Florence, a Masterpiece of the Commercial Revolution

Tue youn Irarian cities of Milan, Venice, Genoa, and Florence far outstripped all
other European business centers during the Commercial Revolution® Milan®s

given in the "Ambrosian Hxcerpts’ of the same work) for reasons pointed out by Nowatt, p. 113,
note 7. Note that Bonvesino after citing the figure in tegard to salt, which he can obin from a
reliable soures, declines to evaluate the figure of pepper imports, which cannot be caladated with
ALY Precision.

8 Generales mendine. 5% Forum comune. B3 Fera.

8 The writer goes on to say that “spirimal goods” are as plentiful as remporal, and Hists ssints,
gond archivshops, relics, and other blessings of Milan.

54 In Western Eurepe only Paris hed a larger population—probably well shove 200,000-but
it could not compare with the four great Italian eities in economic mportance, pofitical autonomy,
or size of the bourgesis class. In these respects Ghent, Bruges, and other Flemish towns came
closer to ublan business centers.
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greatness was connected to some extent with its tradition as an ancient metropolis of
the Roman Empire and as a leading archibishopric in the early Middle Ages. In the
ewelfth century the city already was both the political and economic head of Lom-
burdy, Venice began its career after the collapse of the Roman government in the
Wast, but it had already left behind all other maritime powers in Western Europe
before the tenth century. Ar this period Genoa was barely Hfting its head after a
long period of decline and distress, but the First Crusade found the city advancing
by leaps and bounds. Florence, on the other hand, did not stand out among Tuscan
wowns before the twelfth century. The ety grew from mediocrity to splendor in
many fields——artistic, political, economic—in barely more than a century and a half.
Milan, Venice, and Genoa surpassed Florence in one or another aspect of commercial
life, but probably rone of them witnessed so complete a trivmph of the bourgeoisie

over the nobility. Thus the description of Florence by Giovanni Villani, a famous.

chronicler and a merchant by profession, is pardeularly valuable (Document 27).
The reliability of Villani’s figures, challenged more than once, can now be regarded
as definitely established. %8

Genoese and Venetian chroniclers also give detailed information on economie
matters, but they supply no general picture comparable to those of Bonvesine and
Villani. One has to wait until the ffteenth century to find a statistical survey of
Venetian economy set forth in 2 speech of the doge Tommaso Mocenigo.® Of
Genoa we have only the lively but hardly accurate description of a vernacular poet,
but we can measure the commercial growth of the city in the later thirreenth
century, its richest period, by comparing fipures of the taxes dertved from maritime
trade. According to extant data, the value of wares imported and exported by ses
and subject 1o 1ax increased more than four-fold from 1274 to 1293, It has been
calculated that the peak figure of 1297 represents a value alimost ten times as high
as the exports by sea from Libeck, the leading Hanseatic port, in 1368, the year
in which the trade of Litheck reached its highest figure. 87

88 See especiaily A Sapord, ‘Llattendibilitd &1 aleune testimonianze cronistiche dell’econemia
medievale,” drehivie Stortco Daliano, ser. 7, XK (1929), 1930, republished o his Swedi of storia
economica medievale, 3d ed., pp. rry—yy. Excerprs from Villani wese published in travslation by
R. E. Selte, Selecrions from rhe First Nine Hooks gf the Croniche Fiorenrine (London, 1896} The
passage we have salected was not translated by Selfe. B Mehd, Dfe Weltwnschanung dor Glovanni
Frifari, is of slight value, The very recent essay of E. Flumi, 'La demografia florentina nells
pagine di Glovanni Villani,” Arefivie Sterice Jraliano, CVIT (rosa), 78-348, does not substan-
tially irnpair the validity of Villani's fgures,

¥ There is an excerpt from Mocenigo's speech in English under the title, ‘Resources of Venice,”
in Translations and Reprints from the Original Seurces af Eurapean History (University of Penn-
sylvania, Department of History, Philadeiphia, 1806, Vol I, Part 2, pp. 11-14 Sec also
o Luzeatto, ‘Sull’attendibilits di ploune statistiche economiche medievall,’ Giornaly degll
Eeonomiset, ser. 4, LXEK (929), 12334,

¥ See Lopez in Cambridge Eeonomic Fistory, 11, 31435, Consult alse Document 2o, which is
an excerpt from a poera written in the Genoese vernacular,
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24
Giovanni Villani, The Chroniclz of Giovarni Fillani, Book x1, Chap. xclv
From the Italian®®

Florence [with reference to the years 1336-1338]

MORE ON THE GREATNESS AND S$TATE AND MAGNIFICENCE
OF THE COMMUNE OF FLORENCE

Since we have spoken about the income and expenditure of the Commune
of Florence in this period, I think it is fitting 10 mention this and other
great features of our city, so that our descendants in days to come may be
aware of any rise, stability,? and decline in condition and power that our city
may undergo, and also so that, through the wise and able citizens who at the
time shall be in charge of its government, {our descendants] may endeavor
to advance It in condition and power, seeing our record and example in this
chronicle. We find after careful investigation that in this period there were in
Florence about 25,000 men from the ages of fifteen to seventy fit to bear
arms, all citizens. And among them were 1,500 noble and powerful citizens
who as magnates?® gave security to the Commune. There were in Florence
also some seventy-five full-dress knights. To be sure, we find that before the
second popular government now in power was formed there were more than
250 knights; but from the time that the people began ro rule,** the magnates no
fonger had the status and authority enjoyed earlier, and hence few persons
were knighted. From the amount of bread constantly needed for the city, it
was estimated that in Florence there were some go,000 mouths divided
among men, women, and children, as can readily be grasped [from what we
shall say] later;*® and it was reckoned that in the city there were always about
1,500 foreigners, transients, and soldiers, not including in the total the
citizens who were clerics and cloistered monks and nuns, of whom we shall
speak later. It was reckoned that in this period there were some 80,000 men

8 Cronica & Giovanni Villani, e, Magherd, VI, 183-87. This is the most recent edition of thf’.
chronicle, but it Is far from satisfactory. Another edition, Jstorie florentine di Giovanni V fifa‘nf,
ed. *Classici Traliant,” VTI, 20506, has also been helpful in places. A eritical edition of Villani is
still an wnsatisfied want.

80 The word sare, which we have tanslated ‘stability,” s found enly in the Classict Laliand
edition.

9 The legistation sgainst the nobility required magnates to put up bail with the Commune,

% Poiché 'l popola fic, Hierally, "after the people was.” ‘People,” of course, means commoners
ot bourgeoisie as opposed to magnates of patriciate (grondi}. )

9 Classic Ttaliani: come o potrd comprendere appresso. The Maghert edition has come sf porrd
vomprendere, which has little meaning in this context.
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in the territory and district of Florence. From the rector who baptized the
infants—since he deposited a black bean for every male baptized in San
Giovanni and a white bean for every female in order to ascertain their
number—we find that at this period there were from §,500 to 6,000 baptisms
every year, the males usually outnumbering the females by 300 to go0. We
find that the boys and girls learning to read [numbered] from 8,000 to 10,000,
the children learning the abacus and algorism from 1,000 10 1,200, and those
learning grammar and logic in four large schools from 550 10 6oo. :

We find that the churches then in Florence and in the suburbs, includin
the abbeys and the churches of friars, were r:o, among which were 57
parishes with congregations, 5 abbeys with two priors and some $o monks
each, 24 nunneties with some 500 women, 1o orders of friars, 30 hospitals
with more than 1,000 beds to receive the poor and the sick, and from 250 to
300 chaplain priests.

The workshops of the dree della Lana® were 200 or more, and they made
from 70,000 10 80,000 pieces of cloth, which were worth more than 1,200,000
gold florins. And a good third [of this sum] remained in the land as [the
reward] of labor, without counting the profit of the entrepreneurs. And more
than 30,000 persons lived by it. [T'o be sure,] we find that some thirty years
earlier there were 300 workshops or theresbouts, and they made more than
100,000 pieces of cloth yearly; but these cloths were coarser and one half less
valuable, becanse at that time English wool was not imported and they did
not know, as they did later, how to work it

The fondacki of the Arte di Calimala,®® dealing in French and Transalpine
cloth, were some twenty, and they imported yearly more than ro,000 pieces
of cloth, worth 300,000 gold fiorins, And all these were sold in Florence,
without counting those which were reexported from Florence.

The banks of money-changers were abour eighty. The gold coins which
were struck amounted to some 350,000 gold forins and at times 400,000
[yearly]. And as for deniers of four petty each, about 20,000 pounds of them
were struck yearly.

The assoctation® of judges was composed of some eighty members; the
notaries were some six hundred; physiclans and surgical doctors, some sixty;
shops of dealers in spices, some hundred,

Merchants and mercers were a large number; the shops of shoemakers,

slipper makers, and wooden-shoe makers were so numerous they could notbe

¥ The gild of wool merchants and entreprencurs in the woolen industry.

¥ The gild of importers, refinishers, and sellers of Transalpine cloth, Thelr name iy derived
from Calle Mala, the ‘bad street,’ where their shops were located,

88 Coliegio was similar to but not quite identics] with an aree or gild,
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counted. There were some three hundred persons and more who went to do
business out of Florence,*s and [so did] many other masters in many crafts,
and stone and carpentry masters,

There were then in Florence 146 bakeries. And from the {amount of the]
tax on grinding and through [information furnished by] the bakers we find
that the city within the walls needed 140 moggia®” of grain every day. By
this one can estimate how much was needed yearly, not to mention the fact
that the larger part of the rich, noble, and well-to-do citizens with their
families spent four months a year in the country, and some of them a still
longer period.

We also find that in the year 1280, when the city was in a good and happy
condition, it needed some 8oo moggia of grain a week, %

Through [the amount of] the tax at the gates we find that some 55,000
cogna of wine entered Florence yearly, and in times of plenty about 10,000
cogna More.

Every year the city consumed about 4,000 oxXen and calves, 60,000 mutton
and sheep, 20,000 she-goats and he-goats, 30,000 pigs.

During the month of July 4,000 some of melons came through Porta San
Friano, and they were all distributed in the city. . . .

[Florence] within the walls was well built, with many beautiful houses,
and at that period people kept building with improved techniques to obtain
comfort and richness by importing designs of every kind of improvement.
[They built] parish churches and churches of friars of every order, and spien-
did monasteries. And besides this, there was no citizen, whether commoner
or magnate, who had not built or was not building in the country a large and
rich estate with a very costly mansion and with fine buildings, much better
than those in the city—and in this they all were committing sin, and they
were called crazy on account of their wild expenses. And yet, this was such
a wonderful sight that when foreigners, not accustomed to [cities like]
Florence, came from abroad, they wsually believed that all of the costly
buildings and beautiful palaces which surrounded the city for three miles
were part of the city in the manner of Rome!®—not to mention the costly

% These were the factors or agents of the companies of merchant bankers which had branches
abroud.

7 Cabetly defla macinatura. The moggio was 2 dry measure equal 1o 16-59 - bushels.

85 Tere Villard refers to an eardier period, when Florence was notas large as it was in 13361338,
the period to which the other figures refer.

% We emit here a deseription of the different magistracies having jurisdiction in the clry.
“T'heir large number seemed o Villani another proof of the greatness of Florence.

188 Ty would seemn that Villani compares the suburbs of Florence with those of Reme Elsewhere
(THL, 52, Magher! edition) be says that “Florence, the davghter and creature of Rome, was on the
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palaces with towers, courts, and walled gardens farther distant, which would
have been called castles in any other country. To sum up, it was estimated
that within a six-mile radius around the city there were more than twice as
many rich and noble mansions as in Florence.

A North African Ciry ar Its Medieval Zenith

To coNCLUDE our contrast we ought to compare an African city at its zenith with
the Tralian centers we have just observed. The pedod will have to be about one
century earlier hecause the Muslim world as a whole scems to have reached s
fullest economic development in or before the twelfth century. Fez, founded in the
ninth century and therefore having a cyele of development abour as long as that of
the Commercial Revolution in Western Europe, will furnish a fair comparison if
we view it in the best years of the Almohad domination, that is, the reigns of al-
Mansur (184~1199) and of al-Nasir (r199~1213).

Unforwumnately, the description of Fer that follows is unreliable as regards
statistical data. To be sure, the fact that it was inserted in 1 work of the fourteenth
century does not alter its value 85 2 contemporary document, since the mithor,
probably one Thn Abi Zar® of Fez, is known 1o have wyitten his book by fiaposing
notes he had taken from earlier writers without the slightest attempt at correcting
even obvious contradictions among his authorities!®? But Muslim writers with a
very few exceptions are utterly heedless of statistical accuracy. In this particular
case exaggeration is manifes; probably the figures ought to be cut by one half or
even three fourths, Nevertheless, the description of distriess, shops, and markets
in Fez is 2 valuable documens.

25

Ibn Abi Zar'(?), The Pleasant Garden of Cards and Iaformation about the Kings of the Magheit
and the History of the City of Feptot

Fez [fourteenth century, after earlier sources]

In the dme of the Almoravids and of the Almohads the city of Fex
attained a degree of prosperity, happiness, comfort, and peace such as no
other town in the Maghrib has ever enjoyed. The number of mosques in the
time of al-Mansur, the Almohad [1184~1199], and of his son al-Nasir

increase and destined to do great things, even as Home was in her decline. ... Rome was the
standard term of camparison for many ambitious medieval ditfes: see W, Hamtner, “The Concept
of the New or Second Rome in the Middle Ages,” Specrdum, XIX {1044}, 50-62.

1 Gauder, L'Zslemisation de U dfrigue du Nord, pp. 37—52, gives a colorful, if slightly over-
critical, characrerization of the work. Its dtde, lherslly "The Garden of Cards,” probably means
merely ‘the collecrion of filing cards” See aleo the description of Cordoba by al-Magqari in
P. de Gayangos y Arce, The History of the Mohammedan Dynasties in Spain, 1, 20ril; but
al-Maggarl was a seventeenth-century writer and his description of a tenth-century town can
hardly be regarded as a contemporary document,

M We have used the Spanish transtation by A Hulci: Alf ibn Abd Allah ibn Abi Zar ol Fast,
Kl Cartisg noticias de los reyes del BMogreb ¢ kistoria de fa cludad de Fay, pp. 4445+
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