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INTRODUCTION

Andrea Caracausi and Christof Jeggle

! e Aim of the Book

! is volume deals with commercial networks and how they were related to cit-
ies in the late medieval and early modern periods. Over the last few decades a 
number of books and articles have been published on trade, merchants and com-
mercial institutions, encompassing European and – especially – non-European 
countries, showing the complexity of trading mechanisms, and discussing the 
constitution of groups, formal or informal associations, cross-cultural relations 
and religious boundaries across the world. Despite this rich amount of stud-
ies, the formation of networks, the exchanges between various networks and 
their relation to local or supra-local institutions, and the ways networks have 
in$ uenced the territories they encompassed is still an open debate. ! is book 
therefore aims to contribute to this debate by presenting in-depth research on 
various parts of Europe mostly during the period at the beginning of overseas 
expansion, and demonstrating the opportunities of using the methodologies of 
social network analysis.

! e paradigm of networks is well established for the study of merchants as 
well as for research in the social and economic history of the medieval and early 
modern periods. Networks generated by situated social interactions are increas-
ingly being considered the base of studying social organization. ! e approach of 
multiple networks allows for linking commercial and other social interactions 
taking place in the cities. Cities and commerce were closely linked, and most 
large cities can be described as nodes, hubs and gateways of commercial rela-
tions. ! us the essays in this volume take as their starting point cities that were 
commercial centres. On this basis, the essays aim to re$ ect the state of research 
of di% erent aspects of network study in commercial history, and to focus on the 
ways commercial networks were structured, what kinds of structural patterns 
they formed, and how di% erent structures of networks were linked to speci& c 
commercial practices and to the social and economic development of medieval 
and early modern cities. ! e volume thus presents exemplary case studies pres-
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2 Commercial Networks and European Cities

ently being done on commercial networks related to di% erent cities and o% ers a 
comparative view of the ways merchant networks in$ uenced urban life, and how 
the speci& c forms of social and cultural life at certain places shaped commercial 
networks. Merchant networks generated the $ ow of material goods, money and 
other values. ! ey constituted the core of urban economies and markets, in$ u-
encing the governance of the cities. In addition to commercial exchange, these 
networks established the infrastructure for the dispersion of cultural artefacts 
and practices as well as for migration between cities.1

Trade is recognized as a key factor in the development of urban economies 
both on the regional and interregional levels. Since the ‘commercial revolution’ 
of the late Middle Ages, commercial networks constituted in$ uential social 
structures across Europe and beyond the surrounding seas, reaching a global 
dimension with the expansion of European trade relations.2 Commercial net-
works did not simply connect all kinds of merchants with each other. Depending 
on social and cultural factors such as kinship, origin, religion, local commercial 
practices, means of transportation and the types of products, di% erent kinds of 
networks developed that were to some degree separated from each other, while 
cities o% ered the locations where interfaces like markets could be established 
for exchange between di% erent networks. ! e social coherence of networks 
in$ uenced the structures of urban societies because the actors constituted social 
groups – for example merchant communities – within the urban society that 
were creating or were forced into own infrastructures within the cities.3

! e present volume does not understand social networks simply as a meta-
phorical term for describing any kind of social relation; rather, it refers to social 
network analysis as a tool for the reconstruction and analysis of social relations 
among merchants. In economic history, di% erent concepts of ‘networks’ are 
deployed;4 within business history, in particular, networks are understood as 
a speci& c form of business organization along with & rms and markets.5 How-
ever, in this volume the network approach is used as a tool for analysing all 
kinds of patterns of merchants’ social organization, not just forms of business 
organization.6 When talking about networks beyond the metaphorical sense, 
the particular quality of social interaction has to be taken in consideration.7 ! e 
minimum requirements for social networks as an analytical category include fre-
quent social relationships – occasional or singular encounters do not necessarily 
constitute a network. A network also needs at least three frequently interacting 
persons, while single pairs of interacting persons do not comprise a network.8 
Streams of goods and values may also be considered network ties, even if not 
every single transaction can be drawn back to particular persons; in these cases 
the frequency and volume of exchanges are decisive.9 As the structural approach 
of social network analysis has already proven useful for showing the structures of 
commercial networks, more recent studies have emphasized the di% erent types 
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 Introduction 3

and qualities of social ties. It has become clear that merchants were tied in multi-
ple networks of kinship, origin, religion and business relations. Hence the essays 
in the volume focus on approaches that are based on situated social interactions 
from which these social networks emerge within urban settings.

! e State of Research

From the beginnings of commercial history as a & eld of study in the nineteenth 
century, the ties maintained by merchants in respect of business relations and 
social surrounding have been investigated as a strategy of research.10 In this way 
some merchants or merchant families such as the Medici,11 Francesco Datini12 
or Jakob and Anton Fugger13 and others became quite prominent. A. er social 
network analysis was developed and established in the social sciences from the 
1960s onwards,14 the notion of the ‘network’ began to appear in commercial 
history studies in the 1990s.15 ! e term became popular in the & eld, with many 
publications somehow referring to networks; this makes it di/  cult to distin-
guish those studies that are actually based on a systematic analysis of the patterns 
of commercial or merchant networks.

Among the & rst who applied the approach of social network analysis in the 
late 1990s were Leos Müller, who included a quantifying correspondence analy-
sis in his examination of merchant networks,16 and Mark Häberlein, who based 
his network analysis of the Weyer in Augsburg on the categories of kinship and 
legal interaction.17 About ten years later, several studies appeared which may be 
taken as an indication that social network analysis slowly became established not 
only as a metaphorical term but also as an approach for the structured analysis of 
networks.18 Eberhard Crailsheim decided to analyse the private and commercial 
networks within the French and Flemish merchant communities in Seville for 
four periods between 1580 and 1640 with the aid of social network analysis 
because of the large volume of data.19 Long-term developments of social change 
were studied by Quentin Van Dooselaere on the base of thousands of Geno-
ese notarial records from 1150 to 1435, which provided data on about 20,000 
commercial relations covering business partnerships, credit networks and insur-
ances.20 Maximilian Kalus tried to improve the existing banks for collecting 
network data by developing a semantic databank with which he analysed the 
data of the sixteenth-century European-Asiatic trade of merchants from South-
ern Germany.21 Besides general considerations of how the quantitative analysis 
of historical business networks might look like,22 Sheryllyne Haggety showed 
that kinship ties were not always helpful for operating in eighteenth-century 
transatlantic networks.23 Ana So& a Vieira Ribeiro conducted a series of social 
network analyses of the di% erent networks of the in$ uential Spanish merchant 
Simon Ruiz who was based in sixteenth-century Medina del Campo.24 For the 
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4 Commercial Networks and European Cities

French Atlantic trade in the eighteenth century, Pierre Gervais analysed busi-
ness accounts and reconstructed the links between the people registered, thus 
showing the ties between the transfer of goods and credit relations.25 Based on 
the transactions presented in the commercial handbook of C. F. Gaignat de 
l’Aulnais entitled Guide de commerce (1773), Cheryl S. McWatters and Yannick 
Lemarchand analysed the structure and density of the business networks behind 
the entries in the accounts.26

While these studies remain rather singular, for the Hanse area several studies 
have appeared. During the Middle Ages large centralized merchant companies 
did not appear in the Hanse area, and trade within networks is considered a 
typical characteristic of Hanseatic commerce. While Ulf Christian Ewert and 
Stephan Selzer developed a theoretical economic model,27 several studies aimed 
to reconstruct the network structures of the Hanse merchants.28 Carsten Jahnke 
analysed the networks of the merchants Bernd Pal III and Hans Selhorst and the 
change of business practices in Reval around 1500.29 ! e most extensive system-
atic work to date was done by Mike Burkhardt with his analysis of the changing 
structures of networks of the & . eenth-century Bergenfahrer.30 Dietrich Poeck 
also collected extensive data about the delegates of the Hanse diets in 1379 and 
1418;31 however, while Poeck’s book impressively shows how the delegates were 
linked by all kinds of ties, and provides numerous graphics of network stars cen-
tred around single delegates, a through network analysis of the social structures 
was not conducted.32

! e fact that many authors still include rather detailed introductions to 
social network analysis in their research shows that certain standards for apply-
ing the approach have not yet been established. Yet the basic idea all authors 
share is to focus not on single merchants, as the heroic historiographies of single 
merchants and companies have o. en done, but on relations between people. ! e 
kinds of relations become increasingly more di% erentiated, while the scope of 
possible types of ties is closely linked to the data available in the documents. 
While looking to the relatedness of people as an approach for doing historical 
research may now go well go beyond the & eld of analysing commercial networks, 
the possibilities for conducting social network analyses have to be seen in light 
of their premises and limitations. A certain volume of consistent data is neces-
sary to be able to start reconstructing social networks. As the available studies 
show, this is not a question of the historical period or place but of the quality of 
the extant historical material. ! e historical documents can set limits in respect 
of making a social network analysis, and they may turn out as insu/  cient for 
going beyond a reconstruction of rather accidental relations of single persons 
while the systematic reconstruction and analysis of networks remains impossi-
ble.33 ! us serial material seems to be of advantage; otherwise it can be di/  cult 
to collect a signi& cant volume of data of a consistent quality that allows for con-
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 Introduction 5

necting a signi& cant number of people based on equivalent criteria. At the same 
time, commercial history looks back on a long tradition of prosopographical 
and genealogical research, and collecting and preparing dispersed data seems to 
be more a question of obtainable resources in respect of time for research and 
databank technologies.

All studies of commercial networks highlight the fact that social network 
analysis is ultimately a tool for making the structural aspects of webs of actors 
visible; the structural patterns themselves need to be interpreted to give them 
explanatory value. Indeed, many authors have emphasized the limited explana-
tory range of quantitative network analyses. ! e factors that have been analysed 
by the few quantitative studies are average connectivity, density, centrality, 
betweenness and path length, and in some cases also clusters. Here some com-
mon approaches of research seem to develop. Quantitative analyses only make 
sense if the volume of data is large enough to provide some statistical relevance. 
! is is not always the case, but the idea of social network analysis can also be 
used for mapping the o. en intricate ties of commercial actors and the streams 
of goods and values. Patterns such as structural holes or central nodes can also 
be detected without quantifying, and these can give important hints about the 
structures of social interaction.34 It also has to be recognized that the quanti-
tative analysis of networks originates from those approaches to social network 
analysis that were directed on social structures as given frameworks of social 
action. ! ese approaches have already been criticized by Harrison C. White, a 
protagonist of mathematical network analysis, and others since the early 1990s; 
meanwhile pragmatic approaches for a relational interaction sociology have 
been introduced,35 wherein social network structures are taken not as a frame-
work but as a result of social interaction, and patterns of multiple networks 
give indications for repertoires and practices of interacting.36 ! ese approaches 
deserve more attention for working with the concept of social networks as the 
result, not the premise, of social interaction. ! e idea of relational sociology also 
o% ers the opportunity for systematically linking di% erent kinds of interacting, 
like exchanging goods, communicating or di% erent & elds of interaction beyond 
business operations.37 Within this framework, the French approach of the écon-
omie des conventions, the actor network theory and the sociology of markets 
should also & nd more reception in commercial history.38 ! e essays included in 
this volume provide case studies featuring network analysis as a tool for qualita-
tive analysis of commercial interaction.
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6 Commercial Networks and European Cities

! e Parts and Chapters

! e book is organized into four parts that o% er di% erent perspectives on 
the study of economic history using social network analysis. ! e & rst part, 
‘Approaches’, discusses the conceptual approaches, tools and methods applied by 
network analysis, which might be useful for the study of economic history. ! e 
second part provides di% erent perspectives on ‘Merchants’, analysing & rms, their 
internal cohesion and their formal associations. ! e third part on ‘Markets and 
Institutions’ is about commercial networks and the institutional frameworks of 
markets. ! e & nal part focuses on ‘Products’ in order to examine commercial 
networks as networks of production and distribution. 

! ese essays discuss a set of basic questions that were taken as the point of 
departure: 

• What were the social and economic structures of commercial networks?
• What kinds of interfaces connected di% erent networks? Which factors 

constituted boundaries, and how were di% erent networks connected, 
for example for the transfer of goods and values?

• What kind of impact did commercial networks have on urban life, and 
did urban life in$ uence commercial networks?

! e & rst point that emerges from the volume is the variety of social and economic 
structures of networks. ! e & rst step in working with networks as an analytical 
approach is to de& ne the networks under investigation. Hence each essay de& nes 
its concept of ‘network’ and the particular social and economic data on which it 
is based, while some basic assumptions are shared across the volume: networks 
are based on voluntary participation without formal membership or organiza-
tion, and the participants aim at a shared goal with the help of the network. ! e 
participants must expect some advantages deriving from the transfer of resources 
throughout the network, even if they fail in practice. At least three people have 
to interact frequently, and each actor within the network must have at least two 
ties to other participants. 

Networks emerge from di% erent forms of economic and social interactions. 
Commercial and & nancial transactions make up di% erent relationships such as 
exchange operations, single-venture arrangements, short- and medium-term 
loans and limited liability contracts. As shown in several essays (especially those 
by Mike Burkhardt, Heinrich Lang, David Carvajal del la Vega and Benedetta 
Crivelli), commercial networks are not only based on business relations, they 
are also embedded in multiple and synergetic structures that reach beyond 
business. Distinct layers of networks – commerce, banking, knowledge – are 
entangled with relationships of special qualities such as kinship, business part-
nerships, common origin, political partisanship and shared economic interests. 
Long-distance merchants usually were only retailers on the side, and their main 
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 Introduction 7

occupation was business-to-business trade with other merchants. ! us some 
social and cultural coherence may have developed and stabilized businesses and 
networks. ! e success of the enterprise depended greatly on the speci& c quali-
ties of these networks – in some cases networks as a resource outside markets 
were su/  cient to counterbalance economic di/  culties. Although the agents 
involved in & nancial and trading activities structured their networks around ties 
based on kinship, origin and friendships, their actions demonstrated a desire to 
extend such ties in order to be able to react in cases of structural weakness that 
could cause the collapse of the complex system in which they operated. ! e cases 
of the Portuguese merchants analysed by Flávio Miranda and the Datini com-
panies examined by Angela Orlandi show that the di% erent solutions applied 
depend greatly on the particular situation. Merchants did not necessarily form 
new mechanisms of commerce, but they were able to take advantage of pre-
existing trade routes, markets and institutions, adopting short-term commercial 
linkages and trading contacts that usually involved agents and other middlemen. 
As Miranda shows, these circumstances determined whether merchants acted 
as network takers, in trying to form links with already established networks, or 
as network makers, by attempting to set up networks of their own. Commercial 
networks were not always stories of success, as Lang shows. Shi. s in interests 
could result in processes of exclusion and retreat. Yet unlike institutions that 
may collapse or at least require reorganization if one of the partners leaves or is 
excluded, in the case of the network the partners could withdraw their engage-
ment without much con$ ict.

In respect of commercial networks, di% erent dimensions have to be dis-
tinguished. Merchants need something to o% er; they need sources for these 
products; and they need someone who is interested in buying these things. ! is 
may sound mundane, but it makes clear that merchants are destined to link dif-
ferent kinds of people, o. en at di% erent times and in di% erent places. At the 
same time, merchants are carriers of goods and values. Since merchandise and 
payments are not necessarily being transported by the merchants themselves, 
further relations emerge. ! erefore di% erent kinds of ties have to be considered: 
those of the direct interaction of merchants when they are communicating, 
negotiating or joining business enterprises; those ties that come up with the 
exchange, processing and distribution of goods; and those for compensating the 
costs by transferring payments and which balance the transfers of goods. Another 
dimension is introduced in directing long-distance trade from the o/  ce by 
communicating with agents and commissions by letter. ! e art of operating the 
business was also the art of coordinating successfully these various dimensions of 
network ties, as failure in one dimension could a% ect the others. ! ough it would 
be important to study all these parallel ties, the essays here show that o. en only a 
selection can be investigated. In this case the other kinds of ties have to be taken 
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8 Commercial Networks and European Cities

into consideration as possible factors that may in$ uence those being observed. 
! ere is no sale of goods without payment and no transfer of payment without 
reason, and merchants usually did not travel to far-o%  places just to socialize.

! e di% erent dimensions of network ties demanded a variety of compe-
tences. Depending on the kinds of goods they were dealing with, merchants 
needed a specialized connoisseurship of their products.39 ! erefore merchants 
usually specialized in a certain selection of goods because they needed a substan-
tial knowledge of production processes, while the product qualities were also 
closely linked to the particular practices of trade on specialized markets. From 
the perspective of commercial networks, it may be more advantageous not to 
consider general markets, maybe subdivided in segments but covering all kinds 
of goods, and instead to think of specialized markets made up of merchants who 
considered themselves as being equivalent actors dealing with equivalent goods. 
In terms of products and their qualities, networks might appear much more dif-
ferentiated because merchants operated within a particular logic necessary to 
trade certain goods successfully. Markets are interfaces within the networks of 
production and distribution: they o% er a form of exchange that allows the con-
nection of di% erent sub-networks along a product line without the necessity of 
maintaining social ties between the agents of the di% erent networks. ! is aspect 
is especially important when we consider transcultural trade relations where 
cultural restraints restricted the emergence of social ties but both sides were 
interested in exchanging goods.

As seen in the following essays, payments not only served as compensa-
tion for delivered goods, credits also created their own networks of obligation. 
Merchants needed substantial competences to participate in the practices of 
payment, which were manifold. In many cases the payments occurred in quite 
di% erent ways to the goods, which increased the complexity of commercial net-
works, while the merchants had to take care that their accounts were balanced 
in the long run. In many essays another aspect of & nancial ties is revealed: o. en 
merchants gave to political authorities, which usually were in permanent need 
of money. Besides speculating on good returns for these investments, when mer-
chants provided loans to political authorities it was o. en with the intention of 
reaching some other goal, for example access to the nobility or the improvement 
of their own immigrant status. 

Business history is o. en focused on single & rms, but their signi& cance varies 
in the essays: while some take & rms as a point of reference for their case studies, 
in others they are not central. Although there has been some debate on & rms as 
vertically integrated organizations and networks as alternative, horizontal forms 
of business organization, this distinction is not very explicitly discussed. In the 
case of the Datini group, Orlandi considers both internal and external networks 
and thus integrates the network into the structures of the & rm. In other essays 
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 Introduction 9

it is not always clear whether people acted on their own or as representatives of 
their companies. Perhaps this is due the small size of many merchant companies, 
which were o. en made up of only a few people; and all kinds of delegated or 
commissioned trade make it even more di/  cult to distinguish the roles of the 
actors. While it seems easy to di% erentiate between & rms and networks on a 
theoretical level, in the situation of social interaction it needs to be & gured out 
whom people were representing in their interactions with others. As con$ icts 
have shown, even the actors themselves were not always sure about the status of 
their business partners.

Most of the essays indicate that relations of kinship likely constituted the 
most important networks of social interaction for merchants, as most of their 
businesses were based on their kin group.40 Merchant capital was o. en based on 
the collective property of a kinship network.41 ! ese networks developed a large 
variety of businesses, depending on size, kind and location.42 Kinship networks 
structured the social relations of the merchant communities both within and 
between cities (see for example Carvajal de la Vega’s essay on merchant networks 
in the cities of Castile). Within the cities, kinship networks o. en constituted 
in$ uential factions of political life; between cities, they made up the framework 
for commercial relations but also for diplomacy. Despite the great relevance of 
kinship, it should not be overestimated because merchants o. en realized that 
the people to whom they were related were not always advantageous to their 
business. As Orlandi discusses, Francesco Datini seems to have been reluctant to 
draw too much on relatives, and Mike Burkhardt also shows the declining rel-
evance of kinship ties among the Bergenfahrer. Hence even in the Middle Ages 
kinship and business ties were already seen as rather distinct qualities of social 
relationships. On the other hand, as Evelyn Korsch shows, the early modern 
Armenians built their businesses primarily on kinship ties. Here the perspective 
of network analysis makes it clear that there was no general relevance of kin-
ship ties for merchants; the importance of these ties depended on the particular 
situation and social circumstances. Another aspect that deserves more attention 
when looking at kinship ties is the involvement of the women, who o. en pro-
vided both part of the capital and access to urban or noble elites.

Communication is one of the essential components of social networks, and 
the importance of language for the formation and evolution of networks is dis-
cussed in a number of the essays. ! is important competence for communicating 
has o. en been ignored by historical studies on commercial networks.43 Francesco 
Guidi Bruscoli examines how merchants carried out their trade in spite of the 
obstacles of operating with foreign languages; di% erent languages therefore did 
not mean insuperable barriers. Speaking a language $ uently could be an impor-
tant way to bridge the communication gap and avoid the services of brokers or 
translators who could distort meanings. When trading was impossible because 
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10 Commercial Networks and European Cities

the merchants could not communicate, di% erent solutions had to be found; this 
gave factors and agents who were members of the same community in places 
abroad further relevance. ! e Datini group, as shown in Orlandi’s essay, was 
largely operated by Tuscan merchants who communicated through the exchange 
of letters. When they tried to expand their business, they began to learn the local 
idioms in order to be able to communicate with Catalan merchants. On the 
other hand, the merchants travelling from Venice to north-western Europe, ana-
lysed in Stefania Montemezzo’s essay, were usually rather young and made their 
journeys on state galleys to unknown cities, without access to established webs 
of correspondents and with limited knowledge of the local language. ! ey were 
forced to rely on networks of agents – o. en of the same origin – who would 
be willing to help by sharing their resources and local contacts. Whereas some 
languages, like Italian, were important for business communication, merchants 
would try to have agents who were able to communicate in the local language; 
the use of interpreters, however, was a choice to be made with care because of 
the danger of disclosure of information to third parties. In addition to profes-
sional interpreters, there were other authorities whose linguistic expertise could 
compensate for the merchants’ shortcomings: brokers, notaries, scriveners and 
others could bring di% erent parties together and act as agents in the strengthen-
ing of the network-building process.

! e second point the volume analyses concerns the kinds of interfaces between 
di% erent networks. ! e new institutional economics has long discussed whether 
goods and values were preferably exchanged on markets or within hierarchies or 
networks.44 ! us the essays focus on the ways in which goods and values were 
transferred between di% erent networks, either on the basis of direct exchange or 
through markets that could be established as an open interface at the edges of dif-
ferent networks in order to bridge cultural di% erences (see the essay by Christof 
Jeggle in particular). Hence the focus on the organization of exchanges between 
di% erent networks became crucial. Some essays, especially those by Francesco 
Ammannati and Blanca González Talavera, David Carvajal de la Vega, Flávio 
Miranda and Stefania Montemezzo, show how the institutional framework in 
some cities could help and in$ uence the establishment of networks. Institutions 
like consulates can be considered as devices that facilitated merchant networks 
by collecting taxes, providing assistance, being guarantors and brokers, and act-
ing as agents, especially in the case of travelling or mobile merchants. ! is was 
particularly true when networks depended on the rules of institutional behav-
iour imposed by the states, such as in the case of the Venetian consuls who acted 
as intermediaries for several payments by letters of exchange during the galley 
voyages. ! e characteristics of the urban infrastructures can in$ uence the con-
stitutions of networks, especially in the case of travelling merchants. If the cities 
were well organized, with a strong institutional presence, travelling merchants 
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 Introduction 11

could rely on more expert compatriots who hosted and guided them in their 
contact with native traders. Institutional design and urban policies could also 
in$ uence the kind and volume of exchanges, where actors of trade were more 
subject to strict regulation, as in the case of England and Flanders at the end 
of the & . eenth century. In many commercial centres (discussed in the contri-
butions by Andrea Caracausi and Evelyn Korsch), commercial exchanges and 
urban policies in$ uenced each other reciprocally. Privileges and grants attracted 
the $ ow of goods and the relocation of merchants but also sustained technologi-
cal dissemination and migrations $ ows.45 ! e case of the Scerimans during the 
eighteenth century is emblematic because it shows how movement across cities 
followed the economic trends of the centres involved and the opportunities that 
those places o% ered in terms of economic pursuits.

Finally, the third point being analysed in the volume is the impact of mer-
chants on the urban environment and especially the relations between commercial 
and production networks. Research on trade history has normally underlined 
the role of merchants in disseminating merchandise, especially new novelties 
and fashionable objects. Nevertheless, as many essays demonstrate, the move-
ment of goods was only one side of the story. Commercial networks radically 
in$ uenced the rise and fall of manufacturing activities as well as the migration of 
people. Markets emerged as a form of social interaction that is far more complex 
than simply considering the two parties of supply and demand, without recog-
nizing the dimension of quality in respect of the actors and the products. ! e 
production and distribution of goods are closely linked and should be analysed 
in their interrelations. Distinguishing di% erent kinds of markets allows for a 
better understanding of business practices and strategies in relation to di% erent 
kinds of product qualities. In particular, the essays by Korsch, and Ammannati 
and Talavera show the predominance of commercial (and & nancial) capital on 
production markets. ! e rise and decline of local industries relied largely on deci-
sions made in terms of investment $ ows (in the form of raw materials) by those 
merchants who controlled the commercial routes. Combining production and 
distribution markets, merchant-entrepreneurs of the early modern period were 
able to in$ uence production and urban politics, disseminating human capital as 
well as product and process innovations across cities. Commercial history should 
be seen as an element of a comprehensive analysis of historical economies, which 
comprise agriculture and manufacturing in their entanglement with commerce.

With their focus on the commercial relations between the Mediterranean 
and the Central and Northern parts of Europe, these case studies complement 
each other, o% ering a long-term perspective on the changing structures of com-
mercial networks across European cities. ! e Mediterranean and Western 
Europe constitute the core region being studied in the essays included here. In 
recent decades much research has been done on overseas trade, looking at the 

759 PESH32 Commercial Networks.indb   11 20/12/2013   17:07:13

Uncorrected Proof Copy

Copyright Material – Do Not Distribute



12 Commercial Networks and European Cities

relations going outside of Europe, and for some time the decreasing importance 
of the Mediterranean for European commerce has been emphasized. In our 
opinion it remains important to present and analyse new research on Conti-
nental commerce, on which, ultimately, European global commerce was based. 
! e studies in this volume o% er a number of links and interfaces for connect-
ing (and comparing) with research on other regions; indeed, almost all of the 
developments of Continental commerce can only be fully understood within 
a global framework.46 ! ese case studies show exemplary parts of a wider glo-
balizing economy, and they are focused on transnational $ ows going beyond 
political borders. Furthermore, recent research in the & eld of global history also 
has shown the relevance of the Mediterranean region during the early modern 
period in transmitting consumption models and human capital, but also in in$ u-
encing global patterns.47 Even in today’s globalized world, the region is subject 
to an intense discussion, not as a prime economic player but as a hub between 
three continents that has to be taken into serious consideration in many respects.
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