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During the early Middle Ages, Italians and Jews kept alive a small amount of long distance trade between Europe and Byzantium. In the 11th century, the Italians wiped the Muslims out of the Mediterranean. As in Roman times, goods could circulate from one end of the empire to the other. Venice, Amalfi, and Genoa grew prosperous from the trade. The expanding population provided a market for eastern products, and Italians exploited this demand. By the start of the 11th century, the European economy recovered from the disorders of the previous century. During the next two centuries, trade gained such momentum that historians describe the period as a commercial revolution. A class of traders emerged who had business contacts in other lands, know-how, and ambition. Crucial to trade were international affairs, where merchants set up stalls to display their wares. Because of robbers, lords provided protection for merchants going from fair to fair. Each fair lasted about three to six weeks. The Champagne region in northeastern France was the great fair center. The principle trade routes went between the eastern Mediterranean and the Italian cities, between Scandinavia and the Atlantic coast, between northern France, Flanders, and England, and from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea and Constantinople. The trade items were hawks, fur, wools, iron, timber, and wine. Because of the Italians location, they acted as the trade center of the East and the West. Increased economic activity led to other advances in business. Underwriters insured cargoes, the development of banking and credit instruments, so merchants wouldn’t carry as much cash. The fairs were centers of trade and also served as capital markets for international credit transactions. The bill of exchange was created. The invention of double-entry bookkeeping gave merchants an overview of their situation. Without that knowledge, no large-scale commercial activity could be conducted on a continuous basis. Another improvement in business techniques was the formation of commercial law. In the 11th century, towns emerged throughout Europe, and in the 12th, became centers of commercial and intellectual life. Towns were a new force-socially, economically, and culturally. Because they provided new opportunities, for commoners, towns contributed to the decline of manorialism. A new class came into being. This class comprised of those who were not affiliated with the land. The townsman was a new man, with a different value system from that of the lord, the serf, or the cleric. What spurred town growth was the increased food supply resulting from advances in agricultural technology. Surplus production meant the countryside could support an urban population of artisans and professionals. Towns emerged on seacoasts, riverbanks, crossroads, market sites, outside castles and monasteries, and on surviving Roman cities. The colonies of merchants were joined by peasants. Medieval towns were protected by thick, high walls, towers, and drawbridges. Most towns had small populations. The larger ones had between 50,000 and 100,000 by the start of the 14th century. Covering only small areas, they were crowded with people. Booths of merchants and artisans lined the narrow and crooked streets, which were covered in crap-blood, bones, fish, and sewage. The streets were jammed with everyone during the day. A festive occasion brought traffic to a standstill, hangings included. At night, the streets were deserted because of fear of being robbed and killed. Even greater danger came from fire. Merchants organized guilds to protect their members from outside competition. The guild in a town prevented outsiders from doing business. Competition between members of the same guild was discouraged. A guild required its members to work the same number of hours, pay employees the same wages, produce goods of equal quality, and charge customers a just price to prevent a member from making too much money. These rules were strictly enforced. Guilds performed social and religious functions. Guild members attended meetings in the guildhall. The guilds cared for members who were will or poor. Women took an active part in the economic life of towns, working with men. In many towns, the wives and widows of master craftsmen were admitted to guilds. Because many towns were situated on land belonging to lords or on sites of old Roman towns ruled by bishops, these communities at first came under feudal authority. However, tensions soon development between merchants, since feudal restrictions interfered with their pursuit of money, and lords and bishops, who wanted to preserve their authority. Townspeople refused to be treated as serfs. They wanted to do the things that serfs couldn’t do. Sometimes by fighting, but more often by money, townspeople obtained charters to set up their own communities. Towns became more or less self-governing city-states. The leading citizens of the towns were members of merchant guilds . Some patricians in the prosperous Italian towns enjoyed wealth, owned considerable real estate, and conducted large business transactions. These people generally dominated town politics. Successful doctors and lawyers also belonged to the urban elite. Below them were master craftsman, then small retailers, then journeymen. At the bottom were the poor. In virtually every Medieval city, the church was the largest property owner. Because the church frowned on pursuit of money, merchants had guilt, and bequeathed money and property to the church. This money helped to finance hospitals and schools. In a number of ways, towns loosened the hold of lords on serfs. Serfs fled to new towns where lords could no longer reclaim them after a year and a day. When the serfs acquired a sufficient sum of money, they bought their freedom from lords, who needed cash to pay for goods bought from merchants. As serfs met their obligations to lords with money, they became rent-paying tenants, and then no longer bound to the lord’s land. The manorial system of personal relations and mutual obligations was disintegrating. The activities of townspeople made them a new breed. Their world was the market rather than the church, the castle, or the manor. Townspeople were freeing themselves from the prejudices both of feudal aristocrats, and of the clergy. They revived the Greco-Roman ideal of the active citizens devoted to their city. Celebrations strengthened civic bonds. An emerging secular civic life, combined with the new value given to business produced a counterforce to Christian otherworldliness that would gain momentum in time. The townspeople were critical, dynamic, and progressive. 


