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ABSTRACT

This essay identifies a problem whose solution would greatly enhance our
understanding of the developing capitalist system in early modern Europe
(XIV-XVIII centuries). The problem revolves around the near disappear
ance ofTuscan entrepreneurs and Tuscan capital investment from the King
dom of Naples at the very time when Genoese merchant-bankers were thriv
ing there, as in Spain and other Spanish possessions. This essay documents
the decline in Tuscan investments and entrepreneurial activities in Naples
and examines some possible explanations for it as it calls for new research on
the topic.

In their investigations of entrepreneurship and its links to European state finance
in early modern times, historians have written a great deal about merchant-bankers
from the Italian city republics whose activities and involvement were crucial to early
modern commercial, financial and political development in Western Europe. Two of
those early Italian republics, Venice and Genoa, have become classic, almost textbook
cases illustrating the growth and innovation in late medieval and early modern com
merce and finance. The literature on Venetian economic history and on the role played
by the Venetian patriciate in matters economic and financial is as extensive as it is
multi-faceted.’ Immense, too, is the scholarly material on merchant-bankers from the
Republic of Genoa, those ubiquitous agents of early capitalism who placed their enter
prise and their loans in the service of Spain, in far-flung ventures across Europe for
about one and one-half centuries.2

Considerably less is known about other Italian merchant-bankers who operated in
Italy and abroad in the early modern period. A good case in point is that of Tuscan
entrepreneurs, that is, merchant-bankers from cities such as Florence, Siena, Lucca
and other centers in Tuscany. The aim of this essay is to focus scholarly attention on
this lacuna.

The reflections which follow stem from the work of researching and writing a
volume on early modern European state finance through the observation post of the
Kingdom of Naples, one of the Spanish monarchy’s most significant and strategically
important European possessions.3As one might expect, a good deal of the research for
that work centered on the links between public and private finance. What emerged
very clearly, and what became an intriguing puzzle, however, related not so much to the
principal bankers and financiers to the Spanish Crown, the Genoese, but rather to the
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Tuscan entrepreneurs who, in late medieval times, had held an important position in
the economic, commercial and financial life of the Kingdom of Naples.

In the second half of the sixteenth century; Tuscan merchant-bankers just about
disappeared from the profitable involvement in trade and finance in Southern Italy.
Over the course of time, even before mid-century; the Tuscans had been gradually
outnumbered by the Genoese, who diversified their investments and multiplied their
holdings in the Kingdom. By the later sixteenth century; the Tuscans seem effectively
to have been supplanted in the most lucrative enterprises in Southern Italy by the ever-
present merchant-bankers from the Republic of Genoa.

It is very important to understand how and why that happened, even though,
given the present state of research, this problem raises more questions than answers.
The importance of this issue is underlined by Braudel’s argument that the early mod
ern period witnessed “the first unity of the world,” and that the core of that incipient
world economy lay in the quadrilateral hub formed by the great Northern Italian urban
centers of Genoa, Milan, Venice and Florence.4

If Braudel was correct in his analysis (and there is no doubt that he was), the
vicissitudes of Tuscan merchant-bankers in Naples, and the mishap that led to their
disappearance from one of the busiest, most lucrative and most remunerative market
places in Europe, go to the very heart of the nature of entrepreneurship in early modern
Europe. By the same token, resolving the problem posed by the changing fortunes of
Tuscan entrepreneurs in Southern Italy can bring us closer to understanding the nature
of and the limits to the early modern attempt at globalization — in short, the budding
capitalist system.5

The most eloquent illustrations of that incipient capitalism, of course, are the
unmitigated success stories of two of Braudel’s hub towns, Venice and Genoa. Venice
had had a presence in the Eastern Mediterranean ever since the late tenth century; but
its victory in the War of Chioggia (1378) against the would-be rival, Genoa, signaled
the real beginning of Venetian predominance in European trade. Well into the seven
teenth century, Venice was the middleman between East and West, and its noble class
reaped enormous fortunes from the city’s commercial ventures. After its defeat in the
Chioggia War, Genoa, for its part, embarked on what was to be as critical and lucrative
a position in financial affairs as Venice’s was in commercial ones. In effect, it became
the financial power behind the Spanish throne from the early sixteenth century to the
mid seventeenth.

So glittering were the results of Genoese affairs and so ubiquitous was the presence
of Genoese merchant-bankers at all nodal points of early modern finance that the six
teenth century has been aptly called “the age of the Genoese.”6Actually, in the case of
Venice and Genoa both, we might even risk abusing a modern term and speak of a
certain kind of “multi-national” capitalism — robust, vibrant, eager to find avenues for
investment and profits, able to move from one market area to another and to tap into
local opportunities and resources.
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From that point of view, the Kingdom of Naples was an area of enormous possi
bilities. It produced very large amounts of raw materials, like grain, wine, oil, woo1 and
silk, which could be exported to Northern Italy and which would allow the North to
diversif,r its economic portfolio by not focusing its energies almost exclusively on agri
culture. Because of many and complex reasons, the Southern Kingdom did not have a
vibrant local middle class that could offer serious resistance to the economic penetra
tion of Northern enterprise.7

Then, too, the Kingdom was very solidly in the political and economic orbit of
Spain and its Empire. It had fallen to Spain in the aftermath of the late-fifteenth-
century invasions of Italy, and it had soon become one of Spain’s most important Euro
pean possessions, one with a pivotal role in the grand strategy of Spain. For most of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in fact, Naples was a highly important strategic
and supply base for the efforts of Spanish imperialism. It became a bulwark against the
Turks and a reservoir of money, men, and supplies for Spain’s efforts in the Mediter
ranean, in Germany, Flanders and Central Europe alike — all the major theaters ofwar
in early modern Europe.8 Because of the financial needs of the Spanish Crown, Naples
became also an integral part of the international financial organization over which
Genoese merchant-bankers presided.9

Such wider connections were not unprecedented for the Kingdom. The mediation
of foreign merchant-bankers there, for example, sank its roots in centuries past. Tuscan,
Venetian and Genoese merchants, among others, had felt the lure of trade and profits
in Southern Italy since at least Norman times.’° In the course of the sixteenth century;
however, the pattern of mediation crystallized, and the Genoese came to dominate
important areas of economic and financial life in the Kingdom.

Naples and Southern Italy, then, contributed immensely to the Spanish war efforts
from one area of Europe to another, with men, with equipment and supplies, but also
with enormous outlays of money. Between 1541 and 1559, for example, nearly
7,000,000 ducats in exchange transactions were sent from Naples to support Spanish
war efforts in Italy, Northern Africa and Northern Europe. An additional 8,000,000
ducats in (contracted) loans were raised in Naples between 1541 and 1584. Something
like 1,300,000 ducats in loans, horses and armaments were sent from Naples to Milan
alone from 1560 to April 1592.” Then, too, from November 1564, to January 1569,
the General Treasury in Naples provided Milan with 2,226,067 additional ducats in
grants and various types of loans.’2

Even more staggering sums were raised in Naples for the North in the seventeenth
century, and especially in the course of the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648). From 1631
to 1636 alone, for example, the Kingdom provided Milan with 48,000 soldiers, 5,500
horses, and 3,500,000 ducats.’3 From 1631 to 1643 Naples underwrote loans for the
relief of Milan totaling about 11,000,000 ducats, that is, about 840,000 ducats a year
for those years. That was a staggering sum, amounting to no less than one and one-half
times the average yearly amount of indebtedness incurred by the exchequer in Naples
in exchange transactions and contracted loans together in the entire sixteenth century.’4
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Such involvement had a very clear effect on economic and financial matters. In its
desperate need to supply ever growing sums of money for the war theaters, the state in
Naples in the course of the sixteenth century came to serve as an obstacle to local
economic development and to the emergence of a robust local middle class.’5 This is a
very complicated story; and one whose contours are not well etched out, but suffice it
to say here that a vital factor in this development was the state’s heavy presence on the
money markets. As it funneled off capital for its remittances abroad and for its obliga
tions to creditors at home and away from home, the Court in Naples drove up interest
rates and it undercut the incentive for investment in agriculture, that really critical
sector of the early modern economy.

The “typical” pattern of economic activity by Northern merchants in Southern
Italy was a tried and true one, and one that exploited the political necessities and the
socio-economic weaknesses which they abetted. To start, Northern operators would
establish a strong base in the greatly profitable trade in agricultural products from the
Kingdom. They would become exporters, or agents for exporters, in Northern Italy,
who oversaw the shipments of grain and wine, oil and silk and wool within the King
dom itself and from the Kingdom to the North of Italy. They would combine those
ventures with service to the state, as in tax farming, that is, the administration of the
several direct and indirect taxes levied in the Kingdom and the lease of galleys to the
Royal fleet.’6 Then, in a clear illustration of their polyvalent roles in local affairs, the
merchant-bankers would invest heavily in the profitable state bond market and reap
profits once again from the high interest rates that the state was forced to pay investors.

A good point of comparison is the fact that whereas in the Netherlands the rate of
return for redeemable state securities for much of the sixteenth century was 6.25%, in
Naples from 1540 to 1584 the (median) rate went from alow of 7% to a high of 10%.’
At the very end of the century (1596), the administration in Spain mandated a major
conversion of the debt in Naples. The high-level operation, which was assigned to the
Genoese merchant-banker Antonio Belmosto, sought to lower the interest on redeem
able securities in Naples to 7%, still a rather high figure in view of the Netherlandish
experience.

The crowning step in a successful career that touched on all the aspects of trade
and finance was the purchase of estates, and, often as part of the same transaction, the
purchase of titles of nobility; Both these choices were supremely rational, though they
have long (and wrongly) been considered as telling elements in an alleged decline of the
entrepreneurial spirit. Land was in fact an excellent investment in a time of inflation
such as the sixteenth century. Titles of nobility too represented good investments and
they expressed solid economic rationality. They conferred, after all, immunity from
taxation, and they allowed private preserve to supplant royal authority in the purchase
of lands which carried with them titles of nobility.

The model just described is, of course, the sixteenth-century version of a pattern
of economic and financial choices that, since the tenth century or so, had characterized
Italian entrepreneurship in the expanding markets of Europe and the By the
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mid-sixteenth century; this classic pattern of investment in Southern Italy had so accu
rately come to typify the Genoese experience in the South that it was the Genoese way
of investment, pure and simple, and that largely because, by that time, hardly anyone
who could compete with Genoese operators in the Southern economy.

It is a truism of late medieval and early modern economic history that Florentines
and to some degree also other Tuscans were relative newcomers to the penetration of
Southern Italian markets. Yet by the High Middle Ages those operators had established
a strong presence in the Italian South. Florentine and Tuscan colonies were to be found
all over the Eastern Mediterranean as well as in Southern Italy.19 Even an exquisitely
literary source as The Decameron, not to mention its author’s own experience in Naples,
attests to this well-documented fact.2°

By the early sixteenth century; then, Tuscan operators were well rooted in the
traditional commercial and financial dealings that characterized Northern involvement
in the South. In a sort of curriculum vitae that, as we just saw, the Genoese were to
render classic, Florentine and other Tuscan agents engaged in the trade in grain and
other Southern agricultural commodities; they lent money to the state, and they were
active as well in tax farming.

The Florentine merchant-banker Angelo Biffoli well exemplifies this pattern. He
was involved in the very profitable long- distance trade, bringing grain from the Adriatic
provinces (primarily Puglia and the Abruzzi) to provision the city of Naples and send
ing shipments as far away as Andalusia.21 He participated in a wide variety of other
commercial and financial operations, lending money to the state by himself and in
company with other merchant-bankers (especially his countrymen Raffaele Vecchietti
or Alessandro Capponi), and investing in state securities.

But if Biffoli was representative of the polyvalent roles which Northern merchant-
bankers played in the commercial and financial life of the Kingdom of Naples in the
sixteenth century, he was also emblematic of the larger problems (or even of the failure)
of Tuscan entrepreneurship in the Italian South at the same time.

In 1564, Biffoli took part in an import\export venture by which the Court in
Naples sought to relieve “the very great scarcity of grain ... [due to] bad harvests.. .espe
cially in this city of Naples.... “22 At the same time, the Court sought also to stimulate
the importation to Naples of Sicilian wheat, which was cheaper and of better quality
than wheat from the Adriatic provinces. As an incentive, participating merchants were
allowed to export as much grain from Puglia and the Abruzzi out of the Kingdom, free
of duty, as they brought to Naples from Sicily.

Eight businessmen seized that golden opportunity, shipping about 113,000 tomoli,
or between 3,000 and 4,000 metric tons, of grain to the capital. Biffoli shipped 24,000
tomoli (that is, between 641 and 855 metric tons), but he did so in partnership with the
Genoese merchants Joan Battista and Stefano Lomellino, and, furthermore, he was the
only Tuscan in a group otherwise made up exclusively of Genoese.23

The experience ofTuscan entrepreneurs in Southern Italy after mid-century seems
in many ways like that ofAngelo Biffoli writ large. In a series of loans to the state which
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were drawn on the proceeds from export licenses (primarily grain), for example, the
Tuscans Angelo and Alessandro Capponi, Jacovo and Filippo Guadagni, and Lucchesino
Lucchesini, acting by himself and in company of Bartolomeo Venanti, monopolized
transactions between 1542-43 and 1548, lending the state nearly 350,000 ducats. Be
tween 1553-54 and 1557, though, not a single Tuscan figured in such transactions, all
ofwhich were taken over by Genoese merchant-bankers who lent the state about 235,000
ducats.24

In the mid-sixteenth century; 235,000 ducats was by no means an insignificant
amount of money: it amounted, after all, to about twice the receipts from all indirect
taxes and gabelles in the Kingdom for 1550, or 122,868 ducats.25 The Tuscan absence
from the transactions which provided that sum suggests more than a mere incident of
non-participation in a substantial financial operation. It suggests as well the displace
ment Tuscan operators from the grain trade, and so from a most profitable sector of
commercial and economic life in the Italian South. Given the tight links between com
mercial and financial affairs in early modern Europe, furthermore, that displacement
would entail also the elimination of Tuscan merchant-bankers from financial opera
tions in Southern Italy.

This point is borne out equally clearly by the Tuscans’ participation in more purely
financial operations in the Kingdom, such as exchange transactions (cambI) and the all-
important contracted loans (partiti, or, in Spanish, asientos). Let us take each of these
separately, if briefly.

Exchange transactions first. Between 1541 and 1559, about seven million ducats
in such loans were assigned for payment on Naples or sent from the Kingdom in sup
port of Spanish policy in Europe. Tuscan entrepreneurs lent 664,549 ducats, or only
about 9.5% of the total. Of that money, furthermore, nearly half (321,507 ducats) was
provided by the combine of Capponi and the remainder came from sixteen other indi
viduals or groups. The Genoese alone provided more than three million ducats, or
almost twice as much as all other operators combined, including Tuscans, all other
Italians and the Fuggers.

Contracted loans, the famous a.sientos, represented the financial underpinnings of
the Spanish Monarchy.26They were loans contracted with financiers for advances to
the Monarchy, and they made up what we can call the floating public debt.27 They were
repayable on future income such as, for Naples, the parliamentary aids (donativi) voted
by the Estates or, in Spain, the bullion arriving from the New World. Between 1541
and 1584, over eight million ducats in asientos were stipulated in Naples. In all, Tuscan
entrepreneurs contributed about 680,000 ducats, or just about eight percent of the
total contracted. The Genoese, by contrast, supplied more than five million ducats, or
more than 60% of the total, and between the 1 540s and the 1 560s they provided no
less than 94% of the total raised in those decades.

The Tuscans’ share in the 1 550s and the 1 560s hovered between six and one-half
and two percent, respectively. Interestingly enough, the time marked by their highest
involvement in asientos was the period from 1571 to 1584, when, instead, they contrib
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uted 409,000 ducats, or about 12% of the nearly three and one-half million ducats
raised in those years.

At first sight, this last piece of evidence might suggest a different interpretation of
the Tuscan presence in the Kingdom of Naples and of their investment strategies in the
Southern Italian economy than is suggested in this essay. In this scenario, the later
sixteenth century may have seen Tuscan entrepreneurs shift their involvement from
commercial and financial dealings together (that is, from the classic pattern of medieval
and early modern European merchant-bankers) to a concentration on financial affairs.

Such a scenario, however, is without doubt quite unlikely. Though Tuscan invest
ments in state loans did occur from 1571 to 1584, they were still, as we have seen,
rather modest. Then, too (and very strangely from the perspective of early modern
Italian financial strategies) they were not accompanied by investments in the lucrative
Neapolitan state securities market.28The pursuit of profit, however, would clearly have
dictated such investments, which were very safe and whose rate of return surpassed the
rate of return from capital investment in Southern agriculture, or, for that matter, in
the Netherlandish securities market.

From 1563 to 1596, the Tuscan presence on the securities market in Naples went
from 0.8 percent (with 34,711 ducats out of about 4,300,000 ducats) in 1563 to 0.4
percent (with 25,698 out of about 6,100,000 ducats) in 1572 to 0.06 percent (with
4,730 out of over 8,000,000 ducats) in 1596. The Genoese share, instead, went from
24 percent in 1563 to 17 percent in 1572 to 20 percent in 1596.29

The data here examined suggests that in the second half of the sixteenth century,
Florentine and other Tuscan operators effectively dropped out of the very remunerative
opportunities presented by trade and finance in the Italian South. The question is,
why? Why should Tuscan entrepreneurs effectively leave the South and its lucrative
markets in the second half of the century? Did they shift their activities and their
investments to other shores, and if so where? Did they liquidate their investments, as
the old textbooks used to tell us merchants were wont to do in one century or the other
and live the life of bourgeois gentilshommes? But if so, how could they not invest in the
Neapolitan securities market — a very safe and most profitable investment indeed?

We can easily dismiss, at the very outset, the idea that the determinative factor at
work was a “decline” in the Florentine and Tuscan economy that somehow led to the
disappearance ofTuscan merchant bankers from the Italian South. For one thing, other
Tuscan colonies abroad, as far away as Istanbul and Iberia, continued their existence
throughout the sixteenth century, even if in some of those areas they were eclipsed,
once again, by the Genoese.3°

Then, too, the experience of the Genoese in Naples throughout the sixteenth
century clearly indicates that the opportunities for profits in the South were numerous
and continued, so that even a hypothetical case of, say, Florentine urban economic
decline would not necessarily entail the wholesale demobilization from an alluring market
place. A recent work on the urban economy of Florence,31 furthermore, makes it clear
that sixteenth-century Florence, like other merchant cities, witnessed crises but also
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recoveries and expansion, so that it seems misguided to argue for a general contraction
in the Florentine economy that might somehow have obstructed even safe, lucrative
investments.

Nor should we pay much attention to the old idea formerly used to explain alleged
crisis and “decline” at the end of the fifteenth century in Florence, Tuscany and even
Venice.32 Central to that explanation was the argument that Florentine and Venetian
merchants had perpetrated a sort of trahison de Ia bourgeoisie, sinking their hard-ac
quired profits from business enterprises into country mansions, titles of nobility and
the contemplative life of country squires.

For one thing, that explanation was often used as a catch-all, invoked to explain an
alleged decline at the end of the fifteenth century and then summoned once again to
account for an alleged decadence at the end of the sixteenth. In truth, as Domenico
Sella has cogently shown, that argument rested not on empirical studies of the eco
nomic behavior of either the Florentine or the Venetian elites, but, rather, on the pre
scrzptive (and relatively ineffectual) pamphlet literature that took it upon itself to pro
vide guidelines for a new lifestyle.33

Besides, the acquisition of land was by no means a novelty in the fifteenth or the
sixteenth century Ever since the Middle Ages, in fact, members of the Italian elites in
Venice, Florence and other centers in the peninsula had diversified their portfolios to
include land as one of the investments, without thereby forsaking trade and finance.
Then, too, if further evidence were needed, the example of ennobled Genoese mer
chants in Naples shows that purchasing lands and acquiring titles of nobility did not
necessarily imply (as has often been alleged) a weakening of the “entrepreneurial spirit”
or a disinterest in entrepreneurial activity.34

A better explanation for the Tuscans’ weakness on the Neapolitan marketplace
may seem, at first glance, to hinge on the success of the Genoese in supplanting them.
This point has no doubt some validity, but it does not clarify what it was about the
Genoese (and the Tuscans, fbr that matter) that caused (if it did) the disappearance of
Tuscan merchant-bankers from Southern Italy.

Was the massive presence and the keen competition represented by Genoese capi
tal overwhelming for the Tuscans? There is no question that indeed the Genoese pres
ence on the Southern markets was fearsome and all-encompassing. Yet clearly at no
point did Genoese merchant-bankers monopolize all major economic activities in the
Kingdom. Small and middling merchant houses and clans continued their activities,
even if not in the highly profitable long-distance trade, linking all areas of the Kingdom
into a very thick network ofexchanges. Despite Genoese predominance, Tuscan entrepre
neurs could occasionally find sufficient space in the Kingdom for profitable, though
perhaps more restricted activities than in the past.

A good example of this state of affairs concerns some of the activities in Naples of
Francesco Biffoli, scion of Angelo Biffoli. In 1565, over 23,000 Iibbre of alum from
MassaMarittima, in Tuscany, were prepared for shipping to Francesco Biffoli in Naples.35
In September 1582, then, Biffoli was entrusted with a very high-level financial opera
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tion. That year he was placed in charge of bringing to Naples from Spain 400,000
ducats to be used in a forced conversion of the public debt, that is, for lowering the
interest rates on redeemable state securities from nine to eight percent.36 Other ex
amples of Tuscan activity in the mid-sixteenth century could be adduced, though it is
true that they would be sporadic and that financial services for debt conversion were
increasingly and almost exclusively handled by Genoese merchant-bankers.

Was the process of Tuscan entrepreneurship perhaps hindered by the very success
flil Genoese penetration of the state mechanism? The Genoese, as we have seen, ad
ministered taxes, leased ships to the state, and they exercised great influence on state
officials, many of whom they repeatedly suborned. It could be, though it would not be
surprising to learn that both Genoese and Tuscans used common methods to influence
the state and its officials and that Tuscans, too, served the state as tax farmers and
contractors.37

Are we dealing, when we think of Florentine and Genoese merchant-bankers, with
different types of entrepreneurial styles? The Genoese, after all, clearly earned their
reputation as exponents of a certain type of relentless, adventuresome, no-holds-barred
capitalism.38They operated in combines of several clans, organized into stable or shift
ing alliances, all designed to maximize profits and root out competition. Yet it is a fact
that Tuscan entrepreneurs operated in much the same ways, at least in Naples. Many of
them too, were allied in powerful combines with none other than merchant-bankers
from the Republic of Genoa!39

Could we be dealing perhaps with different forms of alliances and connections
that affected the conduct of business and the effectiveness of competition? As the case
of Naples shows, the Genoese operated in associations of individuals, families and clans
linked together by polyvalent and mutually reinforcing bonds. Those associations were
miniature companies, with shared risks and shared profits, and they had the great
advantage of accumulated capital resources. Because of their political and social con
nections in the city ofGenoa (and their utter lack of scruples), furthermore, the Genoese
money men were able to syphon off substantial amounts of capital from the middling
and lower classes in their native city and so to increase their clout on the money mar
kets.40

Richard Goldthwaite has marhsaled powerful evidence to suggest that, in the fif
teenth century Florentine entrepreneurs did not operate the same way. Goldthwaite
has pointed to “the large number of firms and their relatively small size” in “the Florentine
commercial-banking system,” and to the “non-familial structure of Florentine business
organizations” as features that limited the amount of capital a firm could secure and
that obstructed “capital growth. ..as a result of an undivided patrimony through several
generations.”41Was that true, as one might speculate, in the sixteenth century as in the
fifteenth?

A good deal of evidence seems to support this contention as it underlines the
parlous business climate for Florentine merchant-bankers in the transition from the
fifteenth to the sixteenth century42 Ever since the late 1400s, declining profits from
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business ventures were becoming the rule for Florentine businessmen;43with them
went also a scarcity of capital for investment abroad.

At the same time, and increasingly in the notoriously expensive sixteenth century;
heavy taxation also fell on the city of Florence.44 Monies were urgently needed (and
spent) for the wars fought in the Italian peninsula ever since the French Invasions of
1494, for the defense of the Republican regime in Florence (1527-1530), for the costly
war against Siena in the 1 550s.45 To the burden ofwar was added the onus of providing
subsidies for the impecunious (and at times profligate) Medici popes and their ventures
in the Italian peninsula: almost four mullion ducats between 1512 and 1 527!46

In such circumstances, as Melissa Bullard has pointed out, “...most of the ottimati
and the rest of the citizens had to struggle just to meet their tax assessments. They
found themselves getting poorer as they first consumed their surplus capital, then with
drew money they had invested in business, and finally were forced to sell their posses
sions.”47 Then too, between 1550 and 1650 available Florentine investment capital
clearly shifted from foreign to local enterprises and real estate.48

The Florentine (and Tuscan) withdrawal from the Kingdom of Naples, then, was
most likely but one example of a larger trend. And, in a process linking the late fif
teenth century with the sixteenth, Florence’s entrepreneurial class shrank in numbers,
in assets and in risk taking.49

Still, in order to break this problem down into its component parts and to attempt
solving it, we would need much new research into the demography, the wealth, the
investment patterns and the career choices of Florentine and Tuscan merchant-bank
ers. Here the vast literature dedicated to the Venetian patriciate and the decline of
Venice in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries could provide useful models and
excellent material for comparisons.50 Equally fruitful, on both counts, would be a book
like Giuseppe Felloni’s on Genoese financiers and their investments in the several mar
kets of Europe in early modern times.5’ Such a study would enable us to analyze the
choices made by Tuscans merchant-bankers over several centuries and to illuminate
their motivations and the rationales for their investment strategies.

Such an approach might resolve the question of the fate of Tuscan entrepreneurs
in early modern Naples as it might revitalize economic and social history; That new
vitality; and indeed a new lease on life for social and economic history; might well come
from a union between the old structuralist approach pioneered by, say, the Annales
school, and the newer approaches of cultural history and the history of mentalities.
Economic and entrepreneurial history could be enriched, perhaps at the expense of
some of its more burdensome positivism, by considerations about the states of mind,
the world view, the mentalities of merchant bankers in Italy and Europe in the early
modern age. That would be a new economic history, as it would be the economic
history of Marc Bloch, of Federigo Melis, of Armando Sapori, or Robert Lopez, or
Gerard Labrot.52
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Abbreviations:

AGS: Archivo General, Simancas
ASN: Archivio Di Stato, Naples
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