppression of all
private jurisdictions within the town which claimed authority and
financial rights in matters of trade set many precedents for burgess
authorities.

‘What are the implications of these facts? In the first place, the similarity
of the response to fiscal or mercantile motives can make it very difficult to
determine which were operating in a particular case. This is especially
true of the eatlier period when the evidence which would allow dis-
crimination is generally absent. Yet the very difficulty is a useful warn-
ing: there can be no jumping to conclusions, no unhesitating assumption
that all measures of the type mentioned are to be interpreted as reflecting
the interests of pushing traders. In the absence of those facts which would
make a decision possible, interpretation must be based on probabilities
and on one’s view of such matters as the social structure of early towns.
Even ifit is believed that the ‘pushing traders’ were the policy makers in
early towns there is a danger of over-emphasizing the role played by in-
dividual motives and underrating that of collective needs. Towns con-
tained merchants, craftsmen, rentiers, but they were ‘communities’,
‘polities’, and as such suffered from severe revenue problems which had
to be met by appropriate fiscal measures.

The mere fact that many measures should be ascribed to fiscal motives
rather than to a search for trading advantage does nothing by itself to
strengthen belief in a liberal epoch. It does alter our conception of the
mode of illiberality involved and it may alter our moral judgments.
Filling the city chest at the expense of others is perhaps more venial than
the filling of private coffers. The shift of attention to the fiscal sphere also
makes it easier to see a further point; some measures which came to
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operate unfairly and restrictively had a more agreeable infancy as fair and
convenient financial methods. Many fiscal measures were not conceived
50 as to give an advantage to the townsmen, but were based on justice,
necessity or historical precedent.

Pertinent examples are provided by the territorial monopolies enjoyed
by some early English towns. Some of these must be accepted at their
face value; they are clear examples of monopolies operated by the town
in defence of local trade and industry and at the expense of outsiders. In
particular the regional monopolies enjoyed by textile workers, by the
weavers and dyers of Lincoln and Leicester for instance, seem to belong
to this category. Other cases are not so simple. The restriction of all the
trade of an area to a single town had a long history in England. It was a
fixed policy with Edward the Elder and with Athelstan to confine trade
to borough ‘ports’ as far as possible, and though this policy broke down
the idea constantly asserted itself with later kings. Henry I’s charter to
Cambridge provided that no boat was to be loaded or unloaded any-
where in Cambridgeshire save at the hithe of Cambridge itself and that
no toll should be taken anywhere in the county except at Cambridge;
this charter came two, even three generations before Cambridge gained
the farm of its town revenues by the charter of Henry Il and even longer
before a Gild Merchant was authorized in 1201. There was a similar con-
centration of Lincolnshire trade at Lincoln.

A royal policy which favoured trade concentration in certain towns
probably owed a great deal to the fiscal advantages which accrued; toll
collection was easier and cheaper and leakage far less likely. The policy
owed something also to the Crown’s wish to strengthen the towns con-
cerned; this motive was dominant in Edward Is order that all trade in
north Wales except petty traffic in foodstuffs must be transacted in Con-
way, Beaumaris and four other towns. Whatever the royal purpose it
was only to be expected thata town which was beginning to take over the
management of its own destiny should consider it had a kind of natural
right to continue this kind of monopoly.

Looked at in this way a striving for monopoly still remains but it hasa
less aggressively mercantile character; it suggests that a more conserva-
tive desire to preserve the proper and historical order of things was also
present in some degree. But circumstances may have obtained which will
force a more drastic change in our appraisal of urban motives. Com-
munities like Cambridge or Lincoln, in their advance towards indepen-
dence, acquired the farm of their town, and when they farmed the
town’s revenues they paid annually to the exchequer a firma burgi, alump
sum equal or more than equal to the Crown’s yearly income from the
borough up to date. Now imposts on trade were one great source of such
revenue, one of the greatest in fact; in eleventh- and twelfth-century
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English towns, tolls were the largest contributors to royal revenue or
second only to money rents from tenements. When a town enjoyed a
monopoly of trade in an area before the period of firma burgi it is ob-
vious that this would have had an important effect on the size of the bor-
ough revenues, and if the town was made responsible for these revenues
then it had a clear claim to preserve those conditions in which alone a
similar income could properly be expected. In such cases the claim for
monopoly rests as much on fiscal equity and fiscal necessity as on any
other motive. This consideration gains weight when it is remembered
that, in the twelfth century at any rate, little margin for profit seems to
have been allowed to the town; royal income from towns was generally
_raised, often steeply raised, after the Conquest, and when this income was
farmed to the inhabitants the assessment might be even higher. Lincoln’s
burden was more than tripled from /30 in 1066 to £ 100 in 1086, but
the amount of the farm was £ 1401in 1130and later in the century reached

180.
£A town had an automatic right to those privileges which were integral
to the original assessment of its burdens; that this principle should be ac-
cepted was only natural and fair; that the Crown should acknowledge it
is also natural, for after all it was royal revenue which was at stake in the
last resort. So the charters of Henry I and Henry Il to Lincoln affirm that
all mercatores forinseci of Lincolnshire should trade at Lincoln alone ‘so
that my reeves of Lincoln may not lose my royal customs’.! Indeed, the
idea of relationship between a town’s collection of tolls and its payment
of farm to the king was still very much alive in the fifteenth century. At
least it was an extremely handy argument when a town wished to appeal
to the Crown about loss of toll revenue, as did Oxford in its representa-
tions to the Council about 1429.

There is no sharp dividing-line between the above argument and the
idea that many measures which appear monopolistic and discriminating
were merely insistence on payment for services rendered, for the use of
markets, the enjoyment of various trading privileges and so on. These
and related topics can perhaps best be studied through the medium of a
subject which at first sight seems to create grave difficulties for the general
argument, namely, the role of the English Gild Merchant. The import-
ance of this question for our theme will perhaps excuse a digression with
rather insular emphasis, for no objection to our interim hypothesis seems
as telling as the existence of these gilds. That the Gild Merchant was based
on a monopoly is true. But is it true that the gild was an instrument of the
monopolistic and exclusive policy of all or part of the townsfolk? In par-
ticular, can it be viewed as the means by which local traders eliminated

1 The idea is well illustrated in J. W. F. Hill, Medieval Lincoln (Cambridge, 1948),
185.
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as much competition as possible? This is an opinion commonly held; as
one great authority says, the Gilds Merchant affectaient toujours, on le sait,
un caractére local, particulariste et profondément xenophobe (Pirenne).

The original situation seems to have been as follows. The right to a
Gild Merchant was a right granted to a town community, not to any par-
ticular group of townsfolk, and it was a right not to a specific kind of as-
sociation but to a particular method and purpose of associating. The es-
sence of the situation was that all bodies and individuals with an interest
in the trade of the town in any of its aspects should ‘geld’ together—
should submit to mutual taxation. Those interested might well include
the community acting as a whole and might equally well include out-
siders. The money so raised would replace the earlier day-by-day tolls on
allindividuals and organizations which chanced to be trading on any oc-
casion; if, as was often the case, the town farmed the revenue it owed the
king, the gild dues could be ‘put against’ that part of the bill which cor-
responded to the Crown’s earlier toll revenue. Any other gild income
would probably be thought best used if applied to festivities, to the im-
provement of trading facilities or, occasionally, to the general well-being
of the town.

Looked at from the inside the purpose was as follows. The town need-
ed the money which came from taxes on trade; it needed it either to meet
a specific outside obligation (payment to the lord) or to meet internal
needs. For those who regularly traded in the town, and this would in-
clude most natives and many outsiders, the Gild Merchant system had
definite advantages. It was convenient financially, as a lump sum re-
placed a host of petty payments; it worked fairly equitably, for there are
traces of an original principle that dues should be roughly proportionate
to the amount of business that a man was likely to transact; and, finally,
trading interests obtained both the organization and funds with which
to further all aims concerned with the commercial well-being of the
town. Looked at from the outside the arrangement would seem equally
defensible. The town had something between a regular department and
an organized ‘aspect’ of its community life which would deal com-
petently with a vital sector of affairs. There was a rough and ready justice
to individuals from a fiscal point of view, for those who benefited paid
for the benefits. This was of particular concern to a town enjoying firma
burgi, for it had to meet obligations which included the trade taxes pay-
able to the king. The Gild Merchant could act as an arrangement by
which those who used to pay, and properly paid, these dues would con-
tinue to do so; the alternative would have been to spread this burden
over the population at large whether they traded or not.

The monopoly aspect of the Gild Merchant now takes on a different
appearance. If the gild was a ‘gelding together’ of those who thereby
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made themselves quit of tolls, it was only proper that those who were not
associated thus should not enjoy exemption; if gild money provided trad-
ing facilities and privileges, these could propetly be denied to non-
members; if, in those cases where a town farmed its revenues, the gild
was used as a means of providing some of these, then the association hada
right to control the activities which furnished the money and it had a
right to enjoy any advantage or monopoly implicit in the original assess-
ment of the revenues. In other words, Gild Merchant monopoly isin part
explicable as insistence that only those who pay for a privilege can enjoy
it, and in part as the consequence of farming, for farmers must be al-
lowed complete command over whatever business is involved. The
trouble was that this situation was very unstable. The nature of the Gild
Merchant was such that it made a perfect instrument for different mo-
tives: it could so easily be adapted to promote the interests of one town or
one class against others. Indeed the very way the Gild Merchant mono-
poly worked must have suggested such use even when there were no
strong environmental factors encouraging a change. It is the ease and
rapidity with which the policy underlying this institution altered in the
thirteenth century that lends colour to the usual interpretation of this
olicy.
P Sane of these 1deas must now be substantiated; and first that the Gild
Merchant was not a gild of merchants. All the evidence suggests that it
was an association of those with trading interests rather than a group to
advance the interests of ‘mere’ traders. In England it was usually the gilda
mercatoria, and if not that, then the gilda mercanda, gilda mercatorialis, gilda
mercalis, gilda mercatrix ot simply the gilda or hansa; it was not typically the
gilda mercatorum* Among its members appeared those who were neither
pure merchants nor craftsmen-traders, and a fortiori the latter were usually
admitted freely in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries and prob-
ably made up the bulk of membership in most cases. The Leicester and
Shrewsbury gild rolls dating from the beginning of the thirteenth cen-
tury show coopers, carters, miners, carpenters and masons by the side of
butchers and bakers, dyers, mercers and merchants. The privilege of Gild
Merchant was of course given to the community as a whole in the first
place. This is clear enough in those English borough charters which in-
clude the privilege and there is the instructive example of Ipswich to
show how a town population set about exercising their right in this
spirit.2 When this spirit was perverted in later days there was always a
strong likelihood of protest and an appeal to the original conception. This
can be seen in the fulminations of ‘popular’ parties against civic oligarchy
in the fourteenth century or in the 1330 quo warranto proceedings against

11n any case a tnercator was not a ‘mere’ merchant.
* Charles Gross, The Gild Merchant (London, 1890), 0, 115-23.
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towns like Derby and Bedford.* These considerations, joined to the fact
that Gild Merchant functions deeply concerned the town in one of the
inost vital sectors of its activity, explain how the gild could be regarded
as ‘an organization of the whole community for the control of trade by
the common consent of the people’ or, more formally, as ‘the depart-
ment of town administration whose duty was to maintain and regulate
the trade monopoly’.? The situation has been well putin connection with
Cambridge: ‘it seems . . . to be extremely doubtful whether at Cam-
bridge—and the same might be said of some other towns of equal rank—
any Gild Merchant took definite shape and stood apart from the general
body of burgesses. Apparently the freedom from toll which King John
conceded was conceived to belong to every burgess of Cambridge
merely because he was a burgess. In other words, no trace seems as yet to
have been found in later documents of any smaller body organized as a
gild of merchants which was treated as having an exclusive right to that
liberty which had been obtained from the king.™

More vital for the argument is evidence that gild membership was
open tonon-burgesses and indeed to people notresident in the town atall.
Pembroke’s twelfth-century charter said that burgesses could allow all
merchants of the county of Pembroke into their Merchant Gild; the
1157 charter to Lincoln speaks of ‘the merchant gild of the men of the city
and of other merchants of the county’ which had already existed in this
form for a long time; citizens of Hereford could receive Frenchmen,
Welshmen, Scots and anybody else into their gild so long as they were
true subjects of the king and were in scot and lot with the citizens. There
were over fifty forinseci in the Shrewsbury gild at the beginning of the
thirteenth century and 234 in 1249; between one-third and one-half of
Barnstaple gild membership at the beginning of the fourteenth century
seems to have been made up of ‘foreigns’; and in 1281 Leicester allowed
all worthy tenants of the nearby fee of the bishop of Lincoln to enter their
Gild Merchant so long as they submitted to being in scot and lot in all
things concerning the gild.

It is generally clear that the decisive condition of entry was originally
a willingness to submit to mutual taxation, to be in scot and lot or to
‘geld’ with other members. What did this gild payment represent? It was
by and large an equivalent for toll payments, it was analogous to a col-
lective farming of these dues, which made members quit of individual

1 Gross, Gild Merchant, 11, 17-18 (Bedford) and s1-3 (Derby).
* Mrs J. R. Green, Town Life in the Fifteenth Century (London and New York, 1894),
I, 193.
3 Gross, Gild Merchant, 1, 43.
*F. W. Maitland and Mary Bateson (eds), The Charters of the Borough of Cambridge
(Cambridge, 1901), xv-xVi.
(o)
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and piecemeal exactions. When King John’s charter to Gloucester was
confirmed in 1328 gild dues were in fact lumped together with other im-
posts on trade: Gloucester gildsmen were to be free from all muragio, pas-
sagio, gildagio et gilda mercatorum and all other customs throughout the
kingdom. When a ‘toll-farm’ was so constituted in a royal town its iden-
tity would be lost in the firma burgi, though we do hear, at Winchester for
example, of gild fees being handed over to the civic authorities, and it was
agenerally accepted principle that the gildsman reddere debet simul cum bur-
gensibus talliagia et defectus burgi adimplere. This merger of gild payments
with farm payments explains why there is mention of Gilds Merchant
reimbursing the lord in mesne boroughs only, at Leicester, Lewes and
Reading for instance, and why in royal towns there was so close a re-
lationship or even identity between burgess status and gild membership,
between gild fees and urban taxes.

‘Where a town was under a mesne lord and when gildsmen did not lose
fiscally if outsiders were quit of toll, there could be very significant hap-
penings. At Totnes for example the inhabitants claimed to have quandam
libertatem inter se que dicitur Gilda marcatoria, per quam possint mercatores ex-
traneos facere liberos, ne solvant Theoloneum de rebus seu mercandisis suis
emptis et venditis, prout dicti burgenses quieti sunt et liberi; et hoc utuntur et usi
sunt a tempore quo non extat memoria;! they fought their lord, William de
la Zouche, for this right which he opposed as robbing him of his reven-
ues. There was rioting, a judicial inquiry, and the town had to make ar-
rangements more financially favourable to its lord. At Barnstaple, on the
contrary, victory went to the townsfolk in their fight with John Com-
wall over the right to admit merchants and victuallers visiting the town.
Such cases are strongly reminiscent of some continental examples, such as
the 1199 decree of Baldwin of Constantinople which forbade men of
Ghent to allow into their gild anyone not resident in the city or in the
count’s castle.

One important qualification must be made. Gilds Merchant typically
excluded non-members from any share in certain types of trade—all the
retail trade of a town or the retail trade in finished and dyed cloths or,
occasionally, trade in such primary products as skins. Such exclusion is
distinctive because it was total; there was no way round it by paying tolls.
Because this was so it suggests that something more was involved than
financial justice or convenience: there was real monopoly. Two motives
could be involved: the desire to confine some functions to a certain place
and the wish to restrict them to certain people.

The first, which is a basic and crucial motive of policy, will be dealt
with later; what of the second desire? If gildsmen tried to restrict some
trade to certain people they must have wished to exclude other groups.

1 Gross, Gild Merchant, 1, 236.
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Who were these? There were two principal candidates, ‘foreigns’ and
local craftsmen; yet both were admitted to Gilds Merchant as has been
seen, and to the extent that admission of non-residents, non-citizens and
craftsmen was allowed, to that degree exclusion of persons disappeared
and only restriction to a prescribed place remained. But there were some
early attempts to deny burgess-ship or membership of the Gild Mer-
chant to certain craftsmen and especially to weavers, fullers and dyers.

This policy seems to have shown itself earlier than any firm movement
to exclude outside merchants. In the time of King John, for example,
Lincoln aldermen declared that their fullers and dyers non habent legem
vel communiam cum liberis civibus; and in the early thirteenth century simi-
lar exclusivism was apparent in many of the English towns in which there
was a significant concentration of textile workers. The conclusion must
be that, in the most paying branches of local trade, a tendency to exclude
some sections of the population developed very early. However tolerant
the bigger traders and landholders of the town might be towards out-
siders, they took steps to keep some craftsmen out of the more Jucrative
business. This development should not be exaggerated; though signs of
such exclusivism can be traced to the twelfth century it was undoubtedly
in the thirteenth that the policy grew strong and dominant. But there is
certainly a suggestion, here as elsewhere, that ‘lliberal’ policies firstde-
veloped at home, that early oligarchs found various motives for co-
operating with outsiders, but soon found cause and means for putting
pressure on less fortunate classes in their own towns.

Despite this, the internal policies of early towns, like their external
policies, did show some contrast with later conditions. Three suggestions
can be made. Firstly, that early internal policy was often. more liberal in
the sense of not expressing so tight and extended a control by one class
interest over others; secondly, that when it was a class policy the form of
exploitation was not necessarily commercial or industrial, was not the
form proper to an oligarchy of merchants, but was fiscal exploitation;
thirdly, that internal policy, like external, was responsible for less ‘regu-
lation’ of activities than was common later.

The basis of the first suggestion is the fact that there were smaller social
and economic differences between the inhabitants of early towns than
between their successors; opinion was more homogeneous if not more
democratic. There is no room here for details and perhaps no need, asitis
generally conceded that class distinctions, political cleavage and oli-
garchical imposition of minority policies became more prominent in the
thirteenth century, though there were naturally important exceptions
and wide variations in timing. The overriding of consumers’ interests by
great merchants, the oppression of craft workers by entrepreneurs, the
harrowing of housewives by wholesale victuallers, all these may have
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been present; but by and large they were less severe, they had rather less
social foundation and disposed of less political machinery.

As in the case of external policy the argument ex silentio can be added
to the inferential argument. A rough index of the degree to which town
policy was a minority policy is given by the extent to which the majority
complained. Though the twelfth century was not free from such com-
plaints there is a marked increase in their number and in the bitterness
with which they were expressed during the thirteenth century. In many
regions the growing vehemence of the record of protests, strikes, riots
and insurrections is so patent during the later thirteenth century and after,
that a relatively greater popular satisfaction before this time seems an in-
escapable conclusion. What is actually known of internal policies during
the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries does not allow an exact and
detailed estimate, but it certainly does not contradict the idea that town
policy became more remote from the general will as time passed. Town
law and, even more important, town ‘case law’, do give this impression
on balance. Even when special interests won control at an early date there
is no presumption that this represented the original situation. The mer-
chants of the ‘hanse’ of London were acting restrictively towards crafts-
men in their constituent towns by the end of the twelfth century, yet we
cannot assume the absence of a still earlier and more ‘liberal’ epoch.

It is quite clear however that there are features in many towns which
prove a class policy before 1250, a policy serving a dominant minority at
the expense of others. It is an easy step from this truth to belief in policies
serving the domination of mercantile capital; an easy but often a false
step. Though control of town policy was often the means by which
merchant capital arranged conditions to its own advantage, a more direct
use of political power is at least as common and often dominates the
scene. The economic aspect of this direct abuse of power may be called
fiscal or financial exploitation; it was simply a means by which the fa-
voured few put money into their own pockets at the expense of the many
and this by manipulating the ordinary financial machinery of the town.
The principal ways of doing this were frank malversation of public funds
and unfair distribution of taxes; the sale of justice may be included under
the same head.

A great deal of the popular resentment in towns seems to have been
generated by such policies of fiscal exploitation, and as we move back in
time they become relatively more important as causes of unrest. This is
in great part connected with the circumstance that the earliest ruling
groups in towns were not typically groups of mercantile capitalists but
only gradually became transformed into such. When William Fitz Osbert
led agitation in London in 1195-6 the burden of his accusations was that
the city fathers defrauded the king of his revenues and at the same time
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thrust the main burden of taxation onto the poor. Some ten years later
King John, upbraiding the city barons, told the same tale: there had been
complaints that those who were in power were partial in administering
justice, unfair in their way of assessing and levying tallages and dishonest
in keeping sums raised by taxation to themselves. In contemporary Italy
there were striking similarities. There the commons of many towns
pressed for a policy of proportionate taxation to replace a system which
exempted the magnates and imposed a uniform poll-tax on the rest; this
was a system based ultimately on feudal privilege. In late twelfth- and
early thirteenth~century Italy taxation was the prime economic issue in
most conflicts over internal policy. At Milan, Pisa, Siena, Perugia, Lucca
and other towns the popolani made the same demand of the magnati—a
proportional tax on wealth in place of a fixed tax per head.

Such observations can have interesting consequences for the study of
early class structure, but what matters here is the evidence that even when
oppression did exist it was not necessarily a result of moulding town
policy to further commercial and industrial exploitation.

Thete was then greater freedom in the early Middle Ages in the sense
that there was nothing like the detailed yet comprehensive regulation of
the town economy so characteristic of later history. This is true when all
allowances are made for the fact that earlier towns were smaller and their
problems intrinsically less complicated. It is true also of both the internal
and external aspects of policy. Secondly, there was a large measure of
freedom from the restrictions, aggressive and defensive, proper to mer-
chants and craftsmen who find themselves in a highly competitive situa~
tion. Xenophobia, for example, and the laws which give it substance,
were not so much in evidence. It is also true that there was at least rela-
tively more economic freedom for the weaker groups in town society.
Where town policy did reflect the exploitation of the many weak by the
few strong this was commonly by what has been called “fiscal” exploita-
tion. Mercantile capital was not so obviously a separate and dominant
interest, and there was far less legislation to exclude the non-capitalist
trader from power and profit or to subordinate craft workers to great
merchants, than was common at a later time. }

One last but important observation must be made. There was one
sense in which town policy always had to be monopolistic. Unless certain
economic functions, trading principally, industrial production to some
extent, had been concentrated at certain places towns would hardly have
appeared. Such concentration was not so much an original purpose of the
townsfolk as the cause which brought them together as members of a
town. Towns became distinctive economic and social units just when and
because certain places were set apart and defended by laws or privileges
making them market and production centres and denying some or all
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such rights to the countryside around. In origin and essence the early
towns depended on such segregation of economic functions and so, in a
definite though particular sense, on the existence of monopoly. They
were because other places were not, they had because other places had not.
They grew when and where lords restricted trade to a centre, granted
special protection or privileges to those who settled or did their business
atadefined place, gave alegal market to some locality and so denied some
economic activities to everywhere else. The monopoly belonged origin-
ally to a certain place rather than to certain people, but of course it easily
and normally came to embrace the latter.

This was the basic position the town could not give up without ceasing
to be a town. Non-residents might be allowed to import—but they im-
ported to the town’s market; they might have permission to export—
they exported from the town’s market; they might even, by ‘gelding’
with the inhabitants, participate in retail trade—at the legal market place
and time. The trade of a place, that is its internal retail trade, was strictly
reserved to those who had joined the trading community of that place.
What was always intolerable was that the vital functions of the town
should leak and diffuse over the countryside. Of course, it was natural for
a monopoly of trade at a place to become a monopoly of those who lived
at that place and finally a control of all trade by the richer merchants
among local inhabitants. Once the operation of the original monopoly
was entrusted to any association made up wholly or primarily of resi-
dents this evolution was almost bound to begin.

(2) THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY: SATURATION AND
EXPLOITATION

There came a time when whatever ‘freedom’ characterized early town
policy faded, when tolerance towards outsiders diminished and econo-
mic exploitation within towns intensified. “Time’ is a poor word, for this
was no datable event but a trend manifest in town policies at periods
which varied with every individual circumstance. If a time must be
specified then the thirteenth century seems as convenient as any. This was
a critical era in many cases, and in particular saw a rapid change of temper
in the internal policies of many towns.

There seem to be two main reasons for change. The most important
reason inside towns was the consolidation of patrician oligarchies and a
significant increase in the extent to which their power depended on the
control of trade, industry and finance. Outside the towns the vital cir-
cumstances were those which can be interpreted together as indicating
‘saturation’ of the European economy.

The rule of oligarchies is a well-attested feature of the thirteenth
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century. Restricted groups of ‘patricians’, generally including a strong
representation of merchant capitalists, made themselves masters of the
town government. These patricians dominated towns socially and politi-
cally and had the power to direct urban policy on the course best suiting
their private interests. Not uncommonly this development went to ex~
tremes and there was actual identification or fusion of a professional
association of merchants with the town council: an exclusive trading
gild became indistinguishable from the town government. Even after
the notorious XXXIX were removed from power at Ghent in 1275 by
the Countess Marguerite, the office of échevin was restricted to members
of the gild; and a similar rule was common in other Flemish towns,
whether large like Bruges or small like Aardenburg. In England many
Gilds Merchant acted as the governing bodies of their towns and at the
same time made entry more difficult for all save important merchants.
Even when outward form did not so readily betray the inner fact, the
preponderance of men of (relatively) big business and members of the
more notable trading companies was generally well developed in politi-
cal affairs.

Such oligarchies held all the trump cards; they combined political and
economic power, public and private authority, legal rights with illicit
influence; they were masters in the gild-hall and the market, the finance
committee and the workshop. They were tempted as rulers to exploit
the community through the normal fiscal machinery, they were tempted
as businessmen to further private interests by appropriate laws and policy,
and they were more easily led to both courses as outside pressures made
themselves felt.

These external pressures resulted from growing saturation of the
European economy. This saturation is here regarded, not as a crisis, but
as a gradual change in the balance between the goods society could pro-
duce and distribute and those it could consume, a change which cul-
minated in a crisis." The earlier gap between supply and potential demand
was lessened, and in many ways it was the very power, efficiency and suc-
cess of merchants and mercantile capital in industry, the victories of the

‘commercial revolution’, which bred these difficulties. An ancillary pro-

cess which had similar effects was the tendency for productive and com-
mercial capacity to be more evenly spread; though local specialization
was often fostered and though international trade intensified, economic
change in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries often lessened the depen-
dence of major regions upon a few small and highly developed areas.

Several elements went to produce this situation. The distributive needs
of society were satisfied by a merchant class which steadily increased its
numbers and improved the quality of its organization. From the point of

1 Cf. Camb. Econ. Hist. 11, 338, n. 1.
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view of individual merchants this would involve a diminution of oppor-
tunities in general and a shrinkage of profits because of increased com-
petition. Improvements in all aspects of the supply-system, joined to a
greater availability of goods, would cut the large easy profits which
made fortunes when distribution methods were primitive, production
was inadequate to demand and traders could find non-competitive mar-
kets. Many regions, which had been easy markets for finished products
and cheap producers of raw materials, changed their role. They became
centres of political power able to resist gross exploitation; they became
centres of economic power and accumulated the capital, equipment and
knowledge to compete with those under whose tutelage they had de-
veloped. The whole process of industrial and commercial expansion
working through the inducements of easy opportunity and ready profit
was now challenged and this had important consequences for the temper
and motives of townspeople, and merchants especially.

Speaking generally the response of merchants was an attempt to keep
the old profit opportunities, and since these no longer occurred naturally
they had tobe producedartificially. Now,merchantswere strengthening
their control over towns at just this time and this fact gave them special
opportunities for maintaining and creating disparities between buying
and selling price. Indeed the very consolidation of town oligarchies may
owe at least as much to the new economic pressures as to ‘natural’ social
evolution. There were at least three important ways of guaranteeing
large profit-margins: restricting the numbers sharing in the more im-
portant branches of trade, tolerating a rise in the price of consumer goods
which merchants imported into the town, and forcing down the price of
manufactured goods which merchants exported by depressing the con-
dition of craft workers. Because merchants were so often masters of the
towns, these methods became parts of town policy and were fused, too,
with the fiscal exploitation common to any ruling group.

Itisimportant to mark that this was not, for towns as a whole, a period
of economic decline or recession. Overall decline, where it does occur,
belongs typically to the fourteenth century; the late thirteenth century
and the beginning of the fourteenth were a period of maximum pros-
perity and power for many towns, even when they were producing
grave internal unrest with their new policies. It was the absolute loss of
business found in some towns of the later Middle Ages which produced
the more drastic changes. Economic contraction was met by contraction
of outlook; there was more concentration on the immediate locality,
more jealousy of neighbouring towns, and often this was matched by a
corresponding change in the type of man who made town policy. The
ealier period, by contrast, showed much more continuity with the past.
Towns were submitted to gradual pressure rather than the threat of ruin;
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policy was not transformed at the hands of a new type of ruler acting
within the context of novel aims and possibilities, it was adapted by the
old rulers who thought and acted along the old lines but had to devise
means of shifting the pressure onto others. Far indeed from being coinci-
dent with the period of crisis, the time when merchant patricians intensi-
fied exploitation and provoked social and economic unrest must be ac-
counted an important cause of this crisis.

This idea of a period of saturation must not be bound too closely to
given dates, for it was something of gradual growth and variable dura-
tion; nor can it be taken as more than a reasonable hypothesis in the ab-
sence of elaborate and tabulated data. It does, however, square well witha
large number of known facts and with economic and historical probabili-
ties. The development of town policies at this time can be seen against
its background. There are no policy features which were completely
absent before, none which cannot be found later; but taken together they
have a coherence and emphasis which are characteristic of the period. The
empbhasis is on the use of town policy to advance the interests of mercan-
tile capitalists at the expense of other inhabitants. We can assume that
the very large class of small towns, those where the biggest ‘capitalist’ cut
a pretty sorry figure, were a partial exception; there simply is not enough
evidence before the fourteenth century to say anything with certainty.
Even so it is not unlikely that petty country towns had a fair sprinkling
of that type of general wholesale and retail merchant who supplied his
own locality and country traders too, and who has been described by
Fanfani from late fourteenth—century Tuscany.!

Typical elements of such policies have already been mentioned. They
were the limitation of entry into the most profitable departments of
trade, the enfeebling of consumer defence, the subordination of craft
production and producers to the great merchants and the intensification
of fiscal exploitation. The choice and the division are somewhat arbi-
trary; in fact the way in which these elements overlap and become indis-
tinguishable is itself evidence of how they stem from a coherent set of
interests and express a single policy.

There is little need to say more about the question of exclusion from
trade. Given the abundant evidence that trading associations acted re-
strictively, especially with regard to craftsmen, it only remains to show
that there was a connection between the policy of these associations and
that of the towns. This was true in very many cases. It is easy to point to
town after town where a single major trade gild either was the govern-
ment or had inlaw or in practice the monopoly of office. There are plenty
of other cases where a small group of such gilds enjoyed the same powers.
The same principle held even when the monopolizing gild worked on a

! Amintore Fanfani, Un mercante del Trecento (Milan, 1935).
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supra-urban basis. By the thirteenth century it was impossible to join the
London ‘hanse’ directly; admission was granted only to those who had
first been enrolled in the gilds of constituent towns, and these erected
stiff obstacles to the recruitment of craftsmen. The constituent gilds in
turn acted through the town governments, from which in fact they can-
not readily be separated. It lay with the town council to decide whether a
craftsman, who must already have renounced his calling for a year,
should be admitted to the ‘hanse’ for the sum of one mark of gold or
whether he should pay even more. Clearly the town government as such
could block admission at will. These gilds and hanses, notable mainly in
north France, the Low Countries and the Rhineland at this time, are sig-
nificant. In their thirteenth-century form they represent combinations
for the mutual defence and restriction of long-distance trade and for com-
mon control over restive craft workers, but are still combinations be-
tween towns and to defend far-flung interests and do not show the narrow
concentration on the immediate locality which was so common a feature
in many later towns.

Betrayal of the interests of the ordinary consumer was often a conse-
quence of the domination of towns by their more important traders.
When merchants had the power the course was more likely to be set to-
wards high profits for themselves than towards low prices for the man in
the street; the community suffered accordingly, especially if monopolies
were tolerated in the food and drink trades. Of course there could be no
question of making it official town policy to allow monopolies and high
prices: the established principle was that goods should be cheap and
plentiful. Yet effective policy, the policy followed in practice, could di~
verge from accepted standards. Just how wide the divergence might be
depended on an extremely complicated balance of forces within any one
town. When a town had highly developed export industries the mer-
chants who dealt in its products would fight for cheap consumer goodsto
keep living costs down for the producers. Where a town was particularly
sensitive to social unrest for political reasons, then it would take care
never to flout the consumers too boldly. There were many more such
motives, last but certainly not least being genuine concern for the con-
sumer. London, for example, shows a bewildering variety of purposes, so
that confusing cross-currents are more often apparent than a uniform
stream of policy. Even so some victualling groups like the fishmongers
were particularly successful in advancing their interests against the com-
monweal between the late thirteenth and late fourteenth centuries be-
cause their gilds enjoyed so much political and social influence.

It is sometimes difficult to decide whether monopolies in foodstuffs
and other goods existed as illegal private enterprise merely, or asa normal
practice countenanced and encouraged by town authorities. A high
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proportion certainly fell within this latter category even when the
documents are not specific on the point. There were many complaints
and appeals concerning engrossers and forestallers which did not lay the
charge of condonation at the door of the city rulers by name; yet such
complaints were commonly framed as being on behalf of ‘the commons’
and against ‘the rich’ and these social divisions were certainly understood
as political ones too. This comes out clearly when the townsfolk, realiz-
ing the identity of rich forestaller and city councillor, appealed to super-
ior authority; so in 1304 the ‘poor men’ of Norwich persuaded the Crown
to investigate how the rich bought up food and other goods before they
reached market despite all the laws against forestalling.

The weakening of consumer defence can be seen in other features of
town policy. Taxation methods, for instance, though they benefited pat-
ricians in more than one way, are evidence on this especial point. Particu-
larly resented by the general population of towns were the sales taxes on
consumer goods, the ‘evil customs’ which fell on foodstuffs and other
articles of day-to-day consumption and were one of the principal
sources of current revenue. The burden of this form of taxation weighed
more and more heavily on the poorer classes as the thirteenth century
progressed and became extremely grave by the end of that century in
some towns; food prices at Florence, for example, were very high at the
beginning of the fourteenth century and this was a major cause of the
social strife which mounted to the crisis of 1378—9. Much of the rise in
prices was not attributable to taxation and was due in fact to circum-
stances beyond the control of any city government; but those who
suffered were not finical about economic truths and properly resented
any policy which made things worse.

In the larger industrial towns, where the craftsmen made goods for a
wide market, they became increasingly dependent upon the merchants
who supplied their raw materials and disposed of their finished goods.
These merchants, whose control over production grew with the spread
of the putting-out system, turned to a policy of direct depression of pro-
ducers and in this way tried to guarantee cheap and abundant production
and maximum profits in the goods with which they traded. The more a
town depended on industrial production for wide markets the more it
was likely to show a policy framed in the interest of ‘putting-out capital’;
as a result such types of policy are not related to the overall size or com-
mercial importance of towns but to the proportionate significance of ex~
port industries. So, for example, the policy of London in the late thir-
teenth century does not seem any more favourable to putting-out capital
than does that of Leicester at the same time.

The policy of merchants with a stake in production is being treated as
town policy; once again justification lies in the fact that class policy was
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town policy when these merchants dominated the policy-making organs.
In towns with large export industries this was very generally the case. To
take but one example: from the middle of the thirteenth century the
échevins of Douai were responsible for nearly all the bans concerning the
textile industry of the town and the identity of these magistrates with
capitalist interests was reflected in the way in which the bans became
more openly favourable to putting-out capital in the third quarter of the
century. A climax came in 1275 when laws were promulgated which so
outraged the working masters of the textile crafts that they protested to
the Countess Marguerite. She ordered the withdrawal of the offending
laws in 1276; slowly and reluctantly the échevins obeyed, only to rush the
bans back into operation in 1280. There were strikes and riots, but mer-
chant interests had all the town authority behind them and the strike
leaders were banished or executed with disgusting barbarity.

Entrepreneurs used various methods to subordinate producers. The
exclusion of craftsmen from the major trading gilds has already been
mentioned in another context; here it is only necessary to stress its un-
usual importance where there was appreciable industrial development.
The more important master craftsmen, especially those who were capit-
alist employers themselves in a small way, were the most serious chal-
lengers of a professional traders” monopoly, and, even more important,
the very ability of merchant capitalists to put pressure on producers de-
pended in the last resort on their controlling the import of raw materials
and export of finished goods. The trading monopoly was the real guaran-
tee of the dependence of producers. This was clearly perceived by both
sides in Flemish textile towns at the beginning of the fourteenth century.
One thing which bound together all grades of craftsmen was the demand
that old policies should be reversed so that all could buy and sell freely.

There is no need to describe all the ways in which towns acted to keep
craftsmen ‘in their place’. Wages, hours and conditions of work, prices,
all were subject to town regulation, as were less obvious but equally im-
portant considerations; for example, it was ordered at Liége in the middle
of the thirteenth century that, whenever the town wardens and the mer-
chants felt that there was a labour shortage in the cloth industry, working
masters should be forced to take apprentices in such number ‘that the
work of the town shall be done’. Here only one feature need be mention-
ed, for it was crucial, namely the ‘anti-combination laws’.

Gilds of craftsmen could raise wages or prices directly or raise them in-
directly by restricting production or the numbers of producers. This cre-
ates a difficulty, for such activities would not only antagonize merchant
entreprencurs wanting a cheap and abundant flow of saleable articles:
they could also threaten the ordinary town consumer. Thus opposition
to the formation of artisan gilds could spring from more than one
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motive. In early times and in towns where production was destined for a
local market there is always the possibility, sometimes a probability, that
defence of the consumer was the prime consideration; so the various
twelfth-century cases, where towns acted like Rouen in prohibiting craft
fraternities, must be ignored in the present context. In the late thirteenth
and early fourteenth centuries, and in towns where there was large-scale
industrial production, generally of textiles, all the evidence points the
other way. In such cases it is clear that it was the aims of merchant capital
that governed policy; the interests of the consumer were brought in be-
cause they marched so conveniently with the designs of the merchants,
because they helped to strengthen the argument and confirm the policy.

In the important industrial towns of thirteenth- and fourteenth-cen-
tury Europe attacks on craft gilds were a very common feature. Such
gilds were prohibited at Dinant in 1253, at Tournai in 1280 and at Brus-
sels in 1290; Ghent had practically no craft-gild organization before
1302; in the towns of Brabant craft fraternities were not officially recog-
nized until after the middle of the fourteenth century. Where producers
and traders were joined in one gild the same principle applied; control of
the gild belonged to the trading element and separate combination was
forbidden to the industrial section. A 1324 statute of Florence condemn-
ed out of hand all associations not sanctioned by civic authority and then
went on to ban specifically the assembly or combination of the members
of any gild, and especially the workmen of the Arte della Lana, without
the consent of the Consul of the Gilds. Where advisable the patriciate
tried to secure state backing for such policies. So, in 1301, the duke of Bra-
bant granted a privilege to Malines whose provisions stated that there
was to be no gild or fraternity in the town save only the St Loys merchant
gild and the Wollewerk, the drapers’ gild in the hands of textile mer-
chants. It was the same duke who promised the rulers of Antwerp never to
allow gild status to any craft.

It was not always convenient to ban formal gilds or feasible to prevent
informal association; but even when craft gilds were tolerated it was pos-
sible to draw their teeth by barring strike action or the use of any other
effective weapon. Many towns struck a shrewd blow by preventing
artisans from accumulating fighting funds; in these towns the patricians
saw to it that the weekly fees the craftsmen raised among themselves were
paid over to town magistrates instead of into a gild chest. The magis-
trates of Bruges made arrangements of this kind in 1280, Ghent did the
same and the idea spread quickly to Brabant where Louvain imitated the
policy in 1290 and Antwerp in 1291. Such measures were commonly ac-
companied by laws which prevented craftsmen from forcing fellow-
workers to pay ‘union’ fees.

The last aspect of town policy to claim attention during this period has
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already been referred to as fiscal exploitation; that is, use of the public
revenue system to benefit a minority directly rather than as an instrument
in some other policy. Fiscal exploitation had no essential connection with
merchant. capitalist interests though eagerness to exploit in this way
might grow with the difficulties of making good trading profits in satura-
tion conditions. It was the very independence of this factor from any par-
ticular kind of ruling class which makes it important, for it could operate
in any town where there was an oligarchy of any type. A second point:
fiscal exploitation was not new in the thirteenth century but it did in-
crease in intensity, especially after about 1250. So severe and widespread
was this development that it is true to say that harsh and improper fiscal
policies were the most prominent—perhaps easily the greatest—single
cause of urban troubles in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth cen-
turies, taking western Europe as a whole.

Specialized forms of oppression waited upon specialized circumstances
but fiscal tyranny depended on the mere fact of oligarchy and not on its
form; thus it was almost universal. In English towns of the late thirteenth
century and the beginning of the fourteenth there was a striking uni-
formity in the complaints against unjust assessment of tallages, levying
of illegal taxes, squandering or embezzlement of public funds, the sale of
justice and so on. At Leicester, Lincoln, Oxford, Lynn, Norwich and
Ipswich there were the same charges that tallages were imposed without
the consent of the community and charged on the lower classes alone,
that the patriciate turned public funds to their own purposes and that no
accounts were published. Often these grievances were the whole burden
of complaint; at the least they were as prominent as anger at policies con-
cerned with trade and industry proper. It was the same on the continent.
Fiscal policy was not invariably the main bone of contention. It could be
overshadowed by other problems as it wasin some of the more important
textile towns; but even there it was a major issue. Elsewhere it could
dominate the scene; there were whole large groups of towns like those of
south-western France, towns not of international importance in either
trade or manufacturing, where the fiscal problem lay at the root of civic
discord. Of how many towns must we say, as did Espinas of Douai: ‘it
was the fiscal question which not only opened and closed the revolution
[of 1296 to 1311] but never ceased to dominate it’, that the ‘Democratic
Revolution’ was a revolt against ‘fiscal tyranny’?

(3) THE LATE MIDDLE AGES: CRISIS AND RESPONSE

The period just examined was one in which town policies underwent
some marked and characteristic changes; these were attributed to the
consolidation and abuse of power by an oligarchy and to the develop-
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ment of ‘saturation’ conditions in the thirteenth century, or, in preco-
cious regions, during the twelfth. However, this period, and the econo-
mic policies which marked it, were not distinguished by any overall
contraction of trade or industrial production, any weakening of urban
strength or any major changein the kind of interestsdirecting town policy.

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the situation was different,
though the difference did not always appear suddenly. There came for
many towns a period of genuine crisis, a time when they had to fight
bitterly for their share in a stable or diminishing amount of trade and
production, when they often declined in population, prestige and econo-
mic power, and when control of their destinies was either taken right out
of the hands of the townsfolk to be placed in those of a prince or else was
retained by townsmen of narrower ambitions.

It is hard to assign responsibility for the economic embarrassment of
towns at this period and this is especially true where liability rests with
general economic conditions whose nature is contested and whose
origins are imperfectly understood. So close is the connection between
economic circumstances and policy, however, that the problem cannot
be shirked entirely and a few features of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-
century background which are vital to the questions in hand will have to
be isolated rather arbitrarily from the extremely complicated scene.

At first there was a continuation of old processes; the changes making
for saturation persisted and were intensified and brought with them cor-
responding policy changes. These policy responses could in turn cause a
deterioration of conditions. Strikes and riots, loss of labour time and of
incentives, weakened the economic position of towns where a majority
was exploited, while trade and production were clogged by a growing
body of restrictive and monopolistic practices.

Causes external to the towns were also at work. The fall in the rate of
population increase in some areas, followed by the devastating epidemics
of bubonic plague; the deterioration of conditions in the eastern trade
with the loss of the crusading states, the end of the ‘open century’ and the
beginnings of Turkish expansion; the wars of England, Flanders and
France involving a vital sector of the western economy; the growth of
state power which attacked towns and their privileges; possibly too a
deterioration of climate in temperate Europe—these and many other
factors had their effect. Finally many troubles, before the Black Death at
least, may have been prepared by deeper causes. In particular there was
the intensifying pressure of a swollen population on readily available
natural resources. As the best land was taken up, as the Mediterranean
pastures were overstocked, as the finest and most accessible stands of
timber were felled, the rivers overfished, the more easily reached ores ex-
hausted, there was a grave danger that Latin society would become
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genuinely poorer in the basic sense that more man-hours would have to
go into the production of a given unit commodity. Without adequate
technical advance and social readjustment or the discovery of fresh re-
sources to offset these effects, this should have meant dearer and relatively
scarcer goods and diminished per capita purchasing power. The effects of
this would be exaggerated when the groups with power did not reduce
their demands, but often increased them and intensified exploitation.

Yet not for towns as a whole and still less for the ‘European economy’
is a simple picture of decline sufficient or wholly accurate. Nor is this
inadequacy due only to the fact that eastern Europe weathered the
fourteenth century quite well—it was an ‘unsaturated’ region—while
southern Europe showed, to say the least, remarkable powers of recupera-
tion. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as in earlier periods, we
have to take account of the redistribution of wealth and economic activity.
There was redistribution in the simple, quantitative sense that business
and wealth passed from some areas and some people to others and, in the
more vital ‘qualitative’ sense, that new forms of economic activity re-
placed the old. There are no good grounds for believing that the growth
of new business always provided compensation for the decline of the old
during most of this period; yet clearly we have more on our hands than a
simple downward swing of the economic curve.

Important evidence of redistribution is to be found in the agrarian his-
tory of the period, but as this has only indirect concern with the theme it
must be ignored here. There were, however, many processes of redis-
tribution in which towns were intimately and directly involved and these
must be illustrated as they are the key to many changesin policy. For con-
venience the processes may be divided into two groups: those where re-
distribution meant a loss to towns in general and those where some towns
gained at the expense of others. In the first category an obvious example
is the development of rural industry where such industry grew at the ex-
pense of town production. Another change which weakened towns as
corporate economic units (though not necessarily as active economic
centres) was the increasing tendency for some individuals and groups to
operate at a ‘national’ level, to transcend the petty restrictions and limited
opportunities of the town association by pressing for a ‘national’ policy,
associating themselves with princes and courts and picking up contracts
and supply jobs with sovereigns.

On the other hand some towns clearly lost ground because others
gained. This was the case when, in the eatly fifteenth century, the Scanian
herrings were over-fished and attention was switched to those which
made the swim between East Anglia and Holland. Sometimes a diversion
of traffic routes was the cause: Cologne gained much that Flemish towns
lost when English trade to the Rhineland made it the transit centre of
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choice. Similarly industry could shift from town to town as well as from
town to country. The old centres of cloth production in Flanders and
north-cast France were badly hit during the fourteenth century when the
towns of Brabant, Hainault and Champagne still did good business with
their inferior but cheaper goods, while it was in the fifteenth century that
the woollen cloth manufacturers of Holland, and especially Leiden, got
under way and south German fustians became important.

Still more fundamental processes were at work, for in most regions
there seems to have been a trend causing a very small number of towns to
achieve striking superiority over a host of insignificant competitors; a
very few great ‘metropolitan’ centres overshadowed numerous petty
towns with which they were sharply contrasted. In England, London,
Southampton and Bristol, in Flanders the ‘big three’ of Ghent, Ypres and
Bruges until they were broken by the counts, in northern Germany the
tiny group dominating the Hanseatic League, all showed this tendency;
while in Italy a few cities made themselves masters of extensive territories
in which they crushed most of the life out of lesser towns. This develop-
ment must be explained as the natural outcome of conditions of intense
competition; it is the situation produced when big fish have swallowed
most of those not quite so big and a near-oligopoly has resulted. Techni-
cally it was based on changes in the organization of trade which made
feasible its effective control by fewer people from a smaller number of
centres.

These observations on the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century back-
ground certainly do not suggest that there should be anything very
simple or uniform about late medieval policies; clearly it will not do to
try to describe them all as stereotyped reactions to a period of decline.
On the other hand conditions of adversity were sufficiently general and
widespread to cause a hardening of attitude and a similarity of attitude
in many cases; there was enough difficulty and hardship to encourage in-
tense economic regulation, a deep antagonism to all ‘outsiders’, a con-
traction of the sphere of interest and a defensive approach to affairs in
very many towns. Even so the great variety in conditions was bound to
leave its mark in a variety of policies and this effect was exaggerated by
other facts. Town policy was strongly influenced, for example, by the de-
gree to which central authority was able to check the ‘natural impulses’ of
citizens; English, French and Flemish towns clearly could not carry par-
ticularist policies to extremes, whereas there was little check on many
German cities and virtually none on some of those in Italy. Another im-
portant cause of variation was lack of synchronism in town development.
The amount and stages of growth shown by towns were always a source
of contrast; small new towns and large mature towns always differed in

P
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nature and hence in policy, but these differences were increased in the
laterMiddle Agesaswere the allied functional differences between towns.
In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the range in age and type be-
tween minuscule market centres and ancient cities, elaborately differen-
tiated to serve special needs in society, was greater than ever before.
This ldst point leads straight to the question of the internal constitution
of towns in this period, for the social structure, the balance of forces, the
political constitution inside towns, were naturally connected with their
type of function. Itis possible to make some general statements about the
majority of late medieval towns in this connection. It was common in
each town for the members of most callings to be joined in an association,
a gild. These gilds were an intimate and vital part of town life: not only
was it necessary to belong to one of these gilds to follow an occupation
but membership was typically necessary to obtain citizenship itself.
Moreover, the actual government of towns leaned heavily on gild
organization. Sometimes gilds had rights of supervision within their ap-
propriate calling but were subject to overall control by the municipal
authorities, and sometimes the town government itself was made up of
the elected representatives of gilds or groups of gilds. Even in the former
case the town was generally ruled by men who were gildsmen, and
owed loyalty to their associations and the ideas which these represented.
Here was a change, great or small according to circumstances, from
an earlier state where power had most typically belonged to a combina-
tion of rentiers, landowners and professional merchants, where the only
gilds were characteristically the gilds of the more important traders and
where craft associations had been opposed or stringently controlled.!
This change corresponded with a shift in outlook, interest and policy. In
the first place, it could mark some kind of an approach to a balance of
power between the varied economic interests within towns. To the
degree that all crafts had control over their private concerns and some
voice in the general government of their city, to that extent there was an
abandoning of narrow social and economic oligarchy; government was
more broadly based, there was a fairer representation of sectional inter-
ests. This change was accompanied by no greater liberality of outlook,
no loosening of economic controls, but rather the reverse: rule by and
through a group of jealous gilds was government which was founded on
the principle and practice of regulation and had all the means at its dis-
posal for an intense, detailed and effective control of economic affairs.
Another consequence was that the interests of producers were often

1 The English convention is unfortunate in this matter and it confuses many issues by
using the word ‘gild’ too widely. It is a pity that “gild’ cannot be confined to those
associations in which mercantile interests were dominant and ‘craft’ or ‘mystery’ (the
medieval words) used for those in which producers were most important.
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better represented and less weight was given to the great distributive or
mercantile interests; one effect was thatindustrial protectionism of akind
which might even harm traders became a feature of some town policies.
There was also a tendency for the ambitions and activity of towns to
become more circumscribed and more sharply defined; there was an
emphasis, a defensive emphasis, on the local region and on the closely
regulated staple.

Fundamental was the existence of monopoly. Monopolistic corpora-
tions—the town itself or the constituent gilds—were the instruments of
action, monopolistic privileges were the ends of action. If there was
some kind of balance within cities then it was a balance between mono-
polies, if there was intense regulation it was implemented by mono-
polistic bodies, if ambition was narrow and more local, it was revealed as
a desire for monopoly in a specific region or a particular branch of trade.

There is no need to detail the various forms taken by the drive for
monopoly as these were discussed above. It is enough to remark that it
was in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that the pattern of exclusion

~ and privilege was fully developed and became the normal framework for
all business within and between towns. Classical Fremdenrecht or classical
Stapelrecht, both are known from the bans of the late medieval towns of
Germany; the great staple struggles between Polish towns belong to the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries; it was during the same period that
Dordrecht and Bruges won the staple of all goods passing along their
rivers, that Passau acquired its staple of wine, Malines of fish and salt,
Bruges of wool, Ghent of grain. What was won by the powerful was
denied to the weak; the great towns of Flanders and Italy crushed their
small neighbours, a few great Hanseatic cities were virtual lords and
chief beneficiaries of the League, a revolution in Brussels forced the duke
of Brabant to suppress the newly granted gild at Merchtem. The pres-
sure felt by the weak was passed on to those still weaker. Oxford, which
in 1368 was having trouble with London because that city had circum-
vented its charter of customs exemption and was demanding ‘the cus-
tom known as yssue’, had itself denied their due privileges to the men of
New Sarum and had only been forced to respect them by a royal writ of
I1321.

The development of the policy of protecting local industry was an
even more striking feature of Jate medieval times. Sometimes it was based
on the need of towns to fall back on their own resources when they could
no longer find an easy profit in trading other people’s goods; sometimes
it was due to the greater relative power of the producing interests them-
selves within towns; most commonly it was a combination of both fac-
tors. Perhaps the best illustration is given by fourteenth-century Flanders
where, after 1302 and the (not always final) removal of old patriciates,
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there was a rapid increase of such protection. Only a few weeks after
Courtrai the import of cloth woven outside the city was prohibited at
Ghent and in 1359 Bruges insisted that Hanseatic traders should not
bring English cloth up the Zwyn. Soon such laws became so general that
all types of foreign cloth were denied a sale in the major Flemish cities.

Such policies were readily established when control of the town fell to
the producers in the actual industries concerned, after ousting the mer-
chants of the old oligarchies who had preferred trading in foreign goods
to protecting local products. But there was also a gradual change to in-
dustrial protection in many towns where this governmental change did
not take place. At Leiden, for example, it was only in the fifteenth
century that the cloth industry became considerable, at a time when
mercantile interests had great power. It was in 1449 and 1468 that the
council of Leiden, wishing to help local cloth-producers, tried to stop
Leiden merchants buying more wool from English staplers than could
be made up on the town looms, the fear being that any additional wool
would be carried farther to supply competitors.

A clearer example is given by Florence. In the fourteenth century most
of the economic life of the city, and in particular its great woollen trade
and industry, was strictly controlled by great merchant capitalists. These
held firm sway over craftsmen: they held power in the city council, they
suppressed or severely controlled all attempts at craft association, they
weakened the bargaining power of the workers by making great use of
rural weavers and immigrant German labour. The ‘commons’ made
several attempts to improve their position, mainly by political action,
attempts which had their climax in the revolts of 1379 to 1382. In the
latter year the great gilds of capitalists recovered their position and within
little over a decade were able to wipe out all the advances made by the
textile workers, including their right of combination. If the weavers,
fullers and others had won power, had established craft gilds with a large
say in government policy, measures to protect their industry against all
outside competition could have been predicted quite confidently. They
failed, and yet just this policy was followed by the patricians themselves.
Outside trading conditions weakened the position of those who dealt in
foreign cloths, more power accrued to those who controlled home pro-
duction through the putting-out system and policy became increasingly
one of local defence and industrial protection. Already in 1393 a virtually
prohibitive duty had been placed on all cloth not made in Florence, with
the exception of a light cloth which Florentines did not produce and the
Flemish and Brabantine products in whose importation the still powerful
traders of the Arte di Calimala were engaged. In the early fifteenth cen-
tury this was followed by law after law designed to prevent manufactur-
ing secrets being lost to foreigners and prohibiting the export of alum,
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dyestuffs, wool pickings or modern iron looms; finally in 1458 a decree
was passed which flatly prohibited the sale of any foreign-made cloth in
the city.

Tothns were concerned not only to prevent the entry of competing
goods from a distance but also to eliminate production in nearby small
towns and villages. Here again fourteenth-century Flanders provides a
classic example. From the beginning of this century Ghent, Ypres and
Bruges prohibited textile production outside their walls, suppressed the
looms in small towns like Poperinghe and Termonde and sent search-
parties into all the villages within a radius of five leagues. In other
regions towns were not as successful as were the great cities of Flanders,
partly because they did not win the same rights of control outside their
walls, partly because working masters were not able to eliminate the
power of trading interests which found profit in rural industry. Even so
there are many signs that the same aims held and received town backing.
This is so in English towns. For example, the craft ordinances of four-
teenth-century Bristol fullers, which had civic assent, declared that no
one was to have unfulled cloth taken outside the town to be fulled; the
cloth makers of Winchester at the beginning of the fifteenth century
were not allowed to employ fullers or weavers outside the city walls; and
the same rule applied at Norwich and other textile towns. The policy
never won anything like complete success, however, and the complaint
of Northampton in 1464, that work was being put out to craftsmen be-
yond the boundaries of the town, is repeated in one town after another.

Inside the towns policy was in most cases determined by the existence
of gilds as the normal means of economic organization and quite often as
a major feature of the political machinery. Internal policy was thus
closely linked to the nature and interests of gilds and in a sense was gild
policy raised to an urban level. Such gild policies are dealt with elsewhere
in this volume; here it is only necessary to summarize such general fea-
tures as affected town policy as a whole. Monopoly and restriction were
again characteristic; all branches of production and distribution were
monopolized by the appropriate gilds and the main concern of these was
corporate defence of the interests and standards of existing members. A
very common weapon was restriction of the right of entry, and admission
to gilds tended to become progressively more difficult; more rarely
gilds resorted to limitation of output in order to keep prices suitably
high; and of course each gild supported, in the external policy of a town,
those measures which promised elimination of outside competition in its
particular field. With their strong sense of corporate defence the gilds
combined a desire for a rough equality among their members. This desire
was rooted in a feeling of brotherhood, in the belief that only equal

shares would guarantee work for all and in the fear that the over-success-
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ful gildsmen could bring others into economic subjection. Tight control
of individual enterprise was often engineered to avoid these dangers and
to secure fair employment to all members, and this led to much legisla-
tion limiting the number of apprentices a master might keep, the hours
he might work and the tools he could use, and forcing him to share his
purchases of raw materials with gild brethren. These various attitudes all
worked their way into town policy. Each town was a commonwealth of
corporate monopolies, and its policy was one of intense regulation of all
activity by or through these monopolies and in defence of their interests
individually and collectively.

Yet town policy could not be simply the sum of all gild policies, and
this for two main reasons. In the first place the town as a town had some
interests which transcended those of the subordinate bodies; in particular
it had to defend the consumer interest of the population as a whole. So
town councils were always under pressure to prevent such use of gild
monopolies as might threaten the well-being of inhabitants and not just
harm outsiders. Secondly, theinterests of different gilds, even of different
elements within gilds, often conflicted, and then the final arbiter had to
be the town government. Generally speaking such conflicts were at a
minimum when production was on a handicraft basis, trade was local
and no particular industry or trade was much more important than the
others. This was the situation prevailing in most of the less important
medieval towns and in such cases it was relatively easy for the town
authorities to keep a fair balance within and between the various occupa-
tions and between their interests and those of the whole town. This bal-
ance was increasingly hard to maintain when one or more branches of
trade or industry were highly developed to serve a wide market, over-
shadowed other callings in importance and involved much deployment
of mercantile capital. For example, in those industrial occupations into
which capitalism had penetrated by means of the putting-out system
there was conflict between the trading masters and the actual producers,
conflict which might take the form of a struggle between gilds, a struggle
inside a single gild or a struggle between the capitalists grouped in a fra-
ternity and ungilded workers. Similarly there were occasions for conflict
between one great industry and another, between great industrial and
great trading interests and between any of these and the general advan-
tage of the town. In such cases it was difficult to achieve the harmony of
purpose possible in minor towns which had only to regulate the affairs of
local shopkeepers and small master craftsmen. Town policy was then the
resultant of shifting forces, ultimately dependent on the distribution of
real economic power in the town, but complicated by numerous facts
such as the interference of outside authority or the delay with which
political events expressed the economic situation.
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Towns with exceptionally developed trade or industry had some ex-
ceptional features of policy, as might be expected, but a great number of
towns shared to a large degree in the characteristics mentioned above.
Their policies were typically monopolistic, xenophobic and exclusive;
they reflected not the interests of a clique of great merchants but 2 com-
promise between different occupations, with craftsmen and smaller
traders often well represented; they were rather narrow and local, they
were intensely regulatory and the power of craft gilds often meant that
the safeguarding of producers became very important. Perhaps the clear-
est examples of such a situation and such policies, and more especially of
the victory of working masters and shopkeepers over old-style patricians,
came from towns which experienced a classical Zunfirevolution of the
central German, Ziirich or Liége type. In such cases the moulding of town
policy clearly fell to a larger and humbler section of the community, to
men interested in producing for and trading in a more circumscribed
area. What remained of big business was removed from the hands of
patricians and devolved to individual gilds which received near auto-
nomy in their internal affairs. The policy of these towns involved the
elimination of rural industry in favour of masters within the walls, a
sharp fight to preserve the environs of the town as a strictly private
source of raw materials and selling area for town-produced goods, a
jealous antagonism of foreign merchants who wished to break into the
trade of this sacrosanct area or to introduce foreign manufactures. It en~
tailed enmity to any large-scale merchant capitalists who might repro-
duce the patrician rule of earlier days, might interpose between the
craftsmen and their raw materials or their markets, might abuse their
position to monopolize and force up prices in the food trades, might be
tempted to deal in foreign goods or rural manufactures because they
allowed a greater profit-margin.

Such policies are well known from towns which had been of some im-
portance in the earlier Middle Ages and which had to overthrow patri-
cianruleand establish a ‘gild government’ of some complexity to accom-
modate the interests of a diversity of crafts; but the essentials are repro-
duced in various centres at the very margin of urban existence, towns
which had never known a real patriciate, which contained one or two
tailors, one or two butchers, a small group of weavers and so on, and were
still deeply committed to agriculture. Guinesin the fifteenth century may
be taken as typical of a very large class. It had just a little in the way of
cloth production and this the town authorities jealously guarded; they
restricted the activities of small working masters and of drapers in-
differently in their anxiety to see that this business was not lost to the
town. Drapers were forbidden to have their weaving and fulling done
outside the town or to export cloths which had not been made in it and
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inspected and sealed by the local authorities, while weavers, fullers and
shearers were forbidden to go to work outside the town as long as they
could find work within it. Restrictions on foreign merchants give clear
evidence of the mentality of the townsfolk and are a salutary reminder of
the humble level at which such grand forces as ‘protectionist policy’ or
‘restriction of foreign imports’ might operate; for strangers importi
cloth were not allowed to have a stall in the market place but could deal
only in what they could carry in under their arms.

Distrust of the foreigner and distrust of monopolizing middlemen
appear in many other rulings of fifteenth-century Guines law. To pre-
vent collusion and monopoly it was decreed that only two companions
should act jointly in the sale of any goods; to prevent undue dominance
by any individual it was laid down that no trader of the town could have
more than two stalls—one for himself and one for his amy—at the
August fair; a stranger could only have one. Strangers, moreover, could
only sell wine wholesale, and local innkeepers were forbidden to make
a company with foreign wine merchants. In the supply of everyday
essentials, restrictions were even more severe. Take the case of fish: here
any association was forbidden; each fishmonger had to act alone and the
purchase of fish for resale was totally prohibited.

In so small a town there were special features, notably those connected
with the importance of agriculture in the town’s economy. Several
special modifications of law applied to the period between 22 July and
29 August when the ‘Ban of August’ was in effect, for this was harvest
time. It was forbidden to put out any textile work during this period, pre-
sumably in order to ensure that there was enough labour for harvesting,
although the regular textile workers, their wives and genuine dependants
were allowed to carry on with their ordinary work.

The case of Guines is a reminder that in many towns where a craft
could mean less men than needed two hands for their counting, and
where the merchant capitalist was most nearly represented by a prosper-
ous ‘village’ tradesman, there was no need for the overthrow of a patrici-
ate or the establishment of craft rule to ensure a thoroughly petit bourgeois
policy. On the other hand great economic centres like Barcelona, Lon-
don and Florence could allow an important place to gilds in both
government and economic regulation without this altering the fact that
they were ruled by great traders who were quite clearly distinguished
from the rest of the population. In other words, there is no necessary or
exact correlation between town constitution and town policy. This is
made even clearer when it is remembered that in towns which had a
‘democratic’ revolution or Zunfrevolution overthrowing an old patrici-
ate and founding government by an association of gilds there was by no
means a uniform outcome as far as town interests and policy were
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concerned. Furthermore not all ‘gild” revolutions were craft revolutions
in the classic sense, movements by which a patriciate of merchant capi-
talists and rentiers were overthrown or forced to share power with a class
of independent master craftsmen and small shopkeepers organized into
craft gilds. The men opposed to the old patriciate might be rich traders
debarred from civic office and privilege, large-scale producers with ex-
tensive interests in trade, petty artisan-shopkeepers interested in the local
market, wage-earners in the great export industries, or any combination
of these. The result of a successful movement by such people might vary
in corresponding fashion, being the establishment of a new patriciate
almost indistinguishable from the old, the rule of the petty trading
and craft interests, control by the masters of a dominant industry or
some constitution embodying a compromise between the various in~
terests.

One critical factor was the extent to which a great industry (generally
the textile industry), built up to meet a large export trade, had passed be-
yond the stage of handicraft organization and had fallen under the con-
trol of mercantile capital. When such a state of affairs existed a simple
change from conditions of patrician dominance to rule by small-scale
independent workers was impossible, though this might be the ideal in-
spiring many of the discontented. A great industry was dependent on
large-scale market contacts and so could not dispense with merchant
capital organization; it involved the dominance of one economic
activity over all the others in the town and made likely the sacrifice of
these latter; it caused differentiation within the ranks of producers them-
selves and so made possible complex internal struggles even when pat-
rician control was removed.

Until textile production had fallen drastically some machinery for the
export of finished goods and the import of raw materials to and from dis-
tant areas had to be retained. Concentration on a local market was not
enough, though the fight for this market was, of course, fiercely pressed.
In Flanders the great city trading gilds and the London ‘hanse’ were sup-
pressed, and at Bruges, for example, the right of entry into every trade
and craft was thrown open to all citizens within three weeks of Courtrai;
but this did not mean the sudden supersession of trading in the grand
manner by trading on a petty scale. Industry itself had thrown up masters
anxious to gain profit from the sale of the work of their apprentices and
journeymen, anxious to increase their profit-margin by buying their raw
materials more directly and so more cheaply. Such men were eager to
oust the patricians only in order to replace them. Nor, when the old
patrician families lost their monopoly of political power and their ex-
clusive trading privileges, were they necessarily beaten as individuals;
many regrouped themselves into the forms appropriate to new con-
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ditions—associating themselves with the policies of Jacques van Arte-
velde, for instance. Finally, in so far as there secemed to be a weakening of
the hold of mercantile capital on the textile industry, this was largely due
to the tendency, marked at just this time, for foreigners (especially
Italians and Hanseatics) to take over many of the purely distributive and
financial functions connected with the industry, and not to any absence of
these functions.

Further, although gild control and gild monopoly became an integral
part of government and economic life in great industrial centres, four-
teenth~century conditions did not allow for any of that rough equality,
that nice balancing of interests between the various crafts, characteristic
of towns of less specialized type. The very men who led the revolt against
the patriciate, the more important masters in textile production, wished
to retain and develop a position as employers, to subordinate the workers
in their own industry and even to sacrifice the interests of the town as a
whole when these conflicted with their own. So the weavers of Flanders
tried to reduce the fullers to subjection, just as the Wollen Amt of
Cologne suppressed the weavers whose help they had so recently sought
in the coup against the patricians.

Finally, it must be noted that, while economic tyranny over the sur-
rounding countryside was a very marked feature in the major Flemish
towns in the fourteenth century, their policy was far removed from the
mere parochialism of small craft workers. Nothing is more instructive in
this regard than the period between 1338 and 1345. The stoppage of the
export of English wool meant that after 1336 the masters of the textile in-
dustry at Ghent, Ypres and Bruges were faced with a mounting crisis—
by a desperate shortage of material and a multitude of unemployed,
starving, angry workers. Mainly under the guidance of Jacques van
Artevelde, they pursued a course of action remarkable alike for its bold-
ness of scale and for the close co-operation between the three cities which
itinvolved. To co-ordinate policy they held parlements where their dele-
gates made decisions binding on all; acting in union they made an alli-
ance with England in 1339, forced Louis of Nevers to fly to France and
later recognized Edward I1I as king of that country; after the alliance was
made they had to go still further and create a regular common executive
which they did by electing the Lombard Simon de Mirabello as regent.
Their co-operation was extended to other branches of policy; all three
cities, for instance, gave mutual support in the drive to subordinate minor
towns and villages; their troops co-operated in this task and when dis-
putes arose between one of them and a small neighbour during the ab-
sence of the count, it fell to the other two to arbitrate, which they always
did with a judgment which favoured their mutual interests.

A still more drastic example of the danger of equating every revolt by
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‘gilds’ against a patriciate with the establishment of a regime and policy
suited to men of narrow, local interests is the case of Augsburg. Like some
other south German towns Augsburg was not declining in the later
Middle Ages but was the centre of a vigorous trade and industry con-
trolled by capitalist entrepreneurs. The Augsburg patriciate at this time
did not contain the most important traders of the town, but was a group
concerned above all with increasing revenue from land rents and fiscal
exploitation and with the advancement of its social ambitions. In 1368
the gilds of Augsburg forced the patriciate to share its power with them;
two groups virtually monopolized the advantages won by thisrevolution
and these were the great traders united in the Merchants’ Gild and the
merchant capitalists who had control in the Weavers’ Gild: Hans
Fugger’s sons were members of both. Here the ‘anti-patrician revolt’ was
a victory for the great wholesalers; it was not a ‘craft revolution’ nor a
‘democratic revolution’ but essentially homomorphic with the phase
which saw the emergence of a mercantile patriciate—and was typically
reached much earlier—in other towns.

Augsburg serves as a reminder of the importance of the redistribution
of economic activity in the later Middle Ages. There was a whole group
of such towns which were able to make opportunities of the difficulties
of others, expanded their trade, supported a vigorous merchant patrici-
ate and even saw merchant capitalist rule appear where hitherto it had
been absent. Many towns in Brabant, for example, started their growth
late and engaged so successfully in textile production and general trade
during the fourteenth century—to an appreciable extent at the expense of
the declining Flemish cities—that the ‘democratic’ movement made no
headway, and indeed hardly revealed itself before the fifteenth century.
The patriciates of the Brabant towns were strong and active during much
of the fourteenth century; though temporarily overthrown soon after
1302 by risings inspired by those in Flanders, they soon recovered their
position. In Brussels the patricians were displaced in 1303 but re-estab-
lished themselves within three years and from then on ruled unchal-
lenged until 1421 when they were forced to share their power with the
craft gilds, organized into nine ‘nations’. Even then patrician influence
was not thoroughly eliminated until the end of the fifteenth century.

At Dortmund there were even more unusual conditions. The growth
of trading opportunities during the fourteenth century, a by-product of
Hanseatic activity, made possible the supersession of the existing govern-
ment by a council made up of the members elected by six craft gilds and
a gild of (mainly landowning) patricians. In 1332 this earlier, more
‘democratic’ regime was upset in favour of virtual control by select
patrician families. This situation lasted until the opportunities in long-
distance trade contracted once more in the later fourteenth century,
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and in 1399 the old constitution, established when the city won its inde-
pendence in 1260, was restored. The butchers and bakers, smiths and
dairymen, tanners, cobblers and shopkeepers once more came into their
own.

So far late medieval changes in the nature and policy of towns have
been seen against the background of successful ‘craft revolutions’.
Typically these revolutions led to a victory for the petits bourgeois and
their policy, though such changes were not needed, of course, to secure
similar policies in some very small towns, and elsewhere the story was
complicated by the survival of a major industry or by differences in
timing. Cases where a ‘gild revolution’ meant victory for great merchant
capitalists, as at Augsburg where the changes were closely analogous to
the victory of the great trading gilds over the grandi in thirteenth—century
Florence, are seen to belong to quite a different order of events. Their
spurious claim for inclusion is based on the ambiguity of the word ‘gild’
in our language.

There were however large arcas of Europe where craft revolutions
were quite absent or rare and weak. In many towns of these regions a
relatively small, closed group of traders, often lineal descendants of an
earlier patriciate, controlled civic policy; there was no effective ‘demo-
cratic’ movement and mercantile capital retained its primacy. Of course
‘capitalists’ were sometimes quite humble figures, the leading drapers,
butchers and mercers of some town of a few thousand souls, yet they
merited the title because of their economic relationship to the more
humble ‘commons’.

Many towns in England fall into this class; so do many in north France
(Rheims, Rouen and Verdun for example) and some southern towns such
as Montpellier and Nimes. The group includes most towns in what is
now Holland and those of Hainault, excepting Utrecht, Valenciennes
and Maubeuge. Further additions come from the towns east of the Elbe
where the patriciate maintained its supremacy at the price of falling under
the influence of local margraves, and Castilian towns where the old
oligarchies remained in power and linked themselves with the minor
nobility. The Italian cities where a ‘democratic revolution’ failed or was
not attempted would also qualify for admission were their situation not
so distinctive on other counts.

A few preliminary remarks are necessary on this ‘group’ of towns. In
the first place it excludes a quite appreciable class of very small centres
(Guines or Totnes for example) which, though they had no craft revolu-
tion, had no real oligarchy either because they lacked the wealth and
social differentiation on which such could be based. Secondly, the towns
mentioned range from those where the oligarchy was an old-established
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group which became increasingly restrictive and locally minded, as was
often the case in England, to those, like many Dutch towns, where the
patriciate was of late growth and showed vigour and an expansionist out-
look right through the fifteenth century. Finally, mere absence of a
‘democratic revolution’, like its presence, is an artificial basis for division
though a useful first step in analysis. The fact that such upheavals were
avoided gives no direct information about the real nature of the con-
trolling forces in a town or the policy implemented and does not even
preclude a considerable role for gilds.

The most characteristic members of this group where oligarchical con-
trol and policy persisted and developed in the later Middle Ages are the
English and French towns. In these there were several typical features.
There was generally a division between the bigger merchants (including
those trading in local manufactures) and the craftsmen and small retail
traders who made up the commons. The more important traders were
either grouped in one or a few trading associations or found as a con-
trolling element in gilds which included producers; the artisans and
small shopkeepers were often formed into gilds too, though this develop-
ment was still being opposed by some merchant oligarchies. The govern-
ment of these towns was controlled by the more important traders, the
constitutional means for doing this varying from place to place.

In towns where an oligarchy of this kind was maintained town policy
was largely the policy of a limited group of traders. In many cases it
aimed at restricting wholesale trade to the few. Occasionally in England
the Gild Merchant survived as an exclusive body, though more com-
monly it was a dominant gild of mercers or a combination of one or two
such wholesaling gilds which monopolized government and excluded
‘men of manual art’ from their privileges. Such exclusion was marked at
York, Newcastle, Hull, Bristol, Chester, Yarmouth and many other
towns. Not only so, but the oligarchy often carried on a fight against the
craft gilds themselves. The growth of these gilds was not checked entirely
but it was often hampered and so were the policies which it would have
favoured. Town authority was always supreme over the craft gilds and
did much to prevent craftsmen from fixing minimum prices for their
goods, restricting their output or making fresh recruitment to the ranks
of producers as difficult and limited as it was in towns where the gilds
had more power. There was similarly a restriction on those gild rights—
rights of search, justice and so on—which flourished where gilds had a
greater measure of self-rule.

Coventry is an example. The middle of the fourteenth century saw
here the appearance of various wholesaling associations: the Gild of St
Mary established in 1340 by traders in wool, cloth and general goods, the
Gild of St John the Baptist founded in 1342 and that of St Catherine
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dating from 1343. These three combined forces in 1364 to 1369, and
in 1392 coalesced in turn with the powerful Trinity Gild whose name
was taken by the new, enlarged body. This process of fusion brought all
the important traders of Coventry into one almost irresistible body—all,
that is, except those in the prior’s section of the town. These were group-
ed in the Gild of Corpus Christi, but the mutual interests of the Trinity
Gild and the Corpus Christi Gild soon caused them to co-operate and
share power in the town; in fact they were the effective government.
Virtually all town offices were held by mercers, drapers and the like,
while craftsmen were denied not only office but sometimes gild organi-
zation itself. In 1407 the trading gilds secured a charter prohibiting the
formation of any association outside their own, a charter which was con-
firmed in 1414 and was aimed primarily against fullers and tailors who
had tried to secure some independence from control by the wholesalers in
establishing their own gilds. The struggle went on, the main blows being
struck by the dyers, who led opposition by fullers, weavers and small
dealers in finished cloth. The dyers continually combined though such
action was illegal. The oligarchs complained to Parliament in 1415,
bolstering up their case with charges that the dyershad used a fraternity to
raise dyeing prices and had caused the price of wool to go up 509, in a
year; they broke a gild of fullers and dyers which was licensed in 1438;
they had the statutes and oaths of dyers and other craftsmen declared void
by a decree of 1475. The main worry of the drapers and others was that
their wholesale monopoly would be broken and that gild organizations
would raise the prices for goods in which they traded or restrict supplies
in the interests of producers; dyers were not allowed to have cloth made
for sale and they were not allowed to dye any cloth other than that pro-
vided by local drapers, but these drapers were free themselves to engage
in the work of dyeing.

The policy of reserving wholesale trade to a minority and subordinat-
ing or even suppressing craft gilds, which represented other interests than
those dominant in the gild-hall, commonly went hand in hand with an-
other feature—with failure to take action against rich victuallers. Richer
merchants in the food trades often shared power with the wholesalers in
other goods and, despite the universal existence of laws devised to protect
the common consumer, wete able to disregard the various assizes and
circumvent the elaborate systems of inspection. Where a show was made
of pursuing a popular policy and fines were imposed on the bakers of
short-weight bread or sellers of tainted meat, these fines might end the
business of a small dealer but were mere pin-pricks to the rich, mere
licensing fees for dishonesty. It was at Coventry again that the fifteenth-
century records tell of constant rioting against light loaves and against the
false measures used in selling corn.
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It can be seen that the distinction between towns which were ‘oli-
garchical’ and those which were more ‘democratic’, in the sense of giving
alarge range of monopolistic craft gilds a voice in town government, did
have some meaning in the field of internal policy. It did mean a narrower
or broader distribution of the right to trade, it did mean weaker or
stronger defence of the interests of craft producers, it did mean less or
more effective care for the general run of consumers. But the distinction
is far from being clear cut; under a ‘democratic’ regime the share in
power enjoyed by various gilds could vary enormously and gilds them-
selves could be under the control of trading minorities to a greater or
lesser degree. Conversely the oligarchies could be forced to make con-
cessions to the more important craft gilds, especially when these were
throwing up their own trading elements, and could be under strong
pressure from outside authority to lessen their pressure on the com-
mons. There was in fact a continuous gradation from one extreme to
the other.

In external policy the distinction between ‘oligarchic’ and ‘demo-
cratic’ towns is of little value; excluding a minority of unusually large
cities, most towns in England for example were as locally minded as any
others. Their oligarchical rulers, their ‘great merchants’, were mainly
concerned with keeping their rights in a limited area. Their policies were
restricted and defensive. They were drapers, victuallers and general
dealers to their town and part of their county; they were engrossed with
the problem of holding on to their position there and sacrificed wider
ambitions to the security and familiarity of their home ground. Char-
acteristically they opposed the development of rural industry just as
keenly as would the weavers they kept under control within the walls,
had these had a say in the matter. They preferred, in a world where they
did not see large opportunities, to keep the conditions of an adequate
livelihood rather than venture into speculative development. The more
adventurous did try new ways but they did so increasingly outside the
framework of the old country towns.

A few of the ways in which town policies differed from and resembled
each other have now been mentioned, but one of the most useful indices
of policy needs further treatment, namely the way in which towns be-
haved towards foreign traders. The main aspects of this branch of policy
have already been suggested. Nearly every town was concerned to keep
as much trade as possible to itself and, where outside merchants had to be
tolerated, every effort was made to see that their operations were rigidly
controlled and that they made as much profit as possible for natives and
as little as possible for themselves. To implement such policy towns had
developed measures which were basically the same all over the continent.
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The toll system of the town was used to discriminate against strangers, in
the simplest and most universal form by imposing taxes on strangers from
which citizens were wholly or partially exempt; foreigners were gener-
ally forbidden to engage in retail trade in a town, this being a privilege of
citizenship; direct trade between strangers was generally prohibited ; and
finally, efforts were commonly made to establish an absolute monopoly
for the town in a commodity or commodities, in a specific area or along
a specified route.

The universality of such action was based on the fact that it was rooted
in the very nature of towns and served such a variety of special ends. It
was far from being a novelty in the late Middle Ages. What was char-
acteristic then was the multiplication, elaboration and rigidity of these
measures, the great development of specific monopolies and the defen-
sive and local nature of these policies. All the more significant therefore
are those cases where some freedom was allowed to foreigners and
monopolies were attacked.

Many vehement pleas for greater freedom for outsiders and for the
removal of monopolies can be more or less discounted. They came from
towns which showed scant willingness to liberalize their own policies
but attacked the monopolistic practices and legislation of other towns,
especially of those which lay across a trade route or engaged in traffic
vital to themselves. So Danzig attacked the staple policies of Thorn and
Cracow which bestrode the routes from the Baltic to central and south-
east Europe; so Bristol merchants, who carried on a lively trade with
Hanseatic merchants in London, protested in the King’s Council against
the proposal that Hanseatic traders should be banished from London,
saying that the London merchants would be their only intermediaries in
the continental trade and would make such terms as would utterly ruin
the men of Bristol.

Sometimes, however, there was a more genuinely liberal attitude.
This was especially the case where weak towns were faced with com-
petition from those which were much more powerful and were en-
trenched behind a barrier of privilege. Sometimes more tolerant be-
haviour towards foreign merchants was adopted by a small town as a
positive means towards gaining advantage in a fight with a neighbour.
Aardenburg prospered in the period 1240 to 1280 despite its closeness to
Bruges; but with the late thirteenth century came harsher times and a
growing threat from the competition of the larger town. Aardenburg
was able to win through, for a time at least, by taking advantage of
Bruges’s policy of intensifying restrictions on strangers; it set out to at-
tract foreign trade by offering greater freedom to these outside merchants
than they could find within its adversary’s walls. In 1280 it obtained

from Guy de Dampierre the right to grant privileges to Germans and to
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Spaniards and this policy was furthered by other measures in 1283 and
1307.

A more negative attitude was shown by weak towns willing to adopt
freer policies mainly because they had little to gain from exercising
monopolies themselves (or little hope of doing so) and much to fear from
the monopolies of the greater cities. Such towns often attacked urban
monopoly. Small inland towns in England were opposed equally to the
creation of staple towns abroad and at home; they wished their mer-
chants to attend all markets freely. When disaster overcame Charles the
Bold in 1477 and the major Flemish cities tried to recover the privileges
they had enjoyed in the fourteenth century, the smaller towns allied with
the villages and with ‘free-trade’ Antwerp to thwart this move. Nearby
in Brabant the minor towns were willing, in the later Middle Ages, to
support a count who fought against urban monopoly and privileges be-
cause they lost more from the special rights of the large towns than they
gained from their own.

There was another kind of situation where liberality to “foreigners’
was obviously demanded, the case of towns which had great interests in
mutual trade. In such cases it was ridiculous for each to levy tolls on the
burgesses of the other and it was common, as well as common sense, for
amutual abolition or reduction of these tolls to be arranged. Such agree-~
ments were not uncommon before the fourteenth century, but they are a
typical feature of the later Middle Ages, a natural corrective to the stupid
burdens that even towns existing in mutual dependence could place on
each other. Reciprocal toll concessions were arranged between Dinant
and Cologne, for example, in 1277; but it was in the mid-fourteenth cen-
tury that these two towns really took up the policy, when Dinant needed
to expand outlets for its manufactures and Cologne was beginning to
lose its late thirteenth-century position as chief among such markets. In
England also thirteenth-century cases are known but it was in the four-
teenth and fifteenth centuries that such concessions became increasingly
common, between Salisbury and Southampton, Cambridge and North-
ampton, Coventry and Nottingham, Lincoln and Coventry and many
others.

In the foregoing cases a more liberal attitude towards foreigners was
dictated by the relationships of towns with one another; the principle
was that one town would drop a certain right or advantage if others gave
at least as much in return. Rather different was the situation in those
towns whose main function was to act as great centres of trade. Distribu-
tive centres of international importance depended on the coming and
going of merchants native to towns all over the continent; they simply
could notafford to apply the whole range of xenophobic legislation com-
mon in minor towns, for to have done so would have undercut their

Q
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whole position, would have made their chief activity impossible. It fol-
lowed that in a small number of great trading cities the law was different
at a few vital points from what was customary in humbler towns. Per-
haps the most striking illustration of this was the relaxation of the pro-
vision that stranger could not deal with stranger. Such dealings were
allowed in fourteenth~century London, in fourteenth-century Genoa, in
fourteenth-century Bruges. Sometimes, it is true, the policy was found
distasteful : at Bruges there were various attempts at reversing it from the
late thirteenth century onwards and one such, in 1307, succeeded. The
obvious result was to drive foreigners to do their business in more liberal
Aardenburg, so freedom was restored in 1309. It was generally compul-
sory for this trade between foreigners to be done through brokers but
even these brokers might be aliens. This was true of Genoa in the four-
teenth century as in the thirteenth century, and was also the case in Lon-
don. In the latter city the position of foreign brokers was, itis true, always
under challenge; the Londoners were suspicious and periodically had the
alien brokers investigated or disqualified. However, as typical a reflection
of their general position as any is the law of 1373 which stipulated that
strangers should be allowed to act as brokers if they paid a 40s. fine and
produced two or three sureties among citizens; there were aliens, mainly
Lombards, among the brokers sworn in that year.

It is clear that policies granting greater freedom to strangers were
generally forced on towns by external or internal circumstances; they
were applied grudgingly and piecemeal and were not usually seen as a
desirable course of action which a town should adopt positively and pur-
posefully. There were a few cases where this was not true, though even
in these there was often a strong element of outside pressure. Aardenburg
was a case in point, but its efforts did not last long. Rather different is the
case of Winchester. Winchester, in the difficult years of the mid-fifteenth
century, was losing business and population and it was this that forced it
to experiment along lines already suggested by Salisbury and Coventry.
True, the depression in the town was a form of pressure but the response
to this might equally well have been an intensification of restrictions
and not the course actually adopted. The purpose of the Winchester
councillors is clearly set out in the preamble to their law of 1430 which
described it as devised pro communi utilitate et publico incremento dicte
Civitatis et ad faciendum tam extraneos quam propinquos homines et mer-
catores ad dictam Civitatem convenire et ibidem avidius inhabitare et eandem
Civitatem gracia divina mediante accrestere et meliorare in futurum. The main
purpose of this law was that omnes mercatores tam extranei quam indigine
[sic] extra Gyldam mercatoriam, cuiuscumque status, artis vel operis fuerint,
exceptis carnificibus et piscatoribus extraneis pro stallagiis et tabulis suis, erunt
quieti et liberi infra dictam Civitatem et libertatem eiusdem ad emendum et
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vendendum, scindendum, operandum, faciendum, exercendum et usitandum
omnes mercandisas, mercimonia et artes suas [etc.) . . . pari forma sicut homines
et mercatores sunt infra villam de Covyngtr’ et Civitatem Nove Sarum.* This
policy did not last long; by the time of the regulations of 1471 and 1488
it was dead.

A rarer case, an example of a city which based its outlook and founded
its prosperity on the principle of giving, if not the wholesale freedom
sometimes claimed, at least far more liberal conditions than most, was
Antwerp. Antwerp grew to importance when old towns were piling up
their economic defences and becoming increasingly restrictive, and it
turned this situation to its own advantage by attracting the foreign
traders who were hampered and antagonized by these developments.
Certainly, Antwerp had some outside advantages; it received powerful
support from the dukes of Brabant and Burgundy, and storms scoured
and enlarged its port at a time when silt was choking the way to the sea
for its chief competitor. Yet its main advantage lay in the ‘newness’ of
the town and population, in the freshness of approach to economic prob-
lems this made possible. A policy of encouraging alien traders was well
established in the fourteenth century. As early as 1315 Portuguese mer-
chants were granted the right to import and sell their wines without pay-
ing higher tolls than did natives; in the same year Duke John Il granted a
charter to merchants from Genoa, Florence and the Empire who should
settle in the city; and in 1324 came the famous invitation of the city
authorities to the captains of galleys anchored at Sluys to go and trade at
Antwerp. During the rest of the Middle Ages the city worked with the
prince to further the same policy. Sometimes it was a question of giving
privileges to an alien group: Louis de Méile freed Spanish merchants in
1357 from all new taxes on goods they landed or sold at Antwerp and
over a century later, in 1468, Charles the Bold granted privileges to the
Genoese in the city. Sometimes outside monopolies had to be abolished,
as when Malines was deprived of its staple rights in salt, fish and oats in
1411. Two annual fairs, each of three weeks’ duration, were granted by
the Emperor Sigismund in 1415 and at once became a major attraction
for foreigners and a vital blow to Bruges’s staple rights. Even the right of
money-changing was granted to all citizens so that there was no clogging
of machinery by restriction to official exchanges.

Such policies were uncommon in late medieval times. The great
majority of towns shared policies of a monopolistic and defensive
character, relied on privileges and restrictions, and though the par-
ticular functions which were monopolized and the particular interests
which were defended varied with the economic and social structure

1 Gross, Gild Merchant, 1, 261.
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of each town, such differences did not override their common nature,

A fundamental consequence of later urban policies was that towns
were no longer in the van of economic progress. For the first time they
failed as vehicles for improvement and expansion in trade and industry.
Like Mesozoic reptiles they speeded their decline by the very weight of
their defences and by the entrenched specialization of their structure.
They lost in vigour and adaptability and speed of response. They could
not seize the new opportunities nor contain or attract the men who
wished to use them. The very success of their protective mechanisms
aggravated the economic difficulties with which they were meant to
cope and raised up a host of enemies and detractors within and without
their walls. Kings and princes who wished to establish uniform state con-
trol unchecked by urban immunities, peasants and the inhabitants of
smaller towns who had suffered under the political and economic hege-
mony of proud cities, great go-ahead merchants and contractors who
wished to develop rural industry, to buy for court and army on a free
and cheap market or to trade on a large scale without the checks and ex-
pense created by urban monopoly, small men within the towns who re-
sented privileges from which they were excluded or burdens which
pressed too heavily upon them—all these opposed the policy of the
towns. This happened at a time when towns were loth to give each other
mutual support. When Bruges revolted in 1436-8 to recover its old
privileges it found itself opposed not only by the duke but by the pea-
santry, the minor towns and by some groups within its own walls. Yet it
received no help from any other Flemish city and neither did Ghent when
it found itself in a similar position in 1449-53.

The position of the towns was seriously weakened by the operation of
those forces for which their policy could find no place. The textile in-
dustry developed in the countryside at the expense of the jealous town
crafts; great traders either individually or in corporations operated on a
scale which transcended and flouted the localism of town regulations;
even artisans and petty traders settled outside the limits of city jurisdic-
tion to work with greater freedom and greater profit, and were encour-
aged to do so by ambitious elements within the towns. Politically also
this was a period of reverse; towns often lost the ability to decide their
own policy. In Flanders and north France the direction of many was taken
over by king or duke; in Italy princes emerged in several cities which be-
came petty states rather than towns controlling a surrounding area; in
England, where the strength of the Crown had always braked urban ex-
tremism, there wasa growth of state legislation which intermeddled with
urban affairs and policies; and in various parts of Germany towns fell
under the influence of the local nobility. With the exception of a few ex-
panding, and generally newer, centres which followed less rigid and re-
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strictive policies, and a few more which traded on an exceptionally large
scale, most towns ossified as market centres and producers for a limited
region, limited their methods to the needs of that market and their am-
bitions to its confines and accepted a progressive loss of their power to
regulate their external and even their internal affairs.
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CHAPTER V
The Gilds

L. The Problems of Gild History

The occupational gilds of the west are one of the best-known forms
of medieval association, familiar both on account of their long post-
medieval career, and because they had early lent themselves to the order-
ing of economic and political life in urban society. Their traditions of
corporate charity and piety further attest that they were once genuine
communities within the larger community, with a social and religious
character transcending mere economic interest and struggle for power.
The economic historian has to study every aspect of the gilds, but always
with an eye to the central problem of their influence on the economy.
Did the various means by which they sought to secure their members’
interests, as these were conceived at the time, retard or stimulate econo-
mic growth? Did gilds hinder or promote the flow of trade? Did they
try to expand the market for manufactured goods? Had they any general
policies regarding innovation? Did they affect at all the amount of saving
or the direction of investment?

If we plot our earliest information as to the organization of gilds on a
map, dating their appearance in each local industry, we immediately
narrow the scope of these inquiries in two ways. In the first place, it be-
comes apparent that, so far as artisans were concerned, the craft gilds
were of little account before the thirteenth century. In the great econo-
mic expansion of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, artisan gilds were
too few and too scattered to have exercised any effective influence
either as help or as hindrance. It was not until the latter part of the thir-
teenth century, when the expansion was slowing down, that they became
at all widespread. They multiplied most rapidly in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, often in circumstances of population decline, trade re-
cession and fiscal crisis. In the second place, certain types of town were
clearly more favourable to a gild movement than others. Among the
least favourable were the greater seaport towns given over predomin-
antly to commerce, and the textile towns, given over to manufacturing
for export. Nor is there much evidence of gilds being important in the
little towns with a population of barely a thousand or two, which made
up the vast majority of medieval urban centres. Their best field of action
was in towns of middling size, with a population of up to about 10,000,
or, in Italy, of up to 20,000 or 30,000, towns that were not dominated by
a single interest, but lived mainly by industry for local consumption,
with some admixture of trade. This environment offered more scope for
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specialized skill than did the little rustic towns. At the same time, demand

remained more stable than in ports and manufacturing centres dependent
on markets and sources of supply that were under foreign political con-
trol and far distant. Skilled craftsmen had more chance to get ahead and
to reach for political influence alongside merchants and other men with
local power.

The decision to form a gild did not fundamentally alter the economic
organization of a trade. Urban trades were always on an individual or a
family basis, with perhaps some employment by merchants. Formal as-
sociation among the individual masters did, however, enlarge the possi-
bilities of promoting common interests through joint action. Discussion
of trade difficulties could now lead to definite and continuous policies. It
could lead to improved relations with the public authorities and to ne-
gotiation for special privileges. At this point, if not before, gilds encoun-
tered chronic suspicion of their policies as tending to raise retail prices.
The suspicion, strongest in the commercial and manufacturing towns,
and strong wherever aristocratic, ecclesiastical or professional groups
carried political weight, was an ever-present potential check to the ex-
tension of the gild movement. Consumers probably over-estimated the
economic powers of gilds, giving them an unfair share of blame for up-
ward price trends. Even when they had the support of public authority,
their power to raise prices through cartel agreements or suppression of
local competitors was limited by conditions that were beyond their con-
trol. The influence of any particular gild has to be considered in the light
of the regional conditions of supply and demand that would have affected
its line of trade. In the circumstances of urban trade recession in which
many of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century gilds were organized, they
could have done little to promote their members’ interests save through
political schemes for drawing business to themselves to the detriment of
neighbouring small towns and villages. The end of ambition, in the more
hard-pressed localities, was simply to keep one’s town alive. Fiscal prob-
lems complicated the situation, entailing a desire on the part of town
authorities to shelter those small gild masters who typically formed the
bulk of the tax-paying population.

In the logical extreme this set of conditions could tend to a static col-
lectivism, militantly kapitalfeindlich. Yet it would be an error to identify
medieval gilds solely with so desperate a conservatism. Their policies
could move also in opposite directions, open to innovation and favour-
ing the masters who had capital.

It was not only through deliberate policies of promoting sectional
interest that gilds were of significance in medieval economic develop-
ment. Their organization was important also in bringing more formal
deliberation to bear on the shaping of the law and custom and on the
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administrative procedures through which orderly relations were main-
tained among buyers and sellers. Finally, their non-economic activities
were of economic consequence. Their religious, benevolent and con-
vivial customs, and their political activities, involving very considerable
collective expenditures, markedly affected their members’ individual
habits of saving and consumption. Gilds thus indirectly influenced the
local structure of demand.

II. The Developmént of Gild Organization

Although the economic influence of gilds was far from being solely a
matter of their legal powers, at every turn it depended in part on how
much freedom of corporate action they enjoyed. Internally, what sanc-
tions could be applied against recalcitrant members? Externally, in what
ways did juridical personality come to be recognized? What was the re-
lation between gild officers and town governments or higher authority?
These points are still in need of further monographic treatment, so thatan
introductory sketch can at present do little more than outline the de-
velopment of gild relationships with governmental authority. From the
point of view taken here, that of an interest primarily in gild influence on
medieval economy after 1200, the critical period in definition of these re-
lationships was the thirteenth century. Town governments were then
making increasingly systematic use of gilds in general administrative
work, treating their officers as quasi-public officials. It became the custom
to demand that their current regulations be reduced to writing in a com-
mon form and be kept ready for inspection. This process of codification
was thereafter continuous. The regulations normally defined what de-
gree of autonomy each group possessed in respect of election of officers
and in the collection and disposition of entrance fees and fines, and laid
down a mixture of general principles and detail as to technical and ethical
rules. Major revisions involving principle required approval by higher
authority. The public interest arose partly out of concern with public
order.

The codified regulations, in Italy usually dignified by the name of
statutes, make up our best-known source of information as to the nature
and activities of gilds. Like all historical sources giving only the letter of
the law, they are in two ways deficient. They are a fagade, concealing
often more than they reveal. They do not show us how gild institutions
actually worked, nor how they had arisen. Only as revisions were en-
tered do they indicate any of the points at which administrative friction
occurred. They are much more useful when they can be supplemented
by the other records that gilds were keeping, from the thirteenth century.

Minutes of deliberations and records of elections, accounts and member-
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ship lists, leave no doubt as to what was routine business and what was
matter for debate. From the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries they have
survived in surprising quantity, but they seldom find their way into print.

All of these sources disappoint us when we try to date the foundation
of the gild in question or to discover the customs of the trade before the
period of codification. Statutes may claim to state ancient custom, but
there is a fair presumption that the transition from oral to written rules
forced a clear and hence a novel definition of many customs that had
previously been left ambiguous. The rule that a fuller’s servant in Paris
should possess exactly twelve articles of clothing when hired may seem
to have the ring of oral folk custom, yet may at least equally well have
been the result of recent decision. Falling back on miscellaneous frag-
mentary evidence, a century of historical research has failed to pin-point
with certainty the date and circumstances of the first steps taken in formal
organization of the individual urban crafts. This failure must be due in
part to loss of records, but it is due also to the fact that settled continuity
of gild life depended on the assumption of responsibility within a per-
manent administrative context, or on a grant of privilege, or on the
accumulation of corporately owned property. Without public responsi-
bility, privilege or property, the corporate bond was apt to be weak and
discontinuous. In good times, it could dissolve in members’ indifference
to holding together. In bad times, petty friction could break it up. Pre-
ambles to the later medieval gild statutes sometimes allude to recent
quarrelling or to a lapse of organization through apathy as having neces-
sitated a fresh start.

A survey of pre-thirteenth-century gild relationships with govern-
mental authority starts logically with Italy, for Italy offers the oldest evi-
dence and the greatest variety of experience. Four long-debated theories,
each of them with some validity, have been applied to the interpretation
of the evidence. One of these, seeking to trace a connection between the
older medieval gilds and the collegial movement of ancient Rome, as-
sumes the survival of a tradition subordinating private associations to the
publicinterest under public authority. The Roman trade gilds or colleges,
whatever their origin, had undoubtedly been drawn into the imperial
system of administration. In the fourth century, as a fiscal expedient and
as a means of assuring the continuance of essential urban trades and ser-
vices that were becoming unprofitable, official policy had aimed to ex-
tend the colleges into hitherto unorganized occupations. All occupations
were to be endowed with hereditary right and collegiate monopoly, un~
der the check of public price controls and taxation. This plan was an ad-
ministrator’s dream, a blue-print. It was never systematically imposed on
outlying provinces, and there is no way of knowing how far it material-
ized in Italy. New research into the trades of transport, building and
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smith’s work, which are known to have been among the most widely
organized trades in Roman towns long before the fourth century, may
still disclose direct institutional continuities. Yet even supposing that the
formal relations of a few gilds with public authority could be shown to
have persisted unbroken and unaltered, it is difficult to conceive that ac-
tual working relations would not have varied 51gn1ﬁcantly, that early
medieval experience did not pass on also the memory of crises brought
about by abuse of authority on the one hand or of monopoly power on
the other. One of the few extant pieces of evidence of gild life in the sixth
century, Pope Gregory I's letter to the bishop of Naples advising him to
warn the count of Naples not to interfere with the town soap-makers, in-
dicates that the latter were shrewd politicians, skilfully playing the
ecclesiastical power against the civil power in the interests of indepen-
dence. A sworn body (corpus pactum), with a set of rules that they them-
selves revised periodically by unanimous vote, and charging a fee to new
entrants to the trade, they had fallen out with the count of Naples over
taxation and other matters that the pope’s letter does not specify.

A second theory would modify the first by admitting that political
decay, in the south, and the Lombard conquest, in the north, must have
broken the continuity of gild organization, but it insists that in Lombardy
gilds were sooner or later reconstituted under governmental authority.
The theory has been carefully tested only for the moneyers. Their gilds
were a unique type, charged with the highest possible degree of public
responsibility, for in the issue of coinage they were the direct instruments
of public policy in the exercise of a sovereign power. They are known to
have been affected by the fourth~century reforms, which tightened their
collective responsibility and their internal discipline and redefined their
privileges. The form of organization then set persisted thereafter on
Byzantine territory with little change. In northern Italy the Lombards
disrupted it altogether by closing the official mints for seventy-five years.
‘When monetary sovereignty was finally resumed, in 643, it was exercised
through gilds reconstituted, as Lopez has shown, on a system similar to
that of contemporary Byzantium, and possibly manned with craftsmen
who had worked in the Byzantine Empire. Through the gild privileges,
which included opportunity of profit through money-lending, money-
ers for the next 500 years ranked among the wealthier and more influen-
tial townsmen.

Other gilds that may have existed at the time of the Lombard conquest
were less liable to long suspension, but more liable to some change of
constitution. The Lombard kings, and the emperors after them, favoured
gild organization if it could be a means of levying contributions in
money, kind or service from the members in return for a formal grant of
monopoly. Few details are known except for Pavia, and there only
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through an early eleventh-century protest against change in the customs
described. The privileges that were claimed took such forms as the
monopoly of soap-making, the maintenance of twelve key positions in
the leather industry with the high sale value of four pounds, and the
limitation of fishing vessels to a fleet of sixty. In return for the privileges
payments were owed in appropriate products or services. The fishermen,
for example, provided a fixed quantity of fish annually and on the occa-
sion of royal visits to Pavia were under obligation to co-operate with the
boatmen in outfitting a certain number of vessels for official use. These
four groups and an indeterminate number of other gilds were, like the
moneyers, under the jurisdiction of the chamber. It is therefore possible
that like the moneyers they had been reconstituted by governmental
authority after some interval of suspension and that in many particulars,
apart from the requirement of payments in kind, they continued a
Roman tradition. The fishing gild was still in existence in 1179, when its
members gave way in recognizing certain monastic fishing rights. By
this time the plan of granting economic privilege in return for payment
in kind or service was inappropriately rigid and must have appeared in-
creasingly anomalous and archaic.

A third theory points to the illicit institution of the oath taken to secure
combinations for economic advantage as an antecedent to official gild
organization and as significant of chronic potential conflict between
gilds and public authority. The institution was well known in the late
Roman world; the jurists of the fifth and sixth centuries believed it to be
widespread. From the early twelfth century it was sporadically prohibit-
ed in town law, most frequently with reference to the building and
victualling trades, and it was prohibited also in a number of codified gild
statutes in the next two centuries, Any conjuratio binding the members of
a trade group to hold a privately fixed line of price or wage demands was
clearly regarded as conspiracy against the public interest. Other terms
used for such an oath or for conspiratorial meetings to fix price and wage
demands were coadunatio, camorra, lega, rassa, asseptum. The twelfth-
century evidence is insufficient to show whether private price and wage
agreements had enough binding force to give rise, of themselves, to new
gilds, or whether they were merely a product of passing crises. The pri-
vate oath, as used for this purpose, was nevertheless of immense import-
ance as a test of strength for the authorities of the newly organizing com-
munes. It goaded them into developing the counter-institution of the
public oath binding the members of a trade not to enter into conspira-
torial agreements. Usually this was administered to gild officers, but the
evidence is again insufficient to show whether it was ever the means of
bringing formal gild organization into existence. Nor does the evidence
show whether the public oath was a mere adaptation of the oath tra-
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ditionally administered to the officers of moneyers’ gilds or of other gilds

carrying a Roman tradition, or whether it was a result of renewed interest
in Roman law. In any event, it was a statesmanlike move, for it formally
charged the gilds with the public interest. One of the eatliest twelfth-
century experiments on record was in Pistoia, where smiths and victu-
allers had been accused of over-pricing by agreement. A number of gild
officers (rectores artium) were then sworn to the maintenance of a free
matket. Once put in this position, it was difficult for them to object to it
without loss of face. Nor could they well object when the demand came
for codification of statutes. The entire code of the millers of Piacenza, a
long and impressively systematic constitution first recorded in 1266, was
cast in the form of an oath exacted of the officers.

A fourth theory, without attempting to deny the survival of more an-
cient gilds and their possible indirectinfluence on the formal relationships
of new gilds with the new communes, insists that in any period a gild
movement can be understood only in terms of the forces, political,
economic and social, of that period. On this view there is a danger of
over-emphasizing the importance of survivals. Even the institution of the
public oath is open to misinterpretation if it is isolated from the political
background. It is a mistake to think of twelfth- or thirteenth-century
artisan gilds either as defying an established government or as subjected
to its authority, since they were themselves one of the principal organiz-
ing forces through which a new type of government was taking shape,
and bore as great public responsibilities as any other kind of group on the
scene. By the end of the twelfth century one finds them, in Milan, organ-
ized in a federal league (credenza) that bore a share of administrative work
and of defence. Several, in Bologna, contributed as much to defence as
the older military societies of the city. In early thirteenth-century Siena
the heads of artisan gilds appear alongside the merchant consuls and other
officials as parties to treaty-making with other towns.

Leading artisans must certainly often have had a share, under merchant
leadership, in the shaping of Italian systems of economic administration.
When these were based on gild organization they could be extraordin-
arily complex, presenting the aspect of a commune for economic affairs
paralleling the organization of the political commune. Unified control at
the top was a necessity if only by reason of the frequency of war or threat
of war, and because of the need of consistency in the development of
commercial law. It was equally unavoidable that the men at the top
should be men with an experience of commercial and financial affairs
that only merchants could command. Artisans had to accept thissituation.
They did so with a good grace provided that they had a reasonably fair
chance to defend their interests by political means against those of mer-
chants who might be in a position to raise the prices of raw materials by
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agreement, or to depress wages and piece-rates. As regards local trade
and industry the general lines of economic policy were not altered by
constitutional changes giving artisan gilds more political representation
and influence. The standard policy remained one of trying to moderate
any marked increase in price, preferably by promoting increase in sup-
ply. The greater conflicts of interest occurred in the export industries. It
was here that artisan revolts were engendered, and artisan political ad-
vances brought important changes of policy.

An increase in artisan political power was won always at a certain cost.
Gilds then became primarily political associations, and heavier miscel-
laneous responsibilities were thrown on their officers’ shoulders. The
political gild would become the basic unit through which the citizen

_population was organized for public assemblies and for military duty.
For political convenience the number of gilds would be frozen, forcing
allied trades to federate and sometimes bringing together trades that were
quite unrelated economically. There might have to be swarms of sub-
ordinate gild officers engaged in police work and military organization.
Under the constitution that was drawn up in Perugia in 1342 the head
officer of each gild was required to have a number of local assistants in
each quarter of the city. For the shoemakers there were to be fifty local
rectores. Whenever the ruling committee of lord priors ordered alarm
bells to be rung, all gildsmen were to drop their work and fall into mili-
tary formation behind their officers in a designated place of assembly.
Once a well-disciplined gild organization was set up it was liable to con-
tinue to be used for disciplinary purposes by a new ruling group. A
change of constitution in Pistoia in 1284, which reduced the political
status of gild officers, obliged them to administer to all gild members an
oath of loyalty to the Church and to the city captain.

In the great ports conditions were altogether different. Industry, sub-
ject to heavy competition from imports, was a marginal interest. The
more successful of the Genoese craftsmen and retailers, the men who
might have become leaders in a gild movement, were more excited by
maritime investment, in which anyone could lay out small shares, than
by the idea of starting a political struggle in which the odds were hope-
lessly against them. Organization was feeble and late, and leaned on pub-
lic authority for support. Venetian gilds were more numerous and of
much earlier origin, but they were kept under firm governmental con-
trol without any chance of political power.

All recorded activity of Italian gilds shows them sharing, or striving to
share, in the formal dignity of public life. There are traces of an early re-
course to patronage relations, a device in the reaching for status that is
reminiscent of the late Roman colleges. Vaccari notes that the old regime
of gild privilege in tenth-century Pavia had been protected by the landed
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knightly class there whose members had profited by the growth of urban
demand for agricultural products. The market-gardeners of Rome in
1030 recorded the election of il magnifico Amato, who presumably had
some pretensions to nobility, as their prior. A century later the shoe-
makers of Ferrara were electing a certain Marquis di Mayardo as their
maior, agreeing to pay him for his services. He was not one of their own
number, but lived out in the country. Early thirteenth-century heads of
several Sienese artisan gilds were referred to in official civic documents as
domini. Once they were recognized by the commune, gild officers shared
in the dignity of magistral office. They might carry a rod, asa symbol of
authority, and were frequently designated, from this, as mace-bearers
(massarii). The gilds themselves were often described simply by the con-
temporary generic terms for societies—as paratici, or corpi d’arte—but in
some places Roman tradition was revived by the venerable terms col-
legium, ministerium, officium.

The impression of dignity is borne out further by the minutes of gild
meetings, which were conducted with a formal ceremony identical with
the procedure of meetings of the higher councils of the commune. De-
bate and the procedure of voting, by black and white beans, were the
same. The more detailed minutes show another aspect of gild affairs on
which constitutional rules are uninformative, that is, the extent to which
most business was left in the hands of the officers. At meetings, resolu-
tions were ordinarily introduced by one of the officers, and it was they
who led discussion and brought it to a close by calling for a vote or
division (partito). Eloquence was admired. The word ‘harangue’ recurs
constantly, members being exhorted to cast their votes according as
the harengatores had pleased them or not. Clearly the gilds generated a
distinct group of administrators who cultivated political skill.

The officers were the better able to conduct themselves with dignity
because their power, while it was supported and defined by the com-
mune’s recognition, had an independent source in the gild’s solidarity.
The men of every recognized artisan gild were aware of themselves as
organized in at least two different ways simultaneously. They were an
organ of the commune and they were a private group concerned with
technical and trade interests. In most cases they were organized in still a
third way, asa fraternity under the auspices of patron saints. The religious
and fraternal sanction was the source of their deepest solidarity. In their
caiacity as fraternities the gilds accumulated special reserve funds, dis-
tributed relief to members in distress, bought property, endowed hos-
pitals, and made regular contributions to religious houses and other
charities. As fraternities they honoured the dead, covering the burial
costs of poor members, and requiring members to attend funeral services.
The patron saints were honoured at their festivals, and it became a
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custom to pay on these occasions for sermons from popular preachers.
In their capacity as fraternity brothers or fellows (socii), members could
be called on to aid each other by any legal means or in emergency even
according to the justice of the feud. The smiths of Bologna, with the help
of an allied societas, in 1316 avenged the murder of one of their men by
tearing down the houses of anoble family that was held responsible. Such
clan-like solidarity may have drawn on sentiment nourished by inter-
marriage within the gild, but it far transcended actual family ties. Al-
though the gilds were tender of blood relationships to the extent of
lowering or eliminating entrance fees for the sons of masters, they were
wary of family influence as a potentially disruptive force. One does not
often find men of the same surname listed as in office together. It was
probably a deliberate policy to oblige different family groupings to co~
operate in carrying the responsibility of gild affairs.

Internal discipline was sustained partly by help of the institution of the
informer. One does not have to look far for the origin of this institution.
It was familiar in rural parishes, where it was encouraged if not actually
introduced by the Church as a means of control over moral conduct.
Again, as with family influence, the gilds were wary of disruptive force.
Members were urged to inform the officers of breach of rules, but only in
the case of specified regulations that were held to be particularly import-
ant. Even so, the institution enhanced the personal power of the officers.
At their judgment, fines could be imposed on the strength of a single in-
former’s sworn word, taken secretly, without record of the name, often
with the prospect of the informer having a share in the fine.

Besides skilled leadership, solidarity and internal discipline, the gilds
required security in the handling and disposition of funds. Their needs in
this regard, along with those of other lay societies, pushed on develop-
ment of the concept of juridical corporate personality. The exact stages
of this development are difficult to discern. Description of a gild as a com-
munitas, societas ot universitas attests only public recognition of a group
that appeared to be holding together continuously under responsible
officers. In the twelfth century property was commonly held not in the
name of the gild, but in the names listed of a part of the membership. By
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries two members, or the chief officers,
would hold it in trust in the name of the gild. The fifteenth-century gild
of smiths at Reggio, which had been accumulating small pieces of pro-
perty over a long period, had them held by its officers ad usum, com-
modum et utilitatem dicti universitatis. Disbursements and the collection of
money owing to a gild were handled by officers appointed to represent
it legally as syndici. There remained the problem of misuse of funds by
officers. The smiths of Modena required officers to give security for all
funds in their charge and insisted that any expenditures that were not a
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matter of routine be authorized by a full meeting of the gild. Annual
accounting to the membership was a universal custom. Most gilds cover-
ed personal expenses that their officers incurred on common business, and
some paid a regular small salary for the purpose. The fifteenth-century
tailors of Reggio allowed their podesta three pounds a year and their mace-
bearer and consul each two pounds.

The subjection of Italian communes to great lordships (the signory)
marked a change in gild history. The immediate source of the authority
that ratified gild statutes was now the lord. This might appear a merely
formal change, but in most towns it operated so as to increase the political
weight of artisans and reduce that of merchants. In export industry wage
demands had a quicker hearing. In local industry artisan gilds had more
legal support than before, for what it was worth, in their efforts to assert
authority over country workers.

How far Italian example affected the development of gild systems in
other countries is an open question. Where the influence of Italian culture
was strong, as in the western Mediterranean, there was undoubtedly
some communication of stimulus. To the north, lag in industrial de-
velopment, or in economic development generally, delayed the move-
ment. In no country did it ever become quite so prominent as in Italy,
because in no other country were there so many considerable inland
towns. In coastal areas merchant rule, or merchant coalition with terri-
torial lords, kept artisan gilds down. They therefore seldom played more
than a subordinate administrative role. The main variations in the situa-
tion arose from the presence of royal power, which could upset the sym-
metry of a well-controlled gild-system by permitting negotiation for
special privilege.

In the Spanish peninsula it was the presence of royal power that lent
gild history its chieflocal peculiarities. Many gilds here took shelter from
town controls under the Church and under monarchical protection,
applying for charters to conduct fraternities. As a bid for autonomy the
move was a failure, for it hastened the appearance of national controls.
The fact that gilds had appealed to royal power but had been licensed in
the main only for religious and fraternal practices left the way open for
the issue of royal codes of industrial regulation. Thereafter gild freedom
depended on such good relations as could be established with royal
officials.

In the south of France there was at first more inclination to remain con~
tent with checks resembling those of Italian urban administration. The
design of communal control was firmest in Marseilles, where by the
middle of the thirteenth century there were a hundred gilds under sys-
tematic regulation with the aim of ensuring a satisfactory supply of goods
and services at prices regarded as reasonable.
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To move from Marseilles to central or northern France was to enter a
different world, a world where throughout the age of medieval expan-
sion it remained possible to think of urban industry, like agriculture,
chiefly as one of the means of maintaining the apparatus of royal or feudal
power. The trades of Beauvais had to support more than a dozen wardens
and sergeants whose sole function was to collect revenue for the bishop
and for members of the nobility who had been enfeoffed by him with
rights to tolls and to a miscellany of other customary charges. Some of
the collections were in kind, as festival bread from the bakers and dice for
gaming from the petty retailers known as mercers, serving frankly no
aim but to keep members of the bishop’s entourage happy; and there
could be reciprocal social arrangements. The fullers were entitled to a
cheese dinner every spring or summer, on a table laid with a cloth, from
officials of the fief to which their licence fees belonged. Simple technical
matters were by custom handled in the same personal manner. Tanners,
for example, were entitled to soak skins at certain stakes in the river pro-
vided each man presented cach new bishop of Beauvais with a dog. Cus-
toms of this kind did not call for any formal organization of the trade, nor
did taxation, nor enfeoffment, as such. When gilds emerged in this kind
of regime, as they did in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in Paris and
atleast halfa dozen provincial cities, authorized by the royal power or by
local lords, it was to serve various special purposes. In one form they re-
sembled those of tenth-century Pavia in being collectively responsible
for providing the lord with certain services. The communitas of smiths in
Amiens was still in 1301 under legal obligation to make keys for the
bishop’s great hall, and gear for his tents when he should be summoned
to war. Arrangements of this kind served the double purpose of binding
the men to the lord and of reducing the latter’s dependence on the mar-
ket. The idea of spreading obligations over the whole of a trade within a
lord’s urban jurisdiction, instead of simply recruiting a few special ser-
vants,as wasdone among unfree tenants on a country estate and continued
to be the practice in episcopal cities in the Rhineland and in southern Ger-
many generally, was an innovation that in France should possibly be
credited to royal officials in Paris as early as the eleventh century. It is
unlikely that lords saw any further reasons for authorizing gilds except
as an improved means of handling trade disputes and keeping artisans
under control.

Legal precedents that were set in early instances of organization had a
continuing influence on later phases of the development of French gilds
and their policies. The questions arose, who was to head an artisan group,
and what powers were to be delegated to him? Seignorial and official
preference was for an appointed magister, and the right to elect officers
freely became a matter of special concession that was never to be quite

R
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secure. Judicial powers were delegated with the reservation that they be
exercised according to approved custom. Otherwise only fiscal power
was delegated, as in the right to collect licence fees from all who prac-
tised the trade, both on their first taking it up and annually. This form of
taxation stemmed from seignorial power to confer the right to practise
atradein a given area. The limitations of gild power in regard to the right
to restrict entry to its trade were never defined. Vagueness on this point
may well have been increased by the fact that some gilds, for example
the bakers of Pontoise, in their royal charter of 1162, and the butchers
of Beauvais, in the bishop’s custumal, had legal recognition simply as
groups of individuals who, with their heirs, were in possession of certain
rights. Indeed, this view of a gild as a self-perpetuating group of privi-
leged families is the clearest conception that emerges.

French royal power, for its own fiscal and political purposes, later
evolved the conception of a gild as a group that by royal favour could
become a sworn community with full power to elect its officers. From
about the middle of the fourteenth century, when gilds began to multiply
in the provinces, many were induced to take out royal charters. The
effect of these was to weaken local authority without ensuring gild inde-
pendence. Provincial artisans continued to apply for them, and to pay
for their renewal at the beginning of each new reign, partly because they
could be drawn up to include the same kind of technical rules as prevailed
at Paris, and could thus probably provide an excuse for trying to charge
Parisian prices. In economic policy the royal power gave no clear lead.
Attacks on the gilds in price ordinances of 1307 and 1351 were nullified
by the type of charter that was subsequently issued. In Paris, where a sys~
tem of splintering trades into small gilds had been adroitly and widely ex-
tended in the 1250’s, ostensibly as a police measure, they fell foul of
authority only when they engaged in political activity.

In Germany and central Europe the medieval gild movement is best
known for its political record. Its successes, from this point of view, were
concentrated in the older towns and cities of the central and southern
Rhineland. Elsewhere it was checked by merchant rule, as in the Hanse,
or by reactionary alliances between merchant patricians and territorial
lords. The political record, however, does not tell the whole story. On
the one hand, democratic victories did less for gild autonomy in econo-
mic affairs than might have been supposed. Well into the fourteenth cen-
tury the victualling trades in several of the older centres remained under
the jurisdiction of permanent officials of the town lords, and in some in-
stances gilds in these and other trades were continuing into the next cen-
tury to apply to the lords’ officials for formal appointment of their heads.
On the other hand, patrician ascendancy nowhere entirely suppressed
artisan organization as a social movement. In Cologne, where artisan
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leaders had played the ecclesiastical power against the ruling merchants,
and also in Bremen, over a dozen gilds had been built into the ad-
ministrative system by the thirteenth century, and the number grew.
All regions, especially in the latter half of the fifteenth century, saw the
emergence of new gilds. These might be small and of no political im-
portance, but they regularly had some administrative responsibilities.

A few of the older gildshad large exclusive rights. At Worms, the most
obdurate of the old strongholds of administration by lords’ officials, the
bishop in 1106 paradoxically set a precedent for gild monopoly by en-
dowing twenty-three men and their heirs with certain fishing rights. In
Brunswick ducal and civic charters of the thirteenth century conveyed
a ‘grace’, implying exclusive trade jurisdiction, to gilds of drapers,
leather-workers and smiths. The type of gild that was spreading in the
fifteenth century had no such sweeping privileges. To the extent that the
right of restricting entry to a trade existed, it was sanctioned only as a
means of screening out morally and politically undesirable people. Free
birth was a normal condition of entry. Local prejudice allowed several of
the Liineburg gilds to exclude men of Wendish birth. Preambles to gild
statutes were so framed as to give a reassuring impression of solid citizen
responsibility.

Politically, the gilds nowhere played a more spectacular and militant
role than in the Low Countries, under the leadership of the textile work-
ers in export industry. The merchant control that they fought here had
met the first signs of unrest, in the late thirteenth century, by a system
that far exceeded any feudal bishop’s schemes of authoritarian order. As
demonstrated in the keures that were issued in St Omer, it called for the
enforcement of rules in each line of trade by men who, like non-com-
missioned officers conscripted to serve in an industrial army, were ap-
pointed by civic magistrates and were responsible solely to them. The
political movement that broke through merchant rule modified the sys-
tem to allow of election of officers from below and some degree of auto-
nomy in legislation. Yet a high degree of civic regulation continued
to characterize the textile industries, even in the new centres that entered
export trade in the fifteenth century.

Least use was made of gilds in the northern countries. In the Scandi-
navian peninsula the fostering and supervision of town life was a major
strategy of the royal power. A royal code of industrial regulation in 1282
deprived gilds of any economic function. Privilege went only to immi-
grant Germans.

England, again, long offered poor soil for continental types of gild
system because of the small size of her towns and the thoroughness of
royal organization of justice. Presentment for breach of any alleged cus-
tom in craft processes or retail trade could be made in courts leet. For
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these reasons the royal charter issued to Norwich in 1256 banned gilds as
detrimental to the royal interest. Scattered gilds of weavers and fullers in
twelfth-century royal boroughs had been heavily mulcted, presumably
for holding courts. In the case of the London weavers the right to hold a
court was granted as a special privilege. A gild of smiths in Canterbury?
at the end of that century appears to have escaped the royal attention, pos-
sibly being protected by the influential body of local moneyers. At Bury
St Edmunds, in the same century, a gild of bakers was set up under here-
ditary aldermanship responsible to the sacrist of the monastery, but evi-
dence that this ‘ministerial’ type of organization was extended to other
trades or was copied in other monastic boroughs is lacking. Gilds spread
in the provinces, only after artisans and retailers in London had given a
lead, in the latter part of the thirteenth century. For the settled operation
of provincial gilds in administrative systems one has to look to the fif-
teenth century. In return for organizing citizen militia, and for producing
communal pageantry and plays at the festival of Corpus Christi and on
other civic occasions they were then allowed to levy dues on the whole of
their trade. Legally, no one could practise any trade in Coventry without
paying dues to one of the gilds, and country tanners and barkers visiting
York to buy or sell had to contribute to the leather gilds on the grounds
that it was unfair to expect the latter to bear the whole expense of their
pageant. At the same time that they enjoyed these powers, all gilds were
subject to watchful and fussy control by town magistrates. Submission
was not always ready. There were bakers’ strikes. Coventry dyers, after
being ordered to accept more competition, were accused of hiring Welsh
and Irish murderers to ambush their competitors. Shoemakers at York,
angered at standards set for them by the cordwainers in 1490, a year of
high costs, were rumoured to be preparing to spend ‘large money’ in re-
cruiting several hundred outsiders for a riot, and to be looking for a
skilled agitator, ‘a furiouse man’, to captain them. In any gild-system,
such stresses and strains were recurrent.

The close of the Middle Ages, then, saw the gild movement infiltrating
urban administration in all parts of western Europe. Their many-sided-
ness shows that the gilds were able to command the loyalty and energies
of the artisan élite as no other form of association could. This made them
* both useful and dangerous. Their high development of corporate
responsibility made it seem natural to load upon them duties of defence
and police and the arrangement of the ceremony that was so vital to
medieval civic life, as well as the duties of oversight of their trades. The
very same corporate sense caused them to bring conflicts of interest into

1 My reference to this hitherto unnoticed gild is owing to the courtesy of W. Urry,
Archivist of the town and cathedral of Canterbury, who has in preparation a work on
the early history of Canterbury.
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the open with a vigour that often threatened public order. Both because
they were useful and because they were dangerous, it was essential, in
every type of town in which they appeared, whatever the ruling group,
to subordinate them to the authority of the town’s chief magistrates.

Royal and imperial power, merchant groups and other landed towns-
men were ambivalent towards the artisan gilds, uniting only to check
their bids for political power. Royal power was often willing to encour-
age them a little, as a source of revenue and as a means of dividing a town
the better to advance its own influence. Merchants were ambivalent to-
wards them because they had their own gilds, some of which were
closely associated with subordinate artisan gilds. The merits of each gild
were, from the point of view of the public welfare, equally debatable.
Responsible magistrates and magnates had always to face the question,
how would they replace the administrative services that gilds could be
made to undertake? For all these reasons opposition to the gilds, though
endemic, was confused, much weaker than its fulminations sound.
Frederick II’s ban on gild organization throughout the Empire, issued in
1219, and followed by bans applying to a number of separate German
towns and cities, was nowhere successful in suppressing the movement.
It was futile for authoritarian reactionaries to advocate turning the ad-
ministrative clock back. To consider only the problem of maintaining
orderly relations, and confidence among buyers and sellers, in retail trade,
the old systems had amounted to little but the policing of market places
and receiving of complaints proffered there for a quick hearing. These
continued to serve well enough, in all countries, in little seignorial towns
where selling was not dispersed in shops and where no crafts were carried
on for export trade. The sleepier little towns could everywhere dispense
with gilds. Gilds could be dispensed with also in many crafts in the larger
inland cities and in seaports where a brisk import trade made for com-
petition. It was in market conditions intermediate between these that
they arose, meeting a variety of specific needs. If they were abolished
here, the needs still had to be met. An attempt at abolition in Vienna in
1276, pushed on the grounds that gilds were the cause of decline in immi-
gration to the city, lasted only half a year. A town that tried to abolish
gilds permanently would have had to expand its permanent administra~
tive staff. Paid inspectors would have had to substitute for gild officers in
handling problems of dishonesty, and in aiding craftsmen to maintain
supply in seasons of scarcity. Few towns were prepared to go to this
length except to victual themselves under continuous pressure of rising
prices. Much anti-gild sentiment, therefore, persisted as a chronic in-
effectual grumbling that made gilds the butt of general discontent over
the cost of living.
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I11. Gild Economic Power in Local Trade and

Industry

Did the gilds, then, as medieval writers hostile to them alleged, exer-
cise upward pressure on prices? One cannot take direct testimony on this
point at its face value. Beaumanoir’s opinions are acid with the disdain of
a professional jurist and administrator for men of the people who lacked
training in considering the public interest. Alain Chartier was a rigid
moralist, content to blame the hardships of the poor on the sin of avarice
in others. The same narrowness vitiates literature such as The Reformation
of King Sigismund. Nor can the indirect testimony of the precautions
for price control written into civic regulations fairly be interpreted as
evidence of gild action to enhance or maintain prices. For example, in
regard to lime, introduction of price control might signify only that in-
creased demand created by improvement in standards of housing or by
the extension of a town had not yet been followed by an increase in
supply. As regards bread, price control came through recognition of the
inherently erratic nature of supply and was in no way a response to gild
organization. Records of dispute between gilds and town authorities
show efforts to be objective, both sides appealing to costs and prices. But
the figures that they produced are usually from years of crisis and are too
fragmentary and contradictory to sustain any conclusion. Local price
history is not yet far enough advanced for us to be able to compare and
analyse the course of prices over any length of time under a gild regime
with the course of prices under conditions similar save for absence of
gilds. Scarcely any medieval craftsmen’s accounts have survived, so that
our data as to their working costs are very deficient.

The question can be treated only by reference to the degree of com-
petition that existed in different trades. In general, gild power to affect
prices must have depended on local conditions of supply and demand
and on the interest that town authorities took in the maintenance of com-
petitive conditions. No medieval gilds had an absolutely watertight
control over supply, and none were entirely sheltered from retail com-
petition. Villagers from the surrounding countryside might provide an
appreciable proportion of the processed foods and the rougher small
manufactured goods that a town needed. Custom restricted them to sell-
ing in open market places under public supervision, or else to peddling,
but did not ordinarily limit their share of atrade. If a gild used political
influence to make restrictions over-harassing, astute villagers were likely
to find ways of acting in collusion with other competitors of the gild
within the town. Gilds had to face resident competitors of two classes.
First there were the townsmen of inferior legal and political status, forin-
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seci and aliens. In the later Middle Ages these were often forbidden to
keep shop in any area of the town that was under the central municipal
jurisdiction, but in areas of special jurisdiction, which existed in every
medieval town, they were normally free to sell as they pleased. The
second class of competitors, a potentially more formidable one, that a
gild had to consider was to be found among members of other citizen
gilds. These might openly employ villagers, forinseci or aliens, in another
trade, or encourage their wives to do so, and, as important merchants,
they might at any time introduce competitive products from other towns.
The town government was arbiter of all disputes, sometimes supporting
a gild, sometimes promoting competition. With so many variables to be
taken into account, no single generalization about a hypothetically aver-
age outcome is of service. It is more helpful to distinguish points along a
scale of conditions favourable to gild power. Gilds can then be roughly
classified according to the relative positions that they most typically oc-
cupied, along this scale, in different industries.

Atthetopofthe scalea gild would approximate to ‘monopsony’ power
in buying and monopoly power in selling. To enjoy these continuously
over any long period would of course call for remarkably close solidarity,
with sharp sanctions against breaking the line in price and output agree-
ments. Sources of supply would preferably be few, demand for the pro-
duct fairly inelastic at high price ranges, and substitutes difficult to devise.
It would nevertheless be desirable to keep the public authorities friendly
or neutral. Conditions at the mid-point of the scale would approximate
to those of perfect competition in that gilds would have no power to
affect prices. Either through sheer abundance, or through special action
by the public authorities, supplies of raw material would be equally avail-
able to gild members and to outsiders. Given legal enforcement of rea~
sonably free entry to the trade and to the gild, it would not actually be
necessary to have resident competitors outside it. Fear that new com-
petition might be introduced could conceivably serve as a deterrent to
output agreements designed to raise prices. Intermediate positions, both
above and below the mid-point of the scale, would represent conditions
of imperfect competition among rival groups. At the bottom of the scale
a gild would be losing business to more efficient competitors. It could sur-
vive, and rise in the scale again, only by amalgamating with some other
group and adopting its policies.

This theoretical scheme will account for the essential features of medi-
eval gild economy and its general trends. In local trade and industry the
only gilds able to dig themselves into a steadily secure position near the
top of the scale of power were those working in the precious metals.
Butchers fought hard to reach the top and not infrequently came very
near it. Leather gilds, and some of those working in base metals, might
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rank next in economic power, but except in very high-quality products
they had a harder fight to maintain their position and by the end of the
Middle Ages were apt to be sliding down. In foodstuffs other than meat,
in textiles, wax and tallow, and in wood, trade conditions were more
constantly competitive. Gilds producing for the local market were kept
close to the middle of the scale of power. Gild fortunes were least stable
in highly specialized branches of trades that might for a time command
quality custom but later proved vulnerable to competition from new
processes and new substitutes.

From the point of view of artisan history the goldsmiths’ gilds, at the
top of the scale, present fewest problems. In the larger cities many mem-
bers were wholesale merchants with an interest in high mint offices, fin-
ance and general trade. Commanding both capital and political influence,
they were able to keep the artisans in a subordinate position within the
gild. In London the leading goldsmiths were all of them merchants and
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries it was their policy to keep the
artisans working for them at piece-rates set by gild committees. A num-
ber of these artisans were immigrant Germans. In smaller places the
situation was simpler. The artisans were in control and, with a clientele
that was tolerant of a good profit-margin, were freer than most of their
fellows to practise some degree of restriction. The account-book of a
goldsmith in fifteenth-century Constance shows the proceeds of one
small workshop becoming the base of considerable investment in land
and rents.

Butchers’ gilds universally gained a reputation for seeking power
through cartel buying. They were led to this by scarcity of supply that
was rooted in the high costs of fattening stock. The nature of demand
favoured them, fresh meat, notably in France and Italy, being a prestige
item of diet. Poultry and rabbit were not highly esteemed and were
usually left to lesser victualling gilds. Another circumstance that butchers
were able to turn in their favour was the desirability, for reasons of sanita-
tion, of closely delimiting the sites that were used for slaughter and for re-
tail selling. In many French towns they contrived to acquire hereditary
leasehold title, as a group of families, to the market sites. At Senlis this
occurred as early as 1193. Policy would then keep the number of stalls
down. Often the chief members of the gild would specialize in buying
and fattening animals. Some would retire from the trade altogether,
living by letting out their stalls to subordinate working butchers who
were not admitted to the gild. Where an extreme concentration of high-
quality trade became possible, as at the Grande Boucherie in Paris, the re-
turns enabled an entire gild to move into the rentier class. This gild con-
sisted, when in 1260 it acquired a perpetual lease of the twenty-five stalls
in the market, of twenty families. A century later, through deaths and
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the exclusion of new entrants, it had shrunk to six families, all of them
wealthy and influential and having no direct connection with the trade.

The opportunities of the trade fostered a strong gild solidarity, mea-
surable in an unusually high rate of intermarriage and occupational
heredity. Social solidarity had probably always been strong among
localized groups of butchers. The country practice of carrying on all the
work of the craft in or beside the family dwelling long persisted in the
towns, creating a nuisance problem that set the group apart. Butchers
may have been feared, too, because of the slaughterers’ weapons. In
France group solidarity clearly contributed to the formation of gilds of
an exclusive type.

Yet by the fourteenth century even the French gilds were on the de-
fensive, secking royal charters and developing what may properly be
called a public-relations policy. Critics contended that they overdid their
pressure on country sellers, with the result that supplies were withheld
and urban prices forced up. Local authorities did not hesitate to challenge
points in the late medieval royal charters. Some of these, dating from
times of disturbance when displacement of population through war or
epidemic had unsettled local custom in the organization of trade, may
represent not existing fact so much as the aspirations of an old gild in de-
cline, or of a newly organized group, to beat out competitors by political
means, through buying the favour of royal officials. Meanwhile, experi-
ence of breakdown in economic administration had been a stimulus to
citizen thinking on public policy. That it gave rise to desire for absolute
freedom of craft enterprise, without any authoritative supervision of
standards, is hardly conceivable, but it did strengthen criticism of the
system of administration through privileged bodies. The point on which
the butchers’ gilds were most challenged was their policy of extreme
family exclusiveness. In defending this, they may be said to have tacitly
given evidence against themselves, for none of them attempted to argue
that their policies made for plenty or for cheapness. The anciens Bouchers
of Angers, in 1388, took their stand on sheer traditional right, simply
claiming saisine et possession, seulz et pour le tout, of the retail trade. Other
groups took a pragmatic stand on the grounds of their service to the pub-
lic in handling nothing but good-quality stock. New men would not be
expert, they would make de folz achatz. At Arras the town authorities
nevertheless brushed aside the gild rule that none should be admitted save
sons of members or men married to the legitimate daughters of members.
The old guard countered in 1407 with the charge that the new entrants
had sold meat carrying the infection of leprosy. In an age that was be-
coming more conscious of the dangers of bad food an accusation of this
kind may have been good strategy. It was a trick of the men selling in the
Grande Boucherie in Paris, when any of their number was convicted of
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passing off a bad piece of meat, to order him to move out and join the
competing group of butchers whose stalls were on the Petit Pont. In new
charters the butchers everywhere made great play of their concern for
public health, and of the fact that they did not permit the sale of animals
raised by barbers or by other professional blood-letters.

Where supplies long continued to be short and where the political
situation also was unfavourable, the butchers’ best efforts to build good
public relations failed. Erfurt in 1264 suppressed organization among
both butchers and bakers. The Italian cities adopted a unique combina-
tion of public control of trade in livestock with open competition in the
retailing of meat. They obliged country producers to send in livestock
for sale in supervised markets, and threw the retail trade open to inn-~
keepers. The old butchers’ gilds were not necessarily suppressed, but
they lost all independence.

Short of adopting the drastic Italian policies, it was extremely difficult
to curtail the power of a butchers’ gild whose members had once moved
into large-scale buying and had established a cartel policy throughout a
region. Police surveillance of gild meetings, as was enjoined on the bailli
at Bourges in 1359 with the aim of preventing machinatio, would have
been useless. Abolition of the formal privileges of the gild at Chartres, in
the war-time political crisis of 1416, brought no change in the members’
buying practices. It is likely that many of the leading butchers in France
and England had political protection because of their usefulness to the
monarchies in the victualling of armies. The French monarchy occasion-
ally ordered the admission of a few new members to gilds that were com-
plained of as being too exclusive, but it gave no consistent support to the
policy of enforcing competition. The most spirited example of the en-
forcement of competition is to be seen in early fifteenth-century Coven-
try, where restrictive agreements were banned, and, over the passionate
protests of the gild, country butchers were given an open invitation to
settle in the town.

Most towns were content to rely on futile reiteration of a ban on fore-
stalling, that is, on the buying of animals before they were brought into
the town market, and on retail price controls. Periodically revised sche-
dules set maximum prices to the consumer either by the pound or by the
cut. If these did not cover costs, gild officers could enter a protest and
have the schedule modified. The defect of the system was in leaving the
fundamental problem of supply untouched. The controls could, how-
ever, moderate the sudden upturns of retail price that came with rumours
of abnormal scarcity, and it was for this reason that they were considered
a sound and reassuring item of public policy.

A far greater embarrassment, for butchers’ gilds, was created by asitua-
tion of increasing plenty. Where the gilds were strongest, in France, they
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gave small encouragement to producers to expand supply. Yet butchers’
prices werenot the only influence affecting production. Cessation of war-
time discouragements led to improvements in the feeding of French
stock, and in England the late fifteenth-century boom in wool produc-
tion inevitably increased mutton supply. Some of the gild manceuvring
for privilege may represent efforts to keep new competitors from ex-
panding the meat trade at lower prices. Where limitation of numbers in
thetrade had legal sanction itcould besupplemented by privately imposed
restrictions on a quota basis, although sooner or later a fixed-quota policy
was liable to provoke attack through the courts. Twenty-two butchers of
Sens were in 1529 convicted on a charge of monopoly on these grounds.

The land of greatest plenty, where tables were most heavily loaded
with meat, was fifteenth-century Germany. In Frankfurt-on-Oder it
has been estimated that consumption ran up to 250 pounds per person
annually. The heavy urban demand was responsible for stimulating
cattle production on the north-easterly plains, and also pork production,
on a small-scale basis, in the neighbourhood of towns. Skill in preserva-
tion built up town sausage industries. These forces of expansion were so
vigorous and popular that the gilds cannot be detected attempting to re-
strain them, and reasonably competitive pricing ensued without the need
of special pohtlcal intervention. This was partly because the changes in-
duced a great deal of new specialization. The gilds kept themselves occu-
pied with administrative problems created by the new division of labour,
and in trying, with the aid of town authorities, to keep slaughtering
and food-preservation an urban industry. The ambitions of olgél—guard
cliques, which in France went into restrictive practices, were satisfied in
German towns by administrative responsibilities and by opportunities,
shared with general merchants, of building up export business in locally
preserved products. Typically, as for example at Dortmund, the old gild
lived on as a limited group favouring the admission of sons of masters
and of sons-in-law, setting standards of moral character for other new
entrants, and keeping the higher-quality trade in fresh meat in its own
hands. The less profitable lines of work and trade were left to outside or
subordinate groups.

The fortunes of leather gilds using local supply closely paralleled those
of butchers’ gilds. The tanners of fourteenth-century Troyes had the
reputation of having risen, through their ‘monopsony’ power in cartel
buying, into the richest circles of the town. In many places they came to
an agreement with the butchers’ gilds on the price of skins and hides. At
Chartres in 1265 tanners and butchers deadlocked their trade in a dis-
agreement that was broken only by action of the public authorities. Until
1484 periodical price-fixing by conference between officers of the two
gilds continued to have legal sanction. The nature of demand, leather
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lending itself superlatively to personal display, made it possible to play
for high prices on fine finished work. The poor had substitutes for leather-
work, using cloth bags, the cord girdles that the Franciscans copied,
wooden shoes and their own bare feet.

Collective ownership of trade equipment and markets gave tanners’
gilds a long lead over competing groups. In fourteenth-century Siena
the gild that tanned and worked up cowhides leased the use of common
vats to members for a charge of seven pounds, but charged outsiders fifty
pounds. Liége records indicate that the strong local gild came into formal
existence through recognition of its juridical personality in the possession
of mills for mechanical crushing of bark. The arrangement allowed in-
dividual members an hereditary right to share in the ownership. In 1347
this same gild was granted a perpetual lease of the leather market-hall in
return for paying off a part of the city’s war debt.

But the fourteenth century brought many tanners’ gilds down. War-
time emergencies and spurts of inflation forced new competition on the
trade through experimentation with substitute materials and time-saving
methods of production. Probably new levels of demand were tapped.
Where tanners were organized together with the finishing trades in a
single gild, they tried to enforce strict specialization within it. Charters
obtained at Brunswick, Leipzig and Chartres provided for this. At
Sens, where specialist regulation broke down completely en voulant
chascun son fait a sa voulente, twenty tanners in 1375 bought a royal
charter authorizing them to restore it in a fashion that they themselves
had planned. The tanning trade in England, under what leadership is not
known, repeatedly formed a political lobby to seeck domestic protection
against competition from other leather-workers. In 1395 the trade was
successful in obtaining legislation that prohibited tanning by cord-
wainers and shoemakers, but this was twice rescinded, and when in 1423
it was finally confirmed, parliament erected no machinery for enforce-
ment. Town governments, to whom tanners appealed locally, were in-
clined to compromise on the letter of the law, trying simply to keep the
various gilds co-operating in the inspection of tanned leather. For the
parliamentary policy of compulsory specialization they substituted a
practical policy of open competition subject only to the meeting of cer-
tain minimum standards of quality.

Situations of increasing plenty also affected tanners’ gilds adversely.
The change in fifteenth-century German conditions worked greatly to
the advantage of shoemakers. Now able to buy raw hides and skins for
themselves, they insisted on getting them tanned as cheaply as possible.
The Liineburg tanners stated in 1450 that they had once been a gild of
rich men and were now poor. The shoemakers at Riga, in 1488, took over
the town tannery.
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The gilds that appeared in the top-quality branches of the leather
trades, those using the fine calf leather known from its Spanish origin as
cordwain, had certain advantages that tanners and other groups using
local supply lacked. The same was true of skinners and furriers using
imports from the forests of eastern Europe. These trades all offered op-
portunity to men of mercantile ability. The strong gilds were directed by
men who, without necessarily abandoning supervision of a workshop of
their own, tended to specialize in supplying material to the poorer arti-
sans and often in selling the latter’s products. Gild organization improved
the position of these entrepreneurs in several ways. It facilitated cartel
agreement on prices to be offered for imported material and for labour -
or piece-work. When several groups of artisans could be drawn into a
single gild, the combination of administrative and economic power over
them tightened control of output and gave promise of a potential up-
ward pressure on prices to be charged the consumer. The skinners of Lon-
don were in a position to run their gild in regard to artisan work in much
the same way as the goldsmiths ran theirs. Cordwainers and girdlers,
although operating with less capital, in many places tended towards
similar policies. In the saddle craft, which gave employment to workers
in wood and metal as well as in leather, the saddlers controlled output
through the circumstance that the finished product was assembled in
their workshops. It was therefore 2 matter of little or no concern to them
how the subordinate workers might be organized. Separate gild organi-
zation, it was true, could give the piece-workers an engine of political
protest and agitation. Yet under any regime saddlers carried more politi-
cal weight than their dependent workers.

The regime in Paris, which was calculated to prevent concentrations
of gild power in the great luxury crafts of the capital, may actually have
favoured the throwing of administrative power to the mercantile ele-
ments in the leather trades. Under the thirteenth~century code of regula-
tion these were divided into over a dozen different groups, none of them
having any official right to restrict entrance. Yet those in which one
would expect to find mercantile elements or entrepreneurs—the cord-
wainers, saddlers, belt-makers, glovers and pursers—were distinguished
by private fraternities, and the statutes for which they obtained approval
embodied restrictions on night work and on the numbers of apprentices.
The inflationary crisis of 1351 produced a royal decree abolishing these
restrictions, but only for a separate group that made shoes. In hope of
bringing prices down by directing more attention to increasing the sup-
ply of good cordwain, the decree called in addition for clear-cut speciali-
zation between the occupations of craftsman and merchant. Logical
enough as a temporary measure, the policy would have given the

merchants still more political support.
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All types of French leather gilds, however, applied for the formal sup-
port of royal charters. In these they constantly asseverated their devotion
to high standards of craftsmanship through strict specialization. If their
charters were enforceable, they may in the fifteenth century have im-
proved their position. Villagers who came to sell leather or shoes in
Amiens, for example, were liable to be harassed by officials of the shoe-
makers and the cordwainers, who had legal authority to inspect their
packs and to collect heavy fines if they judged the work to be below gild
standards. By 1408 even country pedlars who came to cry a sack of
solers viez about the streets were supposed to buy a licence. The exac-
tion of expensive masterpieces as a condition of entrance to a leather gild
came into vogue, serving to keep down the number of new entrants and
also, as a matter of public-relations policy, to proclaim a reputation for
skill that was not necessarily borne out by daily workshop performance.

In base metal work for local trade gild organization could have
achieved little power over prices save in heavy casting, which called for
skill and capital above the average, and in lines in which demand could be
differentiated. Medieval uses of metal were so few that the latter were
virtually limited to the arms trade. Otherwise demand sought only dead
utilitarian quality. On the side of supply, town smiths were often at the
disadvantage of being dependent on general wholesale merchants, men
outside their gilds. Cartel buying of metal seems to have occurred only in
times of peak prices and as a means of combating price conspiracy
among merchants. Country competition was ubiquitous, and merchants
also instigated competitive manufacture of light wares within the towns.
The principal economic benefit that town smiths derived from organiz-
ing was economy through cartel buying of fuel, a cost item on which
rural smiths had probably a distinct advantage. The saving achieved was
maximized by the grouping of different kinds of specialist workers in
large federal gilds, the sub-gilds each setting their own technical stan-
dards and agreeing not to trespass on each other’s work in heavy casting
or in other highly skilled lines. In good times these gilds were not ordin-
arily exclusive. The normal policy, set possibly under some pressure
from town governments, was to accept immigrant applicants for mem-
bership as they appeared.

The evidence from gild records has chiefly to do with efforts to sur-
mount the trade difficulties of the later Middle Ages. To begin with
England, the difficulties of town smiths here stemmed from the sharp
mid-fourteenth-century rise in labour costs, particularly as this affected
smelting, in the neighbourhood of iron-mines. Parliamentary petitioners
reckoned in 13 54 that the price of bar iron had risen to four times its level
of six years before. Subsequent attempts at price-fixing would have
tended simply to diminish town supplies to the advantage of country
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smiths. Town smiths lost country business, and country-made products
everywhere came onto town markets through the agency of the same
merchants who provided the town artisans with iron and with imported
steel. In London the ironmongers formed a merchant gild with far more
political influence than smiths could muster. The latter could not feasibly
even propose protection. They could not even retain enough spirit to
organize federally. The strongest group among them, as one would ex-
pect, was that of the founders, who produced the heavier work. An
action for price conspiracy was brought against them in 1504 in the
Court of Star Chamber. The evidence adduced, however, was so con-
fused that it points to only very clumsy and inefficient attempts at agree-
ment. The pewterers were just strong enough to enlist the help of the
mayor and aldermen in breaking a mid-fifteenth-century merchant
corner in tin.

Other difficulties of the light metal-ware gilds in fifteenth~century
London were opposite in cause from the high labour-cost problems of
the previous century. They stemmed instead from the abundance of
labour in the capital. Petty entrepreneurs in the gilds seized on the oppor-
tunity of putting out miscellaneous kinds of work—pins, wire and spurs
—to be worked up by unenfranchised labour. Official gild policy tried to
check this by appeal to the principle of specialization, of proper craft
training. The spurriers invited this competition by working too slowly
to keep up with the smiths who did the preliminary rough forging for
them. In a bill of complaint addressed to the mayor in 1421 the gild asked
for power to compel the smiths to deposit the half-finished work in a
central depot that would be accessible only to the gild members. The bill
gives an interesting description of the competing labour, slum ‘chamber-
ers’, not householders, some of them women: *. . . they dwell in holks
and hyrnes in hie sollers that they [sic] wardens may not see theym, and
gothe oute of the Cittey to fayres and mayrketts and in to lords Innes and
in to other privye places and sels such fals work in greate disceite hynder-
ynge of all the comyn people and in greate dysclaunderynge of all the
crafte’. Merchant magistrates who received appeals of this kind were not
inclined to take action unless a gild could prove that tax-paying house-
holders and servants in its membership were being driven out of business.
In that event it was a London policy to grant the gildsmen a legal priority
in piece-work.

In France, metal gilds were so widely dispersed that the country in-
dustry does not appear to have gained on them as it did in fourteenth-
century England. Competition was felt, however, from the importof
German iron for industrial use. In 1382 the Rouen wire-makers appealed
to the king for protection and for authority to enforce common regula-
tions throughout Normandy. Records of the attempts to enforce the
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regional controls bring to light the existence of little pockets of heredi-
tary right. At Bellencombie, for example, the gildsmen were entre-
preneurs putting work out to their servants. In 1416 they were trying to
prevent independently minded workers who had migrated to the neigh-
bourhood of lower-cost ore diggings from evading their regulations.
Normally one would assume that complaints emanating from local
quarrels of this kind would exaggerate the issues, especially in painting a
picture of prior harmony or stability. Yet a statement by the Norman
smiths in 1406 that their craft was peculiar (estrange) in that their servants
knew no other (les gens qui en ouvrent ne sauroient vivre d autre mestier) is
arresting. Intended to prove that hereditary privilege was essential to
them, it implies that production was customarily so restricted that serious
cut-backs, driving workers to try their hand at other skills, were un-
known. If men in other crafts were more versatile, it was certainly in part
because of irregular slack periods arising from over-production. How
long Norman gild organization under the direction of small-town en-
trepreneurs had been able to maintain such stability is not clear.

Among the more specialized French metal gilds the armourers had
probably most influence to back them. The Paris heaumiers in 1418 won
exemption from taxation on the claim, airily asserted, that they made a
profit only in war time. Since knightly customers often broke their
wares in testing them before purchase, on the whole they made no profit
at all, they said, or tres po de chose. Gilds specializing in the manufacture
of light metal wares experienced some strain in this century from the
heightened flow of trade through the hands of mercers and other general
dealers. These men sought the cheapest sources of supply, regardless of
gild reputation. Petty entrepreneurs put material out to be worked up
under the same conditions as existed in the London slum tenements.
Gilds constantly complained that these practices were contrary to the
public interest, in producing goods of poor quality. They seem to have
hesitated to exercise rights of inspection, however, save in a search for
second-hand goods refurbished for sale as new. Their position was there-
fore very weak, for live-wire competitors could then legally evade in-
spection by representing new goods as second-hand. At Amiens makers
of bread-boxes and other small chests that they fitted with cheap locks
foiled the locksmiths by simply putting a piece of bread in a box, taking
it out, and selling the box as second-hand.

The German town gilds, so long as they could keep heavy work under
their control, were at first indifferent to competition in light wares.
Goslar gild statutes of the year 1320 envisage no exclusive rights for
members, even against country smiths, in the latter. The statutes list over
fifty articles according as they were reserved for gild manufacture or not.
Anyone, in or out of the gild, was free to make nails, hooks and hasps,
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locks and keys, cooking-grills, curry-combs, hatchets, hay-forks, the
spokes and tyres of wheels, and small hammers valued up to a shilling.
Only gildsmen were to forge mining-picks, harrows, weighing-scales,
helms for boats, window-grills, scythes, shovels, and other heavy tools. A
century later, country competition was being taken more seriously. The
Hildesheim gild tried to have country smiths excluded from selling any-
thing at all in the town, and was successful in having them relegated to
the periodic ‘free’ markets. The next step was to build regional alliances
among town gilds. Goslar and Hildesheim joined with over twenty
other towns, including Brunswick and Magdeburg and smaller places,
in gild agreements that were mainly designed to keep down labour
costs. The agreements were incidentally a means of tightening lax
organization in the smaller towns. Wherever possible the German gilds
went on to extend policies of alliance to country smiths. Agreements
dealt with labour policy and with seasonal restriction of output through
the observance of equivalent holiday periods. In some districts of Ger-
many, and in Switzerland, country smiths were already organizing on
their own account, under the authority of territorial lords.

One would expect to find smiths’ gilds in a fairly favourable position
in Italy, because of the heavy concentration of artisan population in the
towns and because the gilds had legal authority over the whole of a com-
mune’s territory. On the other hand, constant involvement in the arms
trade must have made it difficult to exercise any calculated control over
output. Fortunately, Italian records are full enough to penetrate the
fagade of legal regulation. A long series of documents preserved at
Modena illustrates, dramatically and statistically, the actual problems
that officers of the local smiths’ gilds had to confront. Membership
records beginning in 1306 show a total enrolment of about 300 masters
and discipuli, representing 92%, of the smiths in the city and its territory.
Most of them lived in the city, specializing in heavy foundry work or in
swords or knives for general export. From the point of view of gild
power the figures suggest a satisfactory enough situation, but the margin
between the supply price of metal and the wholesale selling price of
knives was not allowing a satisfactory profit. Over the next few decades
the industry was steadily on the decline, until by the middle of the cen-
tury the gild had little to rely on securely but local trade. Labour was
fluid and membership fell, but the adjustment was far from smooth. The
majority of the hundred or so masters left in the 1350’s were small men
determined to use their voting power in the gild to fight for survival and
to prevent the concentration of the industry in the hands of the larger
men. By a vote of 64 to 3, a two-thirds quorum upheld the liberality of
licensing entry to the trade that had endured for at least a century. There
was no regulation of apprenticeship, and anyone known to have had

s
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training could set up a workshop on payment of a small fee to the gild.
The officers then turned to the use of individual trade-marks as a means of
control over output. A rule that had not hitherto been enforced required
all masters to stamp their work with an individual mark registered, for a
fee, with the gild. Many of the town masters either had no mark or re-
fused to pay for registering it. A conflict was precipitated that nearly
wrecked the gild. Threatened with ruinous fines and with confiscation
of their wares, the rebels appealed to the city captain for justice. The party
standing for restriction won a legal victory, a civil lawyer appointed to
arbitrate in the dispute in 1366 deciding that marks were for the common
good; but for a century thereafter the gild’s authority was in practice
very feeble. Its economic power must have been negligible.

Already in 1362 a group of smiths from Bologna was settling in the
city and suburbs, competing for local trade in defiance of gild rules. The
officers spent £ 10 to induce them to join, without effect. By the 1420’s
membership in Modena city had fallen to about sixty working smiths,
masters and servants, with a few merchants and fifteen other Modena
citizens, who were not connected with the trade but used the gild as a
club. Since the 1370’s it had leased a house as headquarters. In 1438 the
gild’s weakness appeared in the pathetic misfiring of action taken against
a merchant from Mantua, presumably for breaking gild prices in some
direction. The man had so much influence at the Este court that he had to
be invited to settlein Modena. In the same year it was reported thatitiner-
ant smiths, strangers, were travelling about Modena territory, selling and
working at their will without regard for the gild’s traditional holidays.
After a vote of 37 to 4 for taking action against them a statute was entered
on the gild books claiming a monopoly in the sale of all new work in iron
and copper, outsiders selling to be fined £10. The town crier was hired
to proclaim the statute but that it banished the pedlars seems doubtful,
for the saddlers’ gild took five years to acknowledge its legality.

The internal discipline of the Modena smiths’ gild must have remained
low until the sixteenth century, when it began absorbing outside groups
as obedientes. The ultimate sanction of gild rules was always expulsion,
carrying exclusion from benefits and social ostracism. This could have
been no great penalty for fifteenth-century members. In 1450, although
total membership was now rising, the proportion of the town smiths
choosing not to join was high, 23%,, much higher than in 1306. The sole
economic advantages in belonging consisted in intermittent opportuni-
ties of sharing in large purchases of good-quality fuel and in the chance of
an occasional bread dole in hard times.

An unusually large country membership was listed in 1450: 41 men in
23 different villages and borghi, making up 29% of the gild’s total roll of
140. This may not have included all the smiths in the territory, forin 1339
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names had been counted from 38 localities. In any event, the country
smiths were enrolled only sporadically. They could have derived little
benefit from belonging and the gild’s touch with them was tenuous.

In the remaining industries to be considered, conditions on the whole
set more clear—cut bounds to gild opportunities of economic power. Re-
strictive policies in textile industries primarily concerned export trade,
and will be viewed under that heading.

In wood-working, almost the only strong medieval gilds were those of
coopers, or barrel-makers. In any town where goods were shipped by
water their services were so important that, when a gild appeared, it
readily obtained a monopoly for its members in return for guaranteeing
sound workmanship. In London the gild could prosecute even a mer-
chant for infringing the monopoly. Prices varied with costs, and were
affected by competition only remotely, according as merchants might be
aware of trade rivals in neighbouring towns being able to order barrels
more cheaply. There is evidence that coopers sometimes planned to push
prices up by slowing production, trying to hide their policy behind the
need of special kinds of wood supply and long seasoning. Their mer-
chantcustomers would then bring pricesdown by threatening to take over
the industry themselves. In fifteenth-century Liineburg the gild repeat-
edly overdid the cut-backs that must have been necessitated by decline of
the local salt trade. What broke up each restrictive agreement here was
incipient competition among the members. By 1479 the men habitually
stopped work at noon every day. At this point the town council ordered
a lowering of prices, under threat of organizing competitive production
through the merchants of the town. The gild protested at length that
there was not enough wood, that merchants could not fairly be allowed
to trench on scarce supply. Liineburg’s general prospects were at the time
so discouraging that nothing was done, and in 1490 the town council
legalized the afternoon lay-off. At Dunkirk, in 1515, when the gild raised
prices, the merchants had enough enterprise to make their own barrels
with hired labour. The gild, counting on the town lord’s reluctance to
lose tax-paying citizens, tried to stop them by threatening secession. All
forty-six of its members, it professed, were faced with ruin; without pro-
tection they would have to abandon the town (aller refuger ailleurs). But
the lord would concede only that they might collect gild entry fees from
the competitors.

It was in respect of the basic victualling trades that the public authori-
ties were most responsive to anti-gild sentiment. The conditions of
medieval food-supply made for perennial anxious suspicion of fraud in
every branch of the trade. Given the low crop yields of the age, and
the poor storage and transport facilities, harvest variations necessarily
brought violent fluctuations of price, fluctuations frequently of several
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hundred per cent from one season to another. In the bad years the towns
were the worse off because any efforts to hold prices down led country
producers to withhold supply. At the same time country labourers tend-
ed to flock into the towns to beg. Dealers and retailers alike then became
objects of hatred, everyone suspecting them of being in collusion to drive
prices ever higher. Asa London chronicler wrote, of the scarcity of 1438,
‘that made Bakers Jordes, but I pray God lette us never see that Day no
more if hit be his will’. A ban on speculative dealing was felt to be mor-
ally expedient, and the universal institution of open markets, where there
could be periodic official proclamation of just and legal prices, helped to
allay the effects of false rumours of scarcity. The autonomy of gilds was
severely restricted, and any long-continued upward price trends would
lead public officials to take over their functions.

The degree of monopoly power that butchers obtained was quite ex-
ceptional. Where their gilds remained strong, it was partly because their
ability to tap the remoter regional channels of supply was recognized,
after all, to be a service. The only other victuallers who approached their
position were the great wholesale importers of fish, who controlled re-
tail distribution through subordinate gilds, and through street vendors.
But since fish was the food of the poor, price combination was politically
too dangerous ever to last long. In fresh fish, as opposed to the dried and
salted imports, there were usually too many separate sources of supply

“for any one group to have a monopoly. What the retailing gilds aimed at
was tocontrol the bestmarket locationsand the better quality fish,and to
assert a priority in buying from wholesalers when supply was short. The
smaller French towns checked them in the fourteenth century by divert-
ing wholesale shipments through the hands of a public broker who was
responsible for fair division of supply, at a fixed rate of commission,
among all the local retailers. In Paris and the other larger towns the gilds
were made to appoint brokers with this function. There were many little
gilds in France and Germany with a monopoly of fishing certain local
waters, but these were probably more often merely pleasant social in-
stitutions, intended to assure members of a family supply, than means to
market power.

In the northern countries there were possibilities of monopoly power
in the wine trade, but only for the great importing gilds. For numerous
police considerations taverners and innkeepers were not normally allow-
ed to organize in any country. Covert price combination was checked
by the regular setting of maximum retail prices for wine, so that con-
sumers were free to have anyone prosecuted for overcharging.

Bakers’ gilds occupied a very curious and difficult position. So few
medieval town houses were equipped with ovens that even the well-to-
do, although they usually had their own grain supply from country
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estates and a servant who could mix dough, had to send it out to be
baked, and the poor were absolutely dependent on bought bread. If only
from suspicion of enhancing prices through limiting oven construction
(a scheme that appears to have succeeded in thirteenth-century Pontoise,
under an indiscreetly generous royal charter granted in 1162, and was
said to have been attempted in late fifteenth-century Cologne) gild
affairs would have been liable to periodic investigation. But from fear
also that they would exploit and enrage the public in time of scarcity,
bakers were subjected to an ingenious system of control, or assize, that
tied the price of bread to the price of grain. The system is outlined in
Carolingian legislation, and its first adoption in urban administration
cannot be dated. In theory it made the baker a public servant operating
under rates of return fixed by the community, but in practice, owing to
inefficiencies and laxity, it worked very unevenly.

It was a regular defect of the system that it could not take preciseac-
count of the top-quality trade, in which the better bakers probably made
their chief bread profits. The weight of a loaf of standard price was sup-
posed to vary inversely with the price of grain, an allowance being made
for bakers’ costs, but the tables that were calculated could not cover all
fancy types of loaf. Bread had to be very fine to please foreign merchants
and other travellers, said the bakers of Harfleur in 1388, and the lightness
and whiteness of Parisian bread were already boasted. Inspection of the
weightand pricing of loaves was carried out by town officials in a random
fashion, with enough infliction of fines to yield a revenue that was in
effecta tax on the trade, buta tax without a fixed basis. In Italy imposition
of the fines was sometimes farmed out, like any other tax. A corollary
defect of the system was its invitation to corruption. It was alleged at Pia-
cenza in 1190 that bakers made bread for sale of any weight they chose,
bribing the officials to let them alone, and incidents of the kind can often
be uncovered. The bailli of Rouen had apparently not been enforcing the
regulations at all before 1406, when public indignation over high prices
forced him to act. He ordered a trial baking of the flour from a quarter of
wheat, which was the means of estimating costs. This particular trial
proved nothing, since the bakers in charge burned the bread, and it was
only more urgent plaintes et clameurs, two years later, that brought con-
trols into operation.

It was a third defect of the system that when, in years of scarcity, con-
trols had to be applied strictly, there was apt to be alag in the adjustment
of allowances for costs. In consequence the bakers might for a time be ex-
pected to take a loss. In England they had genuine grounds for grievance
because the allowance was based in part on monetary estimates fixed by
the centra] government in the thirteenth century and not revised after
1303 except through local agitation. Coventry bakers won a slight

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



262 GILDS IN BUILDING AND TRANSPORT

increase in 1484, butonly after staging a secession from the town. Atone
point in fifteenth~century Dijon, however, protest was temporarily
silenced by a warning that a group of merchants was prepared to take
over the industry on the basis of cost estimates that the gild had rejected.

The power of bakers’ gilds to enhance prices was probably limited to
the fancy trade, which in turn waslikely to be limited to seasons of plenty.
In Paris, when grain was short, the use of the finer grade of white flour
was forbidden. The gilds could also exercise some degree of ‘monopsony’
power in buying, either through pubhcly accorded prlvﬂcge inagrainor
meal market, or on their own initiative through negotiation with mill-
ers. The latter were seldom if ever so strongly organized as the bakers.
On the other hand, the bakers’ gilds were exposed to a good deal of com-
petition from groups of suburban and country bakers. Town govern-
ments in Italy and elsewhere, to the gilds’ indignation, often exempted
these competitors from fines as a matter of policy. Suburban Paris bakers
who, according to their spokesmen, had served the mass of the city’s
population in the Halles from time out of mind unmolested, pour tel pris
come ils en pevent avoir, in 1372 accused the gild of bribing the provost’s
market officials to harass them. At York in 1482 the gild alleged that
country bread was made with chalk, badly leavened and under weight.
The further allegation that, because it was not inspected, competitors
were able to set up in business in the town without joining the gild, evad-
ing inspection by calling their product country bread, sounds plausible.

In other victualling trades the gilds were much weaker, with less auto~
nomy and, often, more competition. Gardeners, fruiterers and others ex-
perimented hopefully with price combination but could never control
all sources of supply. Chandlers, cheesemongers and import merchants
competed with them, and street vendors abounded.

Gilds had small scope in the building trades, chiefly because munici-
palities, being substantial property owners, were prepared to use coer-
cion to keep down costs of construction and maintenance. Organization
among tilers, lime-burners and paviours was often suppressed, and the
holding of ‘parliaments’ forbidden. Up to 1397 carpenters and masons in
Cologne were permitted to form only fraternities, with the injunction
that they were not to harass strangers seeking work. English evidence
suggests that building gilds would in any event have tended to be weak-
ened by conflicts of interest between contractors and labourers. The
London masons’ gild in the fifteenth century was a loose and half-
hearted organization controlled by the contractors.

The conditions of the transport services, for which municipalities,
again, and merchants provided the heaviest demand, were also unfavour-
able to gild organization, yet allowed some curious exceptions. The un-
loading of wine-ships was one of the little pockets of privilege that
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survived in Paris in the guise of an office, as opposed to that of metier.
Membership was limited, and patronage was in the hands of the mer-
chants’ provost. The salt-carriers of Riga won the same degree of auto-
nomy as other gilds at the cost of undertaking to serve as the town fire
brigade. The wine-carters of Rouen had recognition asa gild, and were so
sure of their position that in 1409 they lodged complaint against an out-
sider who was giving better service to merchants at half the gild rates.
The town council merely commended the competitor.

To sum up this survey, then, in any medieval town, at any given time,
the various gilds would have been strung out along the scale of economic
power, with most of them bunched in positions in which they could have
exercised little or no influence on selling-prices in local trade. It may be
true that all at times sought to raise prices, especially in their better-class
trade, or at least to maintain them against downward pressure. Barbers
in fourteenth~century Italy would set 2 minimum price for a shave. But
direct evidence of price policies in a local industry, or of their success, is
rare. Contemporary charges of price conspiracy will be found to cluster
in years of inflation of money supply or of abnormal scarcity of goods,
when it would have been difficult to prove a case against a gild. The his~
torian has therefore to fall back on evidence that points to restrictive
policies, and this is seldom conclusive. For example, the raising of gild
entry fees would seem to be obviously restrictive, yet in times of pros-
perity it may not have been so, even in intent. When the Amiens ton-
neliers raised their entry fee from 10s. t0 40s.,in 1488, they were increasing
their numbers and expanding production in response to new demand
from the local wine industry. Moreover, they had let the fee stand at the
lower level for 200 years. Fifteenth-century gild objections to the com-
petition of forinseci and aliens were certainly restrictive in intent, but itis
well to recall that they were occasioned partly by inequities of taxation.
Many of them come from years when towns were beginning to grow
again after long stagnation or decline of population. Under north Euro-
pean systems of urban administration, if new immigrants were ineligible
for citizenship or were loth to take it up, then the burden of taxation, and
the expenses of defence and police work, could fall with new and dis-
proportionate severity on citizen gildsmen. It was on this score that the
London common council of 1474~5 sympathized with the haberdashers
and hurers. Outside competition in their trade of cap-making, it was said,
had brought their numbers down to ‘right fewe’, and had filled tene-
ments formerly occupied by tax-paying citizens with non-taxpayers.

The key restrictive policies were those that bore on the supply of skill.
From the thirteenth century on, opponents of the gilds accused them of
abusing the power of regulating apprenticeship. In so doing, artisans
would only have been following the example of the great merchant gilds,
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than whom, at least in German and English towns, no groups were more
shrewdly restrictive. There is no doubt that artisan gilds favourably
placed, such as goldsmiths, saddlers, butchers and the like, developed care-
fully calculated policies in regard to admission through apprenticeship. In
many other gild trades, too, a ban on the enticing away of another man’s
apprentices, and the fact that there was a market for the unserved years of
apprentices’ terms, attest to labour scarcity. But a number of other cir-
cumstances, besides gild organization, helped to produce this result.
Medieval artisan apprenticeship was a product, not of gild monopoly,
but of the family workshop. It was the simplest means by which small
masters could find cheap help to supplement that of the family circle. Yet
it had certain inconveniences. Under medieval conditions of life expec-
tancy, the death rate among young apprentices was very high. Scarcity
could often have been due to a neighbourhood epidemic. Moreover,
boys sent far from their home were apt to be restless. Fifteenth-century
London evidence shows that in merchant gilds, in which boys were ap-
prenticed at the age of twelve or fourteen, barely half of them completed
a seven-year term of service. The rest cither died or dropped out in dis-
couragement, some of them running away. Artisans, who bound ap-
prentices younger, must also have lost many by death, and in Paris as well
as in London there is evidence of the problem of the runaway. In many
trades labour supply was supplemented by the hiring of servants who had
not nccessanly served an apprenticeship, but even so, the majority of
artisans, in or out of gilds, seem not to have kept more than two helpers
besides their wife and their own young children.

Gild rules had ordinarily not much effect on this situation. When they
imposed limitation it was usually with a cautious eye to braking what the
older masters considered too rash an expansion, and the limitation was
often modified on a sliding scale according to a master’s status in the gild.
Even so, the richer men tended, especially if there was any regional ex-
port market to be developed, to exceed the number of employees offici-
ally allowed them.

The conclusion that most gild organization had little influence on sell-
ing-prices in local trade does not exclude the possibility of some slight
increment through collective bidding for customers’ goodwill. Most
gilds forbade their members to sink to street peddling, because of its low
repute. The essence of their public relations policy was a plea for soli-
darity among people of good repute. Men were admitted to gild master-
ship only after some inquiry into character, on the assumption that they
could thereafter be trusted to do reliable work. There was no claim that
all gild work would be of first-class quality, but only that if you bought
from a gild member his goods would meet reasonable expectations. The
term used to convey this idea was ‘loyal’. A gild of locksmiths would
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make only loyal keys, and gild pastry-cooks in Paris would use only
loyal eggs.

IV. Gild Influence in Export Industry

The same circumstances that varied and limited gild economic power
inlocal urban trade applied also in much of the regional export trade that
medieval towns conducted in miscellaneous manufactures. In France
and England and in western Germany it was a continuing custom for
town artisans, both in and out of gilds, occasionally to accumulate a stock
and take it to country fairs to sell. Some gildsmen specialized as mer-
chants, constantly visiting fairs. Conservative gild opinion nevertheless
looked askance on the custom, for the wide-open competition at fairs
pulled prices down, and the barring of gild jurisdiction made it difficult
to build up any special goodwill for gild trade. Gild jurisdiction over
standards of goods exposed at fairs held ordinarily only for goldsmithing.
All that most gilds could do towards control of this haphazard flow of
exports was to insist that their members’ goods be inspected before leav-
ing the town. There was difficulty in enforcing the rule, and it was im-
possible to check all merchants’ shipments or the trade that filtered out in
pedlars’ packs. Several of the London metal and leather gilds paid to
have their rights of search extended to fairs by royal charter, and in the
fifteenth century London merchant gilds led a movement to ban all citi-
zen gilds from selling at fairs at all.

A certain fringe of misccllaneous urban export trade entered the great
Fernhandel routes by way of special orders placed with individual artisans
by visiting foreign merchants who were in a position to vary their return
cargoes. These orders may often have escaped any special gild surveil-
lance, and would have been subject to gild influence on pricing only in
the better lines of metal- and leather-work. Textiles, if they were in
export demand, came under firm control either by merchants or by gilds.

The unique problems of gild influence on manufacturing for export
were peculiar to the great textile and metal industries, which tapped con-
tinent-wide markets for their raw materials, and for which export de-
mand regularly exceeded any local demand. The structure of these in-
dustries could differ widely from that of typical small local industries,
and they offered a correspondingly diverse field for gild action. In place
of casual selling by semi-migratory artisans, export outlets were con-
trolled by wholesale merchants. These men’s relations with the artisan
were of two general types. Either they contracted to take the output of
groups of independent producers, or, playing the role of entrepreneur,
they organized production themselves on the putting-out system. The
latter was characteristic of fine textiles, in which the elaborate division of
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labour called for a co-ordinating figure, and it could occur also in metals,
as in the Norman wire industry. The independent producer was more
common in the metal trades, in which there was less division of labour,
and could be found also in the coarser textiles.

Under the putting-out system several different kinds of gilds emerged.
The merchant entrepreneurs, who were organizing export from at least
the twelfth century, were slow to form special industrial gilds. Their
social position and their relations as wholesale merchants brought them
ample support from town authorities in shaping technical standards and
in trying to keep down labour costs. Many of the gilds that came to be
formed around the entrepreneurial interest consisted of a socially inferior
type of entrepreneur, of men who rose within the industry and who re-
tained personal charge of some one process in it. Only later, usually after
a period of repression, were gilds permitted among the dependent piece-
workers. The clash of interests between these and the entrepreneurs on
the score of labour costs was confused by a tendency for petty entre-
preneurship and petty trade to emerge in every branch of an industry.
There existed, in effect, mixed gilds. There were mixed gilds also among
the independent artisans, merchants agreeing to be tied by membership
to the gilds with which they contracted.

The net economic influence of medieval gilds on the growth of long-
distance trade at the level of manufacturing depends on the answer to
two questions. The first refers to phases of expansion of trade. Did the
gilds contribute to efficient use of resources at such times? The second
concerns the problems of adjustment that arose in phases of contraction
of trade, in particular when an industrial centre suffered a loss of com-
petitive power. This question has been often discussed as though nothing
were at issue but a rise in labour costs forced upon an industry as a result
of political agitation by artisan gilds. Yet the disadvantage of a rise in
labour costs is a matter of historical contingency, dependent on the
general movement of all costs in all the competing centres, and the long-
run survival of any export industry depends on ingenuity in compensat-
ing for loss of advantage at one point by economical innovation in other
directions. The record of the gilds in these respects is in many directions
still obscure.

In one important particular, that of promoting the standardization of
products on which export trade had to build, gilds of all types may be
credited with constructive policies. True, they did not introduce the
principle. It was a matter of economic necessity, and sanctioned by a
sense of moral duty to the community. Merchants were obliged to reject
cloth that was not of standard gauge and uniform finish as fit only for
local sale. At Chartres, lest the reputation of the town be endangered,
defective cloth was assigned to be cut up for sale to the poorer local
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tailors. At Beauvais there is an instance, in 1309, of the public authorities
invoking penitential sanctions against a careless worker. At Eu, in Nor-
mandy, two of the town’s principal merchants were expelled from the
council of magistrates for handling sub-standard cloth and were declared
for ever ineligible for re-election. The objective of building up a special
demand for the products of one’s town, symbolized by the use of town
seals as trade-marks, was well understood.

To combine the requisite standardization of skill with flexible control
over output and alertness in retaining cost advantages over competing
centres was difficult in the extreme. The easiest course was to try to create
a special upper-class demand that would be fairly inelastic and to main-
tain constant restrictive powers over output. In the case of goods for
which there was a wider and more elastic demand this policy was not
feasible. The mercantile interest then inclined towards drawing labour in
freely while business was good, forcing masters to train it as fast as pos-
sible, and letting wage-workers and the smaller masters look for some
other occupation when business was poor; but any well-developed gild-
system would mobilize resistance to this on the score of security. Even
gilds of artisan entreprencurs preferred to modify it by a modicum of
mutual aid that would help as large a group as possible to tide over bad
times.

The metal trades offer many examples of gilds relying on restrictive
policies, although, as the story of friction among the smiths of Modena
has shown, to apply restriction after any prolonged boom in the arms
trade was not easy. The most successful of the metal gilds were those
making copper vessels, at Dinant and at Bouvignes. The location of the
industry here can be accounted for only by the proximity of good clay
for moulds, the copper coming, at first, from Goslar. The Dinant gild
was formed by artisans who in 1265 won the right to control the con-
ditions under which they worked for the merchant entrepreneurs. Des-
pite crises that broke the connection with Goslar, the manufacture con-
tinued to prosper for over a century. There was a switch to English cop-
per, and new markets were found in northern France and in England.
Decline came only with a loss of markets towards the end of the four-
teenth century from which the gild industries never fully recovered.
Dinant merchants remaining in the business joined the gild, and there was
probably restriction of output along the same lines that were adopted in
Bouvignes. The Bouvignes gild, which had a legal monopoly of all the
clay diggings in the county of Namur, acquired in 1375 the right to limit
annual output per man and to hold workshop staffs down to seven men
per master. On the basis of an eight-man force, annual output could be
8,000 pounds of small wares or 5,000 pounds in cauldrons. The extent of
putting out to smaller masters was controlled, and all production plans
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were to be submitted to gild officers for approval half a year in advance.
Few apprentices were taken, and admission to mastership was reserved
for men born in Bouvignes or marrying daughters of masters. There
must have been some revival of trade in the 1440’s, for apprenticeship
rules were then relaxed. But since admission to mastership was made no
easier, apprentices from outside Bouvignes took to returning home to set
up in competitive business. The Bouvignes gild absorbed a group at
Namur, the chief competitive centre in that county, in a price cartel. It
had the satisfaction of seeing the Dinant gild temporarily put out of busi-
ness by the military sack of the city in 1466, but only to find that dispersal
of Dinant workers gave a permanent stimulus to village industry.

If political circumstances had favoured a wider regional alliance, these
copper gilds might have held their own a little longer. But by the end of
the fifteenth century a long-run rise in fuel costs was in many places re-
ducing urban metal trades to work in small wares. Gild organization
could not have altered the situation and was certainly not responsible for
it.

A similar trend towards rural dispersal, consequent on increased use of
water power in heavier production, was to weaken the gilds that were
concerned with export in the German iron and steel trades. These gilds
had helped to concentrate industry in the towns and had served the inter-
ests of merchants and of artisans harmoniously in standardizing export
quality, but they could not retain control of new expansion into larger-
scale production. The smaller members were interested in gild acquisi-
tion of new facilities if there could be collective use of them, but it was
seldom possible to exploit water power to fullest advantage in the im-~
mediate neighbourhood of towns. Capital came to be applied more by
individuals choosing dispersed sites. Being able to contact merchants for
export sale independently, these men had no economic need of gild
membership. But the whole movement was extremely slow. At Siegen,
in Nassau, the merchants (Reidemeisters) still belonged to the steel-smiths’
gild at the close of the fifteenth century and could be appealed to for
help in disciplining recalcitrant artisan members. It was not until the end
of the sixteenth century that there is evidence of any conflict between the
gild and a body of outside Reidemeisters dealing with country producers.
But the town Reidemeisters were still among the richest of the burghers,
and the separate gild of Kleinschmieder was the second richest gild in the
town. This typifies the general trend, expansion in high-quality small
wares in specialized workshops continuing under gild auspices. In small
centres gilds without merchant members were on occasion conducted
somewhat like Russian ‘artels’, negotiating for sale of the collective out-
put to outside merchants.

Gild influence on the development and maintenance of export power
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in the textile industry was very mixed. The fact that cloth could be made
at home, and that local peasant-made cloth was almost universally avail-
able, made export trade peculiarly dependent on upper-class demand and
hence on superior skill. Gilds of any type could only too readily decide to
rest on a special limited market and they were pushed into making
changes only as international competition became disturbing. Once they
had learned that rapid expansion was risky, artisans who lacked capital
and had no other skilled trade to fall back upon favoured extreme caution,
using gild regulation of quality as a means of restricting output. Lopez
has shown how it was actually the collapse, after a brief boom, of cloth
export from mid-thirteenth-century Genoa thatled to firm establishment
there of gild authority over weaving. Merchants were ready enough to
deal with artisan gilds if business was steady or expanding slowly, but if
they became impatient to expand faster they would be inclined to break
through earlier gild regulation, bringing the industry under entre-
preneurial control. This occurred in thirteenth-century Aragon, where
merchants in the course of widening their markets were enabled to draw
in more capital from trade and from landed nobles. The reaching out
from a small regional export into international markets often entailed the
need for further improvement of quality, a step that artisan gilds might
be slow to take without sharp pressure. England offers prime examples of
obstinacy in this regard. The London weavers’ gild, discouraged by fall
in demand for its old-fashioned product, took to impounding looms at
the death of members. Between 1290 and 1321 the number in operation
was reduced from approximately 300 to 8o. The surviving members
hoped then to shelter under a renewal of the gild’s ancient royal charter of
monopoly. But in actually destroying looms they had aroused indigna-
tion and probably gave a stimulus to new competition. Merchants were
advised by the city authorities to ignore the charter. Consequently they
hastened to employ the cheaper and more adaptable labour that was
arriving from France and from Flanders.

Export power was frequently developed through the initiative of en-
trepreneurs of the type of the granz mestres who controlled the woollen
industry of Paris. They may be classed as artisan entrepreneurs in that
membership in their gild was based on purchase from the king of an in-
dustrial right, the right to weave and to dye, and because they supervised
work in their own households. According to mid-thirteenth-century
regulations that were registered as approved, they limited their capacity
by agreement to nine looms for a master in business with a brother and a
nephew plus three more for each unmarried son. Some of their weaving
was probably done by ‘valets’, for wages, and the rest was put out to
menuz mestres. A family firm keeping a dozen looms in operation would
have had business equivalent to that of the middling lanioli in fourteenth-
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century Florence, providing employment, in all, including spinners, to
about forty people. The Paris gild had corporate ownership of two dye-
houses, but these were not adequate to handle their whole output.

Entrepreneurs of this type carried corporate action to its furthest limits
in Italy. The woollen gild in Florence achieved probably the maximum
labour-saving use of water power that could have been found in any
medieval textile centre, along with supreme efficiency in stand ardizing
quality at a high level. No two of the Italian woollen gilds wereidentical
in their structure, but nearly all acted to some extent as production and
sales cartels.

This raising of productive power through investment and through
convenient arrangement of technical facilities, including transport ser-
vices, was a contribution of very definite economic value. The Italians
believed gild organization in an industry with a complex division of
labour to be of service also as a clearing-house in internal business
relationships. Fifteenth-century Visconti policy, in seeking to make
Milan the chief Italian centre of silk manufacture, did not use gild or-
ganization in the first instance because it was necessary to lure firms from
other cities by promise of special personal privileges. Once men had
been attracted to set up in the business in Milan, privileges were extended
on a gild basis and a gild court was authorized with jurisdiction over
small debts.

The final and most searching test of the value of gilds for export power
in textiles came with phases of trade recession, and especially in regions
such as Flanders and northern France in the late thirteenth century, that
were being caught after long prosperity in unfavourable market con-
junctures. The record of the Flemish artisan gilds is stormy and miserable
because they emerged only as a means of resisting the entrepreneurs’
efforts in these circumstances to lower their labour costs. Gildsmen may
have contributed to a solution of the hard technical problems that were
involved in turning to the use of cheaper types of wool. But gild organi-
zation cannot be credited with solving the economic problems of the in-
dustry, which ultimately shifted to smaller centres. By then, much of the
old gild membership had emigrated to other countries. The depleted
gilds survived, clinging to a residual business, chiefly local.

The woollen industries of France having been less highly developed,
crises were felt less acutely. French textile gilds settled into policies of
constant cautious restriction, the wisdom of which is difficult to assess
without quantitative data. In Paris, for example, the provost as early as
1270 placed on record his displeasure with the granz mestres for the fact
that royal customs revenue on their trade had ceased to grow, and for the
closing of their gild mastership to all but their sons. Minor gilds of the
artisans on piece-work, too, were trying to close their ranks. Through
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the provost’s intervention collective bargaining was instituted, and
weavers’ rates were fixed by a contract that allowed no provision for
change. There was a ban on truck, the employers’ device for lowering
rates. By 1287 the industry must have been in genuine trouble, for it was
alleged that half the valets secking work often went unemployed. In the
next decade fullers’ rates were said to have been depressed by a third to a
half through payment in truck. The gild did not embody immediate
strong resistance to the cut, for masters at first simply passed it on to their
menuz ouvriers. Finally the dyers’ gild was obliged to bring its rates down
to the level of country dyers.

This last move illustrates a constructive arrangement that many late
medieval gilds containing small or large entrepreneurs among their
members attempted. There was some resort, when an industry needed
to stiffen its competitive power, to country workers. Through country
spinning, dyeing and mill fulling a fairly stable symbiosis between urban
and rural industry could be effected. Thirteenth-century Winchester and
fifteenth-century York and London offer examples.

In the cotton and linen industries that were developing export power
in southern Germany and Switzerland in the fifteenth century the at-
tempts of town artisan gilds to bring political pressure to bear against vil-
lage competition aroused retaliatory organization among the village
workers. Merchant entrepreneurs, who were here outside gild ranks,
then simply played town labour against country labour to the end of
keeping production costs as low as possible. Gild organization may be
said to have co-operated involuntarily.

V. Gild Inﬂuence on Investment and Innovation

Comparison of the role of gilds in relation to local trade and to export
markets sets in clear relief the range of economic effort that they repre-
sented. The great majority of gild members working for local markets
were at any given time, in respect of workshop output, very near the
bottom of the scale of artisan productivity for their day. Gildsmen in
export industry, on the other hand, could reach the peak of productivity
for their day. They could enlarge workshop staffs up to the limits of con-~
venient personal supervision and they could have the use of gild mills and
other equipment at low cost. By these means and by putting materials
out on contract with small masters and women workers they were en-
abled both to increase quantitative output of small wares and to raise
efficiency through the integration of related processes. At both extremes
gild organization helped, through cartel action in buying and selling and
through collective effort in creating goodwill among consumers, to
widen profit-margins. This fact gives point to the question that in one
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form or another has teased all gild historians: why did the medieval gilds
not give a greater stimulus to economic life? Why did they not go further
in promoting either collective or individual investment? Is the timidity
so often observable in their policies best explained by emphasis on ex-
ternal conditions making for sluggish demand and high risk, or by the
social relationships that were set up within a gild, or by beliefs and princi-
ples that detracted from imaginative innovation?

The problem of whether or not to enlarge productive power was often
before medieval gild and town assemblies. French and Italian textile men
were familiar with the possibilities of water power applied to fulling
from the twelfth century. Many French textile gilds for long took the
line that it was suitable only for rough work, and they were slow both in
trying cheap coarse production and in adapting mills to finer work. Slug-
gish market prospects may well have justified their stand. Royal officials
who in 1379 were trying to make Rouen accept cloth-workers displaced
by the wars used the argument that a larger trading and industrial popula-
tion would itself help to generate trade (car plus a en un lieu, Ville et pais,
de bons ouvriers et marchandises . . . plus est chose proffitable). Both town
and gild authorities were sceptical and grudging. Near the end of the next
century the gilds here were suffering from the competition of mills in the
neighbourhood. In 1494, at a time when 500 artisans were said to lack
work, a town assembly met to discuss what should be done. No plans
were ready for opening up new markets, which would have been re-
quisite if more mills were to be constructed. One speaker, who perhaps
had a touch of the revolutionary egalitarianism that had flared up two
centuries before among Flemish artisans in distress, urged flatly that mills
should be open to all, or else be destroyed.

The idea of equality in gild circles referred to independence, not to
absolute equality of income. Equality of income was never a rule of prac-
tice except among gild brokers, who were in effect public functionaries.
Coal and wine brokers in Arras made a practice of dividing their takings
evenly, and fish brokers in Amiens petitioned in 1440 for equal turns in
selling, ad fin de equalité estre gardee entre lesditz grossiers et que chacun puist
vivre. The brewers of Eu in 1483 used the same language in regard to
fair rationing of grain in time of scarcity, when they too would properly
consider themselves public functionaries. All other types of gild took
for granted a certain spread in the scale of operations. In local trade the
top masters in a gild might have at least five times the amount of work-
shop help that the poorer men could keep, and would increase their in~
come by auxiliary trade in the materials of the craft and by occasional
deals in the staple commodities of the region. Export business widened
the spread. The labour force of fifteenth-century London pewterers
ranged from a merchant’s staff of eighteen to a master working alone.
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The output of the Florentine lanioli in 1382 is estimated to have run
from 21 pieces in the year to 210.

It was possible for a gild to be consciously conservative in its policies
from attachment to the democratic equality of independence. Lejeune
hasshown how the small drapers of sixteenth-century Liége voted against
improved looms, for fear that expenditure on these, giving a cumulative
advantage to the richer men, would cost them their independence. They
far preferred independence in a small slow-moving business to the pros-
pect of working under the direction of great merchant entrepreneurs
in a thriving export trade. The same determination pervaded the gilds in
local catering in Liége at this time.

A similar temper may have obstructed investment and innovation in
small medieval towns, but evidence of comparable episodesis rare. There
seems not to be any exact medieval parallel to the stubborn conservatism
of small artisan gilds in the sixteenth century, a period when they had
greatly multiplied in skilled trades and could reinforce each other’s in-
fluence. Much urban mill construction was undertaken by landlord inter-
ests during early phases of town growth, before gilds were well estab-
lished. The bishop of Beauvais had financed the construction of fulling-
mills before the end of the twelfth century, and had arranged other
ecclesiastical help for the tanners in construction of a bark mill. In export-
ing gilds, later, if artisans had at any time been obstructive, they could
have been quickly deprived of voting power by separate organization.
The provost of Paris had authorized separation of the small master-weav-
ers in the middle thirteenth century. The proposal of the Erfurt makers of
wooden shoes, at the close of the fifteenth century, to limit membership
in their gild to men who could stock 600 pairs of shoes, is an instance of
the same kind of situation. The chief Rhineland gilds in the industry had
long had a price cartel and had been trying to force their regulations on
village workers.

Gild action could on occasion delay innovation that was being intro-
duced under cover of the integration of two trades, either through a
partnership or in a single master’s shop. Disputes among fifteenth~cen-
tury smiths in Coventry led to intervention by the town authorities
ordering that several experiments in enlarging workshops be abandoned.
Entrepreneurial gild statutes sometimes banned partnerships with men in
the subordinate trades. The code drawn up for the Sienese woollen in-
dustry in 1298 forbade wool masters to set up in partnership with fullers
or carders, a practice that had perhaps aroused jealousy through successin
enlarging capital. Prohibition, it was said, would check quarrelling and
would keep things more even (communali) as between the small men and
the grandi. The Milanese silk gild had a similar rule, yet notarial records
show large partnerships uniting its merchants and weavers.

T
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The ban on mixed partnerships and on the union of two trades in one
business arose out of the desire of town officials for the appearance of sim-
plicity and order in their systems of administration. It gives a theoretical
picture that was in fact quite generally at odds with the realities of medie-
val economic life. In certain directions it had moral point, as in the com-~
mon pr