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      PREFACE

    

    
      THE theme of this book materialized while I was in the Archivio di Stato di Lucca
      doing preliminary work for a different project. My research had hitherto focused almost entirely on the southern
      French city of Marseille, but I turned to Lucca in 2007 when I began to feel—mistakenly, as it turned out—that I
      was no longer learning new things from the archives of Marseille, and that it was time to try something else. In
      Lucca, I expected to study witness testimony, and certainly there is plenty of that in the court records. But I
      also came across a series of records related to debt collection, a kind of documentation that is not common in
      Marseille’s medieval archives, as I knew from having written a short and speculative article on the subject. The
      records caught my eye not just because of their volume but also because of my growing interest in materiality.
      This interest originally sprang from the bird’s-eye reading I had done on the history of consumption for my 2003
      book The Consumption of Justice, where I tried to argue that people “consumed” legal services, notably
      litigation, for much the same reason that they purchased really nice clothes, namely, to make an impression and
      to compete for social distinction. But here, arrayed before me, was a different and more tangible kind of
      materiality, as revealed in entry after entry in the judicial records of the Podestà di Lucca and other courts,
      thousands of entries in all, that listed the objects seized in plunder from the houses of debtors for repayment
      of debt. So I abandoned the project that had brought me to Lucca in the first place and launched into this new
      theme, little knowing at the time that it would take a number of years to get this far, which is not very far at
      all. The problem, quite apart from the wealth of the Italian archival material, is that the subject of debt
      collection touches on many different literatures: the history and anthropology of things, systems of credit and
      debt, and, where the Lucchesia is concerned, the agrarian structures of the Tuscan economy. It is not easy to
      master any of these subjects, let alone bring them together, given how cultural, social, and economic histories
      tend to pull in different directions.
    


    
      The richness of the Lucchese material took me back to Marseille, where I gathered together other evidence
      regarding household things and patterns of debt collection that I had more or less passed over in my previous
      work. In the case of the things that are so often mentioned in records from this period, I had passed them over
      partly because the vocabulary of material culture is very regional and thoroughly obscure. After all, what
      exactly is a spasotum? Or, for that matter, a set of crenculi? The latter word has continued to
      defy my attempts to track down its meaning. As a social and legal historian more at ease with court records and
      serial documentation, I am not especially well equipped for this kind of work, and although many of the words
      have now become clear to me—I now know what a spasotum is—there remain significant gaps that require the
      attention of people with robust philological and archaeological skills. But the records themselves, laconic and
      spare though they may be in their narratives, are captivating for the insights they offer on patterns of everyday
      life. It is a wondrous thing to be able to tag along vicariously with a sergeant of the court as he enters an
      establishment in the city of Lucca in 1342 and takes, of all things, unam piastram sive lapidem ad otturandum
      buccham furni: “a slab or a stone for closing off the mouth of an oven” (Archivio di Stato di Lucca,
      Podestà di Lucca 116, fol. 71r). As we contemplate this act of plunder by a medieval repo man—this
      was one of three oven doors seized from the same hapless potter by three different creditors over a period of ten
      days in November of that year—questions spring effortlessly to mind. Why on earth did the sergeant take an
      oven door? What did the creditor think when the sergeant presented him with an oven door rather than
      something more fungible, and lighter, such as a coverlet or a tunic, or, for that matter, a purse full of money?
      Although an oven door was not nearly as common a target of seizure as a wine cask or a tunic, the fact that it
      appears at all needs just as much explaining as the thousands of casks and the hundreds of tunics that appear in
      the small collection that I have assembled for this project.
    


    
      In these days, when studies of material culture often seem to veer toward the desiring subject who is constantly
      in pursuit of nice things, it may seem odd to write a book that considers not just the status objects but the
      everyday objects and the shabby things as well. There is plenty of precedent for this, in the work of scholars
      such as James Deetz, the pioneering American archaeologist of small and forgotten things, and Daniel Roche, the
      great early modern French historian of everyday things, not to mention the work of antiquarians and experts on
      everyday life in medieval Europe that goes back more than a century. In the hope that some readers will feel, as
      I do, that desire and status have been given their due, and that in these times of growing wealth inequality, it
      is more important than ever to think about poverty, I have chosen to give subaltern objects a chance to speak for
      themselves, according them just as much attention as the fancy stuff. The objects featured in this book, many of
      which are suitably shabby, are set off typographically by means of bulleted lists so that the reader can
      appreciate the materiality described in the record more directly. I have rendered these lists in English
      translation but have at times provided the original Latin, Provençal, and Tuscan, in some cases for the
      time-honored reason that scholars will want to form their own opinions regarding doubtful translations, in others
      because the words themselves are beautiful and redolent of the world of which they were a part, and occasionally
      because, despite my best efforts at transcription and translation, there are many words that still baffle me.
    


    
      Readers interested in learning more about the documents used for this study and consulting maps and other
      graphics are invited to visit my website: http://scholar.harvard.edu/smail.
    

  


  
    
      MONEY, UNITS OF
      MEASUREMENT, AND CALENDARS

    

    
      THE principal moneys of account in both Marseille and Lucca were the pound or libra,
      the shilling or solidus, and the penny or denarius. The ratios of value were fixed here and throughout Europe at
      1 pound = 20 shillings = 240 pennies. Although the two cities used the same terminology, the value of the two
      currencies was significantly different. To signal the existence of different currencies bearing the same names, I
      have used the local terminology in modern vernaculars: livre, sou, and denier in Marseille and lira, soldo, and
      denaro in Lucca. As it happens, the exchange rate between them is relatively easy to calculate, since a second
      and more universal currency, the florin and the gros, or grosso (1 florin = 12 gros/grossi), circulated in both
      cities. The florin, in a sense, was the dollar of the later Middle Ages, since for much of the fourteenth century
      it was a relatively stable gold currency favored by international merchants and others. The florins that
      circulated in the Lucchesia in the fourteenth century were minted locally, but their weight and fineness (over 23
      carats) were very similar to those of the Florentine florin. The value of the florin of Provence that circulated
      in Marseille appears to have been slightly lower than that of its Florentine counterpart. The florin of Provence
      was worth 24 sous in the coin of Avignon in 1362–1382; over the same period, the florin of Florence ranged in
      value between 24 and 30 sous of Avignon (see Peter Spufford, Handbook of Medieval Exchange, London:
      Offices of the Royal Historical Society, 1986, 119, 122–23).
    


    
      In fourteenth-century Marseille, where numerous documents refer to exchange rates, we find that the value of the
      florin, relative to the local currency of livres, sous, and deniers, varied between about 26 and 31 sous. In the
      fifteenth century, the exchange rate was nominally fixed at 32 sous in the local currency. In Lucca, during the
      decade 1333–1342 that constitutes the focus of this study, the florin was worth around 69 soldi. Thus, the sou in
      Marseille’s money of account was between two and three times more valuable than Lucca’s soldo. Throughout this
      book, in several places where it is important to consider the value of things, I have translated the local
      currency into florins and gros/grossi to make it easier to compare values across the cities, bearing in mind that
      the florin as a coin and the florin as a money of account were not necessarily equivalent in value.
    


    
      There is no easy way to convert florins into modern currencies such as the U.S. dollar. If you use minimum wages
      as the basis for the exchange rate, then the florin was worth about $400 to $500. Readers who want to get a sense
      of how much a thing was worth might want to use $500 as a convenient multiplier; thus, when you come across a
      tablecloth valued at 1 florin, silently translate that into $500 for a rough approximation of the cost of the
      tablecloth. But if you use linens or foodstuffs rather than wage rates as the basis for currency conversion, then
      the florin was worth much less compared to the dollar, largely because the industrial production of such
      commodities has drastically reduced their prices relative to wages.
    


    
      *   *   *
    


    
      Like all medieval European jurisdictions, Marseille and Lucca relied on systems of weights and measures whose
      values were unique to the region. Thanks to the tables painstakingly assembled by Ronald Zupko (in French
      Weights and Measures before the Revolution: A Dictionary of Provincial and Local Units, Bloomington: Indiana
      University Press, 1978; and Italian Weights and Measures from the Middle Ages to the Nineteenth Century,
      Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1981), we have excellent guides to the welter of units used in both
      France and Italy in the Middle Ages. The reason for the welter lies in the fact that the ability to regulate
      weights and measures was a significant component of political authority; this partly explains why local
      governments were jealous of their prerogatives and had no interest in ceding control over the ability to define
      units of measure. Many references in documents refer to measuring devices or weights of one kind or another; we
      find these in household inventories, for example, especially those made for individuals who were in trades that
      required frequent weighing. These measuring devices were licensed by the officials of the commune or city and
      checked for accuracy from time to time. In Marseille, records of the criminal court show that bakers, in
      particular, were sometimes caught using substandard measures and fined. Since the word for the Lucchese
      staio (from the Latin sextarius) has no ready equivalent in English other than “bushel,” which
      sounds odd when used to describe a quantity of wine, I have followed the custom among many Italian historians of
      using the Italian word both in the singular and in the plural, staia. In Lucca, though not necessarily
      elsewhere, the staio, as a liquid and as a dry measure of volume, was equal to 24.4 liters. I have translated
      currus as “cartload.” In Marseille, a common measure for wine was the millerole, which equaled
      about 66 liters; again, since the word has no ready English equivalent, I have used the original, a pattern that
      will be found with other measures as well.
    


    
      *   *   *
    


    
      In Marseille, the year changed on 25 March. In this book, all dates have been silently adjusted to the Gregorian
      calendar; as a result, a Massiliote document dated “31 January 1421” in this book will appear as “31 January
      1420” in the actual document. In Lucca, the year changed on 1 January.
    

  


  
    
       


      INTRODUCTION

    

    
      ON Thursday, 12 November 1405, around the hour of terce, a noble and distinguished
      man named Jacme Guilhem appeared in one of the lesser courts of law of Marseille to request that an inventory be
      made of the goods of his late brother-in-law, Guilhem de Cavalhon.1 Guilhem had died not too long before, leaving his wife, Massileta,
      as his heir. Guilhem was not a poor man. Even so, personal estates were often burdened with debts of one kind or
      another, and the provisions of Europe’s common law allowed widows and children the benefit of inventory lest the
      debts of an estate outstrip the assets.2 Such a scenario was not implausible. Two generations earlier, in June 1340, a merchant named
      Raymond Cabrier had fled the city, along with his wife and mother-in-law, leaving behind a host of angry
      creditors.3 The estate abandoned
      by these three unfortunates included two houses stuffed with goods and a two-masted ship, the St. Anthony, with
      all its contents—and yet their debts far outstripped their assets. Guilhem’s estate showed no signs of having
      this kind of problem, but an inventory was a prudent thing to have in any case. Should creditors come knocking at
      the door after Guilhem’s death, they could lay claim only to those assets securely identified as his in the
      inventory. Houses, moreover, often contained things that did not necessarily belong to the deceased, such as the
      dowry goods of a wife or daughter-in-law, the bundle of things belonging to the live-in maid, or items left in
      pawn by a debtor. Inventories helped distinguish between the things that formed part of the decedent’s estate,
      and could be plundered for his debts, and the things that belonged to others. They securely identified the
      objects that ought to pass to younger heirs currently under the guardianship of an adult. Lest the eventual heirs
      or their guardians grumble about the dilapidation of the estate, inventories recorded the condition of some of
      the items.
    


    
      For these reasons and more, Jacme, as his sister’s legal representative, came before the judge that Thursday and
      solemnly requested an authorization to conduct an official inventory. A crier was sent out to invite all
      creditors, including legatees, sureties, and all who might have an interest in the dead man’s estate, to come and
      witness the redaction of the inventory two days hence. It was the responsibility of the interested parties to
      ensure that no goods were eased out from under their noses. In the event, no one showed up. So on Saturday, Jacme
      set out to conduct the inventory, accompanied perhaps by his sister, a friend or a relative, or a servant to help
      him identify the objects.
    


    
      The result of his tour through the house provides an extraordinarily intimate portrait of the things to be found
      in a Mediterranean household at the turn of the fifteenth century (see Plate
      1). They began in the storeroom. Passing through, Jacme took note of two vats used for making wine, each with
      its wine press, along with a number of casks, some full of red wine, others empty. In the hall, he found a dining
      table resting on its trestles and a sideboard. The walls were adorned with twelve small pavises, decorative
      shields displaying a family’s coat of arms. In a small bedchamber off the hall, a bed with two benches, a
      mattress, and some cushions; nearby, a coffer containing some clothing. They opened the coffer and found
      Guilhem’s houppelande, a luxurious outer garment with flaring sleeves, called a chopa in Provence. The
      description, appropriately, lingers for a moment over this lovely item made from a slate-blue fabric and lined
      with white fur. A small chest nearby contained a few written instruments whose contents were not described in the
      inventory, though they no doubt included the kind of documents that people habitually squirreled away: dowry
      acts, loan contracts, last wills or testaments, and other acts related to the family’s assets. Some of these may
      have been sheets of parchment rolled up to make a kind of scroll; more likely, they were sheets of paper or
      parchment, neatly folded, which can be found in the archive to this day. Two other small chests of little value
      contained women’s veils and shirts. In a second small chamber off the hall, they found another bed with a small
      mattress and various other items. In the kitchen or hearth room, a dining table, a washbasin, a smaller basin
      with a hole in it, three copper cauldrons, two old tripods, and a number of plates, bowls, and other wares of
      iron, ceramic, and tin. Upstairs, a great bed with a mattress and furnishings, curtains, and another coffer
      containing eighteen sheets, some in good condition, some shabby, ditto for twenty-two tablecloths and a few other
      things. Stepping into a second room, they found only a small bed, two heavy blankets, five earthenware jars, and
      a small basin.
    


    
      The two centuries that preceded the making of this inventory, by some accounts, were centuries of growing luxury
      in Europe. According to Fernand Braudel, it was the fourteenth century that saw the birth of fashion and the
      introduction of a new pattern of consumption that would make a unity of the period from 1400 to the eve of the
      French Revolution.4 It has been
      seen as an age in which fine metal wares, luxurious scarlet woolens, silks, and muslins—the prestige goods
      hitherto monopolized by secular and ecclesiastical elites—cascaded down the urban hierarchy, prompting a growing
      density of moralizing sermons and sumptuary laws. Some historians have detected the emergence of retail circuits
      and new sets of habits associated with the marketing of ready-made goods.5 In the inventories of the households of nobles, merchants, drapers,
      artisans, and sometimes even the peasants, workers, or fisherfolk who lived in Marseille and Lucca in the
      fourteenth century, we can find precious sendals and damasks, golden rings with pearls and gemstones, women’s
      sleeves with gold-plated silver buttons, fine copper cookware and fancy tinwares used for the table—the list goes
      on. There was little of this in the distressed gentlefolk’s household belonging to Guilhem and Massileta, where
      cheap earthenwares and unadorned fabrics predominate. Their household, indeed, goes a good way toward
      illustrating the long-term stability in the basic profile of goods across the medieval centuries, for in most
      respects there is little here that you could not find in a well-to-do household or palace in the ninth century,
      let alone a well-appointed Etruscan tomb. Yet here and there the dwelling was brightened up by some lovely items
      perhaps not so commonly found in poorer households in earlier times: three bed-curtains of green linen; carefully
      worked embroideries; two women’s hoods in a purple hue that contrasted with the slate-blue cloak and the red
      cloak found alongside them in a coffer downstairs.
    


    
      Items such as these, no less than the tools or donkeys and other such things listed in postmortem inventories,
      were sources of dignity for those who possessed them. They acted as indicators of one’s station in life, as
      markers of identity in a society whose people were accustomed to reading and interpreting the visible signs of
      rank. At the same time, they were stores of value in a world in which the human relationship with things was not
      defined, first and foremost, by the custom of throwing away the things that seem old, worn, or useless. In many
      parts of the globe today, the movement of consumer goods follows inexorably along a path from store to household
      to dump or recycling center. You know you inhabit a world defined by trash when you can purchase receptacles made
      expressly for the purpose of collecting it. In the world of Massileta and Guilhem de Cavalhon, where baskets were
      made to hold wheat or laundry rather than trash, where refuse consisted of animal bones, broken ceramics, worn
      shoe leather, waste water, and the like, durable goods followed more circuitous paths, full of lateral moves from
      house to house. As the goods or their elements circulated, their parts diminished along the way, following the
      cycle of gradual decay that was the basic life pattern of the components of most medieval things. That medieval
      objects and their elements had a certain lingering quality, that they clung tenaciously to life and retained some
      usefulness across life spans of varying lengths, meant that value inhered continuously in them, giving the
      things a profile of use and meaning unlike that of most consumer goods in the twenty-first century. Among other
      things, they served as assets in times of need, to be sold at auction or taken to the pawnshop. When creditors
      came calling, they served as objects of legal plunder.
    


    
      On the evening of Saturday, 14 November, soon after the evening bells had tolled the hour of vespers, Jacme
      returned from conducting the inventory, list in hand, and all the objects he found—the beds and pavises, the
      kettles, casks, and sixteen broad bowls, the fine tablecloths and the worn and shabby sheets—were paraded
      vicariously through the court as the notary of the court transcribed Jacme’s list into the register. The neat
      columns of the inventory, drawn up in a beautiful, clear hand, were framed in fine, broad margins that attest to
      the cheapness of the paper from which the register was made. An instrument was drawn up for the widow, Massileta,
      to be taken home and tucked away with the other legal instruments already in the chest. With that, the case was
      closed—and then, perhaps, the busy judge turned his attention to the other items of pressing business that
      awaited his attention: the suits, the orphans in need of honest guardians, the dreary tales of assaults, insults,
      frauds, and violations, the countless acts pertaining to the pursuit of debt, all the affairs that stuffed late
      medieval court dockets and made busy men out of the personnel of the court.
    


    
      *   *   *
    


    
      This inventory is an insignificant speck in a great mass of registers and other written materials generated by
      courts and notaries in cities and towns across the undulating arc of Mediterranean Europe in the later Middle
      Ages, from Valencia to Dubrovnik. Hundreds of registers have survived from the city of Marseille, constituting a
      mass of perhaps a million extant pages of documentation. The archives of late medieval Lucca, the other city
      featured in this study, are probably larger by an order of magnitude, although the mass of written material
      defies any effort to assess its enormity (see Fig.
      I.1).6 When we consider not
      what survived but instead the original quantity of documentation, however, the two cities were probably on a more
      equal footing. Both participated in the great shift from parchment to paper register that took place in secular
      administration everywhere across the face of Mediterranean Europe starting in the early to mid-thirteenth
      century, as the use of paper, common in the Byzantine and Arabic worlds and the Kingdom of Sicily since at least
      the tenth or eleventh century, began to filter north.7 The trickle of paper registers in the northern Italian cities begins as early as 1154,
      when notaries in Genoa turned to Arabic paper for their registers of contracts.8 By the 1220s, northern Italian cities such as Venice, San
      Gimignano, and Bologna had picked up the new material. The earliest extant notarial casebook from modern France,
      that of the notary Amalric of Marseille in 1248, was kept on paper.9 By the second half of the thirteenth century, the stream broadens:
      in Perugia, in Florence, in Valencia and Catalonia, where the celebrated administrative registers of Jaume I,
      compiled between 1257 and 1276, were made from the luxurious paper of newly conquered Muslim Játiva.10 Fed in part by the growing use of
      table linens, towels, and linen undergarments, which, upon reaching the end of their lives as fabric, supplied
      the necessary fibers, the stream of paper builds into a cascade everywhere in Mediterranean Europe by the early
      to mid-fourteenth century.11
      The number of paper registers found in Marseille’s notarial and judicial archives grows steadily after 1300.
      Lucca’s extant series of paper registers begins abruptly and artificially in 1329, most everything prior to this
      date having been destroyed in the upheavals that attended the death of the tyrant Castruccio Castracani the
      previous year. The fragments that survive from earlier decades, though, are sufficient enough to show that Lucca,
      like Marseille, had kept up with the recording fashions of the day. By the first half of the fourteenth century,
      the Lucchese courts were generating registers containing around 10,000 folios per year, with paper superseding
      parchment almost completely by the 1330s.12 A significant fraction of this mass has survived. In the meantime, the use of paper gradually
      spread northward, confronting both dampness and mold along the way but generating uses that were unimaginable
      when expensive parchment was the primary support for writing.
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          Figure I.1.  The cover of a register of the court of the Podestà di Lucca from 1335. Archivio di
          Stato di Lucca, Podestà di Lucca 57. Used by license of the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività
          Culturali. Authorized by protocol no. 2297, 30 Sept. 2015. Further reproduction is prohibited.
        

      
    


    
      Scattered across this imposing mass of documentation are innumerable references to objects of all descriptions.
      In some areas the objects are deposited thickly on the ground: in postmortem inventories such as Guilhem’s, for
      example, or in the records of goods plundered for the repayment of debts in arrears, which together constitute
      the major sources used in this book. Dowry acts frequently include lists of things that followed the bride as she
      entered into a marriage; testaments, in turn, record some of the things, full of meaning or memory, that departed
      from the deceased and made their way into others’ hands.13 Rare though valuable are registers or lists describing the items
      left with pawnbrokers or sold at public auction to the highest bidders.14 Household account books describe items purchased or commissioned
      for members of the family, and the records of merchants such as Francesco Datini provide much information about
      the use and circulation of goods.15 From time to time, in records such as these, we gain fragmentary glimpses of the intimate
      lives of things.
    


    
      Elsewhere the layers of deposition are thin and insubstantial, though here and there one stumbles across a
      fascinating object. Goods show up in disputes over inheritance. They appear from time to time in other types of
      litigation as well as in criminal prosecutions, especially those involving accusations of theft or fraud. Though
      elements taken from this mass of evidence have found their way into the growing historical literature concerning
      material culture in later medieval Europe, these histories are skewed to sources where the things are easier to
      find—royal wardrobe accounts, for example, or merchant account books, the few inventories that are published, and
      especially moral literature, chronicles, the stories of Boccaccio and Chaucer, and other literary
      sources.16 Studies of the
      fashion revolution of the fourteenth century and the growing desire for worldly goods in Renaissance Europe often
      rely on the extraordinary evidence provided by manuscript illuminations and other forms of art.17 This is understandable. Where goods
      are concerned, court records and notarial sources are at best uneven in quality, and a good deal of gleaning is
      needed simply to gather the stuff in the first place. Yet, at their best, these sources allow us to peek into not
      just the great households of kings, dukes, bishops, or wealthy merchants but also the modest homes of people like
      Guilhem and Massileta de Cavalhon, not to mention the peasant homes of the Lucchesia. Through these records, we
      can sometimes glimpse the biographies of things, such as the cloak done up “in the German style” (alla
      tedeschina) that made a fleeting appearance in Lucca in 1333. The cloak came to the attention of the court
      when it was seized for repayment of debt; a few weeks later, the cloak was redeemed by its owner.18 Though it is possible that a Lucchese
      tailor had decided to experiment in the German style, it is more likely that the cloak itself had arrived on the
      back of one of the German mercenaries active in Tuscany in the 1330s. We can suppose that the cloak was then
      pawned to pay for food or lodging or brothel sex or, perhaps, simply exchanged for the coin needed for the
      journey home.
    


    
      There is luxury to be found in these sources, enough to satisfy historians or archaeologists whose tastes run
      chiefly to the sorts of things that would be eagerly exhibited in museums and collections today, had they
      survived in a form other than paper and ink. Some of the glittering things found in Lucca include a parti-colored
      woman’s surcoat, in cerulean blue and brown (see Plate 10), lined with
      white cloth in the French style and decorated with piping on the neckline and sleeves, which was paired with a
      woman’s cloak of bloodred serge, lined with fine sendal. Both were plundered in January 1333 from the house of
      their hapless owner by a pair of crier-sergeants.19 Luxury matters. At least a century of historical sociology, beginning with Thorstein
      Veblen and Werner Sombart, has attributed to hedonistic consumption the capacity to transform European society
      and set it on the road toward capitalist modernity.20 In a series of publications spanning several decades, Richard Goldthwaite has furthered
      this perspective in a compelling way, demonstrating how the luxury market in Florence spurred an economic
      renaissance.21 But needless to
      say, there was poverty as well, as in the grinding penury of a peasant named Jacme Spitalier, who died in
      Marseille in 1350, leaving a scattering of cheap things in his rented room, among them a table on trestles, a
      shield, some linens, a single boot, a few storage vessels and benches, a donkey, and a bedspread without a
      bed.22 Such things, and such
      households, are largely invisible to a historical gaze that lingers only on the objects of prestige.23
    


    
      The layered strata provided by the extant registers, in other words, yield the full gamut of late medieval
      objects, from a golden jug worth several times the value of the most expensive house in the city to a broken
      ceramic bowl found in the corner of a kitchen. The fullness of this spectrum allows us to approach the material
      from an archaeological perspective, where the objects of analysis are not the tangible things found at
      archaeological sites or the precious goods typically featured in museum collections but instead the textual
      things that take the form of words scratched onto the paper of the registers. In an illuminating series of
      publications spanning half a century, the French historian and archaeologist Françoise Piponnier insisted on the
      fact that we can use written sources for archaeological ends.24 The habit of so doing has been customary in late medieval and
      early modern French archaeology since the emergence of the field in the 1960s. From the perspective of this
      documentary archaeology, every object, regardless of its prestige value, has something to say.25 Prestige itself is reduced to its
      proper place as an object of study rather than a sine qua non of worth in the value systems that determine what
      we choose to study and what we choose to ignore.
    


    
      Of the many things once made, owned, used, and exchanged in the later Middle Ages, which at one time surely
      counted in the many billions of things, all but an infinitesimally small fraction have long since vanished. Those
      whose parts and wholes have survived to the present day, moreover, represent a seriously nonrandom collection of
      things, hugely skewed toward more durable objects in ceramic, stone, metal, glass, and bone, and also toward the
      valuable and the ecclesiastical. The inventory of any reasonably well-to-do late medieval household, to take an
      example, is going to reveal a sizable collection of linens similar in number to the quantity of more durable
      ceramics. But whereas some of the latter have survived, typically in the form of sherds, the linens have not,
      except to the extent that their fibers now form the paper upon which the inventory was written. Happily, where
      the study of material culture is concerned, we are not limited to the tangible. Many things have survived in the
      nooks and crannies of paintings and manuscript illuminations. Many more are preserved in the form of a ghostly
      memory, a momentary observation coalescing as words preserved on parchment or paper. It is true that the things
      we find on paper lack many of the qualities of tangible things that have deservedly become the focus of scholarly
      attention.26 Like any fossil,
      where the original bone has leached out and has been replaced by silicates, the textual things now found in
      manuscripts have exchanged their original matrix for a new one, that of ink-on-paper, a matrix that no longer
      provides any indication of manufacturing technique or isotopic signature. In the cloud of modifying phrases that
      sometimes accompany the things we read about, it is rare to find descriptions of pattern or design from which we
      can trace provenance and distribution. Many things found in late medieval registers—an item of dress, a bed set,
      a dozen trenchers, an old boot found in a rented room—are nearly mute, no more than a word or two, much like the
      column of dark soil rich in organic material that dimly reveals the existence of the corner post of an early
      medieval longhouse.
    


    
      But although textual things may be lacking in quality or thickness of description when compared to tangible
      things, at least they have the merit of existence. This point has been demonstrated by Leora Auslander who, in
      her clarion call for historians to move “beyond words,” found that she herself could not. During the German
      occupation of Paris in the 1940s, Nazis seized the possessions of the Jews of Paris, which led to the emergence
      of a diaspora of things that subsequently vanished into the material ether. To understand these absent things,
      and to grasp the material horizons of their owners, Auslander necessarily turned to documents, in this case the
      inventories compiled by Jews after 1945 in their efforts to recover, or at least memorialize, the articles taken
      from them.27 Things found on
      paper can also make up for the paltry information they contain by surviving in enormous quantities, as in the
      considerable number of tinwares that appear in the inventories of Massiliote households or the hundreds of dress
      items—tunics, cloaks, surcoats, doublets, jackets, and more—whose sartorial splendors are described in glorious
      detail in the Lucchese records. Most important, the textual record preserves the soft or impermanent stuff that
      is often undetectable in the archaeological record, where all that remains of a mantle or a belt are its metal
      accessories, where objects made of glass, tin, copper, and gold are uncommon because such materials were nearly
      always recycled. Things on paper tell us about patterns of style and dress. They can reveal with stunning clarity
      the pieced-together quality of later medieval clothing fashions, such as hoods and houppelandes trimmed with fur
      and detachable sleeves for use with any item of dress. They describe the drab and the commonplace. They offer
      glimpses into the rare or the unusual, such as the parrot’s cage, absent one parrot, that makes an improbable
      appearance in the dining hall of Guilhem and Massileta’s house (see Fig. I.2).
    


    
      When things are found in legal or judicial registers, there are few uncertainties of date. Although we cannot
      know when or where the parrot’s cage was manufactured, we know, down to the day of the week and the hour of the
      day, the moment at which its word-echo found its way into the register of the court. Made concrete in this way, a
      thing listed in a register gains a life span not granted to its tangible avatar. Items found in registers also
      carry a stamp of ownership, sometimes defined by the rubrics of ethnicity, profession, place of residence, kin
      and connections, and gender. Interesting things can happen when we examine textual things in light of their own
      metadata. We can look at the inventory of Bonet Vital, a Massiliote Jew unlucky enough to have been one of the
      last to succumb to the Black Death as it swept through the city in the spring and early summer of 1348, and say,
      with some certainty, that the colors and clothing styles found in his house predate by a decade or two their
      common appearance in Christian households.28 Circumstances such as this hint at a pattern of subaltern emulation, one of the many patterns
      one can extract from the imaginative analysis of textual things.
    


    
      Whenever things appear in documents, they appear for a reason. In particular, they appear because they are on the
      move. Stationary things are nearly always invisible in the historical record, like a kudu stock-still in the
      dappled shade of the forest. Things pop out only when they shift places: when a thief takes something and the
      victim lodges a complaint at court; when a husband dies and leaves his things to his wife; or when, in more
      joyous times, a bride marries, and the items that form her trousseau are piled high on carts or donkeys and
      paraded through the streets to her new home. As we shall have occasion to appreciate firsthand in this book,
      things often appear in documents when they are coerced into movement by structures of obligation and
      indebtedness, whenever their capacity as value-bearing objects requires them to undertake a passage from one
      place to another.29 In the
      same way that a medieval coin found in what was once a peasant’s field is a coin in search of an explanation for
      why it is there, the things found in documents invite us to contemplate the patterns and pathways that led them
      to be deposited there in the first place.
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          Figure I.2.  Bird cage. Bréviaire à l’usage de Langres, after 1481. Bibliothèque municipale,
          Collection des silos, Maison du livre et de l'affiche, Ville de Chaumont, MS 32, fol. 367. Used by
          permission.
        

      
    


    
      Markets, of course, are institutions that help put goods on the move, and much has been written about the
      emergence of market-like structures in later medieval Europe. We read about the formation of a monetized economy
      that expanded the volume of credit, creating a system of consumption. All of the claims made in this
      sophisticated and growing literature are true, except to the extent that the claims are contested by early
      medieval historians. But even though I shall make use of the remarkable and growing array of studies in the
      economic history of later medieval Europe, we should be cautious about accepting the underlying premise—namely,
      that free market exchange, lubricated by money, was fast becoming the archetypal mode of transaction in late
      medieval society. As Martha Howell has persuasively argued, the commercial system that existed before capitalism
      was not just capitalism in embryo, somehow waiting to happen.30 It was very much its own thing. The sheer volume of the
      transactions carried out whenever creditors came to court in pursuit of debt, or whenever debtors voluntarily
      pawned or sold their goods so as to avoid being plundered, adds force to Howell’s arguments. The volume of
      court-sponsored plundering suggests that, alongside the market economy, there existed an alternative economy and
      an alternative mode of secondhand exchange. The full dimensions of this economy, which is much more visible in
      the early modern period, are yet to be fully described for the later Middle Ages, although this book seeks to
      contribute to what is now a growing literature.31 To the extent that the records from Lucca and Marseille allow us to piece it together, this
      was an economy based on relations that were threaded with coercion and violence, lending a rather different hue
      to the rosy impressions conveyed by the burgeoning literature on the emergence of the desiring subject and the
      birth of fashion, let alone the idea that markets are somehow associated with freedoms.32 The subtle and not-so-subtle forms of economic
      coercion that exist today—the predatory payday lenders, the system for repossessing houses and evicting their
      resident owners, even the existence of a body of repo men, now a service managed by private firms in search of
      profit—tell us that the coercive economy was not a “medieval” thing, safely part of the past. Coercion exists in
      any economy, since it springs from the gap that exists between the poor and the rich and from the differential
      access to violence of each group. Coercion in its many forms, whether legal or otherwise, is a lubricant that
      eases the transfer of wealth from one to the other. The existence of such coercion, as Amartya Sen has shown,
      troubles any understanding that naively associates economic development with income alone.33
    


    
      *   *   *
    


    
      The system of legalized and state-sponsored plunder described in the second half of this book, a system that
      becomes quite visible in the records of the fourteenth century, was not some age-old practice finally coming into
      the light. It emerged in tandem with the transformations in judicial administration and in the historical record
      itself. Moreover, the system of plunder depended for its very existence on the growing presence of things in
      later medieval Europe, which acted like a kind of fuel for the fire. The growth of European wealth in the form of
      household goods points to one of the dramatic transformations long associated with European history. In the wake
      of the collapse of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth century, the Christian societies north of the
      Mediterranean grew poor. Among other symptoms of this trend, we can see how gold itself was withdrawn from the
      era’s coinage, much of it draining away to the south and east, and how an increasingly impoverished Europe,
      bereft of valuable trade goods, took to exporting its own people in the form of slaves.34 But after a hiatus of several centuries, wealth
      slowly began to rebound, not only in the great courts of kings and bishops but also in the houses of merchants
      and shippers, houses whose archaeological remains, as Christopher Loveluck has shown, provide evidence for great
      feasts of dolphin flavored with oriental spices and served on fine wares.35 The turning of the tide is beautifully captured by the manner in
      which wealth began to be deposited in monastic treasuries in Christian Spain in the eleventh and twelfth
      centuries, wealth derived from the tribute payments made by the Muslim taifa states, which flowed north in
      the form of precious objects made of gold, silver, and gemstones and silken cloths.36
    


    
      Several indices suggest that household wealth continued to accumulate in European cities and towns in the later
      Middle Ages (1250–1500), in the teeth of famine, war, and plague, although this claim remains the subject of
      considerable debate. The trend is visible early on in Mediterranean Europe and later spread northward. It is
      attested in the archaeological record, which yields evidence for gradual increases not only in coins but also in
      metal dress accessories, household ceramics, and other consumer items.37 As noted earlier, the quantity of paper, a consumer product in its
      own right and a proxy index for linen production, takes off after 1250 or 1300. Domestic architecture became more
      elaborate.38 Major shifts in
      clothing fashions led to more tightly fitting clothes and hence to the growing importance of tailors, a trade
      dedicated to the cutting and sewing of fabric.39 In a different domain, the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga noted the bitter hatred of the rich
      that suffused the literature and chronicles of the later Middle Ages, a sign of the growing wealth gap between
      rich and poor.40 In the
      reordering of the seven deadly sins that took place over the course of the thirteenth century, as Lester Little
      has argued, avarice replaced pride as the worst sin of all, a pungent commentary on the contemporary awareness of
      the perils of a greedy society.41 Sumptuary legislation, likewise, took off in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the arc
      of the initial curve neatly tracking the putative expansion of a consumer society.42 We even find growing concerns about the problem of
      theft.43
    


    
      These transformations are apparent not only to historians of the present day; they were also remarked by
      contemporary observers. One of these was the chronicler Riccobaldo da Ferrara, writing early in the fourteenth
      century in praise of the good old days. Contemplating the soft comforts of his own age, Riccobaldo cast his
      thoughts back to the days of the emperor Frederick II, two generations earlier, to illustrate how much material
      progress had taken place:
    


    
      
        During the age of this emperor, habits and customs in Italy were coarse. Men wore caps on the head made of iron
        plates, sewn with precious stones, which they called maiatas. At the evening dinner, husband and wife
        ate together out of a serving dish; no one used wooden trenchers during meals. Each family had just one or two
        cups. The evening meals were illuminated by window light or torches, with one of the servants or a slave
        holding the torch, for no one used candles made of wax.44
      

    


    
      The men, he goes on to say, wore cloaks made of hide without any lining, and women were content to wear tunics
      made of rough linen, even on their wedding days. Unmarried girls and brides did not put any adornments in their
      hair. Food and wine were scanty and meat was served just three times a week. The glory of men lay instead in arms
      and horses, and also, for the nobility, great towers. It did not lie in the things becoming common in
      Riccobaldo’s day, such as fine clothing and fancy belts or hats.
    


    
      It was a passage that tickled his fancy, for it appears in virtually all versions of his chronicle.45 It also resonated with some of his
      fellow chroniclers. Galvano Fiamma, writing in 1344, paraphrased it extensively, describing the transformation in
      a simple and memorable way: whereas a century earlier, the people of Lombardy had been accustomed to wearing
      unlined leathers and coarse woolens, today they bedeck themselves with gold, silver, and pearls.46 Others followed in the same vein. The
      trope was common in Italian early Renaissance literature. Some saw luxury as a virtue; others, notably Dante, as
      a vice.47 In point of fact,
      the contradiction is more apparent than real, for the vision had a complex moral frame: the grim poverty of a
      bygone era can be one and the same thing as the moral simplicity of the good old days, before young men became
      spendthrifts and women started to fritter away their husbands’ wealth on the latest clothing fashions. The
      psychology we find here—that we should be inclined to deplore the very things we take excessive pride in—is
      characteristic of the humanistic writings of the era. Riccobaldo’s legacy has persisted. In her famous history of
      late medieval fashion, Stella Mary Newton used Riccobaldo’s nostalgia as evidence for a fashion revolution in the
      fourteenth century.48 David
      Herlihy paraphrased the passage, taking it as exemplary of the new belief that Italy had attained “new levels of
      affluence and graciousness.”49
      Carlo Cipolla, exploring how the legacy of the commercial revolution of the twelfth century brought about an
      acceleration of consumption in the fourteenth, also found Riccobaldo’s observation and Fiamma’s subsequent use of
      it pertinent to the story he wanted to tell.50
    


    
      From indices such as these, historians such as Goldthwaite and Maryanne Kowaleski have sought to antedate the
      rise of a consumer society to the later Middle Ages or early Renaissance.51 The goal is to offer a counterbalance to a literature that has
      typically sought to place the origins of consumerism either in the early modern or the modern era.52 There is much at stake in defining the
      moment at which Europe tipped from its putatively static or traditional mode of existence into the dynamic,
      forward-looking mode that has been taken as a characteristic of European modernity. If consumer demand followed
      on the heels of the Industrial Revolution, then desire itself can be seen as a creature of capitalism, and we are
      all puppets on a string. But if the origins of consumer demand can be dated to the medieval or early modern
      period, then capitalism is seen instead as the product of an earlier transformation in patterns of
      consumption.53 The urge to
      identify a key moment of transformation in the psychology of consumption antedates these works, for it is
      intrinsic to the work of the German sociologist Max Weber, who, writing in 1905 on the heels of the first Gilded
      Age, thought he could identify in the Protestant Reformation the birth of the spirit of capitalism.54 There has been much debate about the
      question, both during and since Weber’s time, and much of the subsequent literature has shown that he was
      spectacularly wrong in his argument that the seeds of capitalism lay in an ascetic denial of consumption in favor
      of capital accumulation.55
      Hedonistic consumption was nothing if not the order of the day in Protestant Europe, not to mention the first and
      second Gilded Ages of more recent vintage.56 But Weber’s desire to identify a key turning point in European history has persisted, and the
      debates have turned not so much on the question of whether this is a good way to talk about change but rather on
      whether the crucial change lay in infrastructures, institutions, ideologies, or even psychological states, such
      as the unleashing of desire, and of course on the question of when it took place.
    


    
      For now, let us leave aside the question of whether it is helpful to periodize European history in this way, and
      turn instead to the conclusions that we can draw from the fact that Europe appears to have been growing steadily
      wealthier from the twelfth century onward. When economists speak of economic growth, they rely on measures such
      as gross domestic product, which can never be satisfactorily deployed in a medieval context. But as long as we do
      not have to measure it, growth itself is easy to define, for all growth manifests itself as matter in some form
      or another. In the case of medieval Europe after 1000, there is little doubt that all forms of growth, including
      population, were taking place. As it materialized in tangible forms, household wealth took many guises, some of
      them fleeting, such as foodstuffs, vintage wines, and candle wax, others made of more durable materials,
      including precious and common metals, stone, wood, wool, parchment, and ceramic. These durable things included
      not only manuscripts, decorative arts, and elaborately decorated chests or coffers but also elements of the
      fabric of houses, such as hearths and mantelpieces and a growing diversity and functional differentiation of
      interior spaces. Many kinds of things fell somewhere in the middle of the spectrum that runs from the durable to
      the evanescent, such as linens and footwear. As the rising tide of tangible wealth flowed into the households of
      Mediterranean Europe, it settled in, on, or around the bodies of men, women, and children and draped itself on
      tables, beds, windows, and flooring, in the form of tiles, rugs, and carpets. Although the fingers of that tide
      did not reach into the rented rooms of the bedless poor and had effects on the countryside that were at best
      uneven, the tangible things carried on the tide filled up the households of city folk, where they not only
      transformed the look and feel of domestic space but also created significant deposits of wealth. Those deposits
      of wealth were vital in creating the material guarantees upon which the late medieval system of credit was built.
    


    
      As contemporaries observed the rising of the tide, they understood that the newfound wealth was changing the
      societies in which they lived. The moralizing diatribes about avarice and the sumptuary laws so typical of the
      era are evidence enough for this claim. The preacher Bernardino of Siena, who was particularly attentive to the
      changes afoot, went so far as to link male ornament and finery to the growing practice of sodomy, since pretty
      young men would attract unwanted attention from their elders.57 Women’s insatiable desire for fine things, he claimed, also
      promoted homosexuality because it led to a rapid escalation in the cost of dowries, and that, in turn, delayed
      weddings. In their sexual frustration, young unmarried men had begun to turn to each other to satisfy their
      lusts.
    


    
      Whatever latter-day historians think about Bernardino’s claims, there is nothing implausible about the idea that
      when you tinker with the material regime of any society, you set in motion a cascade of responses that can
      rebound unpredictably upon that very society. This is a simple ecological principle. Like any animal, we occupy a
      niche that is in part a product of our own design, a principle known as niche construction.58 Ours consists of farmlands, managed
      woodlands, and the built environment of cities and towns. It also consists of the things that pile up within that
      ecosystem, including the detritus of production and consumption that makes its way into water and air. When we
      alter the material ecology of our own world, we set in motion an array of rippling instabilities that reverberate
      upon us. Following the work of James Gibson, we speak of the way in which things have affordances—how things,
      once they come into existence, can generate unpredictable new uses or fall into new social roles simply by virtue
      of the characteristics they happen to have. A feather used for thermoregulation in dinosaurs creates a new
      affordance on the wing of a bird. A line of decorative buttons sewn onto the sleeve of a medieval gown soon picks
      up a new function, that of holding together two edges of fabric. Affordance, as the archaeologist Ian Hodder has
      argued, is the mechanism whereby things, in their impact upon peoples and societies, acquire the illusion of
      agency.59 In this way, the
      materiality of later medieval Europe, like the materiality of our own day, was an actor in the making and
      remaking of the world.60
    


    
      *   *   *
    


    
      The many different kinds of sources used for this book have been drawn from the legal and judicial records of two
      cities, Marseille and Lucca, which are located along the north shore of the Western Mediterranean basin (see
      Map I.1). Especially significant for this study are the household inventories and lists of
      objects seized during the process of debt collection. Household inventories in this period were often produced
      when the dying, usually although not always men, left infants or youngsters in the care of their spouses or other
      family members. They were also drawn up in several other circumstances, such as when men or women went bankrupt
      and estates needed to be liquidated for their value, or when they fled the city following an act of violence,
      leaving their estates to be plundered by the criminal court, which then sought to auction off the stuff in order
      to pay the fine. The records of debt collection, generated by the actions of the original repo men, are rather
      different. They were produced whenever creditors came to the court and asked its agents to make good on a debt in
      arrears by seizing objects from the houses of debtors. When the sergeant charged with the undertaking returned to
      the court, he provided a list of the plunder to the notary, who then transcribed the list into the court’s
      daybook.
    


    
      Records like these can be found across Mediterranean Europe starting in the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries;
      those used here, from Marseille and Lucca in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, constitute no more than a
      fraction of the available evidence from those cities, whose archives in turn preserve but a fraction of the total
      mass of late medieval documentation. The sheer quantity of archival materials, coupled with the difficulties
      associated with reading obscure sources written in Latin and contemporary vernaculars and recorded in registers
      that have sometimes been damaged by water, mold, or insects, creates certain obstacles to the systematic use of
      the materials. For this, a comparative ethnography, I have sacrificed geographical breadth for interpretive or
      investigative depth. Although there is much to be gained from crossing both space and time, there is also much to
      be gained from drilling down into the records from particular locales so as to create important collections of
      serial documents and to find linkages and parallels between different bodies of evidence. This study relies on a
      relatively sizable (for the period) collection of household inventories from Marseille, numbering around one
      hundred. Lucca’s notarial archives, which are somewhat larger than those of Marseille, have yet to be harvested
      in this way. By contrast, the records of Lucca’s repo men, in their richness and coverage, vastly exceed the
      fragments that have survived in Marseille’s judicial archives. The chief sources from each of the two cities,
      therefore, are asymmetrical, but it is a productive asymmetry, one that yields a more stereoscopic perspective on
      the patterns of materialism and plunder of the age.
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          Map I.1.  The Western Mediterranean, featuring cities discussed in this study. Prepared by G.
          Pizzorno.
        

      
    


    
      The complementarity of the source base provides one of the major reasons for looking at the two cities side by
      side. But this study has also been driven by a different goal, namely, the desire to study not just the rich and
      the wealthy but also the middling and the poor. These include the debtors who figure so prominently in the
      Lucchese materials and can also be found in Marseille, since relatively impoverished Massiliotes, such as Guilhem
      de Cavalhon, also made inventories. In search of material culture, it is tempting to look to the great courts of
      later medieval Europe or to have recourse to archives in wealthy places such as London, Bruges, Paris, Florence,
      and Venice, where some of the great innovations in patterns of production and consumption were under way. But
      there is much to be learned from a study of the cities located on the edges of the glittering centers, for these
      marginal places were just as typical of the European experience with the rising tide of material
      culture.61 In this regard,
      Marseille is exemplary in its poverty, for by the middle of the fourteenth century the city had fallen on hard
      times, a parlous condition emphasized by the sack of the impoverished city by the Aragonese in 1423.62 Lucca was better off, at least
      economically, though the loss of the city’s former monopoly on silk production, coupled with the political
      travails that dogged the city between 1330 and 1369, meant some hard times for its people.63
    


    
      Marseille and Lucca complement each other in other ways. Marseille, with an urban population of around 25,000
      before the Black Death, was a city oriented toward the sea, which meant, among other things, that transport costs
      for certain commodities were much lower.64 By the mid-fourteenth century, for example, there appears to have been very little local
      production of olive oil. Somewhat counterintuitively, this means that vessels for storing olive oil were
      typically larger in Marseille than they were in Lucca and the Lucchesia, since Massiliote households bought in
      bulk, when they could, and stored a significant supply in the cellar. Lucca, somewhat smaller than Marseille,
      with an urban population of perhaps 15,000 before the Black Death, was an inland city that depended heavily on
      products from the agricultural hinterland and the significant if diminished silk industry, along with a major
      banking industry.65 Where
      Marseille was part of a kingdom, that of Naples, for much of the fourteenth century, Lucca was a city-state
      competing with Pisa and Florence for dominance in the northwest corner of Tuscany. For that reason, Lucca
      dominated its own hinterland in a manner totally unlike the situation we find in maritime-oriented Marseille.
      This political condition had consequences for the records available to us. By developing a coercive
      infrastructure for tax collection, for example, Lucca created a set of judicial procedures and institutions that
      could readily serve the interests of private creditors. In this sense, Lucca was pre-adapted for systematic debt
      collection, a situation that may help explain the extraordinary richness of the records of the repo men. Both
      cities, finally, followed Roman-canon procedural law, which means that the basic procedures of the courts were
      nearly identical. But it goes without saying that one of the cities was Provençal, and falling ever more into the
      orbit of the kingdom of France, whereas the other was Tuscan. Triangulating between the different social and
      political worlds vastly improves our vision of the whole. Given the asymmetry of the sources, this study cannot
      be explicitly comparative. Instead, the two cities provide complementary case studies. The similarity in size and
      legal customs together with the vast difference in the political economy of the cities makes it far easier to see
      how the rising tide of material culture changed Europe and created the grounds for a coercive economy.
    


    
      The sources present different challenges and opportunities. One of these, as noted, is sheer volume. The records
      of debt collection in Lucca alone preserve many tens of thousands of lists of objects from the fourteenth and
      fifteenth centuries. Treated by the notaries of the Lucchese courts as ephemera, the registers are sloppy in
      their construction and the abbreviations frequent. For the last two chapters of this book, I have drawn on a
      sample consisting of just a few thousand seizures from a single decade, 1333–1342, leaving for a future project a
      more systematic sampling of later records. The fourteen-year period from the death of Castruccio Castracani in
      1328 to the arrival of Pisan rule in 1342, admittedly, was a peculiar era in Lucca’s history. As Louis Green
      observes, however, there are reasons to believe that the judicial system was relatively unaffected by Lucca’s
      foreign masters.66 We should
      assume that the process of collecting debt was seriously hampered by the outbreaks of warfare in 1330–1331, 1334,
      1336–1337, and especially 1341–1342, when the city, and its temporary Florentine masters, was besieged by a Pisan
      army. Certainly, the records from these years are sparser. But as Green notes, the damage caused by the fighting
      seems to have been concentrated within limited areas of the Lucchesia, and the pace of debt collection elsewhere,
      somewhat counterintuitively, seems to have been largely unaffected by the warfare.67 Given the fact that sergeants often took more than
      one object from the households that were plundered, the records featured here collectively identify around 7,500
      individual items or line entries, although it is important to note that each “item” can in fact consist of many
      items, such as a stack of linens or a stock of shoes. Analyzing the records of a single decade in great depth
      yields a considerable increase in analytical resolution. To provide some of the necessary historical context, I
      have sampled many sources from Lucca up to the 1420s and have supplemented the Lucchese material with the much
      less voluminous records of debt collection from Marseille in the same period.
    


    
      Household inventories, especially the room-by-room inventories typical of postmortem inventories, are in turn far
      richer than the records of debt collection, but the source itself is correspondingly rare before 1450 or
      1500.68 Still, significant
      deposits can be found. A number of Provençal historians, led by Noël Coulet and Louis Stouff, have systematically
      exploited a total of several hundred inventories from Aix, Arles, Marseille, Nice, and other cities or
      towns.69 The foundational work
      of Françoise Piponnier was based on a collection she made of around eight hundred inventories from the city of
      Dijon and the châtellenies and bailliages of the Dijonnais from the second half of the fourteenth
      century to 1430; these became the basis for a string of important research articles.70 Recent work by scholars such as Juan Vicente García
      Marsilla has drawn from the holdings of inventories from the archives of the Crown of Aragon, and Geneviève
      Bresc-Bautier and Henri Bresc have published a collection of over five hundred postmortem and dowry inventories
      from later medieval Sicily.71
      Finally, northern Italy has some major deposits of inventories, which have informed the work of Maria Serena
      Mazzi, Sergio Raveggi, and Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli, in a tradition of scholarship that dates back to Lodovico
      Frati.72 A major source for
      this study, as mentioned above, is a collection of around one hundred drawn from the city of Marseille between
      the early fourteenth and the mid-fifteenth centuries, containing around 6,000 line items—which, again, means
      several times that many individual objects. Together, the materials from the cities provide a body of evidence
      richer than the sum of the parts. Household inventories list the contents of houses, providing us with a sense of
      the kinds of things that would have confronted a sergeant of the court as he entered a house and selected objects
      for seizure. A sense of the aggregate allows us to see not only what the sergeants chose to plunder but also what
      they spurned.
    


    
      *   *   *
    


    
      In an agrarian society such as that of later medieval Europe, household wealth typically fluctuated on a seasonal
      basis; it was created with the harvest in the summer and fall and slowly consumed across the winter and spring.
      The financial well-being of a household was also susceptible to important life transitions, such as birth,
      marriage, and death, as well as the usual turn of the wheel of fortune. The impact of such unexpected changes was
      mitigated, to a degree, by charitable institutions, confraternities, and the obligations of family and friends.
      Even so, the prudent actor found ways to store up a surplus as a buffer against hard days and sudden demands, a
      practice known in some contexts as thesaurization. In the absence of a personal banking system, the men
      and women of Marseille and Lucca did this in several ways. During the harvest, they casked up their wine, jarred
      their olive oil, and filled bins and boxes with grain, flour, millet, sorghum, and nuts, creating assets that
      were eaten or sold off at intervals throughout the year. They banked extra wealth in networks of credit by
      lending to family and friends. They bought lands, houses, and workshops. Women stored their wealth with their
      husbands in the form of dowries and had sophisticated ways to withdraw it when the time came. In such
      transactions, public notaries acted as brokers, connecting one person to another in dense networks of credit and
      debt.73
    


    
      In general, all kinds of material substances, in the form of household possessions, tools, foodstuffs, building
      materials, and animals, played important roles in the system of thesaurization, a system that enabled individuals
      to manage risk and uncertainty more effectively.74 Goods of all types were especially important components of what we might call a
      balanced portfolio of assets. Other kinds of assets, including property and credits extended elsewhere, could be
      relatively inflexible or illiquid, and some carried risks of their own. Investments with fixed due dates, for
      example, were typically not available in cases of emergency where the creditor himself or herself suddenly needed
      funds. In cases of immediate need, friends, family, and confraternal associates might be able to supply instant
      infusions of cash, but if they could not, and if your outstanding credits were months away from being due, you
      necessarily turned to the most liquid element of your investment portfolio, namely, the goods.
    


    
      There were several ways to liquidate the value of goods, such as selling them to resellers or placing them in
      pawn. This is exactly what Massileta was forced to do early in November 1405. She did not have the cash on hand
      to pay for the funeral of her husband, Guilhem. So, as we learn from the very last lines of the inventory,
      Massileta was obliged to pawn three items of her own. The first was a purple cloak, trimmed with vair and placed
      in pawn with a man named Urban Johan in exchange for twelve florins. The next two items were left with Resens
      Cambale, one of Marseille’s formidable women-merchants, for an amount not indicated in the record. One was a gray
      cloak lined with sendal of a fine red color; the other, a gray woman’s coat. This assortment of clothing items,
      or rather the value squeezed out of them, was turned into wax, in the form of the candles that were burned during
      her husband’s funeral services. Land, of course, was undeniably a major asset and a significant investment for
      any citizen. By the fourteenth century, courts all over Mediterranean Europe had perfected their mechanisms for
      seizing land for repayment of debt, leading to what Jean-Louis Gaulin and François Menant have described as a
      massive transfer of peasant lands into the hands of city folk.75 But goods played the starring role in the process of debt
      collection. They were especially suited to the recovery of the small to medium-size debts that dominated the
      world of consumer credit in later medieval Europe.
    


    
      The prominence of goods in the process of debt collection may have important implications for medieval economic
      history. One of the important debates in the field concerns the impact of the bullion famines of the later Middle
      Ages. The chronic shortage of bullion led directly to a decrease in the per capita money supply, even accounting
      for the population losses associated with the plague.76 The impact of this loss of coinage may have been mitigated by the presence of a robust
      system of credit and the growing sophistication of the legal machinery needed to compel debtors to pay their
      debts.77 But the presence of a
      system of credit, in turn, casts the spotlight on the crucial issue of how debts were extinguished. If credit
      represented no more than an extension of the temporal horizons of a monetary transaction—if all debts, in the
      end, had to be transacted in coin—then the volume of credit was necessarily linked to the coined money supply,
      meaning that the cost or availability of credit would wax and wane with the supply of bullion.78 The logic is compelling, but it
      depends on a key assumption: that debts were extinguished primarily by means of coin, or, alternatively, by bills
      of exchange.79 There is a
      third possibility, one that has not, I believe, been sufficiently considered in the literature. In Lucca, where
      the evidence is exceedingly good, a substantial amount of debt in arrears was extinguished not by the movement of
      coin, nor by the movement of paper, but instead by the movement of household goods. If the pattern was not simply
      a local peculiarity but instead characteristic of other regions of medieval Europe, then the volume of available
      credit was not wholly dependent on the volume of coinage. It depended as well on the volume of available capital,
      which could take the form of goods.80
    


    
      These are some of the major themes of the ensuing chapters. Here, let us turn to the kinds of things that served
      as the targets of legal plunder in later medieval Europe. Faced with demands for repayment from their creditors,
      debtors could voluntarily choose to liquidate their own things. But many of them did not. Instead, they mulishly
      forced those creditors to go to court and acquire a judicial order authorizing debt collection, which could lead
      to a home invasion by the repo men in search of a sufficient quantity of goods to make good on the debt.
      Bizarrely, this left the choice of the objects seized up to the sergeant of the court. The existence of this
      choice presented opportunities for forms of coercion that went beyond the debt itself. Given the varying
      symbolism of the goods in a household, the whole process was ripe for processes of shame and humiliation, a
      situation that takes us abruptly out of the realm of the economic, narrowly construed, and into the realm of the
      political.
    


    
      What we begin to discern while studying the intersection between household goods and debt collection, therefore,
      is that the changing material ecology of later medieval Europe had a transformative effect not only on society
      but also on systems of credit and justice and the late medieval economy as a whole. The emerging system of
      legalized plunder may have even shaped the profile of household goods in subtle ways. Although debtors and debt
      fugitives, faced with a bleak situation, might hope to spirit out or stash away a fine silver belt or a jeweled
      crown, they could not preserve all their possessions. So the bulkier goods were abandoned to their fate. This
      curious practice may have discouraged investment in bulky items such as furniture, a situation which may help
      explain why it is that tables, chairs, and benches in the period are so cheap, nondescript, and in some cases
      decrepit. The weight of justice and the omnipresent risk of indebtedness and seizure may have shaped the very
      profile of consumption in later medieval society, pushing consumption toward small, portable objects of high
      value. This claim has some important implications. It may help us understand why there was a fashion revolution,
      rather than a furniture revolution, in fourteenth-century Europe.
    


    
      In the pages that follow, I hope to explore the reverberating consequences of the growing presence of things in
      two interesting corners of the later medieval social and political landscape. As the material habitat changed
      with the rising tide of wealth in medieval Europe, what happened to patterns of communication, to understandings
      of value and meaning, to patterns of behavior and ambient social, economic, and political structures? The goal of
      this approach is to treat the material world as an actor in the making of history, and to show how the
      circumstances of this period, which are illuminated by an extraordinary documentary record, contribute much to
      this new understanding of the meaning of things. The chapters that follow begin by exploring the contours of the
      household in the later Middle Ages. Chapter 1 describes the patterns
      whereby goods were valued, both for their prestige or charisma and for their quality as stores of wealth. Among
      other things, the chapter seeks to show that wealth could materialize in many forms. As Jeremy Goldberg has
      argued, for example, wealthy peasant households in England had a very different material profile from the urban
      households of well-to-do artisans and merchants; among other things, they invested in the fabric of the built
      environment rather than prestige goods.81 Chapter 2 turns to money and the forms of credit,
      since it is important to understand how debts arose and how they were secured. The chapter demonstrates not only
      the omnipresence of credit and debt but also the prominent role of goods in securing those debts. Chapter 3 deals with the late medieval legal systems for extracting debts that
      were in arrears. A fundamental point here is that the state, through the legal services it offered to creditors,
      was gradually developing a monopoly on the process for recovering debts. The medieval origins of the state have
      been traced, among other things, to the rise of parliamentary democracy, the right of taxation, the growth of the
      military, and the monopoly over the legitimate exercise of coercive force, which in practice means a growing
      infrastructure of policing agents, prisons, and forms of spectacular punishment. Here, I suggest that some later
      medieval states were also huge debt-collection agencies employing large numbers of repo men acting on behalf of
      creditors both public and private. The money that flowed through the process of debt collection, like the chain
      reaction that autocatalyzes a biochemical process, helped to push the formation of courts, states, and patterns
      of sovereignty.82 Where
      material culture is concerned, the most significant element of this emerging process was the prominent role
      played by small or portable things, the major theme of Chapter 4. In
      the Lucchesia, a seized object was called a preda, or an item of plunder, the word itself echoing the
      violent depredations of Vikings and bandits, the ravaging of armed companies of men, and the plundering of
      predatory lords during the great age of the feudal transformation. Debt collection, in contemporary thought, was
      a form of legal plunder. Needless to say, the process itself was ripe for violence and humiliation, the major
      theme of Chapter 5.
    


    
      Collectively, these chapters seek to illustrate how changes in the material habitat over the later Middle Ages
      had unpredictable consequences for that society. In particular, the materialization of wealth in the form of
      small, portable objects, coupled with patterns of risk management built on the extension of credit, spurred the
      emergence of legal institutions for the liquidation of that value. Those emerging institutions, acting
      reciprocally upon the very objects targeted by their actions, helped to solidify the value utility that was
      afforded by things. In the changing human niche in which they found themselves, things created new affordances,
      as their forms and materials were borrowed or adapted to ends other than what they were originally designed for.
    


    
      Inspired by the work of William Cronon and others, this book offers a new kind of environmental history of the
      later Middle Ages.83 It is a
      history whose principal subject is neither animal, nor vegetable, nor mineral. Instead, the history seeks to
      explore a natural process: the coevolutionary relationship that linked the social and legal institutions of later
      medieval societies to the patterns of materiality of those societies. Each of the entities in this entangled
      relationship—humans on the one hand, things on the other—constituted a niche or an environment of evolutionary
      adaptation for the other. With this interactionist or coevolutionary approach, it becomes possible to write a
      history of late medieval materiality without feeling the need to argue that modern consumer culture began in the
      thirteenth or fourteenth century. To make such a claim, after all, is to deny that it happened in the eighteenth
      century, or the twelfth, or whenever. Lying behind this study is a desire to better understand every twist and
      turn in the long and complex historical entanglement of persons and things, to describe the patterns and
      regularities that crop up again and again in human societies, and to understand the relations of power that
      undergird those regularities. The ambition is to write a history that seeks to explain humanity, not modernity.
    


    
      



    




[CHAPTER
      ONE]


      THE VALUES OF
      THINGS

    

    
      IT is a strange and almost voyeuristic experience to accompany an heir or a guardian
      as he or she records the details of a postmortem inventory in a late medieval Mediterranean household. The scene
      itself can be reconstructed with little effort of imagination: a silent house, emptied of its children; the
      presence of servants or grieving relatives who help to identify the objects; the objects themselves arranged
      stiffly at attention. The contents of a life unfurl as you move from room to room, taking notes as the members of
      the party discuss each object in turn (see Plate 2). Here is a plank for
      carrying bread. There a carpet. Upstairs, perhaps, a bedroom containing a chicken coop, with the chickens
      clucking nervously in the unfamiliar silence. In another bedroom, the bed where the body of the deceased has
      until recently been laid out, the mattresses and blankets and bolsters all fixed and squared away by the
      maid.1
    


    
      A postmortem inventory unfolds like an itinerary through a collection of Russian dolls. As you walk from room to
      room, horizons or objects open up to reveal other objects nestled inside. The itinerary begins with the house
      itself, enfolded within the embrace of the city and its streets, houses, and neighborhoods.
    


    
      From the inventory of Mosse Creguti, Marseille, 14052
    


    
      
        To begin with, Abraam, the guardian of the children, reported that he had found the following goods, namely, a
        house located in the Great Street of the Jewry, abutting the house of [blank space], and on the other
        side, the house of Peire Dalmas, a merchant, and behind, a dowry house belonging to the wife of the nobleman
        Bernat Elie. At the front, the house touches the street of the Jewry. The house is servile to the lordship of
        the nobleman Bernat Martin of Marseille and pays an annual ground rent of 100 sous on the Feast of St. Thomas
        the Apostle.
      


      
        Inside this house, he said that he found the following things …
      

    


    
      The door of the house then opens to reveal an arrangement of rooms: the entryway, the storeroom, the kitchen, the
      dining hall, the bed chambers, all depending on patterns of domestic architecture and the wealth of the family.
      Ranged inside each of the rooms are containers, often dozens of them. In the storeroom and kitchen, there are
      casks, chests, jars, and sacks; peering inside, you can find the staples of the Mediterranean diet: wine both red
      and white, vinegar, olive oil, salted fish or pork, wheat, flour, millet, rye, sorghum, beans of many types,
      lentils, nuts, and for the livestock, supplies of vetch, hay, oats, lupins, and straw.3 In the hall and the bedrooms, containers for storing food give
      way to boxes, chests, coffers, and caissons, identified with an expansive nomenclature that attests to the
      importance of the container, throughout Europe, both as metaphor and as practice (see Fig.
      1.1).4 The chests sometimes
      contain little caskets, and as these are opened, they reveal their secrets.
    


    
      From the inventory of Laurens Vassal, Marseille, 14055
    


    
      
        [In the bedroom off the dining hall, he found] … a small chest inside of which he
        said he found a casket with a bar worked in gold and three golden rings, namely, one with four pearls and a
        green stone, and another with six pearls and a red stone, and another with five pearls but no stone.
      

    


    
      Sometimes, the container holds containers such as purses that appear to be valued for what they are, and not for
      what they might contain (see Plate 7).
    


    
      From the inventory of Laurens Vassal, Marseille, 14056
    


    
      
        [In the bedroom off the dining hall, he found] … a small green coffret, made of
        iron, with four small purses, namely, one made from a gold fabric, another of green velvet, a third of slate
        blue with a piro, and another made of red and green silk.
      

    


    
      The lids of other chests, lifted up, reveal articles of clothing. These are also containers of a sort, even if,
      rather like the empty purses, they are deflated by the absence of a body.
    


    
      [image: Image]

      
        
          Figure 1.1.  Coffret. A coffret is a small coffer, a strongbox used for storing documents or
          valuables. Coffers and coffrets were typically made of wood, iron, or leather and were secured with iron
          fittings. This fifteenth- or sixteenth-century coffret is made of tooled leather and is similar to a “small,
          iron-bound coffret made of leather” that appears in a Marseille inventory in 1410. The Metropolitan Museum
          of Art, bequest of George Blumenthal (41.190.252). Image © The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Used by
          permission.
        

      
    


    
      From the inventory of Guilhem Bertrand, Marseille, 14057
    


    
      	Next, a woman’s houppelande in the color called roheyha


      	Next, another houppelande made of the same fabric with eighteen tiny pearl buttons


      	Next, a woman’s greatcoat of a bloodred cloth, with three great buttons and two small ones made of
      pearl


      	Next, two houppelandes belonging to Guilhem’s grandsons, made of burel cloth and trimmed with a
      ruby-red woolen serge

    


    
      Great bolts of cloth sometimes stand in the corners, and spools of thread nestle in a drawer or a compartment,
      for regardless of whether it was food or fabric, the people of the Mediterranean bought many of the things they
      consumed in bulk. Draped around the beds or folded away in the chests are curtains, often green, some of them
      quite fancy, and these too are containers (see Plates 1 and 6). The curtains might offer a nice contrasting effect with some nearby
      cushions.
    


    
      From the inventory of the gentleman Guilhem de Cavalhon, Marseille, 14058
    


    
      	Next, five seat cushions with ruby-red edgings


      	Next, five curtains of a green linen


      	Next, three curtains made of a green fabric

    


    
      Ditto for the women’s veils, a different kind of curtain, these neatly folded away in the chests and the coffers.
    


    
      From the inventory of the fishmonger Antoni Robaut, Marseille, 14229
    


    
      	Next, ten women’s veils, made of linen, worth 3 florins


      	Next, four women’s veils, made of cotton, worth 2 florins

    


    
      Through their objects, the houses attest to their own poverty or wealth. Their contents also reveal an ordering
      mentality, a sense of what belongs where, an order violated, at times, by the presence of an apparent
      incongruity: a large copper cooking pot or a broken saw in the bedroom; a bed frame in the stable. The goods
      found in inventories, such as the pavises or ornamental shields that adorned the walls of the dining hall of
      Antoni Robaut, a Massiliote fishmonger, speak to the social aspirations of the household. Most of the beds, at
      least in the cities, are thick with mattresses, sheets, blankets, pillows, and bolsters, and even the straw pads
      found in households of Marseille’s urban peasants are covered by a bedspread or softened by a cushion of some
      sort. The fancy clothing ensembles and silver-buckled belts, ubiquitous in the more upscale households, tell us
      that clothing historians are justified in speaking of a revolution in dress and dress fittings. Just as eloquent,
      though harder to see, are the goods that are but rarely found, or sometimes not at all, such as toys and games,
      devotional objects, books, highly descript ceramic finewares, chopines and other kinds of fashionable footwear,
      pepper and other spices, tapestries, pets, and retables. With inventories, the trick is to read them both as
      photograph and as photo negative. Much of their meaning is conveyed by things that are not to be found even in
      the corners and the shadows.10
    


    
      As discussed in the introduction, the household goods listed in inventories and documents of all descriptions
      form part of the rising tide of wealth whose fingers, by the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, were creeping
      into the households of Mediterranean Europe. The tide, understandably, ran most strongly into the houses of the
      well-to-do. But fingers of the tide also found their way into the houses of the less well-to-do. With the rising
      of the tide, the rooms described in these inventories slowly began to fill up with stuff and with the containers
      required for giving some shape or order to that stuff. Some of the stuff has a stunning, museum-like quality that
      gives one an urge to reach out and touch it.
    


    
      From the inventory of Laurens Vassal, Marseille, 140511
    


    
      
        Next, a ruby-red houppelande trimmed with white fustian, with padding, and twelve buttons made of pearls and a
        fringe of gold damask.
      

    


    
      Quite a lot of it, though, is pedestrian, and even more is frankly disappointing, that is to say if one’s tastes,
      as a voyeur, run only to the luxury objects. Often as not, the chests and coffers and boxes contain little more
      than a few tattered sheets or tablecloths. Alongside some nice frying pans, roasting spits, or copper bowls, the
      kitchen might stock some battered cookware and a broken jar (see Plate
      12). Surveying the wreckage, one gets the impression that the Massiliotes and the Lucchese of this age kept
      almost everything, because, like the compulsive hoarders of the present day, they were never fully convinced that
      an object had outlived all its possible uses. Nearly everything could be recycled, even a broken pot, whose
      intact base could serve as a rough bowl and whose sherds could be chipped out to make game pieces or
      buttons.12
    


    
      From this instinct to hang on to whatever is at hand arises one of the principal patterns of categorization that
      informed the making of the inventories, namely, the habit of dividing the world of goods into things of value and
      things of little value. The other pattern that figures prominently in the ontology of the inventory is found in
      the patterns of attribution. Some, perhaps most, of the goods found in inventories were nondescript. Dining
      tables, notably, are rarely assigned any attributes other than the word for table, tabula mensale or
      tabula comedendi. Wine is simply wine. Though it was described, especially in the records of the
      Lucchesia, on a scale that runs from young, pure, and fresh to old and sour, wine otherwise had no vintage, no
      label, none of the system of cultural value that would begin to emerge by the sixteenth century.13 Other goods, especially clothing, were
      strikingly descript. We might conceivably come up with a legal or institutional rationale for this pattern: a
      houppelande, perhaps, needed description so as to distinguish it from another houppelande at auction. But reading
      the inventories, we might find it difficult to avoid the conclusion that the notaries and sergeants and the men
      and women who redacted the inventories just saw the objects that way, as objects possessing a special charisma
      that attracted thick description. Curiously, they did not see ceramics as beautiful things worthy of being
      descript. Some of the local coarsewares brought in from nearby Uzès were indeed fairly drab, but the
      archaeological record shows that from the twelfth century onward, the Massiliote table had become decorated with
      ceramics from Byzantium and the Aegean Sea, the Maghreb, al-Andalus, Catalonia, Italy, and other
      pottery-producing zones across the Mediterranean (see Plate
      10).14 Some of these are
      stunningly beautiful, and the lusterwares, bearing the characteristic green-brown glaze symbolizing respectively
      the Prophet and the caliph, were redolent of Muslim exoticism. Marseille, in this regard, was special: these
      wares typically did not penetrate into the Provençal interior.15 Yet all these wares fell into a blind spot of cultural value
      and appear in the inventories in black and white, compared to the glorious Technicolor reserved for fine
      metalwares and for clothing. The latter constituted what Sarah Stanbury has called the visual objects of desire,
      and for that reason they became the ready targets of the moralists’ wrath.16
    


    
      Reading the inventories closely, we can assess both value and meaning. Over the long century covered by this
      book, it is possible to detect certain trends, such as the emergence of new clothing styles or the gradual
      domestication of weaponry, where shields became objects of display and swords were increasingly dressed in
      silver. Numerous arguments can be erected on the basis of the patterns and trends detected in the sources. Of
      these, two merit special attention here. The first lies in the sizable investment that Massiliotes and Lucchese
      made in the objects of material culture. This investment was a financial one: goods, as we shall see, rivaled
      real estate as devices for the thesaurization of wealth. But the investment also lay in discernment. As the
      redactor of the inventory observed and then described the objects in the household, he or she implicitly and
      sometimes explicitly assessed them not just for their monetary value but also for their charisma. The ability to
      make such assessments was an acquired one, and vital to the ability to navigate the changing world of
      consumption.
    


    
      Once we appreciate the two-part nature of value, we can more easily assess a second major feature of material
      culture in the two cities. Although the later Middle Ages witnessed a rising tide of material culture, that tide
      did not flow evenly into all areas of the household. Instead, people invested selectively in certain areas of
      materiality and left others almost untouched, like a farmer who plants some land in crops and leaves other land
      fallow. In certain areas, notably dress, we can detect dramatic patterns of adaptive radiation or ramifying
      speciation in form and material, easily detected by the emergence of fine-grained vocabularies of description
      particular to each domain. The vocabularies used to describe other areas, including furniture and tablewares,
      witness no such speciation; they remain flat or unchanged across the period in question. It is as if people made
      a compact to conduct their tournaments of prestige in a limited number of arenas. The asymmetrical nature of this
      investment is crucial for understanding the changing patterns of consumption of this era.
    


    
      The Old and the Shabby


      
        The goods found in inventories from Marseille and Lucca were categorized according to a small but evocative
        vocabulary of value, and although the objects of prestige may leap out to us now, they were outnumbered by the
        old and the shabby. A signature phrase in the vocabulary of value identified a range of goods, a little over 4
        percent of the total number of line items in the Massiliote sample, that were explicitly considered to be “of
        little value”: modici valoris; pauci valoris. Not all kinds of goods attracted this phrase; it typically
        did not apply to fine metalwares, livestock, or foodstuffs other than fava beans. To say that something was of
        little value, of course, was not the same thing as saying that it was without value. A casket and two small
        coffrets deemed to be of little value in an inventory from 1421 were assessed together at 6 gros, or around 2
        gros each. Each of these, therefore, was roughly twice as valuable as a great earthenware serving jar found a
        few lines further on, which was assessed at 1 gros. To describe a casket as being of little value, therefore,
        was not to place it toward the bottom on a scale of value by which all goods were measured. It was to observe
        that the casket was of little value on the spectrum of value occupied by caskets.
      


      
        Other phrases were used to describe the cheap stuff, sometimes in conjunction with “of little value,” sometimes
        on their own. These words include “shabby” (debilis), “old,” “ancient,” “worn,” “broken,” “torn,” and
        others. In some inventories, these words and phrases come thick on the ground.
      


      
        From the inventory of Antoni Robaut, Marseille, 142217
      


      
        	Next, ten old sheets worth 2 florins and 9 gros


        	Next, six crude tablecloths, worth 3 florins


        	Next, five tablecloths and four table runners that are old or used, worth 2 florins


        	Next, five cushions, some good, some shabby, worth 4 florins


        	Next, two quilts that are tolerably good, worth 5 florins


        	Next, a shabby bedcover of flock worth 8 gros

      


      
        The most evocative of these words, perhaps, is “sad” or “crummy” (tristis), a word that, for whatever
        reason, resonated strongly with the people of Tuscany, though there are good reasons to believe that the stuff
        they owned really was, in some cases, quite shabby.18 In the case of one peasant woman from the Lucchesia in 1356, of course, she may have been
        strategically seeking to magnify the miserable condition of her affairs.
      


      
        From a dowry claim of Bartha, wife of Michelin Mocce, from the village of Paressane, near Lucca,
        135319
      


      
        	An old, sad mattress


        	Two old sheets


        	An old, sad bedspread


        	A sad feather pillow

      


      
        Some of these words, for obvious reasons, hovered densely around some kinds of objects, and less densely around
        other kinds of objects. “Broken” (fractus) was a characteristic quality of hard things: pottery, say, or
        furniture.
      


      
        From the inventory of Raymon Adsami, priest, Marseille, 142020
      


      
        
          Next, two jars, one whole, the other broken
        

      


      
        Things that contained liquids were occasionally holed or perforated (perforatus), though it is possible
        that many of those holes were made expressly for reasons related to food processing. “Shabby,” “sad,” or
        “crummy” applied most often to fabrics. But the categories were labile, and it was possible for the redactor to
        identify “broken” tunics or “broken” bed coverings as well as “shabby” tables and other goods.
      


      
        Some broken and shabby things in Marseille and Lucca21
      


      
        	A small, broken, and sad quilt (cultrix)


        	Three broken tunics of bloodred albagia cloth


        	A broken hood


        	Next, five hoes, some good, some shabby

      


      
        In the vast world of old, used, and shabby things, it is fabric that stands out, despite the occasional hoe or
        table. This stands to reason. The material culture of Mediterranean Europe in the fourteenth century was a
        world of the spun and the woven, and wherever you look, there you find fabrics done up as garments,
        undergarments, linings, trims, fringes, ribbons, veils, belts, silk purses, curtains, carpets, tablecloths,
        table runners, hand towels, face towels, sheets, pillows, bolsters, quilts, bedspreads, and more. The wool,
        flax, hemp, cotton, silk, and (in several unusual and doubtful instances) camel’s hair that went into the looms
        emerged as broadcloths, damasks, serges, sendals, fustians, burels, bocassins, mostats, and even camelins
        (whence the camel).22 The butt ends
        of the fibers, called the flock, were used for felting or padding or for making flocked designs on fabrics. The
        fabrics were either left a bleached white, as is the case with most linens, or dyed in grays, blues both slate
        colored and cerulean, blacks, several kinds of reds, ranging in hue from ruby to bloodred, greens, yellows, and
        purples, though the distribution of colors shifted across the decades. The resulting goods, although durable,
        were not sempiternal. Tables, wares of tin and copper, furs, pearls: these kinds of objects did not wear away
        as did the sheets, tablecloths, towels, pillows, and clothing.
      


      
        So why keep them? In many cases, the explanation lies in poverty, which surely explains some of the shabby
        linens found in one early fifteenth-century house.
      


      
        From the inventory of Guilhem de Cavalhon, Marseille, 140523
      


      
        	Another coffer containing these things, namely, a torn quilt, eighteen sheets both good and
        shabby, and twenty-two cloths both good and shabby


        	Next, fourteen tablecloths both good and shabby, two towels, and a glass flask covered with
        leather

      


      
        Contemplating the shabby sheets and tablecloths in Guilhem’s house, however, we need to reiterate the point
        that the shabby things were not worth nothing. Linens, especially sheets, were rather valuable. In the
        inventories and other sources that list values, whether derived from estimates, auctions, or seizures, a pair
        of good sheets typically hovers in value around a florin. A sheet described as shabby was valued or assessed at
        around half to a third of the value of its well-appointed peers. Representative are the sheets found in the
        household of a Massiliote fishmonger.
      


      
        From the inventory of Antoni Robaut, Marseille, 142224
      


      
        	Next, twenty-one sheets each made from three pieces of cloth, worth 9 florins


        	Next, ten ancient sheets, worth 2 florins and 9 gros


        	Next, two sheets made of linen with silken daggets (calaturis de sirico), worth 5
        florins

      


      
        The everyday sheets were close to a florin in value per pair; the fancy sheets with daggets, or artful slashes,
        were more than five times that value. The ancient sheets were assessed at around half a florin per pair. Old
        sheets might continue to serve as bed linens for the servants or slaves. We can assume that linens were always
        needed as menstrual cloths or cleaning rags. Torn into strips, linens and woolens could serve for the stuffing
        of pillows and mattresses, and linen fibers served as the padding in doublets or jerkins. At the end of their
        natural lives, linens were recycled as paper. Other fabrics, too, held some value, even when old. Woolens could
        be sold to the revendor to be reused or refashioned into different clothing items, sacks, laces, and stockings.
        The trade in secondhand clothing was a major feature of the marketing of clothing in medieval
        Europe.25 In Florence and other
        places, the revendors were so prominent that they constituted a guild whose surviving statutes give us insight
        into the trade.26
      


      
        The value of old and shabby things is easily explained by the omnipresence of recycling in this world (see
        Plate 12). If we approach the records with this assumption in hand,
        we begin to realize that pejorative words such as “old” and “shabby” were used to describe objects nearing the
        end of their productive lives, at least in their current forms. How rapidly did clothing and linens lose their
        value over their life spans? This is not an easy question to answer empirically, since value was a function not
        only of condition but also of design. So let us approach the question instead anecdotally and do so by peering
        into the sad experiences of the Massiliote goldsmith Guilhem Godofred in 1340. Sometime earlier, Guilhem had
        married a woman named Guilelmeta de Moustiers. For this, her second marriage, Guilelmeta had brought with her
        in dowry several plots of land as well as the following items:
      


      
        From the lawsuit of Guilhem Godofred, Marseille, 134027
      


      
        	A chest for holding wheat and flour, assessed at 4 livres


        	A strongbox for holding clothes, assessed at 40 sous


        	A dough trough, assessed at 4 sous


        	A bed furnished with two pairs of sheets and a mattress, with a feather bolster and two woolen
        blankets for covering the bed, and along with this a table and trestles and two sitting benches, assessed at 6
        livres and 6 sous


        	Two small coffers, assessed at 4 sous or thereabouts


        	Several bowls and pots and other small useful things, assessed at 5 sous


        	Clothing, not new, which Guilelmeta wore on her back for a long time, along with an overdress
        and a gown lined with skin and a black cloak and two veils, assessed at 100 sous when she gave them [in the
        dowry]. When she was buried, he sold these things for 4 livres and 11 sous for the funeral expenses.


        	Four tablecloths and six towels assessed at 20 sous


        	A chair and a small box for holding bread that might be worth 10 sous


        	A dozen silver rings worth 16 sous

      


      
        This dowry inventory has several interesting features, not least of which is the prominence of containers and
        the modest amount of wealth stored up in the silver rings. What draws our attention, however, is the clothing
        that Guilelmeta brought with her into the marriage and continued to wear until she died. This was standard
        Mediterranean wear, from the nondescript undergarments to the overdress, which was probably lined with
        inexpensive and rather old-fashioned lambskin, and the black cloak.28 The undergarments were old, or at least not new, when she
        married Guilhem. The record gives no indication of the length of their marriage, though it must have been
        several years at least, since she had time to give birth to and then lose a son. But across that time, her
        wardrobe apparently dropped little in value: when she came into the marriage, the clothes on her back were
        worth 100 sous, and when they were stripped from her dead body and sold at auction, they fetched 91 sous.
      


      
        The common pattern we find of reselling old clothes as well as reworking, recycling, or repurposing all sorts
        of goods helps explain the presence of shabby or distressed goods, including the more durable tables and
        metalwares. Much of the world of recycling is invisible to us, though we can glimpse it every now and again in
        the sources.
      


      
        Examples of recycling in Massiliote inventories29
      


      
        	A silver cup, which Belmondon left to him for making a crucifix


        	A piece of old cotton, of little value, from an old white jupon


        	A great white barbarita bedspread (lanea) fashioned or made from two smaller
        coverlets (lodisse)


        	A partition made from ancient barred doors located between the basement and the stable of the
        house

      


      
        In a register of household accounts kept by a Massiliote widow named Laureta Bonaffazy, featured in Chapter 2, we find records of receipts and expenses over a period of several
        years. The record opens in 1403, when her husband Peyre died, leaving her with three children, and ends in
        1407, when she initiated procedures to leave the guardianship of her two surviving children to her mother so
        that she could remarry. An entry records the payment of 4 florins for the purchase of an old, black, woman’s
        greatcoat (manta), which was then cut down and made into a clothing article for her.30
      


      
        Occasionally, a relevant anecdote finds its way into a court transcript. “On the fourth of the additional
        titles read and conveyed to him in the vernacular, [the witness, a smith], interrogated on his oath, responded
        that he has nothing to say further on the subject except that Magdalena, the woman identified in the title,
        brought him a large spit (spasotum), from which he made for her a rod (astile).”31 In this case from 1407, Magdalena, a former
        slave, had been accused, among other things, of stealing the large spit from her master, Peire Huguet. The
        details of the case need not detain us: what is important is the insight afforded by this tiny extract of
        testimony into the process whereby an old spit taken from a kitchen might find new life as the rod that forms
        the trunk of a candelabrum (one of the possible uses of an astile).
      


      
        One of the most striking features of the language of the old and the shabby, at least in Marseille, is that it
        was not systematically balanced, at the other end of the spectrum, by a vocabulary of the new and the fresh.
        Presented in this stark fashion, the claim is not quite true. The stack of sheets and tablecloths folded away
        in Guilhem de Cavalhon’s chests alternated between the good and the shabby; the very juxtaposition, therefore,
        necessitated the use of the adjective “good” (bonus). In a similar way, the inventory of the estate of
        Mosse Creguti in Marseille in 1405 listed two good sheets and immediately afterward listed six additional
        sheets of little value.32 In 1341
        the city of Lucca seized the goods of Francesco, the illegitimate son of Montagne de Talica, for an unspecified
        fault, and proceeded to auction them off. One “semi-new” sheet was sold to Vannucio di Montuolo for 2 lire 5
        soldi; another, described as old, was then sold to Gianni Pauli for 1 lire 15 soldi. The adjectives,
        presumably, helped explain the gap of 10 soldi in auction price.33 These exceptions, then, prove the rule, since the quality
        of being good or semi-new was most commonly invoked when the item in question was juxtaposed with something
        shabby, cheap, or old. Stand-alone references to the good, the new, or the fresh do show up from time to time,
        appearing in a little over 1 percent of the line items drawn from Massiliote inventories.
      


      
        New things in Massiliote inventories34
      


      
        	Five new pavises


        	A certain chaise percée, new, called a “privy”


        	A large, new, wooden funnel


        	A small cooking pot, new


        	Twenty-two new wooden trenchers, three new bowls and six small ones, and six new wooden
        spoons

      


      
        What are we to make of this pattern? Some objects, like Laureta Bonaffazy’s reworked robe or the rod
        refashioned for Magdalena the slave, were simultaneously old and new, a hybrid state that surely would not have
        invited a language of newness. Others, surely, really were old, in the sense of having been acquired from
        parents and kin, by gift or legacy, or bought at auction, like the clothing taken off the back of the late
        Guilelmeta de Moustiers. Inventories from Marseille and Lucca, however, never describe the biography of the
        goods they list. They never identify an object as a family heirloom; one will not find “Aunt Ermessens’s ring”
        or “Grandfather Antoni’s sword” listed in any inventory from Marseille. Even so, it is more than likely that
        long-lived goods like rings, chests, beds, pots, and swords, and things made from not easily recycled materials
        such as coral and amber, did make their way down the braided channels of the inheritance stream and were valued
        for the memories they carried.35
        Beyond that, it is important to bear in mind that this was a world of the woven, and for this reason we should
        look for newness not in the hard but in the soft, in fabrics, fashions, and colors, all of which were
        undergoing significant changes in the cities of Mediterranean Europe in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
        The houppelande, to take the most prominent example, is nonexistent in Marseille in 1350. By 1410, houppelandes
        were thick on the ground, and were being made for ladies, gentlemen, children, and servants, using not just
        fine woolens but also silken fabric and even, at the other end of the spectrum of value, burel cloth, a coarse
        brown fabric scarcely better than canvas. A few decades later, in 1434, a green houppelande would play a
        starring role on the body of the bride in the famous Arnolfini wedding portrait by Jan van Eyck. But even in
        references to houppelandes, we cannot find anything redolent of the good or the new, let alone the modern. The
        residents of these cities may have been falling over each other in their eagerness to acquire the latest
        fashions and pretty them up with serges, fustians, or fur trimmings, but these consumers did not, evidently,
        see or feel or think of the result as something new.
      


      
        It is understandable that newness was not a quality that applied to linens. Some or even much of the needlework
        was done in the house, using bolts of fabric purchased in bulk from the vendors. These were turned into linens
        and even clothes in much the same way that olive oil, vinegar, beans, grain, salted fish, and other food
        commodities were drawn from casks, jars, and chests and turned into dinner. This transformation did not involve
        newness so much as drudgery, a drudgery that would have to be repeated as the linens themselves wore away and
        needed to be recycled and replaced. But the lack of attention to new fashions is more difficult to explain. Its
        absence should focus our attention on the way in which we ourselves have come to notice newness, a message
        conveyed through the subtle clues designed by the marketing gurus who have dressed up goods in packages, boxes,
        and bags, in tags and labels that must be read or removed before use. The scents that are artificially applied
        to cars and clothing serve to mask the odor, presence, or touch of any previous owner, factory worker, or
        seamstress. In the phylogeny of marketing, the message of the packaging has, at times, even come to outstrip
        the message of the object inside.36
        The objects found in the households of fourteenth-century Mediterranean cities often came with accouterments or
        trims, like the silken daggets that dangled off Antoni Robaut’s bedsheets, but the ephemeral tags of packaging
        were not among them. The packaging that we find was more durable; it took shape in the almost oppressive number
        of containers that seem to have filled every room.
      

    


    
      The Range of Value


      
        Not everything was old and shabby, of course, and some of the things found in households, including the sheets,
        were worth a great deal. An object located near the upper end of the spectrum of monetary value makes a cameo
        appearance in a dispute heard before the judge of the appellate court of Marseille on 11 September 1386, in the
        wake of the death of Marseille’s queen, Johanna of Naples, and the political turmoil that ensued.37 A nobleman named Esteve de Brandis lodged a
        complaint against a ruling of the palace judge over the fraudulent auction of a fine jug (potum) made of
        gold and studded with pearls and precious stones. It was not in fact Esteve’s own jug. He had been given it by
        the pope to use as collateral for raising money to arm war galleys.38 To that end, he left it in pawn with a merchant named
        Franses Gal in exchange for 1,000 florins. When Esteve failed to redeem the pledge, Franses took steps to have
        the jug auctioned off, and it was purchased for 805 florins. Esteve made no effort to contest the debt. The
        problem, he claimed, lay in the fact that the auction itself was conducted in a fraudulent manner. He had been
        informed that the true value of the jug was 2,000 florins; it should have been sold for a price near that, and
        the surplus restored to him.
      


      
        The value of this jug suggests that some goods, at least those from great households, had the capacity to rival
        or, as in this case, vastly exceed real estate in value. The values assigned to more conventional household
        things, however, are not easy to determine. Lands, houses, and ground rents are relatively easy to assess,
        thanks to the existence of a brisk market in property that has left voluminous traces in the notarial archives.
        But goods are a different matter; among other things, they had a different legal status.39 As a result, few records other than
        inventories systematically record the presence of goods in households or markets.40 Registers kept in late medieval southern French towns for
        the purposes of tax assessment include sworn declarations of the value of both movables and immovables. The
        values accorded to the movable goods, however, are frustratingly imprecise, as in the boilerplate phrase found
        everywhere in the 1385 tax register of the town of Saint-Flour in the Auvergne: “He swore on his oath that the
        entirety of his movable goods is worth X,” where X was then given as a global sum, here 100 sous,
        there 148 livres, and so on.41
        Itemized lists of values are not to be found. Postmortem inventories from Marseille during this era typically
        did not record the value of goods.
      


      
        Given this predicament, the only way to find the values of household goods, at least where Marseille and Lucca
        are concerned, is to go out and look for them. Price data for goods show up from time to time in a variety of
        records. Data from auctions, for example, are scattered across the records, and on rare occasions prices were
        entered into household account books. Court records occasionally provide prices. In October 1353, for example,
        a woman from Marseille was accused of having defrauded her estranged son while acting as the guardian of the
        estate. He claimed that she sold off lands belonging to him as well as some goods, and gave figures for their
        sale prices.
      


      
        Items listed in a lawsuit, 135342
      


      
        	A garment of ruby-red scarlet fabric, sold for 40 florins


        	A silver belt, sold for 8 florins


        	A mule, sold for 13 florins

      


      
        Price data, however, are exceedingly hard to come by, at least for the two cities featured here. Fortunately,
        there is another way to assemble evidence regarding the value of things, namely, by searching for estimates of
        value.43
      


      
        For a variety of reasons, estimates of value show up frequently in the legal records from cities such as
        Marseille and Lucca in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, far more frequently than price data, and with a
        great deal of patience, and a very fine sieve, it is possible to find enough values, for enough goods, to
        justify the search. Many kinds of things had values that were capable of being estimated, ranging from fields,
        houses, and workshops, to foods, precious metals, bolts of cloth, animals, and many household objects. They are
        especially common in dowry contracts.44 Appraisals were sometimes attached to the whole assemblage of dowry goods, which is not
        terribly helpful, but in many cases we find itemized values assigned to individual chests, fabric, clothing,
        and dress accessories. In a few cases, we get a glimpse of the mechanism that underlay the formation of
        estimates, as in a contract from 1348, where the estimate of 100 livres in vestments and clothing was reached
        by “the common estimation of two friends of the parties.”45
      


      
        The contexts in which estimates of value appear are remarkably varied. In the year 1407, to return to a curious
        case we have already poked into, a complicated dispute made its way into Marseille’s courts. The suit was
        initiated when Magdalena, a former slave originally from the Barbary Coast, who had converted to Christianity,
        married and, settled down in her new home, sued her former master, Peire Huguet, for two outstanding debts.
        Peire countersued, arguing that she had never been emancipated and claiming damages or expenses that included
        the loss of her own value. But what was she worth? To determine this, Magdalena, Peire, and one of the lawyers
        who happened to be handy were asked to appraise her value as a slave. Magdalena appraised her own value at 100
        golden francs, or 50 florins; Peire, whose bitterness got the better of his common sense, assessed her value at
        a mere 25 florins.46
      


      
        Estimates of value can appear in suits over the mistreatment or death of donkeys, mules, and horses that had
        been borrowed or leased; the suits themselves centered on the depreciation of the animal’s value. Estimates
        appear in disputes over debts, inheritance, reselling and auctioning, and pawnbroking. In such cases, lists of
        goods, with their appraised values, were transcribed into court records. In a case from Marseille in February
        1354, an immigrant from Florence named Augustino Peire was disputing an unspecified debt claimed by his
        creditor, an Augustinian monk. Augustino claimed he did not need to repay the debt because the convent already
        possessed goods of his—presumably items held as collateral for the debt—which Augustino carefully itemized and
        appraised.
      


      
        Pawned goods of Augustino Peire, 135447
      


      
        	One horse, worth 10 florins; its value has deteriorated to 6 florins


        	One breastplate, worth 4 florins


        	Three great tablecloths in the French style, worth 3 florins


        	One pair of plate gauntlets, worth 10 sous


        	Three medium-sized pavises, worth 1 florin


        	Three bowls, worth 1 florin


        	One small cask, worth 20 sous


        	One long-bladed knife, worth 25 sous


        	One buckler, worth 15 sous


        	One helmet, worth 4 silver blancs

      


      
        His opponent, an Augustinian monk named Guilhem de Auriolo, denied possessing almost everything on this list.
        He did admit to owning the breastplate, although he acknowledged that he did not know its value. He also
        admitted to owning the knife but denied that Augustino had appraised its value accurately.
      


      
        Appraisals were common in cases of theft. In the case above, Magdalena, the former slave, had in a sense been
        accused of stealing herself. The need for an appraisal of value sprang from the fact that procedural law
        required a figure as the basis for proceedings. In a case from Lucca from 1333, typical of the genre, a woman
        named Cardona, who lived in the village of Mutigliano 8 kilometers north of Lucca, came before the court
        claiming that two thieves had absconded with several items from her house, including a matching mattress and
        pillow set, stuffed with feathers and adorned with a blue trim.48 These objects, which she valued at 6 florins, had then been
        sold in the nearby village of San Stefano for 2 florins. The case was not directed against the thieves, who had
        already been banished by the Lucchese court. Instead, the respondent was Bertuccio, the resident of San Stefano
        who had purchased the goods without verifying their provenance. Bertuccio was ordered either to return the
        goods to Cardona or to reimburse her in the amount of 6 florins.
      


      
        Estimates are not prices, of course, and there are reasons to be careful about accepting the accuracy of
        estimates. This point is illustrated nicely by a case from 1408, which arose when a resident of Marseille named
        Margarida de Altu commissioned a Jewish broker named Cathon to auction some of her goods.49 In the course of making her arguments, she
        itemized all the goods sold and included her own appraisals of their value, which totaled 25 florins and 2
        gros.
      


      
        The goods of Margarida de Altu, sold at auction, 140850
      


      
        	First, one mattress, worth 32 gros


        	Next, one bolster, 18 gros


        	Next, one bed step, 6 gros


        	Next, one bed step, 6 gros


        	Next, one chest or box, 32 gros


        	Next, two chests, worth 1 florin


        	Next, one kneading trough and two dining tables, 7 gros


        	Next, one frame for sifting flour, 1 gros


        	Next, two chests, 1 florin


        	Next, two benches and two chairs for sitting at the table, 6 gros


        	Next, four woolen blankets and one green bedspread, priced at 5 florins


        	Next, seven sheets of coarse linen, worth 3 florins


        	Next, three jars, together priced at 26 gros


        	Next, one chest with two compartments, priced at 4 florins

      


      
        Yet the goods actually sold for 20 livres, or 12½ florins, just about half the amount anticipated by Margarida.
        Disappointed, she accused Cathon of undervaluing the objects; in addition, she claimed that he had not provided
        her with a reckoning, nor had he settled accounts with her after the auction.
      


      
        In this case, it is easy to appreciate the fact that Margarida might have been tempted to inflate the value of
        her goods, and the same is true for Cardona, the victim of theft. By the same token, Augustino Peire’s creditor
        was surely tempted to deflate the value of the articles left in pawn with him. But in point of fact, we do not
        find much variance between estimates of value and price data in cases where we have data on both kinds of value
        for the same kind of object. It is easy to see why. In the case of dowry estimates, for example, there were
        mechanisms for ensuring that the estimates were roughly accurate: in this case, the scrupulous attention of the
        groom and his family, who would have been careful about accepting responsibility for a dowry whose value had
        been inflated. What is more, we should not necessarily assume that auction prices were more accurate
        reflections of value than appraisals. In the case of the mattress set purchased in the Lucchese countryside by
        Bertuccio in 1333, the price might well have been artificially low precisely because other buyers had doubts
        about the provenance of the goods. Furthermore, the incentive to inflate an appraisal would have been tempered
        by the very real possibility of looking silly if the value exceeded common sense. Margarida’s appraisals, as it
        turns out, are very close to the median values for the items in question—in that, at least, she knew what she
        was talking about. If she had exaggerated anything, it was the quality of her possessions. Cathon
        certainly thought so, for he dismissed what she had given him as old and shabby. With all the caveats in mind,
        therefore, we can proceed on the hopeful assumption that although context produced uncertainties or variations
        in value, those variations were no greater than the natural variation in value inherent in any object, and
        that, with enough points in the data set, the median price should be approximately correct.
      


      
        The plots presented here, mixing indiscriminately values gathered from price data and from estimates, represent
        the range of values for a set of relatively common household goods from Marseille between the years 1390 and
        1440. Many things stand out from an analysis of the median values, of which one of the most prominent is the
        high value accorded to dress accessories and clothing (Fig. 1.2). Articles categorized here
        as dress accessories, including head ornaments, belts, and purses, have a particularly broad value
        distribution. Some belts, to take an example, could be very plain indeed, little more than a rope cinch
        designed to pull a tunic into the waist. Other belts were ornamented with buckles and rivets made of copper or
        silver. Purses made of silk or velvet sometimes dangled from these belts, taking the place of pockets, which,
        according to experts, did not exist on medieval clothing (see Plate
        7).51
      


      
        Belts with purses from Marseille52
      


      
        	A belt of wool with a fabric purse


        	A purse and a belt made of silk

      


      
        Also interesting are the variations in the range of values associated with particular goods (Fig. 1.3). Houppelandes and head ornaments, for example, have broader value distributions than other
        kinds of goods. Head ornaments (fronteria, garlanda), in this regard, were much like belts; they
        could range from the simplest kind of headbands to silver crowns studded with pearls.
      


      
        Although the median value of chests does not match that of head ornaments, the value distributions of each are
        very similar within their own orders of magnitude. Although relatively nondescript in the fourteenth century,
        chests gradually acquired more ironwork and more decoration in the fifteenth century. The range of value of
        chests, in other words, reflects the growing distance between elaborate and highly decorated dowry chests on
        the one hand and nondescript chests used for storing grain or tablewares on the other. The relatively tight
        distribution for trenchers, by contrast, indicates that these were not the targets of luxury consumption.
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            Figure 1.2.  Plot showing the values of goods, by category, from Marseille, 1390–1440. The
            distribution of values along each category axis is shown by gray dots. Each dot represents the value
            estimate or price, in gros, of an individual object (on a logarithmic scale to account for the large range
            of values). The shaded boxes indicate the middle 50 percent of the data (that is, the middle two quartiles
            of the data’s distribution). The whiskers display the points within 1.5 times the width of the adjoining
            box (that is, all points within 1.5 times the interquartile range). The value estimates have been drawn
            from a range of sources, including inventories, between 1390 and 1440. Prepared by G. Pizzorno.
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            Figure 1.3.  Plot showing the values of representative items from Marseille, 1390–1440. (For the
            parameters, see the caption to Fig. 1.2.) Prepared by G. Pizzorno.
          

        
      


      
        One of the most significant points to emerge from this exercise is the drabness of the furniture in the
        households of Marseille and Lucca.53 The major exception to this rule lies in the beds, for bed sets were often quite well
        appointed (see Plate 6). In the records from the period, the
        components of bed sets show up from time to time as independent units, in the form of bed frames, trestles or
        benches supporting the frame, mattresses, linens, blankets, and a rather expansive array of bedspreads and
        coverlets, of which the most common were called, in the singular, copertorium, vanoa, and
        chalonum. The importance of the bed is suggested by the fact that, in the inventories that proceed room
        by room, the bed is very often the first article to be mentioned.54
      


      
        From the inventory of Guilhem Naulonqui, carpenter of Marseille, 132455
      


      
        
          In the bedroom off the hall, the goods that follow:
        

      


      
        	First, a bed frame made of planks


        	Next, a bottom mattress


        	Next, a mattress


        	Next, a cushion


        	Next, a bedspread

      


      
        But sometimes these items are treated as whole units, including not just the bed frame but mattresses,
        bolsters, pillows, and piles of linens.
      


      
        From the inventory of Guilhem Bertrand, carpenter of Marseille, 140556
      


      
        
          In the bedroom off the hall, a certain bed on two benches, furnished with a bottom mattress, a mattress, a
          cushion, two coverings, two sheets, a lined Chalonnais bedspread, and a canopy
        

      


      
        Where we have values, the median value for entire bed sets approaches that of houppelandes, the flowing outer
        garment that was typically the most expensive article of clothing found in Massiliote households in the late
        fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
      


      
        The furniture found in the dining hall—tables, chairs, benches, and a scattering of other items of
        furniture—was another thing entirely.57 The comparison with linens is especially striking: on the whole, an entire dining table was
        only fractionally more expensive than the tablecloth that rested upon it. Whereas most households had at most
        two or three dining tables, they typically had numerous tablecloths, sometimes dozens of them. Dining tables
        were denoted by the phrase tabula mensale or tabula comedendi. This phrase denoted only the
        surface, but most inventory entries also list the trestles or stands on which the tabletop rested (see Plate 5). In the Lucchese records, the length of the table is sometimes
        listed; most were around five to six arm lengths. In Marseille, the tabletop may have been nothing more than a
        collection of planks affixed together in some way and resting on trestles—and if this appears to be too grim or
        unprepossessing for the residents of the more distinguished households, we must remember that the table was
        covered with a fine tablecloth. Surrounding the table were benches or chairs, even cheaper than the table.
      


      
        The floors of the dining halls were themselves undressed. Carpets and rugs are so uncommon that they left
        behind almost no price data, apart from an item, probably a rug, made from silk and wool, which was valued at 3
        florins in a Massiliote inventory from 1422. The odd reed mat shows up from time to time, but for the most part
        it seems that tables and chairs sat directly on floors of tile, wood, brick, or packed earth. Ranged on top of
        the tables, during meals, were an assortment of generally inexpensive ceramic bowls, trenchers, cups, iron or
        brass candelabra, and a scanty array of dining utensils.58 Spoons (twenty-six line items in all) show up less often than bowls (seventy-nine) or
        trenchers (fifty-four), but more often than table knives (five). When spoons do appear, redactors were often
        attentive about listing the materials from which they were made: wood, iron, silver, and in one instance
        copper—never tin alloy. It is not easy to distinguish between cooking spoons and utensils for the table, of
        course, but several of the wooden spoons were grouped with other tablewares, suggesting that they were destined
        for service and not for cooking.
      


      
        Spoons identified by materials in Marseille inventories, 1348–144459
      


      
        	A painted casket with four silver spoons


        	A leather case with ten silver spoons


        	A basket in which there are ten trenchers, three bowls, and three wooden spoons


        	Two silver spoons


        	An iron spoon, fairly shabby


        	An iron spoon, with holes


        	Two bowls and one spoon made of wood


        	Thirty wooden trenchers, eighteen bowls, three bowls, and six wooden spoons


        	Twenty-two new wooden trenchers, three new bowls and six small ones, and six new wooden
        spoons


        	Two silver spoons which are not marked60


        	Seven wooden trenchers, three wooden bowls, three wooden spoons, and a carafe, worth 2 gros


        	Two iron spoons, with holes, an iron funnel, and an oil lamp totaling 3 gros


        	Five wooden spoons, 1 gros


        	Seventeen wooden trenchers, five wooden spoons, and two wooden platters worth 3 gros


        	Thirty-two wooden spoons and twenty bowls and four wooden spoons, worth 8 gros and a quarter
        gros


        	A large bronze spoon


        	An iron spoon and tongs


        	A large iron spoon, with holes


        	An iron spoon

      


      
        Bowls, trenchers, and plates were made from earthenware, wood, and increasingly from tin or pewter. Just
        occasionally, a bit of copper might brighten the table in the form of candlesticks or lamps (see Plate 13). Inventories from the well-to-do households sometimes list silver
        goblets. There is the rare ceramic fineware of named provenance. A Massiliote cobbler who died in the plague of
        1348, for example, was the proud owner of a great painted earthenware bowl made in Murcia; the bowl, in turn,
        was accompanied by five Murcia-ware trenchers and twelve painted Murcia-ware dinner bowls.61 Examples like this show that some people
        did have finewares, a point amply confirmed by the archaeological record up to the end of the late
        fourteenth century. The scarcity of ceramic finewares of named provenance, however, indicates that ceramics lay
        in the blind spot of value.
      


      
        One exception to this might be pitchers. In Marseille, the relatively high value of some jugs and pitchers
        (potum, pitalphum) is a faint echo of the practice of the emporion in Phocaean Massilia, 2000
        years before, when the ceremonial vessels used for serving wine were as important as the wine
        itself.62 What was true in the
        ancient world was equally true for the city of the later Middle Ages. In the majority of households, no doubt,
        the pitchers consisted of coarsewares with little in the way of decoration, such as those imported from Uzès, a
        center of pottery production located in the Gard, 150 kilometers northwest of Marseille. But some were fine
        indeed. Among the 6,000 objects listed in the Marseille inventories, only two ever attracted the adjective
        “beautiful” (Lat. pulcher). One of them was a pair of scales, or a balance, valued at 2 gros, found
        among the possessions of a jurist who died in 1422. The second was a “beautiful ceramic pitcher,” owned by an
        apothecary who went bankrupt in 1421.63 When the jug’s material was translated from ceramic to silver or gold, in turn, the jug
        could become a genuinely important investment.
      


      
        Apart from the linens and jugs and the occasional piece of glittering silver or beautiful green-brown ceramic
        of Islamic provenance, though, the table, in many households, was a wretched affair. We can find golden goblets
        and plates adorning the tables of the nobility in the illuminations in the Très riches heures du Duc de
        Berry and in the descriptions of the banquets at the Burgundian court. Few of these things found their way
        into the households of the kinds of people who left the sherds of their daily existence scattered across the
        documentation of later medieval Europe. The Mediterranean table may have been a site of consumption, in other
        words, but it was not a site of conspicuous consumption. Rich and poor alike drank of the same wine and partook
        of the same grains and beans and pulses. They fried their foods in the same oil or fat in a sort of pan
        (sartago) that seems to have varied little from house to house. The distinctions in diet that are the
        most evident lie in the quality and proportion of the meats served, the number of dishes, and the cookwares
        used to prepare them: turnspits and grills used to grill fine cuts in the richer households, stewpots for
        boiling the more doubtful parts of the animal in the houses of the less well-off.64
      


      
        Householders did not invest heavily in tablewares. They reserved their largest investments for dress—dress,
        that is to say, in multiple forms. They dressed up their bodies, their beds, and their tables.
        Russian-doll-like, they dressed up their own dresses and outerwear with daggets, furs, buttons, pearls, and
        trims of contrasting colors, and over all this they draped or cinched on costly belts, crowns, and necklaces.
        They dressed their golden pitchers with glinting jewels. They dressed the walls of their dining halls with
        frescoes or wall paintings and on them hung ceremonial pavises and curtains, and on these, in turn, they had
        their coats of arms inscribed—and in this way, the shabby and wretched furniture hovered in the blind spot of a
        gaze that was drawn up, to the walls. Especially noteworthy, where the decoration of the dining hall is
        concerned, are the pavises. The value of the ornamental shields is largely unknown, for these were, to all
        appearances, unestimable and inalienable possessions. When stripped of their military function and strung up on
        the walls, they no longer circulated as commodities and simply hung there until they were removed and melted
        down at the smithy, to be worked anew.
      


      
        Walking through a household by way of its inventory, one sees the objects—and according to a conventional
        measure of amplitude, the large table in the center of the hall attracts more attention than a woman’s silken
        veil lying in a chest off to the side. But in the same way that it is possible to create maps where the space
        allotted to nations is represented according to their population or the energy they consume, so is it possible
        to imagine the objects of the fourteenth-century household represented according to their value rather than the
        dimensions of the euclidean space they inhabit. If we represent them in this way, some of the bed sets with
        their linens and pillows and coverlets swell enormously in size, bursting the confines of the bedroom. A single
        houppelande from 1421 stretches over an entire plot of land. The more ornate metal finewares are monstrously
        large; even at its auction price of 805 florins, the golden jug pawned by Esteve de Brandis, represented this
        way, would have engulfed half a city block or forty plots of land in the countryside around Marseille. A large
        stack of sheets bursts grotesquely out of the confines of a chest, and some of the tunics and vests would be
        suitable only for giants. Tools, bowls, pots, pans: these appear in normal size. Tables and benches shrink
        considerably, some of them to the size of dollhouse furniture. In this way, we see the sites of investment as
        contemporaries would have done.
      


      
        The asymmetrical nature of this investment has implications for our understanding of what happened with
        patterns of consumption in the later Middle Ages. It illustrates, among other things, how objects of material
        culture were selectively swept up into a vast communication system about prestige. There were other arenas for
        the communication of prestige in the cities of Marseille and Lucca. Some of these arenas, such as physical
        combat, are visible to us in records of the criminal court, where men and women were routinely prosecuted for
        engaging in honor contests. Others, such as ostentatious piety, are somewhat less visible in archival sources,
        though testamentary bequests and the fragmentary evidence from inventories give hints about its prominence, and
        of course chronicles and representations provide ample evidence. Material culture was not a new kid on the
        block when it comes to displays of prestige. But the acceleration of consumption means that the ecology of
        prestige was undergoing a transformation in this period. To this we can add the point that the state was
        simultaneously developing a sophisticated system for taxing transactions in the world of honor, through fines
        issued for acts of violence, insults, or threats. For complicated reasons, in other words, the material culture
        arena, and dress in particular, was becoming a preferred site for prestige competition.
      

    


    
      Stores of Value


      
        Res mobilis res vilis: “movable things are worthless things.” So ran the ancient Latin
        expression.65 In the absence of any
        data to the contrary, it might be reasonable to assume that houses, fields, workshops, and market stalls were
        inherently more valuable than goods and therefore represented a more significant reserve of wealth. Fields and
        vineyards allowed for a steady source of income and a convenient basket for whatever surplus labor the property
        owner might have. The ubiquitous ownership of small plots of land, in Marseille, is illustrated by the fact
        that many houses had a hoe or a small hoe (ayssada, ayssadon), and the same goes for vineyards and
        wine-making equipment, as the grapes from one’s own vines went straight into the presses in one’s own cellar.
        The ownership of rents brought with it a relatively steady revenue stream and an aura of lordliness. There is
        no question that people made every effort to invest their wealth in land and of course their own houses, and it
        is quite likely that they noticed who was a property owner and who was not.
      


      
        Thanks to the brisk market in property, the price data for units of real estate are relatively easy to
        assemble. Data from property sales and similar records show that the value of houses and rural farms in
        Marseille and its district could reach into the hundreds of florins. The most valuable properties of all were
        houses. In the middle of the fourteenth century, houses ranged in value from a single florin to 430 florins,
        with an average value of 29 florins. By the first quarter of the fifteenth century, the bullion famine and the
        resulting currency debasements caused the average price of a house to more than double, to 63 florins. In the
        mid-fourteenth century, agricultural holdings, including fields, pastures, and vineyards of different sizes and
        fertility, ranged in value from just over half a florin to 200 florins, averaging 20 florins. Despite the
        marked drop in coin value over the ensuing decades, the average price in the early fifteenth century dropped to
        18 florins. This was almost certainly a consequence of the depopulation caused by the recurrence of plague and
        of the rising cost of labor.
      


      
        The most remarkable fact to emerge from a comparison of values between real estate and goods is the degree to
        which the value of higher-end goods, such as fine belts, head ornaments, houppelandes, and small stacks of
        linens overlapped with the value of houses, fields, and vineyards. Some of the comparisons are quite vivid: the
        median price of a plot of agricultural land in 1350 could be paid with a dozen fairly nice tablecloths, and a
        very high-end houppelande in 1420 was worth more than double the median price of a field. In many households,
        of course, a parcel of land or the house itself might well have been the single most valuable possession. But
        this does not mean that more wealth, overall, was locked up in real estate than in movables. Typically, people
        owned at most a few houses and fields, whereas their inventories list many dozens of goods. Consider just the
        linens found in the 1348 inventory of the leatherworker Franses de Serralonga, the proud owner of the fine
        Murcia-ware ceramics.
      


      
        From the inventory of Franses de Serralonga, Marseille, 134866
      


      
        
          Next, a great chest in which there were the following goods, namely:
        

      


      
        	First, forty-one sheets


        	Next, twenty-one tablecloths, some big, some small


        	Next, other tablecloths


        	Next, thirty-three hand towels


        	Next, twenty-six facecloths

      


      
        At going rates, his linens alone were worth over 60 florins, approaching the probable value of the four fields
        that he owned.67
      


      
        The example of Franses suggests that goods constituted a significant store of value, which raises one of the
        essential questions of this chapter: Did goods rival real estate as a store of value? For the argument of this
        book, the question is an important one. If most household wealth was bound up in real estate, then that wealth
        would not be immediately available for legal plunder, and the process of debt recovery would require expensive
        legal procedures. Movable goods were far more easily liquidated.
      


      
        From records of bankruptcy proceedings it is possible, on occasion, to get a sense of the ratio of investments
        between immovable and movable goods. During the course of an inquiry into the insolvent estate of Raymon Cadel,
        a citizen of Marseille who died in 1362, the plaintiff estimated that Raymon’s estate was worth a total of 983
        livres, with 575 livres (58.5 percent) in real estate and another 408 livres (41.5 percent) in movable goods,
        for a ratio of 3 to 2.68 Analysis
        of inventories of seven insolvent estates from 1421–1422 indicates that household investments were evenly split
        between immovable property, including houses, fields, vineyards, and beehives, and movable property, with
        slightly more wealth, on average, tied up in movables. There is no particular reason, of course, to suppose
        that the ratio typical of insolvent estates would be representative of that of other households. Goods
        represented the first store of value liquidated in moments of financial stress, whether through the pawning or
        auctioning of objects or through processes of debt collection. Records of debt collection, discussed at greater
        length in Chapter 4, universally note that personal possessions were
        the first target of debt seizures, and houses, lands, storage receptacles, and wine were taken, as the phrase
        goes, only “in the absence of movable goods” or “because other goods are lacking.”69
      


      
        Ordinary postmortem inventories are probably more representative of the typical household. Although Massiliote
        inventories do not include estimates of value, it is possible, by assigning to each object and each item of
        land an average value derived from other sources, to compile rough-and-ready estimates. With this method, a
        careful study of eight randomly selected household inventories points to an immovable/movable ratio of 2 to 3.
        Across all fifteen households, the ratio of the value of immovables to that of movables is 42 to 58 (see
        Fig. 1.4). To the extent that the results are representative, they suggest that people in
        fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Marseille tended to distribute their investments relatively evenly across
        property and goods, with a distinct bias toward movables.
      


      
        It is important not to homogenize the wide variation from one household to the next. In a survey of investment
        strategies based on a sample of over one hundred inventories from later medieval and early sixteenth-century
        England, Jeremy Goldberg has described three types of investment strategies, ranging from the peasant, who
        invests largely in land, livestock, and food stocks, to the bourgeois, whose investments tilt sharply toward
        household goods.70 In Marseille,
        individual strategies were equally varied, for reasons presumably located in personal circumstances and
        life-cycle issues. The high proportion of wealth locked up in goods arose not so much because real estate was
        cheap but instead because many household objects were very costly. This is a pattern we find elsewhere in
        medieval and Renaissance Europe. As Carole Frick has pointed out, for example, clothing alone could represent
        as much as 40 percent of a family’s resources in Renaissance Florence.71
      


      
        Res viles, in short, were not worthless, and Albert Rigaudière notes that the phrase was indeed losing
        cogency in the fourteenth century, with the rise of an increasingly monetized economy.72 But this raises another issue. The
        investment in movables seems like a dead-end investment in things that had no capacity, on their own, to
        generate wealth. Many things escape this accusation, such as donkeys, tools, and wine casks. But fancy linens
        and fashionable clothing cannot be so easily defended from accusations of vanity, from suggestions that the
        money might have been put to better use if invested wisely in land, rents, investments, or business ventures.
        This is the accusation made by many historians, in a tradition of critique with a genealogy that extends back
        to Savonarola and his ilk.
      


      
        [image: Image]

        
          
            Figure 1.4.  Ratio of investments in fifteen Massiliote households, 1348–1422. This figure
            represents the investment in immovable property (houses, agriculture lands) or substantial property (boats,
            beehives) relative to the investment in movable goods (household objects and animals). By way of example,
            73 percent of the known wealth of the fisherman Johan Isnart was invested in immovable property, and 27
            percent in movable goods; for the shoemaker Jacme de Landa, 100 percent of his wealth was invested in
            movables.
          

        
      


      
        The problem of accounting for investments that have apparently been diverted from the grim business of getting
        through life has been as significant for evolutionary biology as it has been for economic history. Biologists
        talk about energy rather than wealth, but the essential problem is the same: any behavioral pattern that
        diverts resources from survival and reproduction has the appearance of being wasteful. The lifestyles of many
        animals often include instances of energy expenditure that do not appear to have an obvious reproductive value:
        otters playing in the snow, magpies gathering and defending small collections of objects, crocodiles dozing for
        long hours in the sun.73 Yet these
        apparently wasteful behaviors do not necessarily violate a Darwinian maxim of reproductive fitness. Among other
        things, leisure time provides a buffer against uncertainty; it acts as a bank of time that can be plundered in
        moments of individual or ecological stress. Much the same logic applies to the practice of costly signaling.
        The message conveyed by richly iridescent feathers, spreading antlers, and bountiful supplies of subcutaneous
        fat is a message about wealth, about surplus, about the ability to engage in display and still have plenty of
        energy in reserve.74 Patterns of
        costly signaling do not end at the boundaries of the body. The collections assembled and maintained by the male
        bowerbird consist of flowers, sticks, bottle caps, and bits of trash. The energy put into this display is not
        the same as the metabolic energy put into display feathers, but it all boils down to the same thing in the end.
      


      
        Like history, biology is suffused with metaphorical systems adapted from other disciplines. History borrows
        many of its own metaphors from the life sciences (“the birth of a consumer society”). Biology, in turn, has
        derived many of its metaphors and similes from economics.75 To describe a pattern of signaling as “costly” is to suggest that calories flow
        through biological systems in much the same way that money flows through human economies. The simile we are
        dealing with here—where energy, in effect, is configured as money—is more than just a convenient image. For
        what, in the end, is money? It goes without saying that wealth is wholly distinct from the materials that we
        have arbitrarily chosen to represent it. At its core, wealth is just energy, and vice versa. In cities like
        Marseille and Lucca in the later Middle Ages, this was true in a very literal sense, for the wealth invested in
        land produced calories in the form of grains, beans, grapes, olives, nuts, fodder, and fibers. The ownership of
        land rents generated cash that was used to purchase energy in the form of labor or food. In the same way that
        the surplus energy of the peacock is diverted into the tail, surplus cash might be diverted into patterns of
        costly signaling, whether in the form of large households, fancy clothing, or adornments—all the many kinds of
        investments we make to engage in prestige competition.
      


      
        Compared to peacocks and other animals, humans are extraordinarily naked with regard to morphological
        structures that serve as a vehicle for signaling. Our patterns of signaling have become more subtle. Many are
        mediated by the muscles of the face, which screw the face into hundreds of expressions, each slightly different
        from the next. Signaling is also carried on by other somatic devices such as flushing, pallor, posture, and
        exhalations. Much of this falls outside the control of the will, and in this regard, our volition, when it
        comes to signaling, is not much better than that of a peacock. There is a reason for this morphological
        nakedness. It lies in humanity’s deep history, in the fact that, several million years ago, human progenitors
        began to shift investment in costly signaling from the phenotype itself to the body’s cultural skin, beginning
        with tools and weapons, later clothing, property, reputation, discernment, and many other things.76 The pace of the transfer from phenotype to
        cultural skin began to accelerate late in the Upper Paleolithic and received another boost across the Neolithic
        transition. What we gain from this perspective is the understanding that there is no essential distinction
        between, say, a peacock’s tail and a houppelande. Both are the product of energy flows, even if, in one case,
        the context is cellular metabolism, and, in the other, organized systems of labor.
      


      
        Prestige goods are convenient devices for the storage of value that do double duty as the vehicles of costly
        signaling. In this regard, prestige goods constitute a kind of hoard or a buffer against adversity. Where the
        peacock’s tail really is a dead-end investment—the metabolic energy put into its making cannot be retrieved—the
        investment put into prestige goods can be pulled back out of the objects when necessity occasions it, and the
        only thing lost in the exchange are the small costs associated with the transaction. To think of goods as
        vehicles for the hoarding of value is to be reminded of the scarcity of coins in household inventories, for
        coins were normally not used for hoarding wealth. This observation runs against the stereotype that medieval
        people kept coin hoards as a buffer against uncertain times. The very expectation that there should have been
        hoards of coin, indeed, promotes skepticism about whether inventories are accurate snapshots of household
        contents. If coins are missing, is it because people were stashing their coins in pots hidden in the stable or
        hiding them about their person? But although the sequestering of coins is perfectly possible, enough show up to
        indicate that coins were visible to the people who made inventories.
      


      
        From the inventory of Franses de Serralonga, Marseille, 134877
      


      
        	Next, a chest of walnut wood in which were found 15 florins and a gold shield


        	Next, 60 sous’ worth of blancs and vincenis

      


      
        The inventory of one Massiliote household in 1422 noted the presence of a basin for holding change (bassinum
        ad tenendum peccunias), containing two purses made of silk, although, as it happens, there were no coins to
        be found either in the pouches or in the basin.78
      


      
        In Chapter 2, I shall have more to say about the presence and
        absence of coins in households. Here, my point is that although people did hoard wealth, their hoards normally
        did not take form as piles of coin or hack-silver. Instead, hoarded wealth was stashed away in the form of
        prestige objects such as fancy jugs and ewers, houppelandes, velvet purses, and sheets with silken daggets.
        Wealth also piled up in the great storage casks and jars and bins full of grain, wine, olive oil, and beans,
        the foods that provided the household a buffer against the vagaries of the harvest. Chests and coffers held
        sheets, veils, curtains, and clothes. All of these things, as Valentin Groebner has noted, could be converted
        into cash at a moment’s notice, thereby releasing their stores of value.79 If a house is seen as a body, the goods found in it are the
        stores of subcutaneous fat. When the fat is not needed for energy, it constitutes itself as a plumpness that
        serves to make the body attractive. This pattern, in human societies, is not unusual. The display of wealth
        signals eligibility for credit and trust, not just because the wealth itself is on display, but also because
        the wealth advertises a store of value that is eligible for plunder should a debt go unpaid. In such a context,
        it made perfect sense to invest up to the hilt in valuable objects of display and to keep one’s investment in
        sterile coinage to the barest minimum.
      

    


    
      Descript and Nondescript


      
        The taking of an inventory was not simply an act of accounting. It was something more akin to an act of
        translation. As the small party moved through the rooms of the house, each object, or in some cases a set of
        objects, had a brief moment in which to impress itself on memory. This line of description, formulated in the
        mind of the inventory’s redactor, was written out on paper or parchment, probably in the local vernacular.
        Brought to court, the entire list was translated into Latin, or at least a sort of dog Latin, and took its
        present-day form, in ink, on the paper of the notary’s register. Like the energy that is lost through friction,
        a great quantity of information slowly dissipated during these stages of translation. Even more was never noted
        in the first place, including the fabric of the house itself—wall paintings, the fireplaces or fire pits,
        window frames, built-in benches—and the sorts of animals that were not worked or eaten. Hens, chicks, and
        roosters appear in several inventories, as do numerous horses, mules, and donkeys. Cats, dogs, and hunting
        birds do not. Neither, for that matter, do slaves, although slaves did exist in Marseille and are common enough
        in contemporary inventories from Sicily and Valencia. But rather than rail at the redactor of the inventory for
        his or her sloppy inattention to our needs, it is better to ask this: What do the descriptions themselves tell
        us about what was visible and what was invisible in the houses of the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries?
        Which kinds of things had the sort of charisma that drew the attention of the redactor of the inventory? And
        which had next to no charisma, blending into the background like the kudu and becoming nearly invisible to the
        gaze of the redactor? In the same way that it is possible to imagine objects sized according to their value
        rather than their euclidean dimensions, so too it is possible to imagine them sized according to the richness
        of their attributes, which represents the degree to which they impinged upon the consciousness of the people of
        Marseille and Lucca and excited a descriptive gaze.
      


      
        The textual objects found in inventories, often enough, are thoroughly nondescript.
      


      
        Items listed in the inventory of Jacme Spitalier, Marseille, 135080
      


      
        	First, a table with its trestles


        	A small shield


        	A tablecloth


        	Another tablecloth


        	Two coverlets


        	Three sheets


        	A heavy bedspread


        	Two sheets


        	A pillow


        	Three jars


        	Three saddle pads (stueris de cella)


        	An iron bucket


        	[Three items lost due to water damage]


        	One boot


        	Three saddles


        	Two benches


        	A bedspread


        	A donkey

      


      
        Jacme, whom we have met before, was clearly a poor man on the day of his death. His worldly goods could not
        even fill a recto folio of a half-sized notarial register, let alone the house that he did not own. Although
        his goods were almost certainly shabby, old, and of little value, it is striking that none of them was
        described that way. Shabbiness, apparently, was visible only in the presence of the unshabby.
      


      
        His goods, in short, were deaf and dumb, and their muteness serves to highlight the loud clamor raised by some
        of the objects found in other households. In translation, this clamor takes shape as a noun-phrase describing
        the object along with a small cloud of defining or delimiting attributes, expressed as an adjectival phrase or,
        often enough, a series of such phrases. The linguistic qualities of these attributes can tell us much about
        patterns of folk classification of the people who made the inventories.81
      


      
        From the inventory of the draper Guilhem Pichon, Marseille, 134882
      


      
        	Next, two table knives in a sheath


        	Next, a chest made of pine containing the cartularies of the workshop and a small basin for
        holding change and a buffet casket


        	Next, a box with two compartments in one of which is approximately a quarter of fava beans, with
        a basket, a small spit, and a kneading cloth


        	In the other compartment, a sack and a ceramic jar for honey and a little jar for oil


        	Next, another box with two compartments in one of which are around fifty bowls and trenchers
        made of wood


        	Next, another box with three compartments; in one of these, there are around two pounds of
        thread


        	Next, two old boots


        	Next, a saltcellar made of tin

      


      
        In addition to providing basic information about the number of items in the set (“two old boots”), modifiers
        like these gesture to the following attributes:
      


      
        	The material of which the object was made. Here, we find objects in pine, ceramic, and
        tin; also common are other metals, furs, and many kinds of fabric.


        	Size, typically small or large, sometimes medium


        	Style or place of origin, unusual except where clothing and fabrics are concerned, and
        even here, relatively uncommon


        	Color, including objects with multiple colors


        	Shape, a quality that is very rare in these records (e.g., a “round” stool)


        	Descriptive value, as in “of little value.” In addition, some kinds of records list a
        monetary value.


        	The object’s condition, including old, new, used, broken, shabby, and miserable


        	Additions or extras, comprising fittings, linings, adornments, and accouterments; in this
        case, a sheath, which forms part of an ensemble with the two table knives


        	The contents of a containing object; here, cartularies, a basin, beans, jars, bowls,
        trenchers, and thread


        	The gender or gendered role fulfilled by the object, for example, a man’s cloak, a
        woman’s veil


        	Function. Here, we find jars designed for holding honey or oil. Functions are unusual and
        quite varied.


        	The history or biography of the object, which in most cases refers to the prior or
        current owner of the item, such as an article of dress that belonged to the decedent but was worn by his wife
        or son or daughter

      


      
        Analyzing these modifying phrases, one can generate indices of description for individual objects as well as
        whole classes or categories of objects. To compile this index, one begins by selecting a set of object phrases
        and annotating the attributes according to the categories listed above. Several examples illustrating the
        nature of this analysis follow (see Fig. 1.5). The index of description for a given object
        is then calculated simply by adding up the number of attributes.83
      


      
        In the first example, the object in question, a garde-corps (gardacossium), has three attributes,
        namely, style, addition, and descriptive value. The cloak, which is an attribute of the garde-corps, is also an
        object in its own right and has three attributes of its own, namely, the color “ruby-red” and the materials
        “cloth” and “fur.” The tunic in the next example has two attributes, gender and color. Attributes can consist
        of single words, as we see in the case of the tunic, but they are often composed of short phrases; this is
        typical of attributes identifying the function and the history or biography of an object (see the fourth and
        fifth examples). An object such as the “Chalonnais bedspread” in the third example is complicated insofar as
        the Latin word, chalonum, is a single noun that embeds a style or an origin. The analysis, for this
        reason, must be applied to the original language of the source, not to a translation, as in the examples here.
        It is important to note that the attributes of an object’s additions or contents are not attributes of the
        object. The two houppelandes, for instance, have only three attributes—history, material, and addition—since
        the color “ruby-red” and the material “serge” are attributes of the addition or trim.
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            Figure 1.5.  The attributes of textual objects.
          

        
      


      
        By averaging the number of attributes found for each kind of object within a class or category, we can come up
        with an average number of attributes per item and assign to each an index of description (Fig.
        1.6). The figure sets out the indices of description for slaves and for several representative household
        goods. Houppelandes, like other items of fancy outerwear, leap out of the record in terms of their index of
        description. Redactors of inventories were especially attentive to the fabric and the color. One of the most
        striking features of the collection of attributes applied to houppelandes is the frequency of expressions
        referring to the owner of the garment. With other items, it is exceedingly uncommon to find the ownership of an
        object listed among the attributes. The reason, surely, is that there was no need: most inventoried things had
        a default owner, the decedent. Houppelandes break this rule.
      


      
        Houppelandes with owners in Massiliote inventories84
      


      
        	A houppelande of scarlet cloth belonging to Lady Raynaude


        	A houppelande with a cloak of cloth of Florence, bright slate blue or turquea, the cloak
        being lined with vair, with another small cloak, gray, and a hood of the same cloth, lined with silk, belonging
        to Lady Raynaude


        	A certain houppelande belonging to the late Laurens of a slate-blue cloth, lined with white
        fustian


        	A houppelande of slate-blue cloth of little value belonging to the late Laurens


        	A houppelande belonging to the late Guilhem, of a dark fabric lined with white fleece


        	A houppelande of thick burel cloth belonging to the said Jacme [Fornier]


        	Two houppelandes belonging to the grandchildren of the said Guilhem [Bertran] of burel cloth
        lined with ruby-red thin wool (sayha rubea)


        	A houppelande of green cloth lined with white lambskin, ancient, belonging to lady Dulciete [de
        Montoliu]

      


      
        No one who has read a set of inventories will be surprised to find that belts, headpieces, and other dress
        accessories have a high index of description. The materials of which many were at least partly composed, silver
        and silk, are prominent attributes of luxury goods. The relatively high index of description of chests,
        including caskets, coffers, and coffrets, is a little more unusual. Household containers and storage
        receptacles, in general, are not very descript. In the case of chests, however, descriptions include the wood
        or metal from which they were made, the presence of metal hardware or feet, and, increasingly by the fifteenth
        century, an indication of decoration, including “colored” and “painted.”
      


      
        Draft animals stand out because they had exceedingly high monetary value but an index of description similar to
        chests, which were typically worth much less than animals. Bowls would rank far lower were it not that bowls
        were commonly made of three materials, wood, ceramic, and tin, and the redactors of inventories often felt it
        necessary to distinguish between the three. The exceptions are interesting, for a few Islamic lusterwares
        attracted at least a mention of origin, and sometimes size. Dining tables are nondescript, although
        occasionally the wood (“walnut,” “pine”) is listed, and on a few occasions the length. The fact that tables
        rank as high as draft animals is in some sense illusory, for if we exclude the trestles that figure in the
        descriptions of the vast majority of tables—a reasonable move, since it is the trestles that turn a set of
        planks into a dining table—the index of description drops to just over 0.3, which is where we find most other
        furniture items, including chairs, stools, and the occasional cupboard.
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            Figure 1.6.  Indices of description for slaves and select household goods. The index of description,
            indicated on the y axis, is the average number of attributes assigned to a class or category of
            objects, following the methodology discussed previously. The items chosen here have been drawn from several
            of the major categories of things, namely, clothing, dress accessories, containers, animals, tablewares,
            furniture, and utensils or tools. Slaves are not found in inventories; the data here were drawn from a
            variety of sources, including notarial contracts of slave sales, testaments recording the manumission of
            slaves, and court records involving slaves in one way or another.
          

        
      


      
        There is another way to calculate an index of description, which is to focus not on things but instead on
        materials. Here, the goal is not to compare indices of description across categories of household goods.
        Instead, we are hoping to find out how a given material affects the charisma of the items that possess it.
        Items made of silk, unsurprisingly, rate as highly charismatic, attracting 0.9 descriptive phrases in addition
        to the mention of the material (“made of silk”). Given the relatively nondescript quality of bowls and other
        ceramics, the most surprising finding is that ceramic items, with an index of description of 0.5, were more
        descript than items made of copper (0.32) and especially tin (0.19), even though tin may have been twice as
        valuable as copper.85 The answer,
        again, lies in the exceptions, including the Islamic lusterwares that were, evidently, possessed proudly by
        some Massiliotes.
      


      
        This brings us, finally, to the question of why the items found in inventories attracted modifiers. Some of
        these phrases served the purpose of disambiguation, as in the case of an inventory from Marseille that
        distinguished quite carefully between two houppelandes.
      


      
        From the inventory of Jacme de Jerusalem, Marseille, 138786
      


      
        	First, a long houppelande made of burel and lined with white fur, with a hood


        	Next, a short, old houppelande made of burel and lined with white fur

      


      
        Yet unique or unambiguous objects could also attract descriptive phrases.
      


      
        From the inventory of Guilhem Bertrand, carpenter, Marseille, 140587
      


      
        	A certain great wooden funnel, new


        	A certain ewer, made of copper, with two handles (see Plate 14)
        

      


      
        The pattern is even more pronounced in records of debt collection, which often list no more than a handful of
        objects, and yet attributes are sometimes quite thick on the ground.
      


      
        Items plundered from the house of the cheese maker Benettum, from Chiasso, near Lucca, 133388
      


      
        	A woman’s vest, with a tiny green checkered pattern (verdelli scacchatelli minuti),
        lined with tacchata lining


        	A woman’s tunic, checkered

      


      
        Also telling is the fact that goods other than houppelandes were rarely described in terms of their owners and
        almost never in terms of their biographies, where the latter is one of the most powerful attributes for the
        purposes of disambiguation.
      


      
        So why were the attributes used at all? If we peek ahead to a theme that will feature in some of the ensuing
        chapters, one of the most striking features of these modifying phrases is that they were commonly attached to
        goods that also circulated as pledges or pawned goods. Almost anything found in households was capable of
        serving as collateral for a debt. In Lucca, where the courts of law offered a sophisticated system of debt
        collection that operated on a gargantuan scale, creditors often targeted very poor country residents, and the
        crier-sergeants sent out to the country found it necessary to seize anything they could get their hands on,
        including empty wine casks, raw linen, and wheat still in the ear. These seizures operated at the low end of a
        spectrum of value that, at the other end, ran to extremely valuable clothing and jewelry, the kinds of things
        that commonly passed through pawnshops and, for that matter, the hands of neighbors and patrons who were
        willing to offer credit on some nice thing. At this end of the spectrum, the range of pledge-worthy objects was
        constricted. As we shall see in more detail in Chapter 2, the items
        most commonly left in pawn were clothing, fine metalwares, and household linens.
      


      
        This association raises an important question: Were descript items descript simply because people had acquired
        the habit of assigning attributes to pledge-worthy objects, the better to remember them should the need arise?
        It is certainly possible that a client redeeming an object at a pawnshop or the neighbor’s house would want to
        remember his or her mantle by the presence of vair, or a trim of scarlet sendal, or the exact number of pearl
        buttons running down the sleeves. Here again, though, we run up against the fact that ownership and biography,
        two important devices for disambiguation, were simply not used. More importantly, if this really was the reason
        for modifying phrases, then one would expect to find them used more consistently. A more likely explanation
        reverses the causal chain: neighborhood creditors and pawnbrokers preferred to take descript objects in pledge
        because they were interested in acquiring goods that had personal meaning to the debtors and were therefore
        more likely to be redeemed. In this view, the thickness of the descriptive cloud can be seen as an index of
        personal engagement with the object in question.
      


      
        All of the objects found in inventories, presumably, had qualities that could have merited attention, but many
        did not receive it, either because the utter poverty of the owner bred an indifference to his possessions or
        because the objects lurked in the blind spot of cultural value. Their bareness highlights the degree to which
        other objects were dressed up with modifying phrases. Strikingly, the axis of monetary value and the axis of
        description were not quite the same. Mules, which were typically described by little more than the colors of
        their pelts, fall toward the nondescript side of the axis of description. So highly valued was power in
        medieval Europe, however, that a mule could be worth as much as 40 florins, exceeding the value of the land
        itself. Many an object considerably less valuable than a mule might attract twice as many words in its
        description. In the complex grid of value assessments that results from the presence of these two axes, we have
        the makings of an architecture of value.
      

    


    
      Presence and Absence


      
        Some worldly goods had no houses to contain them. Although house ownership was widespread, Jacme Spitalier was
        not the only resident of Marseille with no roof to call his own. We need to read his goods, therefore, as
        constituting the bare minimum one would have needed for camping out in a rented room and navigating the complex
        world of lending on collateral. Other households were bulging with goods. But even in the houses of plenty,
        there are things that do not appear at all or appear very rarely—and surely the horizons of material culture
        are defined as much by absence as they are by presence, hence the need to consider the absent objects. Writing
        about the absent, however, is never easy. There is almost nothing to say about the complete absence of spices
        or even spice containers in the kitchens and houses of everyone apart from the apothecaries, although the
        omnipresence of mortars and pestles suggests very strongly that spices and herbs were commonly used in the
        kitchen.89 We can assume that
        ordinary people consumed black pepper, ginger, and galangal, but they must have acquired these spices in
        ephemeral sachets and used them up on or shortly after the day of purchase. The absence of any magical devices,
        when we know that people kept tokens and amulets of various sorts, suggests that these were items that
        redactors did not bother listing on paper, or alternatively that people kept them on their persons: but even
        there, there is little more to say. To analyze absence, paradoxically, one has to begin with things that are
        present.
      


      
        Of the many interesting absences in Mediterranean households, there are two that stand out, at least to my
        mind. One includes things for children. The other consists of objects of devotion.
      


      
        Mention of children is ubiquitous in inventories from Marseille since, in many cases, the reason to make an
        inventory was precisely to protect the inheritance rights of the decedent’s children. Children’s things show up
        in at least eighteen of the hundred or so inventories. The most common items for children were cradles (Prov.
        bres; Lat. cunabulum); a total of ten can be found in eight inventories. Two cradles were found
        in the estate of Vivaut de Jerusalem, who died in the plague of 1348.90 One of them was found in the dining hall, with three
        pillows in it. The other had been stored away in the pantry. Two other cradles, in fact, were found in
        pantries, one in a kitchen, and one in a bedroom. The latter, found in a household in 1433, was described as
        being “in the old style” (unum cunabulum antiquum forme).91 Nearly as common as cradles are coverlets and quilts sized
        appropriately for cradles; there are nine in all. One house with no cradle had two small coverlets designed for
        use in a cradle, one of which was made of silk.92
      


      
        The prevalence of children’s bedding is of a piece with the prominence of beds, both in the houses themselves
        and in the mind-sets of their residents. In light of the visibility of cradles, what is strikingly rare in
        inventories are references to clothing specifically identified as children’s clothing.
      


      
        All the articles of clothing specifically identified as children’s clothing in Massiliote
        inventories93
      


      
        	A stole, with fustian, for an infant


        	A child’s overtunic, ruby red; a child’s tunic and hood, ruby red


        	A parti-colored cloak for a child


        	A hood, ruby red, for a child


        	A small hood for a child, green


        	Two hoods for a child [worth] 4 gros


        	Six pairs of sandals (sotularium) for infants or children [worth] 3 gros

      


      
        Two of these items, the overtunic and the red tunic with a hood, came from the house of a Jew named Bonafos
        Bonet, who died in the plague of 1348, which raises the intriguing possibility that Jewish households were more
        child oriented, in a material-culture way, than Christian houses. The six pairs of sandals came from a
        shoemaker’s inventory; these formed part of his stock. The scarcity of references to children’s clothing—seven
        line items found in a collection of 6,000 in all—does not mean that Massiliote children ran around naked and
        unshod. It simply means that the redactors of inventories did not normally see the clothing worn by children as
        children’s clothing. Articles of clothing described as “small” are quite uncommon, but they do appear
        from time to time, as in a chemise (camisia) described as “small” that appears in an inventory from
        1387, or “two little houppelandes of slate-blue cloth, of little value,” from an inventory from
        1400.94 Size was also noted via
        diminutives, such as a “small cloaklet made of black cloth” found in one house.95
      


      
        Aside from cradles and clothing, other children’s things, in Marseille as in medieval Dijon, are exceedingly
        rare.96 The inventory of a very
        well-to-do house from 1402 listed an item that looks for all the world like a potty-chair (cathedram
        puerorum).97 A few inventories
        list games and diversions, including a checker game (ludus tabularum), which was found, as it happens,
        in a childless house.98 Children
        did play with such games. A criminal inquest from 1380 tells a rather unusual tale of a man who attacked a
        small girl, around two years old, who grabbed a small game or board (quandam tabuletam minimam) that
        belonged to the assailant’s small boy, also around two years old.99 The two toddlers were playing the game at the time of the
        attack. The furious father, a spice merchant, threw the little girl on the ground, giving her a bloody nose.
        Entering his shop, he then seized a large staff of the sort normally used for stirring honey in barrels and
        tried to attack the girl’s father. None of the neighbors who subsequently attested to the events sought to
        excuse the spice merchant, although one of them noted rather demurely that the little girl had grabbed a small
        piece of wood (modicum de fusta), presumably a game piece, and had struck her playmate with it. This
        shaft of light onto the playtime of children, however, only serves to highlight the near total lack of games
        and toys in the inventories. Children certainly did play, but the things they played with were not necessarily
        visible as children’s things, and those that were, such as the ceramic game pieces, dolls’ heads (see Fig. 1.7), and figurines found in the archaeological record, were not considered value-bearing
        objects worthy of being noted in an inventory.100
      


      
        Let us turn to devotional objects. The later Middle Ages has the reputation of being the great age of
        devotional art, as paintings, tabernacles, diptychs, books of hours, and other inducements to prayer piled up
        not only in the monastery but also in the home.101 As Caroline Walker Bynum has argued so cogently, holiness was increasingly identified with
        the material.102 Rummaging around
        in the inventories, we might expect to find images of saints and the Virgin Mary, souvenirs such as pilgrims’
        badges and flasks of blessed water or oil, holy scenes of various kinds, and perhaps even relics. Of the range
        of possible devotional objects, what actually shows up in inventories of the households of the laity in
        Marseille in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries? The answer, by and large, are paternosters or prayer
        beads—and little else.
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            Figure 1.7.  The head of a doll. Toys and game pieces are exceedingly rare in inventories, but they
            show up from time to time in the archaeological record. This item, made of coarse pottery, was found in
            Dinant, Belgium; it dates from the fourteenth or fifteenth century and is likely to have been a doll’s
            head. Photo R. Gilles © Service public de Wallonie/Direction du Patrimoine. Used by permission.
          

        
      


      
        Paternosters in Massiliote inventories103
      


      
        	A paternoster made of amber


        	A Franciscan paternoster


        	A paternoster made of amber


        	A paternoster made of amber


        	A paternoster made of coral


        	A paternoster made of amber with a floqueto made of silk


        	Some paternosters of amber


        	A paternoster made of amber and coral


        	Some paternosters made of amber


        	Some other paternosters made of coral and silver


        	Some paternosters made of coral and silver


        	A paternoster made of coral


        	An amber paternoster


        	Several paternosters made of amber and coral

      


      
        As the list suggests, all the paternosters found in Marseille have one trait in common: a relatively valuable
        material, consisting of coral, silver, or amber. Such materials are found in English paternosters as well,
        along with jet, wood, bone, and rock crystal.104 Coral working was a major industry in Marseille, carried out, as it happens, largely by
        Jews.105 The cost of a paternoster
        was around 1 florin or more. The expense, however, did not restrict them to members of the élite. Quite the
        opposite: the owners of paternosters whose trades can be identified include a draper, a cobbler, an urban
        peasant, a chandler, a seaman, and a fishmonger.
      


      
        Beyond the paternosters lies the void—or very nearly the void, for a few devotional objects show up from time
        to time. The inventory of the draper Guilhem Pichon, owner of one of the paternosters made of amber beads, also
        included a silver cup destined to be melted down and reworked as a crucifix.106 Mosse Creguti’s inventory includes three books in Hebrew,
        objects that may have been devotional.107 The estate of a well-to-do woman who died in 1409 included a breviary.108 One inventory, that of a goldsmith,
        included several devotional items, though in this case it seems likely that they formed part of his stock or,
        alternatively, were items he was working on at the time of his death. Several houses included oratoria,
        including the house of the owner of the breviary. The most remarkable assemblage of devotional items can be
        found in an inventory from 1391. The decedent, Jean Casse, one of the wealthiest men in Marseille at the time,
        possessed not only an oratorium but also other things that were ranged in a private altar in his town house.
        His rural estate included a private chapel, where the redactors of the inventory found a large oratorium
        painted with a variety of images and a panel with prayers on it.109
      


      
        One of the most striking examples of domestic devotional objects is afforded by an oratorium with an image of
        the Virgin Mary found in 1405, somewhat improbably, in a kitchen. The owner was a widow named Laureta de Rabes.
        Although the name she bears is that of a distinguished Massiliote family, Laureta herself seems to have been
        terribly poor. According to the inventory of her possessions, the dining hall was barren of contents apart from
        two old chests of little value and two wooden chairs, and in the bedroom she slept on a small bed with just a
        single mattress covered with torn sheets and torn blankets.110 Maybe she was just poor. The more interesting alternative
        is that at some point in her life, perhaps upon the death of her husband, Simon, Laureta had chosen to embark
        upon the ascetic life typical of the laywomen who belonged to religious orders such as Cistercian tertiaries or
        the Beguines.111 But this
        inventory, like others of its ilk, is silent about her biography.
      


      
        Late in life, the merchant Jean Casse found solace in devotion, and he assembled a small collection of things
        to aid his exercises. One of the things he did not acquire, however, was a paternoster. With the exception of
        Laurens Vassal, a well-to-do patrician who died in 1405, all those who owned paternosters were ordinary
        tradesmen or even peasants. The few oratoria that show up, in contrast, were almost entirely limited to members
        of the upper echelons of Massiliote society, that is to say, if we can include the poor woman Laureta de Rabes
        in this group by virtue of her distinguished name. The only exception is a shoemaker who died in 1445, leaving,
        among other things, an oratorium depicting the Blessed Mary. The material culture of devotion, it seems, cut a
        relatively hard line between social classes.
      


      
        The occasional devotional object appears in sources other than inventories. In Marseille in 1353, a Lamb of God
        adorned with silver and pearls, along with a number of other valuable objects, was removed from a house by a
        woman who claimed that it belonged to her by virtue of her dowry rights.112 A case involving a fraud committed in 1352 listed, among
        the other objects lifted from the possession of the victim, one hundred “emblems of Our Father made of coral”
        (signa patri nostri de coralho), possibly referring to the single large bead for the Our Father prayer
        that was strung on paternosters along with ten Hail Marys.113 The quantity listed conveys more than a suggestion of the mass production of a holy
        commodity, though nothing on the order of the mass production of pilgrim’s badges at pilgrimage sites all over
        Europe. These rare references are important; they tell us that devotional objects were visible to the notaries
        who kept registers, as objects of theft or fraud if nothing else. Devotional objects are common enough in the
        English archaeological record, and medieval pilgrim’s badges are found everywhere, though as Roberta Gilchrist
        indicates, in river crossings or riverfront sites more often than in house sites.114 It is reasonable to suppose that in Marseille, it was
        simply not customary to record such items in inventories. But as it happens, Marseille’s archaeological record
        confirms the absence of devotional objects, which become common only by the early modern period.115
      


      
        The people of Marseille made enormous investments in areas that we can characterize as devotional in nature. On
        their deathbeds, they gave legacies to churches and alms to the poor and purchased sung masses at the rate of
        20 sous a pop for the salvation of their souls. Grieving relatives sold the clothes off the backs of the dead
        or pawned valuable articles of clothing in order to get the cash they needed to purchase the wax that was burnt
        at the vigil. Since piety did not constitute a discrete sphere of behavior but instead shaded off into areas
        like modesty, we can think of the investment in veils as a semidevotional exercise, and who knows what sorts of
        meanings hovered around the marriage beds and the dowry chests. The elaborate metal finewares, the ubiquitous
        washing basins, water jugs, and hand towels: all these items carried with them a whiff of holiness that hung
        about the chalices and cloths displayed on the altar. The frescoes that people sometimes painted on the walls
        of their dining halls may have included devotional scenes. Through their tithes and taxes and donations, they
        invested in the fabric of the holy found in every church and chapel. As a rule of thumb, however, the residents
        of Marseille, like their counterparts in Dijon, did not invest in devotional objects.116 The devotional object, by and large, was
        a thing monopolized by the clergy, as witnessed by their own inventories, which are thick with such things.
        Laypeople, at least in Marseille, were largely content with taking a vicarious pleasure in the matter of the
        holy. Where their own use is concerned, they preferred devotional exercises that were ephemeral: sung masses
        that rose to the heavens like the smoke from the candles of the vigil; acts of charity that dissolved among the
        faceless masses of the poor.
      


      
        The notable exceptions to this, of course, are the paternosters—and the fact that they are exceptional means
        that we need to return to them with greater attention. The most striking feature of paternosters, apart from
        their ubiquity, is the value of their material. If the point was purely devotional, simple beads made of
        ceramic or base metals would have done just as well. The holy did not have to be materialized in amber, silver,
        or coral. There was plenty of precedent for materializing the holy in lead or pewter, pebbles, parchment, and
        water, in the form of pilgrim’s badges, tokens, charms, and flasks.117 The material of the paternosters, therefore, tells us
        something that we already knew, namely, that the existence of a devotional function does not foreclose on the
        possibility of another function. In this case, there is every reason to believe that tokens of devotion or
        holiness simultaneously performed a service in the tournament of prestige. The key to appreciating the twofold
        message sent by the paternoster lies in the fact that devotional objects are almost never found in inventories
        of debt collection. Likewise, they are almost never found in pawn, whether at pawnshops or the houses of
        neighbors, kinfolk, and friends. Like houppelandes, belts, and jugs, paternosters were valuable objects, but
        they had a very special, noncirculating kind of value, because the holy was not readily fungible. Paternosters,
        at least among the laity, were inalienable possessions.118 Given this fact, it took a certain amount of bravado or audacity for a tradesman or
        a peasant to lock away a significant store of value in a paternoster, a store of value conspicuously put on
        display during moments of ostentatious piety. In a world that was accustomed to treating all sorts of goods as
        a kind of surrogate commodity money, the audacity of the paternoster as a value sink would have been evident to
        everyone.
      


      
        The paternoster was one of many arenas in which the people of Marseille had decided to conduct their
        tournaments of prestige. This choice, in a sense, was arbitrary: it might just as well have been the crucifix,
        the retable, or the ivory statuette. The total absence of paternosters in the Lucchese evidence that I have
        consulted reveals the utter arbitrariness of the Massiliote predilection for paternosters. If we seek to
        understand why that arena coalesced here, around paternosters, rather than there, around crucifixes or
        retables, we might choose to devise explanations rooted in some sort of logic—the portability of paternosters;
        the absence of a bottleneck in production made possible by the multiplicity of materials; the proximity to
        coral production—but it seems easier to invoke simple contingency. Once the choice had coalesced, the logic of
        the tournament then took over, and the value of the paternoster grew even as its materials ramified.
      


      
        Both children’s clothing and devotional objects stand out for being uncommon. Whereas the former are uncommon
        because they were invisible to the redactors of inventories, the latter were uncommon, it seems, because they
        actually were uncommon. Thus, absence from inventories can spring from different principles. As noted above,
        however, it is the wholly absent things that are arguably the most striking and least subject to analysis. Of
        all the silent and absent things, it is the absence of a material culture of petdom, and especially the pets
        themselves, that attracts the most attention. There are no dog collars or leashes. There are no dog bowls. The
        occasional cat undoubtedly curled up to sleep in one of the ubiquitous baskets, but there is no basket
        expressly designed for cats. In the sources used for this book, sources that range from inventories of
        households and inventories of debt collection, where things are thick on the ground, to lawsuits, dowry acts,
        and testaments, where things are present but much less common, it would be possible to assemble a list of at
        least fifteen thousand objects from the cities of both Marseille and Lucca, and in that mass of material the
        only item from the world of pets that ever makes an appearance is a single parrot’s cage (tristegam
        psitaci) found in the household of Guilhem de Cavalhon in Marseille in the year 1405. Given this deafening
        silence, we have to assume that there was no material culture of any kind associated with pets, at least here,
        in these two cities. The presence of the parrot’s cage, as it happens, is strangely emblematic of the silence
        of the sources, for the inventory makes no mention of any parrot. One expects that the parrot itself had gone
        to meet its maker, but all the same, it is tempting to imagine that the parrot was there, squawking loudly, as
        Jacme Guilhem walked through the house, jotting down the inventory on behalf of his sister Massileta. If so,
        the squawks were unable to penetrate his consciousness, and although the cage itself was recorded for
        posterity, the bird itself was written out.
      


      
        The absence of a material culture associated with pets, and for that matter the absence of the pets themselves,
        brings us back to the blind spots that remain in the inventories. No doubt the pets were there, whether
        barking, mewing, or squawking, but like children’s ceramic toys, they were not thought of as constituting
        possessions. But this in turn raises an important metaphysical question: What, exactly, is a possession? And
        was the inventory itself, as a legal custom, somehow entangled in the changing metaphysics of possession?
      


      
        In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the European legal system churned out a massive number of
        inventories; millions are extant in the surviving records.119 In their diaries and household accounts, people began to fall into the habit of
        listing things that belonged to them and things that they were acquiring. Across the early modern era, it seems
        as if the tortoiseshell of goods that encases many of us today, a shell that constrains our movements and has
        subtly commandeered the ways in which we think about the meaning and purpose of our lives, was getting thicker
        and thicker. Contemplating the comparative documentary void of the early fourteenth century, we might be
        tempted to bemoan the absence of a law requiring families to take inventories, for our explorations in
        documentary archaeology would have been greatly improved. There are plenty of other acts from these decades,
        after all; only inventories are rare. But perhaps we are looking at this the wrong way around. As Samuel Cohn
        has pointed out, things are noticeably invisible in Italian testaments from the early fourteenth century, in an
        era when we know for a fact that houses were chock-full of things.120 In light of this, the rising tide of inventories, which
        begins to reach flood stage by the seventeenth century, reflects not so much the presence of more stuff, but
        instead the growing habit of defining a person and a life in terms of the thickening shell of material culture.
        It is as if inventories, after a lag of nearly a thousand years, had finally picked up where the grave goods of
        the Germanic world had left off. In terms of record-keeping habits, this change is tracked by a shift in the
        inventory form itself. Early in the fourteenth century, inventories were commonly kept as flowing text.
        Increasingly, however, the items were broken out as a list, a form that highlights the singularity of each
        individual object. In a literature dating back to the great Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt, much has been
        said about the rise of the individual in Western Europe.121 Whether or not this formula applies to persons in the manner that Burckhardt had
        thought, it most certainly applies to things, at least in the manner in which, over time, they became items on
        a list.
      


      
        *   *   *
      


      
        Monetary value and description, in the households of Marseille and Lucca in the later Middle Ages, constituted
        overlapping spheres of assessment. The overlap was significant though not complete; for this reason, some
        objects could appear in one sphere but not in the other. Donkeys, casks, and some chests, for example, were
        valuable without being descript. It is less common for highly descript objects to be low in value, but we find
        this from time to time, in long descriptions of clothing that end with the phrase “of little value” or with an
        estimate of value given in gros or sous rather than florins or livres. The zone of overlap, however, was
        capacious, and many objects both highly valuable and highly descript are found within it. As we survey these
        objects, it is surprising to learn how valuable objects could be, and how significant they were as elements in
        the network of investments practiced by every family that had reserves of wealth.
      


      
        At the very heart of the capacious zone of overlap lay some very special kinds of empty containers, including
        high-status clothes, precious jugs and goblets, fine purses, and—if we can stretch the category of “container,”
        belts and rings made of precious metals, which contain waists or fingers. All these objects are characterized
        by a valuable material and amply signifying adornments. As we shall see later on, some of these were the
        favored targets of debt collection. These were also the objects preferred whenever pledges were needed to
        secure a debt. These empty containers epitomize the ontology whereby goods, in Mediterranean households, had
        two identities. They simultaneously served as signaling devices as well as major stores of value on which a
        vast system of consumer credit, largely hidden to us, was founded.
      


      
        To say that clothing and fine metalwares were favored by the system of credit does not mean that they were the
        sole objects of debt collection or even the most common. Creditors were content with hoes when there were no
        houppelandes to be had. The prominence of clothing and metalwares when it comes to offering hostages in
        exchange for credit simply underscores the way in which the meaning of goods was manifold and function was
        overdetermined. In this case, luxury, far from being a drain on capital, can be seen as an essential component
        of an emerging economy, in this case an economy of credit.
      


      
        The rising tide of goods in the fourteenth-century Mediterranean created the conditions for this system of
        signs. The goods themselves were not necessarily new, and indeed “newness” was not even a trait that greatly
        impinged upon the awareness of contemporaries.122 If anything was new, it was the volume of goods. Even though the rising tide was
        insufficiently strong to wash into the rented room of poor Jacme Spitalier, it did make its way, selectively
        and unevenly, into plenty of low-status households. Through a process of emergence attendant upon the scalar
        increase in goods, a system of signs emerged that generated new vocabularies of value and distinction, and this
        vocabulary, in turn, fed into and shaped the world of credit and systems of debt collection. Here, then, we
        begin to appreciate how it is impossible to understand the world of late medieval credit, and the economy in
        general, without understanding its goods and fashions, and also how the study of trends in material culture
        must incorporate perspectives on the late medieval world of credit.
      

    


    
      



    




[CHAPTER
      TWO]


      CREDIT AND
      COIN

    

    
      SCATTERED across the inventories, tucked in between the tunics and bowls and linens
      that fill the pages of the documents, one finds, from time to time, an item that did not belong to the person who
      had just died. When Dousa, a member of the very distinguished de Montoliu family, died in 1409, the inventory of
      her estate listed two things that reportedly belonged to her son-in-law: a measure for grain and a wash
      basin.1 Clues such as this one help us
      to imagine how the inventory itself was made. They suggest scenarios in which, as the little group of people
      moved through the rooms of the house, the person responsible for taking notes on the findings would listen as the
      residents of the house told him or her which things belonged to the decedent and which belonged to others. Among
      the things that did not belong to the decedents, the most common were pledges that had been left by one of the
      decedent’s debtors; since the item did not exactly belong to the decedent, a note was made to that effect. It
      worked the other way around, for items belonging to the decedent left out in pawn were also noted from time to
      time.
    


    
      By virtue of mentioning these items left in pledge, the inventories reveal a tiny corner of the vast world of
      credit and debt that drove the household economy of later medieval Europe. The world of credit found other ways
      to creep into inventories. The redactors may have been inattentive to pets, but they were quite attentive to the
      decedent’s credits and debts, since these had just as much bearing on the solvency of the estate and the duties
      of the executor and the children’s guardian as the property itself. As a result, the redactors seem to have been
      careful to list all the decedents’ credits alongside their debts, typically at the end of the inventory, along
      with the fields, vineyards, and other units of property owned by the decedents. On occasion, we find the entries
      recording the existence of credits or debts listed underneath a rubric identifying a hall or a bedroom,
      presumably because that is where the redactor of the inventory fished a contract out of a chest or a bag. Reading
      these, we can find details about the credit economy that are not to be found in the usual sources.2
    


    
      The world of credit in later medieval Europe took many forms, crossing a spectrum from the public credit needed
      by kings and communes to the private credit of the household or business. Public credit became a significant
      element of the political economy by the later Middle Ages, financing wars and propping up governments.3 But alongside the massive loans made by the
      Florentine banks to the kings of England and the system of forced loans invented by the Italian communes, we find
      a world of private credit encompassing everything from large commercial investments guaranteed by notarized
      contracts to the small hand loans and shop credits extended by retailers.4 In Mediterranean Europe, acts pertaining to private credit are,
      by a distance, the most common kind of contract found in the registers of notaries.5 We find notarized loans both in large cities and in small
      villages.6 Alongside the loans we find
      other credit contracts, such as sale credits and curious contracts whereby an individual ceded and abandoned all
      his or her goods in favor of another, a contract that often sprang from proceedings for insolvency.7 Another kind of act known as vanamentum
      served to transfer a debt from one creditor to another, thereby acting like a version of the negotiable
      instrument that becomes so significant several centuries hence. The records of the civil law courts, in turn,
      were by definition concerned with debts of one kind or another.8 This is to say nothing about the treatises and sermons on usury
      that fill the pages of the moral literature, or the pages and pages of statutes that sought to govern the way in
      which credit was handled, or the manner in which the moral economy found its way into the most erudite
      reflections of the Parisian schoolmen.9
    


    
      At one time, historians who took their cue from clerical fulminations against usury were doubtful that private
      credit could have been at all common in medieval Europe. The belief in the lack of credit in the Middle Ages is
      still widespread among some postmedieval historians and economists. For medieval historians, the matter is
      settled: credit was everywhere. Far from being adjudged a sin, lending to those in need was considered a matter
      of charity and even a spiritual obligation, an attitude that fostered the emergence of a charitable banking
      system in the form of the monti di pietà in Italy or the monts-de-piété in France.10 Even more tellingly, the very idea of credit
      escaped from the conceptual domain of the market and spread into other conceptual spaces. As DeLloyd Guth put it
      in 1982, in a sentiment subsequently echoed in much of the literature, “Late-medieval language and its metaphors
      were supersaturated with the imagery of debt.”11 The major research questions now turn not on the existence or the morality of credit but on
      the volume of lending and the social, economic, and intellectual impact of the practice.
    


    
      Household credit was needed for many things. It was needed in moments of crisis when men and women lost their
      spouses and took out loans to pay for funeral services, wax, and wine for the neighbors. People accused and
      condemned by the criminal court took out loans to pay their fines, for if coin was not forthcoming, they risked
      losing an ear or a hand instead. Credit was also needed on a more regular basis for simple household purchases.
      As Craig Muldrew has argued, the actual use of money “was only the grease which oiled the much larger machinery
      of credit. What existed was a credit economy in which everything was measured by monetary prices, but where money
      was not the primary means of exchange.”12 Muldrew was speaking of England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but the same
      pattern held in later medieval England and can be found everywhere in the urban societies of the later Middle
      Ages, from Italy, southern France, and Catalonia to the Low Countries.13 Equally important, credit, along with markets, extended into
      the rural world as well, where, in some contexts at least, it may have contributed to the growing pauperization
      of the peasantry.14
    


    
      Coins, as we shall see in this chapter, are everywhere to be found in the household economy of later medieval
      Marseille. Even so, one gets the impression that there was not a great deal of it, notably the reliable small
      change needed for everyday purchases. Yet we should not think of the shortage of coin as a symptom of a failure
      of the economic system, for that would imply that sovereigns were somehow at fault for not minting enough, or
      that Europe itself was at fault for not having enough silver on hand. More to the point, to speak of the relative
      lack of coin as a sign of economic or political weakness would be to underrate the power and sophistication of
      the systems of credit, including the microcredit that fueled a number of everyday purchases. Alongside
      microcredit were other ways to raise coin, notably lending with pledges. The need for the credit extended by shop
      owners, pawnbrokers, and neighbors did not necessarily arise from a condition of poverty. The literature on
      consumer credit has long emphasized the predatory lender who profits from the misery of the poor, and it is true
      that people who lent money to the poor at high rates of interest are not hard to find in the records. In
      Marseille, though not in Lucca, some of those people were Jews. But the volume of microcredit associated with
      deliberate moneylending was probably relatively small compared to the volume of credit and debt that arose from
      force of circumstance, and also from the natural bottlenecks and sluggish patterns of the circulation of value.
    


    
      The Use of Coins


      
        Florins, gros, shillings, pennies, and a range of other coins are omnipresent in the records from Marseille and
        Lucca. As Christopher Dyer and others have argued, they formed the medium of a vast circulatory system whose
        annual rhythms defined the political economy of the era.15 Each year, revenues flowed into municipal treasuries from the collection of taxes
        like the taille or the seca or from the sale of tax farms. Payments of fines issued by the criminal
        courts came in at steady intervals across the year. Peasants and landholders paid rents to their lords and
        tithes to the church, sometimes in kind, sometimes in coin. Reversing direction, the coins then flowed out from
        municipal, royal, seigneurial, and ecclesiastical treasuries into the purses of judges, notaries, sergeants,
        clerks, soldiers, executioners, masons, carpenters, and many others, in the form of salaries and wages. Via
        intermediaries such as these, the coins gradually made their way back into the hands of artisans, shopkeepers,
        merchants, peasants, and thieves, whence the process started all over again. The growing prevalence of money in
        the European economy was no doubt affected by the demands of the economy. But the use and circulation of coin
        was hugely dependent on the fact that governments demanded tax payments in the form of the coins that they
        themselves were responsible for minting. The expansion in the money supply, following this argument, was not a
        function of an expanding economy. It was, above all, a creature of expanding governance.16
      


      
        Since a growing number of coins were in circulation, it is only natural that their use would accelerate in
        contexts outside the political economy. They were used in markets, inns, and auction spaces. Bankers and
        pawnbrokers kept supplies on hand to make loans. In Lucca, the courts kept a capsa, akin to a piggy
        bank. Clients were expected to drop any fees or payments into the capsa, and at the end of the day, the capsa
        was opened in the presence of witnesses and the contents counted. When thieves took things, they did so in the
        expectation that they could sell them for cash. They sold the loot in places where people with coin in purse
        were present, that is to say, in taverns and markets; alternatively, they took it to pawnshops. From time to
        time, they stopped people on the streets and highways, offering bargains that were too good to refuse.
      


      
        Coins flowed in and out of households following much the same rhythm that characterized the city itself. In
        this section, we shall explore the ebb and flow of domestic coin through a close reading of the accounts of a
        household managed by a young Massiliote widow named Laureta Bonaffazy between 1403 and 1407.17 Her husband, Peyre, had died on 8 October
        1403, on the eve of the annual vendange, or grape harvest, leaving her as the governor of his estate and
        the guardian of their three children. Four years later, in 1407, she received another offer of marriage and
        decided to move on. By then, one of her two little boys had died, and her daughter was settled in a monastery,
        leaving only one child in her care. It was never assumed in this world that any man could be an impartial
        administrator of his stepchild’s inheritance. For this reason, the family made arrangements to pass the
        administration of the estate to Laureta’s mother, Alaeta. The mother accepted the charge, however, only on
        condition that Laureta provide the court with her household account books for the years in question, to ensure
        that any accusation of dilapidating the value of the estate would not be laid at Alaeta’s door. This account
        book is one of about two dozen registers of accounts and similar documents that have survived from late
        medieval Provence.18 Though the
        documentation is now rare, the practice of keeping household accounts, it seems, was common.
      


      
        One of the two men called to examine the accounts, perhaps a friend of the family, copied out in his own hand
        certain elements of the household account book that Laureta had kept. The transcript was then transmitted to
        the court and bound into the register. The auditor, Bertran Lort, noted each line of income for a period of
        three years, between 1403 and 1406, but where the expenses are concerned, he only copied out the line items for
        a single year. For the remaining two years, he contented himself with summing up the total annual outflow.
        Although Laureta’s expenses exceeded her income over the three years, there were evidently no concerns about
        the estate, and the transferral of the guardianship went through without any hitch.
      


      
        The handwriting of the booklet sewn into the binding of the court register is that of the auditor. There is no
        doubt, however, that he was copying from Laureta’s own register, almost certainly kept in her own hand. The
        record refers in two places to “my husband” (mon marit) and regularly includes the first-person singular
        in verbs and pronouns.19 At the end
        of the record, the auditor offered some details about the pagination of the original register, which he called
        “her little handbook” (son manoalet). From this, we find that Laureta’s handbook spread out over more
        pages than the auditor’s copy. This indicates that she kept her records in a booklet whose dimensions were
        considerably smaller than those of the quarto-folio-sized booklet used by the auditor. In all likelihood, she
        used the narrow, or half-sized, format that was typical of notarial protocols and other household cartularies
        from the period. Like her compatriots in early fifteenth-century Marseille, Laureta kept her accounts in
        florins, gros, and quarter gros, a currency that had been circulating in Provence for decades.20 Every now and again, the record notes a
        transaction that had been arranged in sous, such as a sale of 24 milleroles of red wine, which fetched
        20 sous per millerole in the fiscal year 1404–1405. In Marseille, the exchange rate between the two moneys of
        account was fixed at 32 sous per florin, however, so it was relatively easy for Laureta to translate any amount
        paid in sous into the money of account used in her handbook. In this case, the 480 sous came to exactly 15
        florins.
      


      
        Assuming that the auditor was faithful in copying the order of entries, Laureta kept her handbook of expenses
        as a daybook or a journal, entering each expense as it was paid (see Fig. 2.1). She did
        not, alas, find it necessary to date the entries. Even so, we can discern a monthly rhythm from the twelve
        entries that list what she called “small household expenses” (despensas dostal menudies). As Laureta
        herself indicates, each of these entries, which ranged in value from 1 to 3 florins, summed up her small
        purchases of food and candles over the course of the previous month. The first entry in this series, somewhat
        more elaborate than later ones, reads: “In the month that dear Peyre went to God, I purchased wheat, oil, and
        candles, and meat, and fish.” This entry was followed by the sum of 2 florins and 6 gros. The penultimate entry
        of the twelve reads: “Next, for small household expenses, some meat, and fish, and oil, and candles.” The
        twelve entries, in other words, serve as a kind of metronome that marks the passing of each month, allowing us
        to assign approximate dates—early, middle, and late in a given month—to the other entries in the manual.
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            Figure 2.1.  A page from the account book of Laureta Bonaffazy (original and translation). The
            abbreviations or signs she used for florins, gros, and quarter gros, the standard money of account in
            Marseille in her day, are represented here as fl., gr., and q. Original transcribed from Archives
            départementales des Bouches-du-Rhône, 5G 775, fol. 96r.
          

        
      


      
        The register of expenses for the fiscal year 1403–1404 opened with the wine harvest in October and concluded
        with the hazelnut harvest at the end of the following September. The calendar that we can reconstruct using the
        monthly metronome follows the annual cycle of agricultural tasks and holidays. The labor costs associated with
        pruning and tieing the vines, for example, fell in the month of April, as we would expect. The only important
        exception is that the expenses for All Saints’ Day, when she laid out 5 gros for candles and torches to burn on
        her husband’s grave (Item mays per lo yor de tossans tant candelas de syra e torchas que cremam sus lo
        vas), follow immediately after the entry for the daily expenses for the month of November, that is to say,
        around 1 December, a month too late. Perhaps she purchased the candles and torches on credit—a not unreasonable
        assumption, given the financial pressures occasioned by the harvest, let alone the recent death of her husband.
      


      
        At his death on 8 October, Peyre left to his widow and children the house in which they lived, located in the
        Cobblery of Marseille, with all its furnishings and their garments, as well as a second house. Laureta used the
        other house for rental income, charging 4 florins per year. The major source of household income came from the
        household’s wine-making business centered on a bastide, or wine-making estate, in the countryside; in
        addition, there were two ground rents of little consequence. Peyre also left his widow a mule, a female slave,
        and several small debts that had been secured on pledges. The manual opens with payments associated with the
        vendange in the fall of 1403, when the grapes from the family’s land were gathered from the vines and the
        year’s wine was casked and made ready for sale. Over three years, Laureta sold an average of 100 milleroles of
        wine, or around 6,600 liters, per year. Some of the wine was a white muscadel; most of it was red. The year
        1403 was a poor one for the muscadel, which commanded only 6 gros per millerole that year, but the unit price
        soared to 15 gros in the two following years. The red varied between 4½ and 12 gros per millerole. The family
        also owned some hazelnut and almond trees. The land produced wood that was collected and brought in to the
        house for cooking or heating and sometimes sold. In 1405, Laureta sold some weapons and canvas gloves belonging
        to her late husband. The weapons, unusually valuable, commanded a price of 10 florins, around a tenth of her
        annual income for that year.
      


      
        This was not a lot to go on, and although Peyre had been reasonably well-off, the years following his death
        were difficult ones for the family. The income over the three years, just under 289 florins, fell short of
        Laureta’s expenses for that period by about 83 florins. The rocky road ahead was anticipated by one of the very
        first entries listed in the income: a donasiyan of 2 florins by Andrieu Guarin, possibly a gift from a
        charitable confraternity, perhaps a gift from a friend, and in any case a gesture clearly intended to help
        defray the costs of the funeral. But casting an eye over the expenses, we won’t be any the wiser about where
        she could have economized. Laureta was no spendthrift. Over the period of time covered by the accounts, she
        charged Peyre’s estate for only two articles of clothing for herself, other than the black widow’s garments
        that she had had made for herself back in October. She did have a thing for chickens, which she bought for her
        children at a steady pace, once every few months, but at the price of a gros or two per chicken, this was not a
        wild extravagance. Laureta also bought clogs or shoes for herself and her two older children every month or so.
        The only mild extravagance she may have allowed herself can be found in three places in the register of
        expenses where she chose to redeem the articles that she or her husband had left in pawn. The first of these
        entries, in early January 1404, records the redemption of a silver necklace, which cost Laureta 1 florin and 5½
        gros. Much later, in August 1404, Laureta paid 2 florins to a certain Berenguoya for a basinet that the
        woman had received in pawn from Laureta’s husband. The word means a bowl or small basin, typically for washing
        the face and hands, but the entry leaves us in the dark as to whether it was made of ceramic or a copper
        alloy—probably the latter, since breakable ceramics were not favored by pawnbrokers. Finally, in the very last
        entry in the list of expenses for the fiscal year, at the end of September 1404, she records a payment of 1
        florin and 5½ gros to Floret the bootmaker for a sale credit arising from the purchase of leather boots. Peyre
        had purchased the boots more than a year ago, but lacking coin, he had given Floret a pledge consisting of a
        knife decorated with silver. Laureta’s payment redeemed the pledge. It is likely that the boots cost only 1
        florin; in this scenario, the additional sum of gros represented the interest charged for the sale credit.
      


      
        Many of the expenses for the fiscal year 1403–1404, notably the clogs and the everyday household expenses, came
        along at regular intervals. A significant number of them cluster around the keeping of the mule, which required
        not only regular fodder but also frequent shoeing, not to mention saddles, harnesses, cinches, and saddle
        baskets. Also quite regular were the sums she paid for a saumada of wheat, roughly once a month, which
        were typically followed by the taxes paid on the grain and for baking the bread at the local oven. Other
        expenses were unusual, such as the hinge and lock she had to buy for the front door late in October 1403 and
        the expenses she paid to the farrier when the mule got sick in August 1404. The services for Peyre’s funeral in
        October were purchased with the understanding that payment could be delayed, so at intervals she recorded
        entries for the funeral expenses for “my husband, dear Peyre” (mon marit Peyret), using a diminutive
        form of his name as an expression of her affection. In March, her nameless little boy became ill and took
        medicine each week for a month.21
        In April, she also paid 11¼ gros for the burial of the unnamed slave, whose death seems to have been a nuisance
        rather than anything to grieve over.22 The cool tone of the entry notwithstanding, Laureta was not a heartless mistress, for she
        had purchased three pairs of clogs for the slave in the months before the slave’s death. Indeed, she may well
        have regretted the slave’s absence several weeks later when she found herself hiring three women “who helped me
        do the laundry” (3 femenas que majuderon ha ffar bugnada). She soon hired a maidservant, though, and
        just as soon was buying clogs for her as well.
      


      
        Especially visible in the manual are the costs of hiring men and women to do occasional work: of the 174 line
        items in the expenses, fifty-six were for wages. The women who show up in the list of expenses did a variety of
        tasks. In the fall, one of them worked in the wine cellar, drawing off the water that had kept the casks from
        cracking in the heat of the summer, and later casking the wine. Others gathered hazelnuts and almonds. They
        harvested the grapes and gleaned the grain fields. In April, women tied the new vines onto their supports.
        Women also came to the house twice a year, in December and June, to do the heavy work of laundering the
        woolens. Men’s work was equally varied. In the fall, they carried and pressed the grapes and led the animals;
        in the spring, they worked the fields with pickaxes and pruned the new vines. Laureta also relied on a man who
        lived year-round at the bastide, doing tasks large and small, for which he was paid about 1½ florins every
        month. The workers hired for the arduous process of scraping out the wine casks in the fall were not sexed. But
        leaving this aside, there was a strict division of labor between women and men.
      


      
        In the early fifteenth century, according to this manual, unskilled female laborers earned between 1 and 1¼
        gros per day, and male laborers typically earned 2 gros per day.23 This was not a lot of money. Depending on the season, it
        took a day’s wages to buy a single chicken. Even so, it all added up over the course of the year, and labor,
        both human and animal, constituted one of her heaviest expenditures: 72 florins in all, a good portion (40
        percent) of the 176 florins she spent that year. Contemplating this expense, and the serious budgetary
        shortfall for that year, one cannot help wondering whether the late Peyre might have been doing a lot of this
        work himself; else, how could the household have survived? On top of this, she paid 27 florins for services
        provided by notaries, scribes, farriers, priests, tailors, sextons, bakers, smiths, carters, and pawnbrokers.
        By way of comparison, her seventy-one purchases of food and various household things, ranging from wheat,
        chickens, oil, butter, and medicine to mule-shoes, straw, oats, candles, cloth, and twenty-eight pairs of
        clogs, came to 74 florins.
      


      
        As the manual suggests, a good deal of coin flowed in and out of the Bonaffazy household in the years under
        Laureta’s management, and all of it was carefully calculated in the florins and gros or sous that constituted
        the standard units of accounting in Marseille at this time. Interesting patterns emerge when we look more
        closely at the entries that seem oddly irregular. The fee paid to the sextons who carted away the body of the
        dead slave came to 11¼ gros—a peculiar sum, except that multiplying this figure by the exchange rate reveals
        that the sextons were almost certainly paid 30 sous in coin. Similarly, the otherwise curious amount of 3
        florins and 1½ gros paid for a saumada of wheat makes a lot more sense as 100 sous.
      


      
        Exploring the register in this way shows that people were accustomed to using gros in certain sectors of the
        economy as a basis for calculating fees and services and used sous in other sectors.24 Transactions involving clogs and chickens, for example,
        were usually calculated in gros, as were those involving medicines and masses for the dead (the rate was 2 gros
        per mass). Gros were commonly used for the services provided by tailors, farriers, and smiths. Fees paid to
        notaries, chaplains, and bakers were also calculated in gros. The price of wheat, oats, and some fabrics, by
        contrast, appears to have been calculated in sous. In one case involving a saumada, or horse-load, of wheat,
        Laureta’s entry, the untidy sum of 3 florins and 5¼ gros, resolves itself quite nicely as 110 sous. Similarly,
        the wine she purchased for the people of the neighborhood on the day that Peyre died, entered in the manual as
        1 florin and 1½ gros, makes better sense as 36 sous.
      


      
        Wage rates are especially interesting. In the fall of 1404, Laureta entered a fee for carrying hazelnuts at
        three-fourths of a gros, behind which we can detect a payment of 2 sous. In entries from the fall of 1403, her
        handbook explicitly mentions several transactions that were negotiated in sous rather than in gros. At the
        height of the vendange, one or two male workers managed to secure a daily rate that was listed in the handbook
        as 6 sous, or 2¼ gros, which, given the “normal” daily wage of 2 gros, amounts to a temporary raise of 12.5
        percent. A few women were also able to profit from the seasonal labor scarcity by holding out for payment at
        the rate of 4 sous per day, which comes to 1½ gros, for a raise of 20 percent. This pattern suggests that wages
        were normally bargained or calculated in gros, and the fact that the daily rates for women’s and men’s labor
        were often set at whole figures such as 1 or 2 gros would seem to confirm this. But if there was a bias toward
        whole gros sums, how do we explain the daily wage of 1¼ gros normally paid to women during the vendange? Wages,
        as it happens, were frequently based on a weekly rate. We see this on several occasions in the handbook, where
        men were hired for a week at 2 gros per day—Sunday was never included—and the payment was entered as a single
        florin. As such cases make clear, the base weekly rate for men was 1 florin. But as it happens, the common
        women’s base rate of 1¼ gros per day, when stretched over the six days that constituted a normal week’s hire
        and then converted into sous, comes to exactly 1 royal pound. What it seems, therefore, is that male workers
        and their employers operated from a base rate of 1 florin per week and then made adjustments from this up or
        down, depending on the season. The women’s weekly base rate, at least during the vendange, was set at a royal
        pound.
      


      
        Quite why the various sectors of the economy, including the sexed market in labor, operated with different base
        currencies is unclear. One thing, however, is crystal clear: Laureta was fully binumeral, able to think in two
        currencies at once. So, for that matter, were her workers, both the men and the women, if the clever
        negotiations involving switches in base currencies described above are any guide. The two moneys of account, in
        turn, were themselves nothing more than convenient abstractions that helped individuals negotiate the complex
        world of actual money. In England, the Italian communes, and other jurisdictions, authorities had the political
        power to limit the number of currencies in circulation. In Lucca in the first half of the fourteenth century,
        for example, the coins one finds typically consist of Lucchese lire parvorum, gold florins, and silver
        gros, and very little else. Later in the century, boloninos begin to show up. In keeping with
        Marseille’s status as a port of call that attracted strangers from all over the Mediterranean, however, there
        were many coins circulating in the city at any given moment. They show up in about 10 percent of the household
        inventories discussed in Chapter 1. The family members who redacted
        the inventories occasionally translated the coins they found into a money of account (e.g., “I found coins
        worth 5 florins”), but they more commonly described the actual coins that they came across in purses, sacks,
        and little chests, or at least gave some sense of their metal. In the inventories, we find quite an array of
        actual coins: gold florins, royal silver gros, gold shields, gold crowns, silver carlinos, silver
        gillats, boloninos, regales, blancs, vincenos, patacs, silver turonenses, silver
        villatos, and small heaps of coins described simply as silver, billon, black, or “small” (moneta
        minuta) without any mention of a currency unit. Earlier in the century, roberts also show up.
      


      
        As an active participant in networks of exchange, Laureta probably received coins like these from time to time.
        Since their values varied somewhat from the values of the gold florin and the silver gros or sou, however,
        these coins could not have been used very easily to pay for wages or professional services. It is possible that
        monetary literacy was so extensive that everyone simply knew the value of each and every coin. But it is more
        likely that fees and bills were paid with coins whose nominal value actually matched the agreed-upon sum. One
        of the interesting features of the wage rates in Laureta’s handbook, for example, is how several of them
        converged on the trustworthy florin, which in the case of men was achieved by paying for a week’s labor with a
        single coin. It is true that women often worked for periods of time of no more than a day or two, and the
        entries for the wages often include gros and quarter gros. But single-florin payments show up even in these
        cases. In one of the early entries in the manual, four women were hired to work for two days at the rate of 4
        sous per person per day. At the going exchange rate, the total amount paid to the women came to exactly a
        florin. This suggests that although the women negotiated the labor rate in sous, they actually hired themselves
        out as a team for a florin. It makes sense, in other words, to imagine that Laureta and the workers
        occasionally negotiated transactions in such a way as to bundle sums of value so as to arrive at a coin or
        several coins upon whose values all could agree. Admittedly, this hypothesis assumes that the gold florin was
        close in value to the florin that served as a money of account in Marseille in the early fifteenth century.
      


      
        The florin was worth a good deal in the early fifteenth century, as indicated by prices and wages found in many
        places in Laureta’s handbook.
      


      
        Fees, services, and goods costing a florin in early fifteenth-century Marseille
      


      
        	Six days of labor by a male agricultural worker


        	Nine and a half days of labor by a female agricultural worker


        	Two days of cartage services by a donkey


        	One émine of oats for animal feed (ca. 10 liters)


        	Three-quarters of an émine of wheat (ca. 7.5 liters)


        	Twelve shoes for a mule


        	Four to twelve pairs of clogs, depending on the size


        	A cane of white linen, about 2 meters, for making underclothing


        	Six to twelve chickens, depending on the season


        	Six masses for the dead

      


      
        None of this translates easily into modern money. If we translate the entries for wage labor into the modern
        U.S. dollar, using minimum wage rates, we arrive at a rate of 400 to 500 dollars per florin. Using wages to
        calibrate the currencies, however, would imply that Laureta was shelling out up to 500 dollars for 2 meters of
        linen and up to 80 dollars per chicken. If we choose instead to use chickens or wheat as the base rate and to
        calibrate the value of the florin using modern food prices, then the value of a florin ends up between 5 and 30
        dollars, which would in turn imply that women and men were earning as little as 6 to 8 cents an hour. The
        impossibility of calibrating medieval and modern currencies is not all that surprising. As economic historians
        have long known, human labor in the Middle Ages was cheap, food was dear, and the price of cloth exorbitant.
      


      
        One of the most striking features of the money of account used by Laureta and others is that the relatively
        high value of the corresponding coins means that units of value were separated by relatively large increments,
        especially at the lower end of the scale. This made little difference when it came to selling wine or
        purchasing wheat. Laureta typically purchased wheat by the saumada or the émine, in quantities sufficient to
        feed her household for a month. The price for a saumada of wheat over the year varied from 100 to 128 sous, and
        the corresponding price for an émine of wheat varied from 21 to 23 sous. At those scales, the addition of a
        single sou represented an increment of value that was relatively small. Once again, we see the practice of
        bundling at work, where many days’ worth of bread were bundled into a single, large monthly purchase. But
        matters were very different at the other end of the scale, where even a quarter gros added to a woman’s base
        wage rate could constitute an increase of 20 percent. The coarse-grained nature of medieval currency becomes
        significant when we consider that half of Laureta’s expenses came to 6 gros or less, and nearly one in five was
        for 2 gros or less.
      


      
        Yet fractional sums make for inconvenient payments. The mints of Provence did produce quarter gros, but for
        increments of lesser value, Laureta and others would have had to turn to black or billon coinage made of copper
        alloys and other metals. These are the kinds of coins most frequently attested in the archaeological record
        from later medieval Marseille.25
        The problem with deniers, half deniers, and coins of lesser value—one of the many problems associated with
        small change—is that the cost of minting did not scale down with the value of the coin.26 It cost the mint just as much to strike a
        half penny as it did to strike a silver gros or a gold florin. The money needed for the added labor costs
        associated with minting small change had to come from somewhere, and one solution was to debase the metal
        itself, producing money of lower intrinsic value.
      


      
        Strikingly, the histogram of Laureta’s payments reflects the general mistrust of smallÐ change, for it reveals
        a significant bias toward payments in larger coins, notably whole gros and florins (see Fig.
        2.2).
      


      
        Out of a total of 174 payments made by Laureta over the course of the year, 124 were made in whole gros or
        whole florin amounts. What is more, twenty-six of the fractional payments made in gros, when multiplied by the
        exchange rate of 2⅔ sous per gros, resolve as whole numbers in sous. In all, 150 (86 percent) of her payments
        were made in amounts that could have been transacted using gold florins, silver gros, or silver sous.
      


      
        These figures suggest that Laureta found ways to combine payments into units of value that approximated coins
        bearing the nominal value, namely, the florin and the gros or sol coronat.27 To revisit a point made earlier, we can conclude that she
        achieved this end by the bundling of payments, which included hiring labor by the week and purchasing items
        such as wheat and cloth in bulk. Some of her suppliers, including the notaries, priests, and farriers, made
        things easy for her by billing in whole-coin units. The greatest challenge to a system lacking reliable small
        coinage, of course, would have been represented by the nearly daily purchases of meat, fish, oil, vegetables,
        and candles. As suggested in the handbook, however, she did not manage these expenses using black or billon
        money. Instead, these were handled by another form of bundling, namely, the expedient of shop credit. The small
        debts she accumulated over the course of the month were entered by the seller into a shop cartulary, and the
        account was settled in a single payment at the end of the month.
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            Figure 2.2.  Histogram of Laureta’s payments, in gros. The height of the columns on the y
            axis represents the number of payments she made in the corresponding amounts (x axis). The amounts
            listed on the x axis represent only payments that she actually made. By way of example, she made no
            payment of 2.75 gros, so that interval has not been included. Note the peaks representing payments made in
            1, 2, 3, 4, 6, and 8 gros, as well as 1 florin (12 gros). Some of the odd fractional payments, such as
            11.25, 15.75, 41.25, and 49.5 gros, resolve as payments that may have originally been made in sous, here
            (respectively) 30, 42, 110, and 132 sous.
          

        
      


      
        There is a dramatic exception to the significant bias for whole-coin sums, and that is to be found in the
        payments she made to pawnbrokers. One of the three payments, for the small bowl, came to a round figure of 2
        florins. The lender was a Christian woman named Berenguoya, perhaps a friendly neighbor with no thought of
        earning interest. The other two, one processed through the monastery of Sion, the other springing from shop
        credit, appear as the unusual sum of 1 florin and 5½ gros, which makes just as little sense in sous, at 2
        livres, 6 sous, and 8 deniers. The point here is that people who lent money in any professional capacity,
        including shopkeepers, were used to this. Though they may have extended credit in whole-coin units, their
        profit depended upon receiving the principal as well as an interest that was compounded monthly, a process that
        inevitably led to untidy sums. As coin professionals, moreover, they would have had plenty of stores of billon
        and black money and both the knowledge and the wherewithal (scales or balance) to make accurate change. For
        Laureta and her workers and suppliers, the need to weigh out every coin would have been too time-consuming and
        full of uncertainty, hence the bias toward bundling payments into whole-coin sums.
      


      
        The nature of the coins in circulation, as it turns out, has implications for our understanding of microcredit
        in the household economy of early fifteenth-century Marseille. As a daybook, Laureta’s handbook recorded
        expenses as they were paid out. But there is no particular reason to think that the order of payments
        necessarily matches the order in which she made the purchases. The apparent delay of a month between the
        purchase of the candles to burn for the dead on All Saints’ Day, which necessarily took place on or just before
        November 1, and the payment made to the chandler, which appears to have been made just after December 1, is a
        case in point. The logical conclusion is that the candles were purchased on credit. If this were the only such
        example, of course, we might conclude that Laureta had simply forgotten to enter the amount earlier, or even
        that the imputed calendar is off by a month. But this pattern can be found elsewhere. Let us begin with the
        events that followed upon the death of the unnamed slave late in April 1404. In early May, Laureta purchased a
        pair of shoes for a maidservant who appears here for the first time in the record, suggesting that she had been
        hired to do the slave’s work. After this, however, Laureta paid for a wet nurse (bayla) who had provided
        fifteen days of wet nursing for the little boy (lo mendre ffilhet). It was not uncommon for slaves to
        serve as wet nurses, so the sequence here hints at the possibility that the slave had also been a wet
        nurse.28 But the slave had actually
        died a few weeks earlier, so if she really had been nursing the little boy, the fee for the nursemaid should
        have shown up earlier. The implication is that Laureta was late in paying her obligation to the wet nurse. This
        is entirely speculative, of course, but many features of the register become clearer if we assume that the
        order of payments does not have to match the order of purchases or hires, where some payments were made on
        time, and others were delayed, owing to a lack of ready coin.
      


      
        Laureta’s household was not poor. The sale of her husband’s arms shows that she had wealth in reserve and could
        liquidate it when funds were needed. But like every household, it did not necessarily have ready stores of cash
        at hand. Coin typically came into the house in relatively large increments, namely, every time a cask of wine
        was paid for. But in the intervals between the arrival of coin, Laureta accumulated microdebts to her own
        laundrywomen, nursemaids, and other workers. By way of example, the purchase of a month’s worth of wheat was
        typically followed immediately by an entry for the tax paid and for the fee for baking the bread at the
        communal oven. But on several occasions, the payments for taxes and baking were delayed. The agent who looked
        after the bastide appears to have been paid in February for his services in the month of November. Expenses
        associated with the funeral of her husband were paid out in early November, nearly a month after the sad event.
        First in the series of November payments is an entry “for the wine that I had purchased on the day that dear
        Peyre went to God, on 8 October.” Several entries later, we find an entry for the church services at 3 florins
        and 6 gros. After that came a payment of 1 florin and 1 gros to a woman named Douzeleta who had made the black
        garment for her. What these patterns show is that payment for the services or products offered by wet nurses,
        priests, chandlers, tailors, and bakers could be delayed, whereas payments to the sellers of clogs, chickens,
        and wheat had to be made on the spot.
      


      
        We find the same pattern of delayed payments elsewhere in Marseille. In one case from 1407, just a few months
        before Laureta’s accounts were brought before the court, a witness commenting on an informal loan of 6 florins
        reported to the court that the debtor had publicly acknowledged the debt, saying to the creditor, “We shall
        repay you when we shall have gathered the harvest.”29 Some decades earlier, in June 1337, a Jewish merchant named Boniudas de Nemanso and his
        Christian business partners purchased five bolts of cloth from a draper, Peire Elie.30 Not having cash on hand to pay the price of 74 livres and 4
        sous, they offered instead a pledge consisting of 300 émines of wheat, which at the going rate was almost three
        times the value of the cloth. The debt, however, was canceled fifteen days later, presumably because Boniudas
        and his partners successfully negotiated the sale of the wheat. Such examples could be multiplied endlessly.
      


      
        A scenario that fits the pattern found in Laureta’s handbook—and it is important to bear in mind that this is
        only one of several plausible scenarios—begins with the assumption that although Laureta seemingly sold the
        previous year’s wine all at once, in September, she actually sold the wine on credit and collected cash
        payments at staggered intervals across the year. The moment coin entered the house, she made some necessary
        purchases, including clogs and chickens for the children, and simultaneously paid off the debts to shopkeepers
        and workers that had accumulated. She also used the coin to purchase a large quantity of grain, which was then
        ground into flour, made into bread dough, and baked at the oven. All these expenses used up most of her
        available coin within a week or two. As the quantity of coin in hand got smaller and smaller, Laureta reverted
        to shop credit when she could, and hired workers or commissioned garments with a promise of future payment.
      


      
        If this scenario is right, then Laureta’s financial strategies would have been dominated by the omnipresence of
        microcredit. This is a pattern we find elsewhere throughout medieval and early modern Europe. Credit is not
        antithetical to coin. In a world such as this, we should not imagine that people could have dispensed entirely
        with coin and made do with credit instead. Instead, economic historians have argued that the increasing
        circulation of coin helped stimulate the volume of available credit by creating a medium for the repayment of
        debts. But the demand for credit could fluctuate independently of the money supply, and it is not unusual, as
        Furió and García Marsilla have put it, to find a gap between the amount of available coin and the volume of
        transactions.31 Referring to
        medieval England, Pamela Nightingale argues that “credit supplemented a money supply of gold and silver coins
        which could not easily be increased by government fiat. As a consequence, although medieval Englishmen lived in
        a commercialized society with a rich export trade, they found they had to buy and sell extensively on credit
        because they often lacked an adequate supply of coin.”32 In Laureta’s case, she almost certainly did pay for some labor, services, and
        purchases on the spot, in coin. Yet in other cases, small debts were continuously building up, then
        extinguished by the arrival of coin in her household, only to build up again. As the cyclical pattern suggests,
        the state of obligation was ordinary and temporary rather than pathological. In such an economy, the
        circulation of value could be a sluggish affair, with some creditors asked to wait for payment for weeks or
        months, and in some cases years, if the monthly respiration of credit and debt in turn masked a deep trend
        toward insolvency. Long-term pawnbroking provided some of the necessary give in the system, for although it
        would be unwise to put off payments to workers for more than a few weeks, items left in pawn could remain there
        for a considerable amount of time. The movement of coin, in contrast, was probably quite rapid, because
        whenever it came into the house, it was quite capable of shooting back out again to satisfy the microdebts that
        had accumulated in the interval.33
      


      
        This scenario also explains the relative scarcity of money found in household inventories and inventories of
        debt collection. The men and women who redacted the inventories, as we have seen, had a sharp eye for most
        everything in the household, apart from pets and amulets and suchlike. In the hundred Massiliote inventories
        from 1330–1450, however, only twelve list any coin. It is a pattern we find elsewhere: in a sample of around a
        hundred inventories from Valencia between 1308 and 1349, Furió and García Marsilla found sixteen households
        containing coins, and most of the households were those of merchants and tradesmen who needed coin for everyday
        business.34 The records of debt
        collection from Lucca yield coins at a far lower rate, which is understandable, given that we are dealing with
        people who were, by definition, in debt. To take just one example, in 1341, one of Lucca’s courts began
        proceedings against the estates of two men declared rebels and subjected to banishment. One of them left behind
        a small assortment of things inventoried by the court: a nuptial mattress, striped; a feather cushion, intended
        for the nuptial bed, which together with the bottom mattress weighed 185 pounds; a double-bed mattress with two
        feather-stuffed cushions; a pair of wedding chests, painted; a pair of small wooden chests; and, finally, “50
        Lucchese soldi in coin.”35
        Instances like this show that the sergeants or notaries who took the inventories paid attention to coins when
        they were present, which makes their general absence all the more striking. This does not mean that the economy
        was insufficiently monetized; as Furió and García Marsilla observe, it only means that coins were typically
        used for the transaction of value rather than for the storage of value.36
      


      
        When coins do appear, the total sum is typically small, no more than several florins and often much less. Fifty
        Lucchese soldi, for example, were worth just over two-thirds of a florin. The lists of objects seized in the
        Lucchesia included coins in some twenty cases, and the median value was 138 soldi, or 2 florins. The same holds
        for the value of the coins found in the Massiliote inventories. In June 1405, for example, an inventory was
        commissioned on behalf of Guillelmet, the young son and heir of the late Laurens Vassal. Laurens was clearly
        well-off; the inventory lists silken purses, ribbons worked with thread-of-gold, paternosters made of silver
        and coral, pearl buttons, not to mention houses, lands, and vineyards. Some of the most precious items found
        during the inventory were kept in a small coffer tucked away inside another coffer located in a room off the
        dining hall. Tossed in with the gold rings and paternosters and other precious items were 4 gold florins and 5
        silver gros, all the ready cash in this very wealthy household.37 Elsewhere, in the inventory of the household of a priest,
        we find “a little bag with a small amount of billon money worth around 4 gros” and, next to it, “a purse made
        of leather with another sum of money in billon.”38 Perhaps the most interesting collection of coins is the one itemized in the estate of a
        chandler, between an entry listing a pillowcase lined with ruby-red silk and another listing a small white
        coffer.
      


      
        Coins found in the house of Felip Lambert, chandler of Marseille, 139539
      


      
        	Next, in crowns, 4 florins


        	Next, in gold, 11 florins


        	Next, in money both silver and black, 8 gold florins and 4 gros

      


      
        In the first and third entries, the redactor of the inventory chose to list the value of the coins using a
        money of account rather than count up the coins themselves, but he did at least mention the type of coins found
        (crowns) or the metal (silver and black). As it happens, Felip was in a line of business that received regular
        visits from customers making small purchases. In other words, coins came into his shop in small amounts but at
        a rate much faster than what we find in Laureta’s household. The chandler trade, it seems, was not marked by
        the kind of episodic cycles we find in the case of the wine-making trade. At the time of his death, Felip
        apparently had more cash on hand than he knew what to do with. So, as the inventory reveals, he lent it out:
        here, 7 florins; there, 7 gros. In two cases, he secured the loan on goods. In two other cases, a debtor left a
        tablecloth and a small cloak in pawn; another, a coat of mail.
      


      
        The presence of small coins of silver and copper reminds us that a distinctive feature of the coins found in
        inventories is the large number of coins other than florins and gros. We can choose to read this as a symptom
        of the multiple currencies circulating in Marseille at any given moment. But there is an alternative
        possibility, which is that because these coins were less favored for transactions of the sort that Laureta
        engaged in quite regularly, they tended to pool when they came into households. Felip the chandler, of course,
        needed small coins. But most of Laureta’s expenses were discharged in relatively large units of value, using
        coins such as the gold florin, the silver gros, and the silver sol coronat (see Fig. 2.3
        and Plate 11). This being the case, the diversity of currencies found
        in the twelve inventories may represent small piles of coin that slowly accumulated simply because they were
        not being used for ordinary transactions. Once a sufficient quantity had pooled, householders like Laureta
        would take the lot down to the money changer and get it all exchanged for the kind of coins preferred by her
        suppliers and workers.
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            Figure 2.3.  A sol coronat. This was one of several coins that circulated in Provence during the
            reign of Louis II d’Anjou (1377–1417), King of Naples and Duke of Anjou, and therefore could have been
            handled by Laureta Bonaffazy. See Plate 11 for images of more
            coins from this period. Archives municipales/Cabinet des Monnaies et Médailles de Marseille, inv. no.
            2015–1258. Used by permission.
          

        
      


      
        The general scarcity of coin in households, at least in the households of poor countryfolk, is also suggested
        by the details of a very unusual criminal case from Lucca in 1340.40 Two sergeants or servants attached to the court responsible
        for collecting unpaid fines and taxes had gone rogue, cooking up a scheme that leveraged the power of the
        insignia they bore as officials of the court to coerce payments from unsuspecting villagers. In Compito, a
        village southeast of Lucca, the two faux sergeants entered the house of Guiduccio Buyti and seized him, under
        the pretext that he had been accused of a crime, and declared that they were going to take him to Lucca. They
        then asked the frightened man to give them a florin, saying that if he did so, they would let him go and report
        back to the court that he could not be found. Guiduccio agreed, “owing to the fearful things which he might
        suffer there,” and gave the men 28 soldi, all he had in the house, with the promise of 6 soldi more to come.
        The sum he offered, 34 soldi, amounted to nowhere near a florin, which was valued around 69 soldi at the time.
        The amount he had at hand in the house was not small, amounting to perhaps several days’ wages, but even so,
        the case suggests how difficult it could be to come up with ready cash on short notice. To be sure, other cases
        from Lucca suggest that some households, or purses, could indeed hold a lot of coin. Shortly after this, the
        register records the details of a theft in which a number of things were stolen from the house of Lord
        Brunetto, including two sheets worth 3 lire, a coverlet worth 4 lire, a jacket and tunic worth 10 lire, two
        tablecloths worth 5 lire, two axes valued at 20 soldi, and many other things, but at the top of the list the
        notary recorded 120 lire in coin.41
        In 1342, a thief was caught when he sidled up to a man at the market at San Michele in Foro and slipped a hand
        into the victim’s purse, removing 3 florins.42 This was a fair amount to have on hand, although the record notes that the victim was
        intending to purchase bread, which, at least according to the entries in Laureta’s handbook, was often bought
        in bulk in amounts that could have easily reached 3 florins.
      


      
        The last two cases aside, one’s impression is that it was normal enough for a household of poor to middling
        status to have few, if any, coins at hand. More to the point, the state of coinlessness was an episodic
        phenomenon, as households respired wealth across the year. The general scarcity of coinage meant that coins
        were needed for the circulation of value and hence did not stay in any one place too long, something economists
        describe as the velocity of circulation. The scarcity of coin did not necessarily prevent people from hiring
        workers, purchasing foods and services, or baking bread, since microcredit was available in the form of oral
        promises and shop cartularies. People like Laureta used this microcredit in much the same way that actors in
        the modern economy use credit cards.
      

    


    
      Shop Credit


      
        The credit available to people like Laureta included the shop and sale credit offered by local artisans,
        shopkeepers, and retailers of food and drink. As Julie Claustre has put it, this was largely a matter of having
        the patience to await payment for everything one has sold.43 Shop cartularies as such are not to be found in the archives of Marseille, except to
        the extent that Laureta’s handbook and a few other household cartularies also recorded entries from a business.
        But extant examples of shop cartularies from elsewhere in Europe provide us with a good sense of the basic
        form, and the references that appear from time to time in the Massiliote records clearly point to the same kind
        of register.44 A court case from
        October 1413 offers an instructive example.45 Some weeks earlier, Laurens Ricau, seeking to clothe a worker whom he had hired for the
        year, had purchased from a draper’s shop several yards of woolen cloth known as mostat for 1 florin and
        8 gros. He took the fabric to a Jewish tailor to have it fashioned into a houppelande, which cost an additional
        3 gros. In October, having received an installment of his salary, the worker, Peire Ebriola, seems to have
        fled, but not before selling the houppelande and another item, a hood, on the used-clothing market. Seeking to
        recover the houppelande and the hood, Laurens brought suit against the man who had subsequently purchased the
        garments. To prove his purchase, Laurens brought in his own household account book, written in Provençal, and
        the entries pertaining to the hired man were copied out into the court register. In addition, Laurens called as
        a witness the manager of the draper’s shop, who testified that Laurens had purchased 2½ canes of the cloth, a
        purchase that could be confirmed in the shop cartulary (librum butigie) if needed.
      


      
        Fragmentary references like this can be found scattered across the records pertaining to lawsuits and other
        proceedings, and they all point to the same conclusion, which is that the use of shop cartularies was
        ubiquitous. Evidence for debts arising from sale credits also appears in the testaments from the period, in the
        form of a very common type of legacy whereby the dying man or woman acknowledged a debt and asked the executor
        to repay it. An example can be found in a testament from February 1348 in which the testator, almost certainly
        dying of the bubonic plague, noted the existence of a shop credit of 50 sous for the purchase of clothing. He
        asked that the draper be repaid.46
        It worked the other way around as well, of course; in another testament from 1348, a painter carefully noted
        the names of all his debtors and the amounts owed to him, for work that he had done painting images and
        especially for painting coats of arms on targes, pavises, and other types of shields.47
      


      
        Household inventories reveal the pattern of lending via sale credits or shop credits with some clarity. At
        least seventy-four credits and debts are listed in the inventories described in Chapter 1. Thirty-seven of the debts were secured on a pledge, and a further nine by notarial
        documents. Explicit references to private writings—namely, hand notes (apodixe) and shop
        cartularies—were made in four. In twenty-four additional cases, in which the size of the loan was somewhat
        smaller than that of a notarized loan, the nature of the guarantee was not identified, but it is very likely in
        all these cases that the credit had been guaranteed by an oral promise or a shop cartulary. Nine of these were
        explicitly described as sale credits. By way of example, consider the three credits listed in the inventory of
        Guilhem Vesin, a husbandman who died in May 1405.
      


      
        Debts owed to Guilhem Vesin, husbandman, in 140548
      


      
        	A debt of 37 gold florins owed to Guilhem Vesin by Johan Mesquin, as noted in a contract drawn
        up by Jacme Rostahn, substituting for me, the notary Peire Calvin


        	A debt of 5 gold florins owed to the late Guilhem by Jacma Argententi of Pennes, arising from
        the purchase of goats


        	Ten royal gros owed to the late Guilhem by Johan Alberti of Pennes, arising from the purchase
        of goats

      


      
        Since the redactor of this inventory was clearly attentive to the existence of notarial acts, the absence of
        any indication of notarization in the final two cases suggests that the loans were guaranteed only by word of
        mouth or a hand note.
      


      
        The existence of credit extended on the basis of word of mouth or non-notarized written documents raises an
        interesting question: Why would any creditor risk making an extension of credit on so flimsy a guarantee? The
        answer lies in part in the fact that people were generally honest and cared about their reputations. But it
        also lies in the expectation that the debtor’s household carried enough assets to repay the debts. As we saw in
        Chapter 1, many or most households held valuables of one kind or
        another. Consumer credit extended by artisans and retailers was therefore secured on the reserves of wealth
        that took the form of both movable and immovable investments visible to anyone. The speed and sophistication of
        the system of summary justice for debt collection, as we shall see, gave creditors the tranquility of knowing
        that they could at any time initiate a claim in court and have goods to the value of the debt deposited within
        days on their doorsteps.
      

    


    
      Goods in Pledge


      
        One feature of Laureta’s handbook that defies explanation is the shortfall of 83 florins between revenues and
        expenses over a period of three years. Virtually all the shortfall, 82 florins, came in the first year after
        the death of her husband, when she took in 94 florins and spent 176. Since the handbook records expenses that
        were actually paid, we have to assume that, somewhere, she found the coin she needed. Perhaps friends or
        relatives gave her gifts—but if so, it is curious that she did not choose to list them among the other
        revenues, along with the donasiyan made to her by Andrieu Guarin. Had she sold off some land? But if she did,
        why was the revenue from the sale not listed? A scenario that could help explain the incongruity holds that,
        upon her husband’s death, the household was still flush with credit from the sale of wine in previous years.
        The income would have been entered into the household accounts in the year it was sold, but the actual cash
        payment could have been delayed until it was needed, operating, in this way, as a form of banking. But of all
        the scenarios we can imagine, the one that is perhaps that most likely is that, at the moment of Peyre’s death,
        and at intervals across the ensuing year, she placed some of his clothing and other things out in pawn. Given
        the value of clothing, belts, purses, and other accessories, an enterprising widow faced with debts and
        possessing an unused wardrobe could easily find the wherewithal to bring an extra 82 florins into the
        house.49
      


      
        Pledges are ubiquitous in the medieval world of credit. They occasionally show up in notarized loans, where
        they went by several different Latin names (pl. pignora, ypothece, or tenezone). The most common
        types of material pledges in notarized loans were items of collateral that did not actually move, namely,
        houses and fields, such as a vineyard pledged in Marseille in 1354 for a debt of 40 florins, or a fallow field
        pledged a few months later for a debt of 30 livres.50 Occasionally, very bulky items like sacks of wheat were offered in pledge; here too, it is
        unlikely that the goods in question changed hands. On rare occasions, notarized loans were secured on portable
        items. In 1337, a merchant and his wife, purchasing a vineyard, had to borrow from a Jewish lender to get
        enough cash to complete the transaction. They left in pledge some of the woman’s clothing: a scarlet cloak and
        a woman’s garde-corps.51 In an even
        more interesting loan from 1358, a foreign merchant, from the town of Bosa, borrowed a very large sum of 140
        florins from a local patrician, leaving in pledge four iron-bound coffers filled with many things.52 But pledges of all descriptions are
        exceedingly rare in notarized loan contracts from the middle of the fourteenth century, where they are found in
        less than 2 percent of the loans. Since notarized acts provided ample grounds for initiating a procedure for
        debt collection, there was no real need to secure the loan on a thing.
      


      
        When debtors had portable goods ready to hand, and when the debt was small, it was far more common to bypass
        the notary and take the item directly to the lender. Some of these lenders, in Marseille and Lucca and
        elsewhere throughout later medieval and early modern Europe, were professional pawnbrokers, whose activities
        have been the object of scholarly attention for decades.53 In Marseille, however, and almost certainly in Lucca as well, the world of
        pawnbroking shaded off insensibly into the world of auctioneers, courtiers, dealers in secondhand clothes, and,
        as we have already seen in the case of the Bonaffazy household, shopkeepers and neighbors.
      


      
        From notarial records and records of lawsuits, we can develop a sense of the kinds of objects typically left in
        pawn. Let us begin with eight unusual quittances for debt between 1337 and 1362, in which the creditors asked
        to have the redemption of the goods notarized. In these cases, the items left in pawn—in many cases, multiple
        items—consisted almost exclusively of fine metalwares, dress accessories such as crowns or headdresses made of
        silver and pearls, and very fine clothing. There was one exception. In April 1348, at the very height of the
        Black Death, a priest repaid a debt of 14 florins to his creditor; the quittance noted that the priest got back
        the item he had left in pawn, a “certain book called a miscellany” (quoddam librum vocatum
        mixtum).54 The pawnbroker in
        this case was a Christian; in the other seven cases, the pawnbroker was Jewish.
      


      
        The decided preference among Jewish lenders for taking in pledge fine metalwares, precious stones or pearls,
        and fine clothing is revealed in quittances, testaments, and other notarized documents.
      


      
        Items left in pawn with Jewish lenders in late medieval Marseille55
      


      
        	A silver belt


        	Silver things


        	A tunic and a scarlet stole, worth 10 livres


        	A gold ring


        	A silver crown with pearls


        	A cloak of ruby-red woolen cloth and a piece of flocked cloth


        	Clothing in a scarlet fabric and a silver crown, with pearls


        	A crown

      


      
        A fragmentary record from a Jewish pawnshop from the year 1408 confirms the predilection; in it, we find seven
        houppelandes, two gowns, three greatcoats, one of which was adorned with four buttons made of Sicilian pearls,
        two short cloaks or cloaklets, a gold ring, a hood, a small circlet made of pearls, a tablecloth, and seven
        gold rings, with pearls (see Plate 8).56
      


      
        The pattern extends to Christians who took pledges in exchange for loans.
      


      
        Items left in pawn with Christian lenders in Marseille57
      


      
        	A silver belt and a silver headdress with pearls


        	A cloak-garde-corps (clamidem gardacorii), a scarlet tunic, and a woman’s pearled
        crown


        	A cloak, a dress, and a parti-colored cotehardie


        	A silver headdress with pearls, a stole in the French style, a tunic made of cloth of
        garessa, and a cloak of medley cloth, with taffeta


        	Two gilded chalices, with a gold overlay, weighing two marks [1 mark = ½ pound] or so

      


      
        These preferences stand to reason. Renato Bordone has observed that pawnbrokers preferred such items because
        they were easier to store and possessed a relatively secure and constant value.58 Clothing is prominent in the world of the pawnshops of
        early modern Avignon and medieval Valencia.59 Yet as Bordone notes, pawnbrokers were also willing to accept a variety of items rather
        less distinguished in nature, a pattern we find in the Provençal town of Manosque as well.60 Other registers show a similar tendency.
        The testament of a noblewoman in 1358 reveals that she owed another nobleman, the lord of the castrum of Mimet,
        12 florins and had left in pawn a mattress, a pillow, a quilt, and a bowl.61 Another debtor left in pawn some items taken from a galley
        ship; still another, a glassmaker, left sixty-four measures made of glass.62 A Christian borrower left three tablecloths with a female
        Jewish lender.63
      


      
        Many of these loans would have taken place within the formal system of pawnbroking, notably the cases where a
        Christian borrowed from a Jew. In Lucca, where there were no Jews whatsoever, the trade was conducted
        exclusively by Christians. Just as active, however, was an informal system of pawning between friends,
        neighbors, or patrons and clients.64 In Marseille, the formal trade, dominated by Jews, was mirrored by an informal trade that
        may have handled a substantially larger volume of credit.
      


      
        As noted earlier, the inventories from Marseille constitute some of the best evidence we have for the activity
        of lending based on pledges both formal and informal. Evidence for pawning shows up in eleven or twelve of the
        one hundred inventories. In most cases, the context is clearly flagged with the noun pignus and the verb
        impignorare, most commonly used to describe lending by use of pledges. For example, an inventory from
        1348 records how one of the decedent’s goods, a female French-style bodice of ruby-red cloth, had been placed
        out in pawn for 1 florin to pay for the funeral expenses.65 In other cases, where the decedent was the creditor of someone else, the inventory
        records items that had come into the house. In the inventory of the draper Guilhem Pichon, who also died in
        1348, during the plague, the inventory includes two old wine casks left in pledge by one of Guilhem’s debtors.
        Another debtor of his had left some plate armor and iron gloves.66 In some cases, the existence of a pledge is not specified
        but is quite likely. The inventory of Guilhem’s estate, for example, includes a priest’s cloak, which probably
        came to him as a pawn. Another inventory mentions only that a certain cloak is “in the Jewry,” and a third,
        perhaps the most ambiguous, says only that a certain garment listed in the inventory belongs to another man and
        “should be restored to him when he wishes.”67
      


      
        Not all the debts recorded in inventories identify the creditor. In the thirty-seven cases that do,
        twenty-eight (76 percent) involved a loan between Christians, and nine (24 percent) involved a Christian and a
        Jew. This ratio gives us a good sense of the participation of Christians in pawnbroking. Loans extended to
        Christians by Jews were on average more than twice as large as loans involving Christians alone (17.4 florins
        compared to 8.1 florins).68 The
        only transaction involving two Jews came to only 3 gros. Extrapolating from these admittedly fragmentary
        records, we can conclude that around 60 percent of the total volume of credit transacted via pawnbroking
        involved a Christian lender; Jews handled the remaining 40 percent.
      


      
        The profile of goods passed in pawn between Christian debtors and Jewish lenders was very similar to the
        profile of pledges found in notarized contracts such as loans, quittances, and testaments. We find five
        silver-buckled belts, a small basin, a cotte, a chemise, a fanularium, an enameled cavaghonum, a
        houppelande, several thoretos made of pearls, some coral jewelry, a chalice, a cloak, two silver cups,
        and a silver goblet. Where Christians lent to other Christians, the same sorts of things—belts, gold rings,
        jewelry, cloaks, and silver cups—are common enough, but the range of goods is a little more diverse. As noted
        above, one loan was secured with two old wine casks; another with armor. Elsewhere, we find a coverlet, several
        quilts, a veil, a breastplate, a sheet, a tablecloth, and a small black cloak. This pattern contributes to the
        impression that at least some of the loans involving Christians arose from relations between neighbors or
        patrons and clients, and in these relationships, any old thing would do to secure a loan, as long as it had
        value.
      


      
        Among the pledges identified in inventories, the purpose of the loan was mentioned only six times. In one case,
        it was described simply as a loan. But in the remaining five, the loan was made to help cover the cost of the
        funeral expenses, the wax for the funeral, or the black garments for the widow.
      


      
        Items recorded in inventories as having been left in pledge to pay for mourning expenses in
        Marseille69
      


      
        	A woman’s French-style bodice of ruby-red cloth that has been placed out in pawn for a florin
        to pay for the funeral expenses


        	[Owed] to Antoni Nicolai, for the black garments and other clothing, he has in pawn one coverlet
        made of silk, one coutram, three large pearl necklaces, and a quilt


        	[Owed] to Felip Colrat, for the funeral wax, he has in pawn one French cloth


        	A cloak belonging to Massileta made of a purple cloth, lined with vair, that had been placed in
        pawn with Urban Johan of Marseille for 12 florins, for the late Guilhem’s funeral expenses


        	Also, a certain cloak made of slate-blue cloth, lined with old ruby-red sendal, and a woman’s
        cotte made of the same slate-blue cloth, placed in pawn with Lady Resens Cambale of Marseille for the funeral
        wax for the late Guilhem

      


      
        The loss of a family member was costly. The shortfall between Laureta Bonaffazy’s income and her expenses in
        the year following her husband’s death, moreover, dramatically illustrates the point that the death itself was
        not the most costly element of the expenses. All told, the expenses directly associated with Peyre’s death—for
        funeral services, wine, thirty masses for his soul, wax, the making of the inventory of his possessions, and
        other notarial business—came to 12 florins, only 15 percent of the shortfall for that year. As historians have
        long known, medieval people lived in a world buffeted by uncertainty. The habit of lending on pledges shows how
        household items constituted the principal buffer for managing that uncertainty.
      


      
        One of the most striking observations to emerge from this analysis of lending on pledges in the Massiliote
        inventories is the relatively high value of the loans. It is possible, of course, that smaller loans secured
        with pledges might have been left unrecorded. Leaving that aside, the median loan was 7¼ florins, equivalent to
        nearly two to four months of manual labor, depending on whether you were a woman or a man, or two to three
        months’ worth of bread for a large household. Only four of the twenty-five were for less than 2 florins. The
        profile here is very similar to that found in the case of 750 notarized loan contracts from Marseille in the
        middle of the fourteenth century, where the median comes to 260 sous, or approximately 8 florins. On the basis
        of this evidence, lending on pawn did not operate at a fiscal scale significantly below that of lending via
        notarized contracts.
      


      
        This rather surprising observation raises an important question: Where, in the system, were small debts of just
        a few sous or gros handled? Part of the answer, as we shall see, lies in the fact that the system of debt
        collection based on summary justice covered the full spectrum of debts, thereby operating as a system for
        guaranteeing small hand loans as well as large debts. But it is also likely that people in need of the odd 5
        sous or 2 gros took a few oddments not to the pawnbroker or a neighbor but straight to a reseller. The activity
        of resellers is especially difficult for us to discern in the archival materials. Where we do find evidence of
        auctions and sales, the spectrum of prices was skewed decidedly to the low end of the spectrum of value. Peire
        Ebriola, the errant servant of Laurens Ricau in 1413, provides an example.70 According to Laurens’s book of accounts, Peire received 4
        florins and 7½ gros on 15 October, possibly his wages for the preceding months or possibly an advance on wages.
        Whatever the situation, within a few days he had fled Laurens’s service. On his way out of the city, however,
        Peire took the houppelande and hood that Laurens had given to him and sold each of them to a different
        reseller. They were later purchased for 5 sous each: a real bargain, given that the hood was worth 8 gros (21
        sous) and that the materials and tailoring for the houppelande came to nearly 2 florins (64 sous). Given the
        significant undervaluing, it is hard not to imagine that the two resellers were both suspicious of Peire’s bona
        fides. But from Peire’s point of view, it was all profit, and even a few sous were better than nothing.
      


      
        Lending on pledges was almost certainly extremely common, far more common than is suggested by the occasional
        flashes of insight derived from sources like inventories. What the system reveals is how the absence of ready
        coin and the demands of the circulation of value swept goods up into the system of exchange and coerced them
        into moving from one household to the next. Goods, as Margaret Rosenthal has noted, did not live stable lives
        in households.71 As I shall explore
        in greater detail in Chapter 4, goods, on occasion, acted like
        money: they could serve not only as stores of value but also as carriers of value, circulating in the economy
        in much the same way that coins did. Here, let us linger for a moment over one particularly striking feature of
        the system of pledging, which lies in the fact that it was not absolutely necessary for the goods themselves to
        move. Some of the objects targeted in notarized loans were quite cumbersome and would have generated
        significant transport costs; coercing them into actually moving would have been inefficient. What was demanded
        by the system of circulation, therefore, was not the movement of goods so much as the movement of their value.
        In part for this reason, both cities saw the emergence of the widespread practice of marking or sealing objects
        by the courts, a system that put a lien on an item and in theory prevented the owner from removing it from the
        household. This was the functional equivalent to a pledge but without the spatial mobility we normally
        associate with pledges. Long before there were credit instruments or paper money, in other words, the demands
        of the microeconomic system had created mechanisms for the circulation of value.72
      


      
        Laureta Bonaffazy, as we have seen, was eager to redeem the goods her husband had left in pledge, and in two
        cases at least was willing to pay more than a year’s worth of interest. The things she redeemed, a silver
        necklace, a basinet, and a knife, are not untypical of the things left in pawn. One of the creditors,
        which she identified as the Monson de Syon, was a Christian institution that has every appearance of being
        similar to the monti di pietà that were emerging in Italy at just this time. In this case, we can imagine that
        Laureta took the item to Syon and exchanged it for coin, with a tacit understanding of the interest rate. The
        other creditor, as noted above, was a bootmaker who accepted a knife from Peyre in pledge for a pair of boots.
        This looks like a classic case of barter except it was not, for the exchange was configured as a two-part
        transaction: first, the purchase of a pair of boots; second, an offer of credit secured on a pledge.
      


      
        Absent from the items redeemed by Laureta were any of her husband’s clothes. It may be, of course, that the
        necklace, the basinet, and the knife were the only items the Bonaffazys had out in pawn. But let us assume, for
        the sake of argument, that more of the Bonaffazys’ things were out in pawn, and that Laureta had explicitly
        chosen to unpawn only these three. What would these putative choices imply?
      


      
        When people left things as pledges to secure a loan, the value of the item left was typically two to three
        times the size of the loan.73 As a
        result, it generally made economic sense to redeem the item within two to three years, assuming that monthly
        interest hovered around 3 percent. Items made of silver, in this system, had a very stable value. The value of
        clothing was subtler, for with the death of the wearer, a person’s clothing had less immediate use; moreover,
        the personal connection to the items was cut. As a result, clothing could be left in pledge for much longer,
        and even abandoned, if the amount of interest grew too high.
      

    


    
      Human Assets


      
        Assets used to guarantee debts existed in more than material forms. They also took the form of friends,
        kinfolk, and patrons.74 We see this
        most visibly in the prominence of guarantors who pledged their own assets to guarantee the debts of others. In
        later medieval rural England, the system of pledges was designed in part to accompany the undocumented world of
        oral credit, and for this reason the evidence we have regarding guarantors may represent the tip of an
        iceberg.75 In Mediterranean cities
        such as Marseille and Lucca, the system of guarantors is fairly visible, for guarantors show up in a wide
        variety of contexts. Guarantors or personal sureties are especially common in notarized loan contracts and sale
        credits. They show up in criminal cases, where the flight of the accused was a concern. In many cases involving
        arrest for debt, the debtors could be released at the door of the jail as long as they provided their creditors
        with a guarantor. In lawsuits, the demand for personal guarantors arose in cases where the opponent in the suit
        did not possess enough goods to plunder if the case went against him or her. In a case from 1358, the
        plaintiff, a citizen of Marseille, was pitted against an opponent who was a citizen of Genoa and possessed
        neither goods nor real estate in Marseille. Fearing that his opponent might simply flee, the plaintiff asked
        the judge to require the Genoese to get a guarantor.76
      


      
        We cannot always discern the relationship between the debtor and his or her guarantor. In many cases, kinfolk
        stand out, as in a case from 1339 in which a man served as a guarantor for his sister and mother, who together
        owed a debt of 7 livres 10 sous to a nobleman.77 In contrast, patronage is suggested in a case from Marseille in 1359, when a nobleman
        agreed to serve as the guarantor for a man accused of a crime who had recently purchased a house from the
        nobleman.78 Patronage is also
        implied in circumstances involving apprentices or workers who needed guarantors. In 1349, for example, a young
        man named Aycart Balbi, whose father had died, hired himself out to a nobleman for the year for a salary of 12
        livres.79 Workers, as we have
        already seen in the case of Peire Ebriola, were a source of concern for their employers. Because Aycart had no
        track record, and, even more, because his employer was doubtful about the quantity of Aycart’s material
        possessions (non contentatur de sufficia ipsius Aycardi), which in effect would serve as tacit pledges
        for Aycart’s good behavior, the employer asked a third party to stand as Aycart’s guarantor. A knifesmith named
        Peire Godon agreed to serve as the young man’s guarantor, or, in the more colorful language of the contract,
        held himself as a “hostage” for Aycart, using a language that was not uncommon in instances of suretyship in
        the later Middle Ages.80
      


      
        From time to time, when a debt was called in by the creditor and the debtor was unable or refused to pay, the
        guarantor was forced to make good on his word. When this happened, the guarantor was free to pursue his or her
        guarantee in court, and some did. In this vein, consider the circumstances of a court case that unfolded in
        April 1337. During a street fight, a man had seriously injured a woman on her hand and knee. A Jewish surgeon,
        called in to administer to the woman, charged 45 sous for his services. The assailant, however, did not have
        the wherewithal to pay any of the costs arising from his assault, so the resulting debts were guaranteed by his
        father-in-law.81 A few weeks later,
        both the victim and the surgeon joined in a notarized act whereby they donated all the legal rights they held
        against the assailant to the assailant’s father-in-law, the guarantor.82 In particular, the victim donated the right to pursue 35
        silver tournois, presumably the settlement she had received, and the surgeon a further 25 sous, perhaps
        the unpaid portion of his bill. What is likely is that the guarantor had paid all these bills for his worthless
        son-in-law and, losing patience, had now decided to pursue the wretch in court. Similar cases whereby rights
        were donated to guarantors so that they could act against debtors are not uncommon in notarial acts.83
      


      
        What we begin to see, with the system of guarantors, is the way in which debt collection promoted a subtle form
        of collective responsibility. As Sally Falk Moore has pointed out, a version of this pattern is embedded in the
        modern practice of insurance.84 A
        genuine form of collective responsibility can be found in the practice of marque, also called, in Marseille,
        gajaria.85 The seizure of
        goods for the purposes of debt collection was all very well and good when it operated within the same political
        jurisdiction. But what about debts, commercial or otherwise, that crossed the boundaries between jurisdictions?
        The letter of marque, or rappresaglia as it was known in Italy, worked by making all the residents of
        the debtor’s home jurisdiction liable for the debt and then authorizing the creditor to seize the goods of
        anyone who just happened to be a fellow resident of the debtor’s town.86 In effect, the debt was transferred to the victim of the
        marque, who would then be provided with a legal instrument allowing him or her to pursue the case against the
        debtor in the local court.
      


      
        By way of example, consider the record of a case involving a man named Jacme Magenqui, from February 1339,
        translated here in its brief entirety:
      


      
        
          A seizure for Jacme Magenqui. The year as above. Raymon Ferrier, a crier-sergeant of the court of Marseille,
          executing a marque granted to Jacme against the men of Vitrolles for a debt owed by Guilhem Sabatier of that
          town, reported that he had seized as collateral two canes of green [cloth] belonging to Gasaude Audeberte of
          that town. These were seized in the house of Jacme Andree, under penalty of 25 sous.87
        

      


      
        Notices of execution of marque are typically rather sparing in their detail, so a little sleuthing and a small
        amount of imagination are necessary to fill out the details. We know from other records that Jacme Magenqui, a
        citizen of Marseille, was a cloth merchant, and we can assume that he had been stiffed by the debtor Guilhem
        following a business transaction. Having applied to the city council and received permission to execute a
        marque, Jacme then kept his ears pricked for news of any goods from Vitrolles-based merchants that might be
        passing through Marseille. We do not know how the green cloth came to be in the residence of Jacme Andree. The
        latter may have been a draper or broker doing business with Gasaude, or even the keeper of the inn where
        Gasaude had chosen to lodge for the night; inns, as Kathryn Reyerson has shown, frequently doubled as sites for
        doing business.88 Whatever the
        situation, news leaked out to Jacme, and the unfortunate Gasaude was victimized by the marque. Note that the
        cloth did not actually leave the establishment where it was found by the crier. Instead, the cloth would have
        been marked with a seal, and the broker or innkeeper was told to keep it safe under penalty of a fine of 25
        sous.89
      


      
        Given all the imponderables, it is easy to see how things could go wrong. For example, how did Jacme Magenqui
        know that Gasaude really was a citizen of Vitrolles? How did he know that the cloth belonged to her? A
        fishmonger named Siffren Ricau had to deal with both of these headaches in early May 1339 when he asked the
        court to make good on a marque issued against the men of Arles. Four Arlesians, he claimed, owed him 50 livres
        arising from a commercial deal involving fish.90 On 5 May, acting on the marque, a crier-sergeant, sniffing around in the stables in
        Marseille, found and seized two horses and carts belonging to a reputed Arlesian, Raymon Jordan, and a horse
        and cart belonging to another reputed Arlesian, Peire Fagon. The response was swift. First, Raymon Jordan went
        to court and, within two days, was able to prove that he was neither a citizen nor even a resident of Arles; he
        was instead from Trinquetaille, in the diocese of Arles. The horses were released. A week after the seizure, on
        12 May, Siffren suffered another disappointment: letters arrived proving that the pony seized from Peire Fagon
        did not actually belong to Peire; it belonged to someone from the village of Fourques. A plausible scenario is
        that although Peire himself might well have been a resident of Arles, the horse and cart he was using for the
        trip to Marseille had been borrowed or leased from a resident of Fourques.
      


      
        The village of Fourques, located just across the Rhône River from Arles, is about 90 kilometers to the
        northwest of Marseille. The celerity of the response from the court of Fourques attests both to the prickly
        nature of relations between jurisdictions and to the well-oiled machinery of commercial justice. What is
        surprising, though, is how rarely things like this went wrong; this case is highly unusual, and most executions
        of marque seem to have gone off without a hitch. The letter of marque, and the principle of collective
        responsibility on which it depended, was a customary way of pursuing debts across jurisdictions. For the system
        to work, there had to be ways to establish, in court, the official residence of commercial actors as well as
        the ownership of each and every good that moved through commercial networks. Debt collection not only generated
        enormous caseloads for courts; it also spurred the development of the paper trails needed to establish identity
        and ownership.91
      


      
        The widespread use of the system of guarantors also draws attention to the very nature of the guarantee. Then
        as now, people’s identities were constituted not just by their bodies but also by their possessions. They
        carried some of these possessions visibly on their persons. But creditors were also aware of the possessions
        that were present behind the scene. When shopkeepers engaged with Laureta Bonaffazy, they saw not just her
        person but also the bastide, the vineyards and nut trees, and a house filled with valuable goods, including the
        mule. The totality was ample enough to guarantee any amount of shop credit. Guarantors were needed only in
        those circumstances where flight was a risk and where the visible possessions were insufficient to bear the
        costs of the debt, or, alternatively, where creditors suspected that they might be arriving at the end of a
        long line of other creditors with prior and therefore stronger claims on the same meager stock of goods.
      

    


    
      The Volume of Credit


      
        Microdebts came and went on a weekly basis, and if one’s financial picture was sound, it would all even itself
        out over time. But the waxing and waning of indebtedness, as a cycle operating across days or weeks, could also
        mask a downward spiral, and if it did, things could become desperate indeed. The growth of one’s own debts
        meant growing delays in the repayment of loans or delays in the redemption of goods left in pawn. The use of
        microcredit, moreover, meant that someone slipping into insolvency might have to delay repayment of all the
        little debts that steadily accumulated in a credit economy. The emerging portfolio of debt, in other words, was
        compound and complex.
      


      
        To see how this looks in practice, let us consider the totality of the debts acquired by the estate of a
        resident of Marseille named Johan Bertrand, who was in some financial difficulties at the time of his death in
        1421. Foremost among his debts was a dowry of 150 livres owed to his widow, Jacmeta. In addition to the
        obligation to repay Jacmeta’s dowry, however, Johan had acquired a number of other debts, all of which were
        carefully itemized by his widow when she came to court to protect her rights.
      


      
        Debts attributed to the estate of Johan Bertrand, Marseille, 142192
      


      
        	First, to Leo Vidani and Gardet de Bedarrida, Jews, 7 florins


        	For arrears of ground rent on a vine servile to the bishop of Marseille for three years, 3
        florins


        	In addition, for ground rent on a field that has gone unpaid for 2 years, 6 gros


        	For the funeral service and a novena requested by Jacmeta in the cathedral of the Blessed Mary
        Sedis of Marseille, 1 florin and 10 gros


        	For a novena which she requested in the church of the Carmelites of the city, 6 gros


        	To Salamonet Boneti, for linen purchased from his shop, 9 gros


        	To Antoni Davin, who lives near the convent of Beate Marie de Montecarmeli, 1 florin


        	To Monneto Laugier for two émines of grain, [damage to MS] florins


        	To the oven keeper where the baking is done, for baking bread, 5 gros


        	For two-thirds of the ground rent on the house where they live, 3 florins


        	To the nobleman Melchio de Vaquiers for the ground rent of a vineyard […], 1 florin


        	For a field that is servile to Carbonel de San Marcel, 4¾ gros


        	For rent on a field that is servile to the late Puer Rosselleti, 1½ gros

      


      
        As this list suggests, Johan’s debts extended across a number of different categories. We do find voluntary
        extensions of credit, represented by the loan of 7 florins that Johan took out from Leo and Gardet and the
        single florin that was probably lent to him by Antoni Davin. But more than half of his debt burden, over 11½
        florins, consisted of back rent, overdue lease rent, sale credits, and a baking fee. In the totality of his
        debts, the voluntary extensions of credit were no more, and no less, important than the fact that landlords and
        retailers were willing to grant him and his wife extensions. As it happens, Johan’s estate had the wherewithal
        to pay off most of these debts. The remainder of the record itemized and evaluated the goods subsequently
        transferred from his estate to his wife’s possession in order to compensate her dowry rights, and she was not
        much the worse off in the end.
      


      
        From this record, it is possible to say that Johan Bertrand was “in debt” in the amount of around 20 florins.
        Needless to say, Johan Bertrand was not the only person in Marseille in the year 1421 whose debts were in
        arrears. Overdue debts, in turn, represent just a portion of the overall volume of credit, something that
        Briggs has called “the credit market.”93 It is not possible to calculate the volume of credit by adding up its many components, but
        by extrapolating from records related to the collection of overdue debts, we can conjure up some very rough
        estimates of the volume of the credit market. Using just such a technique, Pamela Nightingale has calculated
        that the total volume of just one form of credit, commercial credit, that was available in England in a single
        representative year, 1354, was roughly 400,000 pounds, about half of the total value of coinage in circulation
        (850,000 pounds).94 Given that
        England’s population may have been around 2 million after the Black Death, this figure represents a per capita
        rate of around 4 shillings. At the exchange rate of 3 shillings per Florentine florin that was common in
        England in the second half of the fourteenth century, this suggests a per capita rate of around 1.3 florins.
        Since the florin or its near equivalent also circulated in Lucca, this figure allows cautious comparisons
        across the two jurisdictions.95
      


      
        In the next three chapters, I shall be turning to the Lucchese evidence in order to explore the city’s system
        of debt collection in the fourteenth century. Here, we shall be peeking ahead to get a sense of what this
        evidence reveals about the volume of credit. There are two ways to measure the annual volume of overdue debt
        processed by the Lucchese courts. The first derives from an analysis of the duties that were paid for every
        instance of debt collection, a tax known as the datia insolutorum. The analysis itself is technical, as
        it happens, but the details cannot be avoided, and readers are welcome to skip down to the conclusions.
      


      
        The duty, in all likelihood, was assessed whenever things were seized from people’s houses or whenever an
        arrest was made.96 To assess the
        volume of overdue debt covered by the datia insolutorum, therefore, we can multiply the annual revenues
        produced by the datia fees by the ratio at which the datie were assessed. The ratio, unfortunately, is somewhat
        ambiguous. In the 1338 register of claims and attachments kept by the Curia dei foretani o di San Alessandro,
        datie are always and only associated with instances where goods were seized for repayment of debt, and since
        the value of the items seized was included in a marginal notice, we can calculate the rate at which the datie
        were assessed. The rate turns out to have been 1 in 60, or 1.67 percent of the value of the things
        seized.97 We do find variations on
        this. Marginal notes accompanying records of pleas and attachments kept in another court, the Curia nuova di
        giustizia e dell’esecutore, reveal a rate of 1 in 50. In an example from an exceptionally well-kept register
        from 1336, a creditor named Puccino came to the court representing his wife, and because his wife’s debtors
        “are suspicious characters and fugitives and do not possess any immovable property,” Puccino asked the court to
        attach some grain that was just about to be harvested—though quite how the grain belonged to the debtors is a
        little unclear, since they owned no land.98 The debtors failed to show up at court, so a few days later, on 13 June, the notary entered
        a highly abbreviated notice along the top margin reading, p[reda] l[evata] e[st] 6 l[ibras] bon[a] mon[eta]
        salvo plur[i], meaning that plunder in the amount of 6 lire in the money of account had been
        seized.99 At the bottom of the
        page, where fees were typically entered so that accountants examining the books at a later date could find them
        most easily, the notary entered p[ro] d[atia] 2 solidos 5 denarios.100 The rate at which the datia were assessed relative to the
        value of the plunder in this case is 1 in 49.65, very close to what was no doubt a target rate of 1 in 50. The
        twenty entries in this register list a rate for the duty that was either 1 in 50 or 1 in 60, where the only
        outlier, at 1 in 58.5, arose from the fact that the value of the plunder taken in this case was small, only 39
        soldi, and the 8 denari collected for the fee was as close to 1 in 60 as one could get.101
      


      
        The rate, in other words, appears to have varied from one court to the next, in the range of 1 in 50 to 1 in
        60. The total amount collected is easier to calculate. In keeping with a system of indirect taxation found
        throughout northern Italy, the commune of Lucca sold tax farms on an annual basis to the highest bidder, a
        system that allowed the commune to even out the flow of revenue and to pass on some of the risk and costs of
        administration to the tax farmer.102 In Lucca, one of the farms sold in this way was the farm for the datia insolutorum.
        In the 1330s and early 1340s, the farm was sold to the highest bidder for an average annual sum of 715 lire in
        libre parvorum. Depending on the chosen ratio—1 in 50 or 1 in 60—the total annual volume of overdue debt
        processed via debt collection therefore comes to between 35,750 lire and 42,900 lire, or roughly 10,360 to
        12,435 florins.
      


      
        There is another way to estimate the total volume of overdue debt pursued through the Lucchese courts. In acts
        recording actual instances of debt collection, via plunder or via arrest or incarceration, the notaries of the
        court commonly identified the size of the debt being pursued. In 854 cases where goods were seized, the average
        debt was 3.1 florins. Multiplying the average by the annual number of seizures, around 2,000, yields 6,200
        florins.103 Arrests and
        incarcerations typically involved higher sums; here, a sample of 164 records of arrests and incarcerations
        yields an average debt of 24.7 florins. Since the annual number of arrests and incarcerations for debt as
        recorded in the fragmentary records from the 1330s was approximately 155, the total volume of debt pursued in
        this way was around 3,800 florins. Together, the two figures point to a total volume of debt collection via
        seizure or by arrest of 10,000 florins, which falls close to the range predicted by the analysis of the datia
        insolutorum.104
      


      
        This figure of approximately 10,000–11,000 florins per year represents only overdue debts. It does not include
        debts that were not yet overdue, nor does it record debts that creditors were simply not pursuing at the
        moment. The majority of credits were repaid without the need to go to justice, though it is not easy to know
        what the ratio was. If we make the wild assumption that the volume of credit was an order of magnitude larger
        than the volume of overdue debt pursued through the courts, we can suggest that the volume of credit available
        in Lucca and the Lucchesia in the 1330s may have amounted to something in the vicinity of 100,000 florins per
        year. Since the region probably had a total population of 100,000 or less, the figures point to a volume of
        debt amounting to one florin per person, which is similar to the figure calculated by Nightingale for
        commercial credit in England in 1354.105
      


      
        The figure of 100,000 florins per year is a substantial if not a huge sum. It is roughly comparable to the
        total revenue of Lucca’s treasury, the Camarlingo generale, which lay in the vicinity of 70,000 to 80,000
        florins in a normal year in the 1330s.106 That, in turn, would have been just a percentage of the overall gross domestic product of
        Lucca. But even so, a florin was a significant sum of money for a poor family, at least a week’s wages for one
        of the members of the family, and from this we can get a sense of the scale of the credit system in this world.
      


      
        How did this level of indebtedness come to be? One possibility is that the growing availability of things was
        fostering unsustainable habits of consumption. By the fourteenth century, city dwellers were encountering many
        pressures to acquire and to possess. Among other things, possessions were necessary for the purpose of
        establishing the credit upon which the world of the fourteenth and fifteen centuries depended upon for everyday
        transactions. As Jeremy Goldberg has pointed out, this basic rule applied even in peasant society.107 The role that goods played in the making
        of credit may be one of the reasons why certain kinds of notarial contracts were, by preference, enacted in
        private homes. Surrounded by fine curtains and ornamental pavises, served with wine, perhaps, in goblets made
        of silver and studded with amethyst, potential investors and creditors could visually consume and appreciate
        the display of assets.
      


      
        Drawing on such ideas, historians such as Craig Muldrew, Margot Finn, and Carl Wennerlind have developed
        compelling arguments to the effect that the opportunity to purchase on credit was an essential component in the
        rise of a consumer economy.108 In
        a similar vein, Lisa Jardine suggests that those who wanted to purchase luxury goods could sustain their
        expensive collecting habits thanks to the growing array of credit arrangements.109 If these arguments are correct, then credit can be seen
        as a major component in the unleashing of consumer desire, itself considered a constitutive feature of the
        modern relationship between persons and things. There is a great deal at stake here, for if the availability of
        credit was a necessary prior condition for the dramatic acceleration in consumption characteristic of late
        medieval and early modern Europe, then credit is somewhere near the heart of the great transformation that
        produced industrialization and global capitalism.
      


      
        At some level, this argument has a lot going for it. Contemporary awareness of the temptations of competitive
        display and the attendant fear of bankruptcy are vividly evident in the moralizing diatribes against dowry
        inflation made in the later Middle Ages. Competitive display was also targeted by the passage of sumptuary laws
        reining in sumptus, namely, cost or expense. These concerns did not exist just in the realm of high
        moral theory. As Elizabeth Mellyn has shown, Florentine families in the sixteenth century were deeply concerned
        about the harm that a single spendthrift individual could do to family assets, and discovered a new language
        that allowed them to explain the behavior as a form of madness.110
      


      
        The spendthrift individual using credit to consume beyond his or her financial capacity, however, can only be
        part of the overall story of indebtedness. A great deal of debt arose from the nature of the political economy
        and the structural factors that, then as now, make poverty so expensive to those who are poor.111 As Chapter 4 will make clear, many of the debtors targeted by the system of debt collection in the
        Lucchesia were poor peasants entirely innocent of the charge of shopping addiction. Much the same is true for
        individuals such as Laureta Bonaffazy, whose indebtedness, at least during the first year after the death of
        her husband, was due entirely to the turn of the wheel of fortune. Competitive consumption can account for some
        but not all of the volume of credit and debt.
      


      
        *   *   *
      


      
        By the fourteenth century, thanks to an explosion in the habits of record keeping and archiving, a world of
        innumerable daily transactions comes into view, and we can begin to see habits of thought and behavior
        regarding money and credit that are harder to detect in the records of previous centuries. From these records,
        we can appreciate how the thought-world of the fourteenth century was suffused with a monetary ontology. Almost
        everything was capable of being given a monetary value. Part of the reason for this lay in the ubiquity of
        practices such as pawnbroking and reselling, not to mention daily household shopping and bargaining over wages.
        All these exchanges required that the two parties arrive at a common understanding of the value of a given
        thing or a service. As pledges moved from one household to another and back again, moreover, their state of
        being oscillated from thingness to value and back to thingness. This oscillation is one of the processes that
        drove the formation of a monetary ontology.
      


      
        Real coins of relatively stable values were important for the operations of the household economy, as Laureta
        Bonaffazy’s habit of bundling obligations into whole-coin units suggests. But the relative lack of coin, a
        problem exacerbated in Laureta’s day by Europe’s bullion famine, made credit a vital necessity.112 To judge by the evidence assembled here
        and in the robust scholarship of recent decades, we can conclude that the credit systems of later medieval
        Europe were quite sophisticated. Coins were needed for paying taxes and fines, of course, and ultimately a good
        deal of debt had to be repaid in coin as well. Even so, credit was essential both for commercial purposes and
        for everyday household expenses. The sophistication of the credit system, coupled with habits such as bundling,
        allowed people to cope relatively easily with the apparent failures of the money supply.
      


      
        The credit we find everywhere in the records did not come into being in the thirteenth or fourteenth century.
        It did not come into being in the twelfth, for that matter, or among the Romans, or the Greeks, or whomever.
        Credit is one of the natural conditions of human existence. It is basic to the fundamental human custom of
        cooperation. Every society operates on credit, whether that credit is guaranteed by memory and enforced by
        gossip and sanction or whether it is guaranteed by a notarial contract and enforced in courts. But even if this
        is true, the workings of a credit system depend upon the social and material conditions of a given society. In
        the changing ecology of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, where the supply of coins in circulation was
        small, where literacy was unevenly distributed among shopkeepers and householders, and where risk and
        uncertainty were ever present, credit took on very particular and distinctive forms. In particular, Europe’s
        growing wealth, which materialized in the form of a growing array of household objects, created the conditions
        for the emergence of a system of debt collection based on the principle that everything has a value that can be
        extracted from that thing and made to circulate in the economy. It is to this system of legal plunder that we
        shall now turn.
      

    


    
      



    




[CHAPTER
      THREE]


      THE PURSUIT OF
      DEBT

    

    
      LIKE the patterns of light seen in a kaleidoscope, the webs of credit and debt in
      the cities and countrysides of Europe in the later Middle Ages were complex and ever changing and did not
      correspond to a binary whereby all creditors were capitalists or rentiers and all debtors their increasingly
      indentured workers. Though there is plenty of evidence for this kind of debt, the gossamer threads of the world
      of credit were more complex and multidirectional. Tissues of credit bound families, neighbors, and patrons and
      clients together in a constantly changing network of relationships. Some of these were relationships of trust and
      mutual dependence, the signs of a healthy society. But all relations of credit are threaded with power, and even
      the positive relationships could break down from time to time. When they did, when a debt was overdue and the
      creditor’s patience or goodwill had finally snapped, there might come a moment when it was necessary to find
      other means to induce repayment. In such moments, the coercive dimension of debt collection becomes painfully
      evident in the records of the age.
    


    
      Leaving aside the bedless poor such as Jacme Spitalier, who possessed little of value apart from his donkey, it
      was the rare debtor who was shirtless and unshod, wholly bereft of fungible wealth in some form or another. Most
      people, even peasants, had assets of various kinds, and many had social capital in the form of friends and family
      members whose concern for the debtor’s parlous state could be leveraged. The process of seizing and liquidating
      the assets of a debtor meant taking those assets in hand and applying the squeeze. The pressure could be precise
      indeed. In Marseille in 1347, a creditor came before the court to claim the sum of 66 royal livres, 19 sous, 3
      deniers, and 3 oboles, the unpaid portion of a loan. When the calculations had been carried out, he was awarded a
      fraction of the debtor’s house measuring, along the frontage that abutted the street, exactly 3 palms, 8 digits,
      and one-sixth of a digit.1
    


    
      Creditors eager to make good on the debts owed to them did not have to seek the services of the court. They did
      not always choose to forgo private violence in favor of public violence. At times, they simply walked into the
      houses of their debtors and took all that they fancied, daring their victims to do something about it. It is
      difficult to gauge the frequency of the practice of private distraint, since we only learn about these cases
      whenever debtors made accusations of theft. But whatever the frequency, the mere existence of the practice is a
      reminder that debt collection, like other forms of violence and coercion, was hardly a monopoly of the courts of
      law in the fourteenth century. The choice to use the courts was just that: a choice. The power of states is built
      from exactly these kinds of choices, these daily affirmations, these tokens of consent to be governed.
    


    
      Private distraint had a lot to be said for it. The process was swift and unfussy. It may have been deeply
      satisfying as well. In a few rare cases, we can witness the stages of the process as it unfolded: the arrogant
      invasion of a debtor’s home in the company of some thugs, the shrieks and cries of the victims, the leisurely
      selection of a few nice things: some coins, fine rings, a silver cup, a coverlet, perhaps even some casks of wine
      or sacks of wheat. Yet despite the appeal of do-it-yourself debt collection, there is little doubt that most
      instances of debt collection were channeled through the courts. Private distraint was expensive and potentially
      dangerous, since if it backfired, it could lead to successful denunciations for theft. A creditor with multiple
      debtors, moreover, would have been hard pressed to organize all the necessary seizures and staff the body of
      servants or thugs necessary to carry them out. Hence the turn to the courts.
    


    
      The legal seizure of goods, lands, and bodies for the purposes of debt recovery was practiced in many regions of
      Europe in the later Middle Ages. Working in the archives of the Parlement of Paris, Julie Claustre has
      demonstrated the comprehensive reach of the practice.2 The patterns she has uncovered have analogs elsewhere.3 An important feature of debt collection is that the process,
      normally, was not slowed down by the time-consuming and expensive procedures pertaining to lawsuits
      (causae). Instead, at least in Lucca and Marseille, it operated under the less expensive and far more
      rapid procedural umbrella of summary justice, akin to small claims court in the Anglo-American legal system. As
      Duane Osheim has pointed out in his analysis of Lucca’s Curia dei foretani, any given case could be dragged out
      if the defendant chose to contest the debt. In a great many cases, however, the creditor’s claims were simply not
      contested by the debtor, allowing the process to unfold swiftly and cheaply.4
    


    
      In Lucca, a measure of the ubiquity of debt collection is provided by the frequency of initiations. During the
      second quarter of the fourteenth century, where the evidence is especially good, the total number of simple pleas
      for summary justice initiated in the Lucchese courts is impressive. By way of example, in 1338, the civil court
      of the Podestà di Lucca alone processed at least 750 simple claims (reclama simplicita), a key element of
      the summary justice system.5 The
      Podestà di Lucca, in turn, was just one of ten separate courts with responsibilities for civil justice.
      Using a sampling technique, the historian So Nakaya has counted a total of 5,692 individual cases in a
      representative year.6 Moreover, since
      virtually all the series of court registers are incomplete, he has extrapolated from the surviving number an
      original total of 10,606 cases per year. Slightly more than half of this total, 5,422 cases, arose from summary
      justice. The total population of the Lucchesia before the Black Death was 100,000 at the very most, divided into
      at most 20,000 households, the basic units of legal action. This averages to one initiation per household every
      two years.
    


    
      Not all of these cases were debt claims, and defining them depends on what is meant by the word debt. In
      1362, a claim of summary justice led to a precept issued to a Lucchese goldsmith, who was ordered to complete
      within twenty-five days a “silver tabernacle with two likenesses, namely, of Saint Peter and Saint Paul, inside
      the tabernacle.”7 But in point of
      fact, almost every claim brought before the civil courts amounted, in the end, to a claim that could be assessed
      in the form of money. In the expansive understanding of credit used in Chapter 2, in other words, the vast majority of legal actions involved credit, whether extended
      voluntarily, in the form of a loan, or involuntarily, through an unpaid rent or a contract left unfulfilled.
      Courts serviced credit claims of all sorts, including shop credit, overdue land rents and lease rents, and unpaid
      wages, not to mention debts owed to the public treasury arising from taxes, levies, and criminal fines.
    


    
      The cases brought before the law courts in Marseille and Lucca did not always favor the creditor, of course. But
      a significant percentage did, and if the defendant refused to pay, the creditor could ask the court to make good
      on the claim. Numerous things were available to be plundered of their value by agents of the courts. Real estate
      was one of the more significant reserves of wealth in the fourteenth century, and both houses and fields were
      targeted by agents of the court acting in the interests of creditors, especially in Marseille. Arrest and
      incarceration for debt, too, had become a significant tool in the arsenal of devices used to exert pressure on
      debtors. The most common method for pursuing recalcitrant debtors, however, was to seize objects. The plundering
      of goods, described in Chapter 4, was an omnipresent feature of
      economic life in the two jurisdictions studied here. The practice emerged in tandem with the new world of goods
      of later medieval Europe. At the same time, the ubiquity of legal plunder itself reshaped the lives of things,
      transforming goods periodically into stores of capital and testing the bonds that linked individuals to their
      possessions.
    


    
      Private Distraint


      
        The practice of private distraint was simple, do-it-yourself debt collection. It involved entering the property
        of one’s debtor, often violently and publicly, and seizing wealth in the form of goods or foodstuffs. In
        Marseille, we sometimes find acts of private debt collection in civil and criminal court records. In the
        proceedings, they are categorized initially as instances of theft, but the context becomes clear enough as the
        case unfolds.8 In Lucca, the complex
        nature of the criminal archive, where registers of accusations were kept distinct from registers of witness
        depositions, makes it more difficult to detect differences between cases of theft and cases of private
        distraint. Even so, cases of what one might call genuine theft stand out from the records. To take one among
        many, in 1340 a man was denounced to the criminal court because he entered into a church building, at night,
        with the express goal of committing theft.9 He had seized several articles of clothing belonging to a priest. Later, he entered a stable
        and seized a mule, and from another canonry he seized a mule and a poldera. This particular thief did
        not have time to sell the stolen goods. In other cases, it is clear that the thieves sold the goods within
        days, the records carefully listing the names of the buyers (in cases where the thieves confessed and
        cooperated with the inquest) so that the original owners could track down the goods and recover them.
      


      
        But as in Marseille, other cases categorized as theft display clues indicating that they might be acts of
        private distraint instead. Of these, the most obvious can be found in a criminal inquest in 1338, in which a
        pawnbroker named Jacopo, described as a man of ill fame and an evil disposition, was accused of entering the
        shop of a shoemaker, breaking the doorway and smashing the countertops arrayed outside the door, and then
        stealing prepared skins and fifteen pairs of shoes worth 16 lire.10 He was condemned to be whipped. When Jacopo appeared at
        court, he admitted his guilt but declared that he was simply seeking to recover pledges that he had left there
        some days earlier. This may have been a ruse, of course, since a few days later he confessed to another theft,
        but the plausibility of the ruse is itself telling. In another case from the same year, a man was accused of
        taking some things from a woman, including a vat, three casks of white wine, some olive oil, and
        wood.11 Although he was accused of
        wishing to profit from the things, none of the verbs typically associated with theft appears in the transcript.
        He was absolved when the facts emerged, namely, that the things really belonged to his sister and her husband,
        and he was simply recovering them upon her request.
      


      
        A particularly distinctive case from 1340 describes a man who entered the house of another and in the presence
        of the owner opened up a chest, extracting a tunic of medley cloth of a bluish color worth at least 30
        soldi.12 He then threatened to kill
        his victim should the latter say a word about the matter or report it to the court. In this case, it is true
        that the enumeration of value is characteristic of cases of theft. But apart from the fact that genuine thieves
        were often hanged—here, the accused was fined 50 lire—subtle clues in this and a few other cases like it
        suggest that we are dealing with private distraint rather than theft. The item taken, a single tunic, was
        characteristic of the types of things normally left in pledge. The fact that the seizure was carried out in the
        presence of the homeowner, moreover, is extremely unusual. Like Jacopo the pawnbroker in the previous case, and
        like parallel cases from Marseille, this man made no attempt to hide what he was doing. Most important, the
        phrasing suggests subtle differences in the manner in which the court chose to understand the action. Among
        other things, there is no verb associated with theft, such as furatus fuit. In addition, the court did
        not attribute to him a thieving intention by the use of phrases such as “for the sake of theft” (animo
        furandi) or “for the sake of gain” (animo lucrandi), phrases that are nearly universal in other
        cases of theft.13 In another
        possible case of private distraint from Lucca from the year 1340, a woman was accused of theft, but she was
        characterized as being “irate” and her intentions were called “wicked” (irato animo et malo modo);
        nowhere does the record say that she was motivated by thievery. The adjectives are telling. The thieves
        described in records of theft were never hot with anger. They often chose to work at night, and they worked
        furtively. But if thieving thieves were cool and furtive, what kind of thief was hot with anger? What kind of
        anger would induce one to take something? The Lucchese records are silent, but we can be led by the fuller
        Massiliote evidence to assume that, at least in many cases, the anger was inspired by unpaid wages, a monetary
        legacy undelivered by the heirs, perhaps even a long-overdue debt.
      


      
        Private distraint was available to anyone, and men were not shy about invading the houses of their debtors if
        the situation seemed to demand it. Even so, the records that survive from Marseille suggest that private
        distraint was distinctly favored by women. This is not, I think, an artifice of the record: there is no reason
        to suppose that women were charged where men were let go. It does not indicate that women, pessimistic about
        their chances of receiving justice from a misogynistic court, simply preferred to go it alone. Instead, the
        prominence of women was the product of a convergence of economic circumstances. By virtue of the common custom
        whereby a significant portion of a woman’s dowry took the form of linens, beds, clothing, rings, and other
        items, women possessed a significant proportion of goods in circulation at any given time but often did not own
        the houses in which those goods were kept. Forced by these circumstances to store their wealth in the houses of
        others, women risked losing control of their goods whenever houses changed hands.
      


      
        An exemplary case of this kind from Marseille is provided by the circumstances of an inheritance dispute that
        initially found its way into court in January 1352 and dragged on into an appeal heard the following year. The
        decedent was an urban peasant named Peire Bernis. During the course of the preliminary hearings, the heir to
        the estate, Bernat Raymon, also a peasant, accused Peire’s widow of actions bordering on theft, although a
        certain lack of conviction is suggested by his choice of verb, amovit, which was less blunt than some of
        the other Latin terms available for describing theft. According to his statement, the widow, Jacmeta Arnulfa,
        had entered Peire’s house secretly and stealthily and had made off with an array of items. The list provided by
        Bernat is nicely suggestive of the degree to which a few nice things could find their way into peasant
        households otherwise dominated by commodities and living essentials.
      


      
        Items taken by Jacmeta Arnulfa from her late husband’s house, Marseille, 135214
      


      
        	First, a woman’s gown and tunic of ruby-red garensa


        	A scarlet cloak trimmed with vair


        	Two cloaks de desguisato with belly fur


        	A gown and a tunic made of ruby-red medley fabric that belongs to the late Peire Bernis


        	Two cooking pots, one large, the other small


        	A fully furnished plow


        	A quilt left in pawn


        	A bowl with silver feet, also a silver cup, both left in pawn by Guirart Desdier


        	Two new wine casks, full of wine, which Peire Bernis had had made, which at the time were in a
        house on the street of the Tanners


        	Forty canes [later changed to forty-eight] of linen fabric


        	Three florins which Bernat had given to him


        	Six émines of wheat

      


      
        Yet as the case played out, it becomes clear that theft was not exactly the right word to describe the
        circumstances. Peire had left his widow a legacy of 60 livres, and Bernat, it seems, had refused to pay the
        legacy. Worse, he had forcibly and with violence entered Jacmeta’s own house and seized some goods which
        (according to Jacmeta) he mistakenly believed belonged to her late husband. These goods, extracted from a
        chest, consisted of the dainty bowl, the silver cup, and twenty-five canes of fabric. Taking matters into her
        own hands, Jacmeta entered Bernat’s house to take back these items, and while she was at it, she took
        additional goods to the value of the 60 livres owed to her. Witnesses on her behalf confirmed her ownership of
        the cooking pots, the cloaks, and the casks. The judge sided with Jacmeta in the case, although the dispute was
        hardly settled by his decision, for things started all over again when Bernat lodged an appeal in June 1353.
        The appellate case drew to a close ten months later, in April 1354, Bernat once again losing out. This time he
        faced the unpleasant obligation of paying Jacmeta’s legal expenses, totaling 24 florins for the first case and
        16 florins for the appellate case, along with damages and interest amounting to 20 florins.
      


      
        Not all cases involving women centered on dowry issues. In 1407, Marita Deodata, widow of Antoni Deodat and
        sister of Jacme Athos, was prosecuted for taking possession of a house unlawfully and was fined the
        considerable sum of 60 livres, a sentence that she subsequently appealed.15 Here, the circumstances began as an inheritance dispute,
        setting Marita against her sister-in-law, Tomaseta. The couple had lived in a house belonging to Tomaseta;
        Jacme, naturally, kept all his things with him in his wife’s house. According to Marita, he also invested some
        200 livres in the house and its furnishings. When he died intestate and without children, his goods devolved
        onto his sister, Marita. For the next two months she was in and out of the house seeing to her rights—and,
        evidently, making every effort to extract the 200 livres that Jacme had invested in the house. The problem was
        that this was Tomaseta’s house, and after a time, Tomaseta got fed up with her pushy sister-in-law. Relations
        between the two sisters-in-law deteriorated to the point of a lawsuit. Tomaseta died, however, in the midst of
        the suit, and Marita, on the advice of her lawyer, entered the estate. According to her richly adverbial
        testimony, she did so “peacefully and quietly and through the open door, not violently, not secretively nor
        furtively, not invading the house nor displaying arms.”16 She stayed there for many days, protecting her rights and dealing with the servants
        of the household, as was her right and duty. This was the action that caused her to be charged and sentenced
        for unlawful seizure. Although there is no evidence suggesting that Marita actually spirited anything out of
        the house, this was clearly one of the concerns that motivated the court.
      


      
        The custom of private distraint, it seems, arose from situations in which women and men had difficulty
        providing the relatively low level of proof necessary for summary justice. In the same way that household goods
        did not come with little labels announcing their value, they did not come with tags that securely identified
        their owners. People did not keep receipts for every item in their possession, especially since so much came to
        them via dowry or inheritance. Householders in the fourteenth century did begin to use their ricordi or
        household account books for the purpose of recording goods received in inheritance as well as goods purchased.
        In 1311, in his liber memorie, ser Michel Moccindenti of Lucca carefully noted everything that came to
        him following the division that he and his brothers had made of the family estate. He included the assigned
        value of the goods—a mattress, at 3 lire 10 soldi; a knife with a single blade, at 3 soldi; a pair of sheets
        with a fancy edging, at 4 soldi 10 denari.17 The fact that he took such pains is perhaps a symptom of the scale of the problems that
        could arise from uncertain ownership. Dowry acts and inventories also did some of the work of labeling
        ownership. But even so, it was easy for goods, and for women’s goods in particular, to fall into that gray area
        where possession, in the eyes of others at least, was uncertain. Private distraint was the natural response to
        this situation.
      


      
        In interpreting acts of private distraint, it is essential to bear in mind the point emphasized in Chapter 1, namely, that household goods were carriers of thesaurized value.
        Even seemingly innocuous objects were worth something. Otherwise, it is impossible to understand why, in
        Marseille in the year 1331, a man named Peire de Sepeda should have chosen to make good on a debt by invading
        the home of his debtor and removing, of all things, a tablecloth and two napkins.18 There is always the possibility, of course, that the
        debtor, Antoni de Serra, was eating off them at the time of the home invasion: the record carefully specifies
        that the tablecloth was on the table when Peire seized it. In this case, the value of the linens may have been
        incidental to the insult delivered by their seizure.
      

    


    
      Real Estate


      
        Yet private distraint was a risky affair and not necessarily less expensive than going to law. Sometimes it was
        necessary to hire thugs and even porters, and, as the extant records themselves make clear, there was always
        the possibility of criminal proceedings and hefty fines for theft. All the people accused of theft in the
        Lucchese criminal records to whom we can tentatively assign a motive of private distraint paid a fine for their
        actions. In Marseille, the case of Peire de Sepeda is a case in point, for we learn about it only because he
        was successfully prosecuted for theft and had to pay a fine of 2 livres 10 sous, an amount perhaps double the
        value of the linens he took. So unless the pleasure of seizing a tablecloth, breaking crockery, and scattering
        utensils and food across the floor made it worth the fine, or unless the shame of hiding behind the strong arms
        of the crier-sergeants was too great to bear, creditors had every incentive to turn to the courts for
        satisfaction. This incentive arguably increased over the course of the fourteenth century as a well-oiled
        machinery of debt collection emerged for delivering goods and possessions into the hands of creditors.
      


      
        A dramatic although uncommon form of debt collection involved the seizure of houses, fields, or other forms of
        real estate. Of all the seizable things, real estate was the least mobile and therefore the easiest to get hold
        of. The problem with real estate, however, is that the value stored in houses, fields, vineyards, and workshops
        tended to come in relatively large units. The average debt processed by means of seizure in the records of
        summary justice kept by the Podestà di Lucca, as we have seen, was around 3.1 florins. The median value for
        property, however, was at least three times this amount. The solution to this, at least in Marseille, was to
        enable the creditor to seize just a fraction of the property. Any house or land could be gradually eaten up in
        this way, and records show that some creditors came into possession of the entire house in the end.
      


      
        The seizure and liquidation of property raised the thorny issue of determining the appropriate value of the
        real estate. The public auction was suitable for movable goods. Yet the real estate that was sometimes seized
        for the repayment of debts was rarely or never sold at auction either in Marseille or in Lucca. So other means
        had to be found for determining value. In Marseille, where the evidence for this practice is especially robust,
        we find that the task was assigned to a body of officials known as the General Assessors of Goods. At the
        outset of the political year, which began in late October or November, three members of the city council were
        chosen to serve as assessors. Records resulting from their activities are scattered throughout the notarial and
        judicial archives of Marseille. Thanks to the chance survival of one of their registers, consisting of the
        dossiers of cases they took on during a two-year period between August 1420 and September 1422, we can get a
        good sense of their caseload and working method.19
      


      
        According to the thirty-two dossiers in this register, the assessors were usually called in to deal with cases
        of insolvency or near insolvency. About half the dossiers involve situations where the decedent had left an
        estate burdened with debts. The death of the cooper Lazarus Spinel in May or June 1421, for example, brought
        out at least four creditors of the insolvent estate, including his own wife, Aycelena, who was seeking to
        recover the value of a fine silver goblet, weighing 1 mark and worth 8 florins. The task of divvying up the
        spoils of Lazarus’s estate was complete by July. Aycelena was unusual in seeking to recover a debt, for most
        female creditors in this register had more pressing concerns: they were taking steps to recover their dowries.
        Nearly half of the dossiers (fifteen out of thirty-two) were initiated as dowry claims lodged against the
        failing or insolvent estates of husbands, as in November 1421, when Jaumeta Tornatora lodged a claim for her
        dowry of 70 livres (43 florins and 9 gros) against her husband, Bertran, on the grounds that his estate was
        “heading toward failure” (inopiam).20 In the event, it was too late: the assessors found a parcel of land, which they valued at
        24 florins, and goods totaling no more than 6 florins and 9 gros in value. Having skimmed off the 3 livres in
        fees owed to the court, they passed the remainder into Jaumeta’s hands, noting that she was short some 15
        florins and 6 gros.
      


      
        Marseille’s assessors worked indiscriminately with anything that could be liquidated: goods, real estate,
        outstanding credits owed to the insolvent estate, even, on one occasion, a stable of horses, valued at 5
        florins and 4 gros each. Landed property, however, was their stock in trade: twenty-three dossiers include the
        seizure of houses, storerooms, lands, vineyards, and other properties, sometimes in conjunction with other
        assets. The process of assessment began, necessarily, with a claim lodged by a creditor, either by way of a
        simple debt claim or a lawsuit. The judicial order that resulted from this claim, giving the details of the
        cases and including an order to the assessors to carry out their work, was copied out into the dossier. The
        assessors typically completed their task within a week, sometimes as quickly as in a day. Complicated cases
        took longer. One such case, from 1422, was a dowry claim lodged by Johaneta Saure, the widow of the notary
        Peire Fresquerie: the case was initiated around 22 August, but the dossier was not compiled until 5
        September.21 At 1,000 florins, her
        dowry was enormous; beyond that, her husband owed her more than 500 florins for other obligations. Peire’s
        estate included several houses and parcels of land, 130 beehives, and an astonishing list of goods, carefully
        assessed and entered into the record, ranging from a ewer made of tin, assessed at barely a gros, to a woman’s
        cloak of scarlet fabric, trimmed with vair, valued at 28 florins. This is a not inconsiderable sum of money,
        roughly equivalent in assessed value to one of Peire’s agricultural properties (25 florins) and a house with an
        attached baking oven (31 florins and 3 gros). Other highlights include thirteen books, some made of parchment,
        others of paper; two swords with silver adornments; and a woman’s houppelande, gray, made of silk, and valued
        at 25 florins. The assessors were paid 8 florins and 6 gros for their efforts in this lengthy case.
      


      
        The dossiers were probably compiled by the notary of the court using the loose sheets of paper or parchment
        generated during the course of each assessment, although the high percentage of corrections in some of the
        dossiers suggests that the register may have been the notary’s working register. In addition to the mandament
        or court order, a dossier always included a list of the expenses associated with the assessment and the
        inventory of the items seized with their assessed values, along with calculations indicating whether the value
        of the items was sufficient to pay the sum being pursued, i.e., the original debt plus the cost of assessment.
      


      
        Consider, by way of example, the short dossier drawn up on 29 November 1421 in favor of Molquin de Vaquiers, a
        creditor to the insolvent estate of a seaman.22 The debt (called the sors or share in the record) amounted to 25 florins and 8 gros.
        The cost of the assessment, summarized in the schedule of payments that followed the mandament, came to 4
        florins and 8 gros. Since the cost of assessment was borne by the debtor, not the creditor, the total amount to
        be recovered from the estate came to 30 florins and 4 gros. The judge in the case, following the usual formula,
        ordered two of the general assessors to begin with the debtor’s movable goods; only if sufficient goods were
        lacking were they to proceed to his real estate.23 In the event, the report submitted by the assessors listed only a house, 5 palms of which
        were valued at 28 florins and 2 gros. The math does not quite add up, and since the court’s fees came before
        the rights of the creditor, Molquin was almost certainly shortchanged by 2 florins and 2 gros. The remainder of
        the house had already gone to reimburse a prior creditor, and the absence of any movables suggests that all of
        the debtor’s goods had already been parceled out. If Molquin was the last of the creditors to be repaid, as the
        circumstances suggest, perhaps he felt lucky to have received anything at all.
      


      
        In this case, the largest single element of the cost of assessment was a fee that had to be paid to the lord of
        the property in order to secure approval for the transfer. This fee, known as a trezenum or a
        “thirteenth,” arose from the layers of ownership that existed on top of most kinds of property. In this case,
        the thirteenth was assessed at 2 florins and 4 gros. The notary got his share, charging sums of money ranging
        from 1 gros to 5 gros for the various acts he extracted from their original registers and entered into the
        dossier. The assessors shared 6 gros between them. The costs of assessment could vary widely from one case to
        another. The costliest assessments arose in situations where the creditor had had to engage in litigation to
        generate the necessary mandament. The bankrupt estate of Lazarus Spinel faced one such lawsuit over a debt of
        37 florins and 6 gros, and the resulting expenses, which included 3 gros for taking the testimony of “not a few
        witnesses,” amounted to 11 florins and 1½ gros, nearly 30 percent of the debt.24 Most expenses were in the range of 10–15 percent of the
        debt.
      


      
        The thirty-two dossiers found in this register, covering a period of nearly two years, seem to indicate that
        the assessors handled around sixteen cases per year. Yet the register is not a good guide to the frequency of
        assessment for bankruptcy. One of the most striking features of the register is that the dossiers do not
        proceed in any kind of chronological order. In the case of the four dossiers concerning the cooper, Lazarus
        Spinel, the first one found in the register was dated 10 July 1421; the second, copied out immediately after
        the first, was dated two days earlier, 8 July. Three unrelated dossiers then follow, taking us back to the
        months of March, June, and April, before we reach the third dossier in the case of Lazarus Spinel, from 5 July.
        This was followed immediately by Aycelena’s dossier, dated 7 July. This leaping about in time is puzzling.
        Where you run across an absence of chronological sequence in other court records, it usually indicates a
        situation where thrifty notaries were trying to use up empty pages in a bound register. But if notaries really
        were compiling these dossiers on any paper that came to hand and cared little where they ended up, there is no
        guarantee that this particular register provides us with anything like a complete listing of all the business
        handled by the assessors during the two-year period covered by the register.
      


      
        Happily, there is a seat-of-the-pants way to calculate the frequency of assessment for bankruptcy, at least in
        cases involving landed property. At the completion of the assessor’s work, the creditor was nominally installed
        as the new owner of the property assigned to him or her. Yet one final step in the property transfer remained,
        and that was to obtain the approval of the property lord. Although some approvals were copied out into this
        register, the transaction was typically a separate one conducted before a public notary in the presence of the
        property lord or his or her agent. In the notarial records from the mid-fourteenth century, this kind of act
        was called an extimatio.25
        Around sixty-six of these acts are extant from Marseille from the years 1337 to 1362. Given that the survival
        rate for notarial acts from this period was around 1 in 10 to 1 in 15, we can calculate an original total of
        660 to 990 acts for this twenty-six year period, for an annual average of between fifty-five and eighty-eight
        acts.26 Since we cannot assume that
        all property lords routinely insisted on having a separate notarized act acknowledging the entry of the new
        property holder, and since some property lords clearly took care of the business of approval while the
        bankruptcy was winding up at court, the actual number of property assessments per year in the mid-fourteenth
        century would have been somewhat higher than this. By the 1420s, the rate would have dropped somewhat, owing to
        the depopulations caused by the recurrent bouts of plague.
      


      
        The property values that show up in notarized acts of extimatio were not especially large; they ranged from a
        low of 3 livres 15 sous, the assessed value of a house, to a high of 90 livres for a vineyard, with a median of
        20 livres and a mean of around 23 livres. In most cases, whole houses and lands were assessed and seized. In
        some cases, only part of the property was needed, leading to the measured subdivisions described earlier. In
        such cases, one typically finds fractions like one-half or one-third, but occasionally the assessors became
        extremely precise, as we saw in the introduction to this chapter. To give another example, in October 1349, in
        the turbulent aftermath of the Black Death, the assessors ruled that a debt of 14 livres 13 sous owed to the
        canons of the cathedral should be compensated by 2 quarteriatas and 63½ dextros of
        land.27 In 1362, a debt of 22
        livres 10 deniers owed to the bishop was made good with 7 palms and 4 digits of a house.28 The subsequent splintering of houses and
        fields shows up from time to time in the great registers of rents kept by the major property owners, as in
        1337, when Masse de Borita, a Jewish factor acting as an agent for two other Jews, acknowledged a rent owed to
        a Christian property lord for 7 palms and 3 certos of a palm of a house. The precise fraction of rent
        now due on this property was apparently too difficult to calculate; the lord’s man of business contented
        himself with noting the rent owed on the entire house, 3 sous and 4 deniers.29 This did not mean that the former debtors, in cases where
        they had managed to hold on to the remainder, were squeezed into oddly shaped living spaces, forbidden to step
        beyond the 7 palms and 4 digits allotted to them, or that they necessarily ceased to work the portion of land
        that they had lost to their creditors. If they had sufficient income, after all, they could lease back what
        they no longer owned outright. Where houses are concerned, though, it is likely that debtors either lost
        entirely or sold off their remaining share, or (in some lucky cases) eventually scraped together enough cash to
        buy back the part they had lost. Either way, the bits and pieces of houses whose ownership had been fragmented
        were periodically reconsolidated. In 1337, a carpenter purchased 8¾ palms of a house belonging to a neighbor
        (or former neighbor) of his in the Carpentery, perhaps because he was eyeing or had already purchased the
        remaining portion.30 In 1344, a
        resident of Marseille’s episcopal city purchased a third part of a house next door of which he already owned
        two parts, thereby consolidating the entire house under his ownership.31 The record does not indicate whether he was profiting from
        a neighbor’s misfortune or perhaps recovering a portion that he himself had lost in an earlier crisis of
        solvency.
      


      
        If there was an absolute minimum of fifty-five to eighty-eight property seizures per year in Marseille, for
        debts averaging 23 livres, then somewhere between 1,265 livres and 2,024 livres worth of unpaid debts were
        pursued through property seizures on an annual basis in the middle of the fourteenth century. These are
        probably minimum figures. If seizures typically generated court fees in the range of 10 to 15 percent of the
        assessed value, the personnel of the courts stood to gain between 125 livres and 300 livres per year from them.
        These sums are not insignificant. As I have argued elsewhere, litigants in mid-fourteenth-century Marseille
        were spending between 2,860 livres and 4,400 livres annually for the procedural costs of litigation.32 In 1360–1361, the city collected 1,661
        livres in direct taxes, and the Angevin crown during the same period collected between 7,000 livres and 8,000
        livres from indirect taxes.33 The
        criminal court generated revenue of some 500 livres in fines per year.
      


      
        The act of assessment depended necessarily on judgment, and the schedules of payments in the dossiers from
        1420–1422 indicate that from time to time the assessors called on additional counsel in an effort to do the job
        right. Even so, there is a hint of impropriety in at least two situations where the value of the assessed
        property was suspiciously close to the amount of the outstanding debt. In March 1421, the assessors came up
        with a figure of 10 florins and 6 gros for the value of a house, just three-quarters of a gros short of the sum
        needed to pay off the debt and the fees. They did even better a few weeks earlier, finding two whole properties
        whose combined value, according to their report, was audaciously equal to the required amount of 37 florins and
        7¾ gros.34
      


      
        It is perhaps noteworthy here that the debtors in both cases were Jews. Even so, Christian debtors were also
        capable of suffering from an artificially low estimate that benefited creditors at their expense, though
        perhaps, unlike the two Jews, they felt more willing to take their resentment to court. In 1343, Jacme Martin
        and his son, Bernat, complained to the court that a field of theirs had been assessed at the rate of 40 livres
        per quarteriata of land, producing a sum suspiciously close to the outstanding debt they owed. Common opinion,
        they claimed, held that the land in question was worth 80 florins per quarteriata.35 The flip side were those cases in which creditors felt
        aggrieved by assessments that jacked up the value of lands and thereby favored the debtors, as in 1360, when a
        young woman complained that the house and garden given to her were not worth half of the amount owed to
        her.36 Although the practice of
        seizing real estate was common enough, it is important to bear in mind that property was not the first thing to
        be seized when creditors came calling. In Lucca, there are records of land seizures (tenuta) and similar
        records listing the liens placed upon units of property, but these are vanishingly rare compared to the
        seizures of movables.37 The pattern
        of preferring small, portable goods to landed property has a certain economic logic since movables come in
        smaller units of value and can be assembled more readily into bundles that approximate the amount of wealth
        needed. In addition, they are not encumbered by the written deeds or legal instruments that were typically used
        during property transactions. But there may have been other logics at work as well. Martha Howell has argued
        that movables were culturally and legally associated with individuals, whereas immovables were associated with
        family patrimonies; hence, the debts of the individual should be paid for out of his or her own movable
        goods.38
      


      
        Whatever the situation, the pattern is amply in evidence in Marseille. A formulaic clause found in most
        dossiers in the 1420–1422 register indicates that the assessors should begin with goods, not real estate. In an
        assessment conducted in early November 1421, for example, the notary noted that the assessors took 10 palms of
        a house “in the absence of any movable goods” (in deffectu bonorum mobilium).39 It is true that most assessments did include property, and
        that property typically outweighed goods as a source of liquidated wealth in any given case where both were
        seized. This is not because land was a more significant bank of stored assets; as argued in Chapter 1, the value represented by all the immovable property was typically
        inferior to that of the movable goods by a ratio of 2 to 3. Here, we are dealing with estates that were
        teetering on the edge of insolvency or had already pitched over the brink, and since high-value luxury goods
        were typically the first to go, it is likely that much of the estate’s movable wealth had already hemorrhaged
        away in the months or years leading up to the final insolvency. The general absence of high-value luxury items
        in these inventories strongly supports the likelihood of this scenario. High-value wares of silver and gold and
        especially articles of clothing were the items of collateral much preferred by pawnbrokers and other creditors.
        We should not expect to find them in households bordering on insolvency. The case of the relatively wealthy
        notary Peire Fresquerie is the exception that proves the rule, since the inventory includes exactly these kinds
        of goods: in addition to the articles of clothing mentioned earlier, we find a garland of pearls assessed at 25
        florins, a crown of silver and pearls worth 18 florins, and other high-value articles of clothing.40 But despite the wealth of the estate,
        assessed at over 1,000 florins, it is clear that Peire was having problems with solvency, for at one point the
        inventory notes that his wife, Johaneta, had had to redeem four items placed in pawn with a Jewish pawnbroker:
        a silver belt, two silver cups, and a silver goblet, collectively valued at 27½ florins. These were precisely
        the kinds of goods that were the first to go whenever men and women found themselves strapped for cash. It is
        only a chance circumstance that makes them visible to us in this case.
      

    


    
      The Property of Felons


      
        The seizure of property in criminal cases arose whenever an individual, almost invariably a man, was found
        guilty of a crime and was not capable of paying off the fine or, just as likely, was unwilling to do so. The
        reason for nonpayment is simple: in the majority of criminal cases from both Marseille and Lucca, men accused
        of sufficiently weighty crimes prudently absented themselves from the city and fled into exile. The percentage
        of contumacious individuals rose with the seriousness of the crime. In the case of mortal wounds, virtually
        everyone with an ounce of common sense either fled into ecclesiastical sanctuary and then slipped out of town a
        few days later, the pattern typical of Marseille, or took to their heels straightaway, the pattern prevalent in
        Lucca. For assailants, part of the difficulty lay in the uncertainty of knowing, in the heat of the moment,
        just what constituted a mortal injury. Limbings or blows to the head almost always occasioned sanctuary and
        exile, as did blows to the chest that drew blood. The lighter the injury, the more likely it was for assailants
        to take their chances in town, especially in Marseille.
      


      
        In Lucca, statutory provisions allowed the court to find assailants guilty of a crime by reason of their flight
        alone. In Marseille, this was not allowed; instead, felons were sentenced for contumacy. It amounted to the
        same thing since the criminal court carefully tailored the contumacy fine to the injury. In the absence of the
        felon, the penalty was invariably a fine, sometimes a substantial one. In Lucca, fines could reach 2,000
        Lucchese lire, or between 400 and 667 florins. In Marseille, fines for contumacy ranged from 50 to 7,000
        livres, or 40 to 5,400 florins.
      


      
        By fleeing the city, felons abandoned their estates to the criminal court, which was then authorized to ravage
        the estates so as to extract the necessary fine. It is an open question, however, whether felons were
        shortsighted enough to leave much of value behind them. Nothing, apart from the rush of the moment, prevented
        them from taking coins or other small items of value with them into exile, nor were their family or friends
        prevented (at least right away) from spiriting small items out of the house. In cases of planned vengeance,
        moreover, felons could carefully divest themselves of most of their assets through a variety of legal fictions,
        such as the contract of donation, before tackling their enemy. Once the fuss had died down, they could then
        take quiet steps to recoup the goods that they had successfully sheltered from the courts. The most significant
        form of legal shelter lay in the form of dotal assets. Wives could and did lodge suits against city treasurers
        for return of that portion of the abandoned estate that was obligated to them by reason of their dowries.
      


      
        In Marseille, where very few criminal records have survived, we can get a sense of the practice of seizure in
        cases of felony primarily from these lawsuits for dotal recovery.41 There are around a dozen such cases to be found in the
        records of the city’s civil courts. The women in question did not always come off so well. In 1358, for
        example, Alamanna Martina appeared before the judge of the Palace Court to lodge a claim on behalf of herself
        and her daughters. The situation was complex and arose from the fact that before his death, her husband, Jacme
        Martin, held his goods in common with his brother, Johan. When Jacme died, around 1352, he named Johan as the
        administrator of the estate. In 1356 Johan was charged with the murder of one of the city’s great men, Peire de
        Jerusalem; all his goods were then seized by the court, and the house he shared with his brother, called La
        Sala, was razed to the ground. Apparently, La Sala was where the killers had plotted Peire’s murder. Both
        Alamanna and her daughters were injured financially by these actions. The problem, of course, lay in the fact
        that even if she were to win the case (the outcome is not clear), it would now be impossible for the court to
        return La Sala to the family. This case, however, was unusual; in most of the extant cases, it is clear that
        the women won their cases with little difficulty.
      


      
        In Lucca, convicted felons were equally liable to having their goods plundered by the court, and the shelters
        they developed, such as using their wives’ dowry rights, were every bit as sophisticated as those we find in
        Marseille. But in addition to criminal fines, the circumstances of life in communal Italy meant that, at every
        change of the regime, the losers were likely to be declared rebels, a condition that entailed the seizure of
        all their goods. Throughout the 1330s, the records of the Court of the Rebels and the Banished in Lucca kept
        tabs on the names of those who had been declared rebels and banished from the city. Citizens were given sizable
        incentives to denounce any goods of these rebels that should come to their attention, namely, one-fifth of the
        proceeds for denouncing foodstuffs, wood, salt, and similar commodities, one-tenth of the silver, money, and
        jewelry, and one-eighth of all the bed stuffs, fabrics, and clothing.42 Starting in September 1341, the Pisan siege, which ended
        with the Pisan victory in July 1342, generated a whole new set of rebels, and the court was kept busy
        prosecuting the resulting denunciations of people who had been deemed to be rebels against Florence, Lucca’s
        master at the time.43 Moving on the
        basis of secret denunciations, the court initiated proceedings against those who trustingly bought grain or
        cattle from the rebels or took their items in pawn. The court also seized whole households full of stuff and
        auctioned them off to the highest bidder. A number of inventories fill the pages of the register dedicated to
        processing the claims. In this case, the denouncers received a flat rate of 25 percent of the value of the
        goods seized. These records, as a result, contain some of the best evidence we have for the practice of the
        auction in Lucca and therefore the prices of things.
      


      
        Although the context was distinct from more ordinary cases of debt collection, the machinery and personnel were
        just the same, as were the fees paid to notaries who made the inventories and noted the proceedings in the
        daybooks of the court, the crier-sergeants who made announcements, seized goods, and conducted auctions, and
        even the porters, who were called into service when the volume of goods seized was too great for the sergeants
        to handle themselves. The larger point is that the whole political economy of cities like Marseille and Lucca
        depended heavily on the ability of their respective treasuries to extract money from their citizens and
        residents and from foreign merchants and other visitors. Ideally, the taxes both direct and indirect, fees, and
        fines would be paid in cash, but there was never enough coin to go around, and as a result, objects filled the
        gap. The machinery of debt collection, in other words, could be used for both public and private
        debts.44
      

    


    
      The Debtors’ Prison


      
        In the sizable literature dedicated to the birth of the modern prison, a good deal of attention has been paid
        to the criminal justice system and, in particular, to the carceral regimes that emerged in stages across the
        eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Across this period, however, incarceration for debt rivaled criminal
        incarceration in frequency and importance.45 In England, for example, approximately 10,000 individuals were imprisoned for debt each
        year in the late eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth century.46 Only in the Victorian period did incarcerations for
        criminal offenses clearly begin to exceed incarcerations for debt.47 An emerging historiography now suggests that incarceration
        for debt in the Middle Ages played an important role in the formation of the prison system, and was
        sufficiently common as to seep into the public imagination (see Plate
        9).48 The institution of the
        debtors’ prison, on the face of it, seems counterintuitive, since an imprisoned debtor cannot easily raise the
        funds to repay the creditor. As Joanna Innes has argued, however, the possibility of imprisonment played an
        important role in the law of debt, since the threat of debtors’ prison was a formidable lever wielded by the
        creditor.49 Those individuals
        actually cast into jail served an exemplary function; their misery induced the majority of debtors, around 90
        percent in the sample analyzed by Innes, to respond with reasonable alacrity to the demands of their creditors.
        Moreover, there is no particular reason to think that creditors were driven entirely, or even primarily, by
        economic considerations. Matters of power and dominance, which are just as important to people as money, were
        also at play in decisions to imprison or not to imprison.
      


      
        In Marseille, fragments of evidence scattered across the archives hint at the scale of the practice:
        agricultural laborers, say, who imprison their employers for not paying their wages, or merchants who have
        their business partners put away out of a concern that they might flee.50 In 1354, one of the chief police officers of the city was
        imprisoned for a sizable debt of 42 livres, the price of some cloth he had purchased from a draper.51 Many records reveal how people stood surety
        for their friends, clients, or husbands.52 The richer Lucchese evidence provides a much better sense of the practice, although even
        here there are enormous gaps. Some of these gaps were deliberate: several records of the Podestà di Lucca from
        the 1330s include, in the table of contents, an entry for incarcerations for debt, but turning to the page, one
        finds that the entire record has been neatly cut out of the register. That said, enough remains for us to get a
        sense of the practice. Between January and December 1333, sergeants working for the Podestà di Lucca arrested
        or incarcerated a minimum of 157 men for debt, and in the first six months of 1335, they did the same to
        another ninety-four.53 Since the
        rate of arrest and incarceration appears to have been higher in the early months of the year, it appears that
        on average, around 155 men—and it was only men—were arrested or incarcerated for debt each year. The difference
        between the two outcomes is important. In the case of arrest, which constitutes a little under half of the
        cases (43 percent), debtors were seized from their homes or workplaces and taken to the debtors’ prison, where
        they were released either because their creditors granted them grace or because a friend or kinsman stood
        surety for their debts, or, in rare cases, because they paid up. Without such intervention, debtors were cast
        into the jail where they languished for an average of around two weeks.
      


      
        In some cases where the debtor was a citizen of Lucca itself, the effort involved in making an arrest would
        have been minimal. In the course of their duties, however, the sergeants often had to visit the towns and
        villages of the Sei Miglia, and sometimes even beyond, traveling considerable distances in an effort to arrest
        debtors. In February 1333, to take an example, an order was given to a sergeant to arrest everyone in
        Loppeglia, a village located in the hills about 17 kilometers to the north of Lucca. The acts of resistance
        that occasionally show up in the records indicate that not all debtors came willingly.
      


      
        The debts of those arrested or incarcerated, at least those expressed in currency, were sizable, averaging 24.7
        florins. Annually, therefore, the volume of debt pursued through arrest or incarceration would have been in the
        range of 3,800 florins. The median, however, was much lower, just over 5 florins, a variance which indicates
        the presence of some truly enormous debts, the largest of which ascended to 1,200 florins.54 Most of the debts were expressed in florins
        or Lucchese lire. In a few cases, the debt, presumably an unpaid rent, was expressed in kind, in the form of
        wheat or olive oil. The arrest itself cost money, although in both Lucca and Marseille costs that were
        initially charged to the creditor could be passed on to the debtor. The living expenses associated with
        incarceration were charged directly to the debtor, in keeping with the practices associated with incarceration
        found elsewhere in Italy.55 In
        Lucca in September 1330, in the context of the crisis of insolvency generated by the turmoil attending the
        death of Castruccio Castracani, the anziani laid out a convenient schedule of payments that could be
        legitimately charged by the city’s jailers, who, it seems, were being tempted to engage in what the record
        primly described as “unjust extortions.”56 Male murderers and thieves, for example, could be assessed 15 soldi per day, whereas those
        who had injured another without drawing blood could only be charged 5 soldi. Male debtors were charged between
        3 soldi and 5 soldi. Women were to be charged at half the rate of the men. The entry closes by noting that
        prisoners could not be charged for their chains.57 Whatever the source of payment, the revenues from the jail were considerable. In Lucca,
        where the treasury scrupulously kept records of revenues, we find that the tax farm for prison receipts in 1337
        was sold for 80 lire 11 soldi 2 denari per month, for an annual amount of some 967 lire, or around 280
        florins.58 Let us suppose that
        prisoners, on average, paid about 10 soldi per day. At that rate, we should expect to find an absolute minimum
        of 1,934 total days spent by prisoners in the jail, and presumably somewhat more, since the tax farmer had to
        make a profit. This figure, of course, includes both criminal suspects and debtors. It is difficult to know the
        ratio, although various clues suggest that there were somewhat more debtors than criminal suspects in jail at
        any given time.
      


      
        The reference to chains in the records of the anziani hints at the grim conditions that one might find in a
        late medieval prison. Guy Geltner has argued that the jails in Florence and elsewhere were not the hellholes
        depicted by the common stereotype, not least because the urban location allowed for social connections with the
        outside world.59 But even if the
        conditions of the prison were not all they have been made out to be, there is little doubt that prison was a
        place resented and sometimes feared by debtors. Fear of imprisonment is in keeping with the widespread evidence
        for flight by bankrupt individuals that has been attested by the research of Jean-Louis Gaulin.60 In Marseille, fragments of commentary or
        testimony reveal the fears associated with imprisonment. A vivid example is provided by the circumstances of a
        lawsuit heard in 1339 in which a woman named Maza or Masse brought suit against her insolvent husband, called
        Bernardus Montanini in the record, in hopes of recovering her dowry. The uncertainty about the spelling of
        Maza’s unusual name arose from the fact that she and her husband were both Florentines; her husband, whom we
        can call Bernardo, was a Florentine merchant doing a turn in Marseille. His business affairs went bad, however,
        and Bernardo went fugitive. A series of witnesses attested to seeing him lurking around churches, one of which
        was the church of St. Victor. The reason they gave is that he was fearful of his creditors. As Maza’s legal
        argument had it, “Bernardo Montanini has many creditors who greatly persecute him in churches and other places
        and seek to have him arrested and thrown in jail and threaten to do even worse things to him.”61
      

    


    
      The Seizure of Goods


      
        In April 1338, a notary of the court of the Podestà opened up a new register, containing fifty folios of fresh
        white paper, and at the top of the first folio he set out, in a fine, bold hand, its intended
        contents.62 It was, he wrote, to be
        “A Book of the Reports of Predations, Precepts, and Other Supplemental Matters of the Court of the Podestà of
        Lucca.” Over the days and weeks that followed, he kept an index listing the reports of acts of predation that
        were undertaken by the court on behalf of creditors. The first entry in the index, pointing to folio 2 of the
        register, promised to be a report of an act of debt collection undertaken on behalf of Davinuccio Boni against
        Paganuccio of Santa Margherita. Sure enough, upon turning to the page, we find a report made by a
        crier-sergeant who announced that on 15 April, he had proceeded to the village of Santa Margherita to plunder
        the hapless Paganuccio, seizing two empty wine casks and several other things.
      


      
        The signature phrase “he reported to me that he had plundered and had taken in plunder from” (retulit mihi
        se predasse et in predam elevasse adversus et contra), followed by the name of the debtor, appears with
        little variation in the subsequent entries in this register and indeed in all the other registers kept by the
        Lucchese courts in this period. The phrase itself translates awkwardly into English. In modern Italian, as in
        both medieval Italian and medieval Latin, predare means “to plunder.” The word preda is scattered
        throughout the chronicles of an earlier day, where it means “loot,” “prey,” or “plunder,” words and thoughts
        that came easily to the minds of monks embittered by the latest iniquities of Vikings, raiding Muslim bands,
        Magyar warriors, or simple castellans of the countryside in search of a decent living.63 In English, the words that fall within the
        semantic horizons of preda carry connotations of violent or extralegal transactions. But the notaries
        who dutifully kept the records of the courts used the word in a thoroughly unself-conscious way, as if it was
        no news to any of them that the court was like any Viking or plundering band of robbers.
      


      
        As it happens, the notary who began this record was overconfident about his own enthusiasm for indexing. A
        month later, he abandoned the idea of maintaining the list, thereby condemning himself, his successors, and all
        future historians to a great deal of inconvenience in navigating the register. But the reason for his growing
        lack of enthusiasm is evident enough, for the acts of predation found in this register went on and on until the
        end of that year, page after page, consuming three and a half quires of paper and totaling, in the end, 871
        individual seizures, far more than he was capable of squeezing into the pathetic little space that, in his wild
        optimism, he had originally deemed sufficient for the purpose. Not one of his fellow notaries, evidently wiser
        or more prudent than he, even attempted the task. During the 1330s, the reports of acts of predation multiplied
        endlessly, rapidly consuming the pages assigned to them at the outset of the register and overspilling into the
        nooks and crannies of the surviving court records, crammed in wherever a desperate notary could find the space.
      


      
        The source for all these acts of predation, in turn, is not hard to find, given that the Lucchese civil courts,
        in the first half of the century, generated around ten thousand lawsuits and acts of summary justice each year.
        The subsequent pathways followed by these initiations, in all their complexity, mirror the braided channels of
        an inland river delta. Many were settled out of court. Some, such as those analyzed by Duane Osheim, led to
        litigation.64 Still others ended
        with a simple confession on the part of the defendant. Regardless of the type of initiation, however, many
        proceedings came to a close with a seizure of wealth, because in the monetary ontology of the age, the damages
        claimed in almost every plea were invariably expressed in terms of florins, pounds, and shillings. Since very
        few people possessed the coin necessary to pay the sums owed, coin being in short supply, the creditors,
        assisted by the courts, went on the prowl for other means of payment. In the hunt, as we have seen, it was
        possible to plunder real estate. It was possible to arrest or incarcerate one’s debtor. But in both Lucca and
        Marseille, the action that was far and away the most common was the predation of goods. Like every court
        activity, predation was governed by procedural law, and the references to procedure that we find from time to
        time, coupled with statutory evidence, provide a clear sense of how things were supposed to work. Before
        turning to these rules, however, let us follow a single act of debt collection in its near entirety so as to
        get a sense of the rhythms and patterns of a typical case.65
      


      
        In December 1341, one Giovanni, son of the late Ciomeo Bettori and a resident of Lucca, was unable to repay two
        loans extended to him by three creditors. Late that month, the creditors initiated proceedings against him.
        Acting on their claims, the judge of the Curia dei rettori asked the notary and a crier-sergeant attached to
        the court to proceed to Giovanni’s residence and conduct a complete household inventory. The resulting list of
        objects, beginning with a table 8 arms in length with two trestles and a round footstool, was then transcribed
        into the record of the court. Included on the list are sheets and towels, many of them described as old and
        sad; casks, coffers, and coffer benches; weapons, including lances, a falchion, and a shield; a feather pillow
        with an indigo lining and a mattress pad with a white lining; several small brass candelabra, with gilding;
        and, finally, some rather shabby clothing. Since the creditors were concerned that Giovanni might be tempted to
        spirit things away in the middle of the night, responsibility for supervising the stuff was entrusted to the
        consuls of the neighborhood. Consuls were officials who served as the lowest level of the administrative
        hierarchy of the commune of Lucca, acting as the interface between the commune and the small villages or
        neighborhoods they represented.
      


      
        A few days later, Giovanni’s three creditors appeared at court, offering proof of the two debts owed, in the
        amounts of 10 florins and 24 florins. A crier-sergeant was sent to summon Giovanni to court, though he failed
        to appear. The Christmas holiday delayed things a bit, but on 7 January 1342, a crier-sergeant came to the
        court to report that he had plundered all the things listed in the inventory and had given them over into the
        power of the consuls. In this as in some other cases, it is not actually clear that the stuff was physically
        removed from Giovanni’s residence, for the consuls could just as well take possession of the things by being
        given the key to the house.
      


      
        On the same day, the court made a new discovery: some months earlier, as Giovanni was falling into debt, he had
        pawned several rather nice articles of clothing, together with a mattress, a pillow, and a large silk purse, at
        the shop of a well-known local pawnbroker, Giovanni di Fiandrada. The clothing included a small child’s tunic
        or gown (guarnacchettam), made of silk, one of the rare articles of children’s clothing to be found in
        these records. The spectacle of Giovanni carting a mattress or sleeping pad through the city streets gives one
        pause, but, in point of fact, the pawning of bedding was not uncommon in this era, or for that matter in later
        periods.66 The ensemble of items
        had been pawned for 7 florins and 20 soldi; the latter amount, in all likelihood, constituted the pawnbroker’s
        fee, in this case just over 4 percent. These things were also seized by the court and added to the kitty, and
        the unfortunate Giovanni di Fiandrada was added to the queue of creditors, though, in a bizarre turn of
        affairs, it was later discovered that the pawnbroker owed 4 florins to his own debtor, so the sum owed to him
        was reduced to 3 florins and 20 soldi. Since Giovanni, the debtor, remained obstinately contumacious—in all
        likelihood, he had fled the city, leaving friends and family behind to negotiate with the court in his
        absence—the creditors were given license to sell the goods at auction, with the usual proviso that any surplus
        be restored to the debtor. On 12 January, a crier was sent to Giovanni’s house, and a proclamation was made
        “publicly, out loud, at his place of residence, and throughout the contrata, in public spaces,” warning
        him of the creditors’ intention to sell his things. The cry was repeated on 15 January. There was no response
        from Giovanni. So on 15 January, the crier-sergeant sold the entire estate at auction for the sum of 37 florins
        and 20 soldi.
      


      
        This particular case reveals with great clarity some of the procedural rules that governed the act of
        predation, which among other things typically required that debtors be notified of the proceedings initiated
        against them and given plenty of time to respond to summonses or notices of auction. A typical procedure for
        recovering a debt began with a simple plea or a complaint known as a reclamum, which was brought to the
        court by the aggrieved creditor. In this case, the two debts were loans that had been officially notarized.
        Loans, however, constitute only a small proportion of claims that could lead to predation. Dowry claims and
        sale credits were quite common, and even more common were obligations arising from rents and leases. Typically,
        creditors offered some kind of proof when they arrived at court, usually a written document. Thus, when a
        citizen of Lucca named Narduccio Corscellini came to one of the courts in July 1336 to lodge a debt claim for
        the sum of 4 florins, he showed an instrument (cartam publicam scriptam) that confirmed his
        claim.67 By the fourteenth century
        in Italy, people had long been accustomed to keeping their written proofs close at hand, and these acts were
        therefore not hard to come by. In some cases, a handwritten note (apodixa) or even an oath by the
        creditor was accepted as proof. This might seem to be open to abuse, but in point of fact the system allowed
        debtors multiple opportunities to contest the proofs.
      


      
        In the course of lodging the complaint, the creditor often asked the court to “attach” certain goods of the
        debtor, an action known as intesimentum. The process of attachment allowed the nervous creditor to place
        a lien on a debtor’s goods so as to prevent him or her from disposing of them in some fashion. In the case of
        Giovanni Bettori, his debts were so great that his entire estate was attached, thereby generating the inventory
        that found its way into the court record. Narduccio, likewise, asked the court to attach everything belonging
        to his debtor, namely, goods, things, furnishings, and even the harvest (intesiantur bona, res, et
        massaritie et fructus terrarum). But he chose to target, in particular, a wheat harvest still on the ear
        amounting to at least 30 staia of grain. The items attached in this way were entrusted (commendasse) to
        one or more consuls, who were ordered to supervise the attached items.
      


      
        Though it was common enough to attach just a single item, many debts were so large that the creditors had to
        attach long lists of objects. In the following case from 1311, a woman whose husband was going bankrupt asked
        the court to attach some of his goods so as to preserve her dowry rights of 100 lire in his estate.
      


      
        Goods attached by Margarita from the estate of her insolvent husband, Vannis, 131168
      


      
        	A tunic and a jacket of woolen cloth, [colored] French perse; the jacket is lined with
        vair


        	A chest


        	A tunic and a jacket of woolen serge, rose-colored; the jacket is lined with sendal


        	A piece of white woolen serge


        	A striped Chalonnais coverlet


        	A pair of large bowls


        	A pair of napkins


        	A woman’s cloak, colored perse


        	A green jacket


        	A mattress and a cushion


        	A coverlet


        	A pair of sheets


        	A storage bin


        	A chest


        	A fecta furnished in silver


        	A pan


        	A cloak gianbellocti colored green, lined with vermilion sendal


        	A parti-colored tunic, checkered on one side and vermilion on the other

      


      
        These goods were typical dowry goods. In this particular case, the items were not entrusted to the consul. They
        were entrusted instead to her husband, a peculiar and rather counterintuitive move. In practice, this meant
        that the crier-sergeant assigned to the case would have confirmed their presence in the house and given a stern
        warning to the husband not to dispose of them.
      


      
        Although goods and harvests were the most likely targets of attachment, anything could be attached in this way,
        including money owed to the debtor. In a case of the latter type, a man who had paid another man’s criminal
        fine of 50 lire took steps to recuperate his money by attaching a 40 lire sale credit owed to the debtor by a
        third party. The sale credit had arisen from the purchase of a large quantity of red wine.69 In several cases involving personnel of the
        courts being plundered for debt, their creditors attached their anticipated wages.
      


      
        At this point in the proceedings, a crier-sergeant was required to inform the debtor of the claim, although
        should a debtor be absent, the necessary notification was delivered to a member of the family, as was the case
        with Giovanni Bettori. A court date was then set for three days later, not counting holidays, and the name of a
        witness was taken. Simultaneously, the crier-sergeant confirmed the presence of the attached goods and notified
        the consul, in front of another witness, of his duty to supervise the goods.
      


      
        The attachment of goods led to a situation where the goods in question entered into a kind of legal limbo. They
        were not taken from the debtor, but at the same time the debtor was no longer free to dispose of them. In
        Marseille, the sergeants of the court placed seals on items that had been attached in this way. This was the
        case in Lucca as well, although the custom of sealing is not very visible. A criminal inquest undertaken in
        1338 does provide a glimpse into the practice. The brief entry records how Coluccino Lupari, a crier-sergeant,
        had denounced a resident of the commune of San Giorgio di Urbiciano for resisting his attempts to seize
        “plunder that had been marked with the seal of the court of Lucca’s Podestà” (preda sigillata sigillo curie
        Lucanis potestatis).70 Though
        the details of the sealing were not given, the most plausible scenario is that the goods had been sealed during
        the process of attachment.
      


      
        Regardless of the manner in which the goods were identified, the legal limbo was apparently quite robust, as
        suggested by the curious case of an apothecary named Simo heard in one of the Lucchese courts in the summer of
        1336. The case opened with a plea apparently lodged by a Lucchese creditor named in the record as Graciano, son
        of the late Nuccio, for a debt of 50 lire owed to him by Simo, also a resident of Lucca.71 To prove the debt, Graciano displayed a
        notarial instrument at court. What follows is a long list of the things that were subsequently attached,
        including spices (pepper, saffron), dyestuffs, chests, barrels, wax, thread, a balance, tablecloths, towels,
        and pots and pans. All these things, curiously, were located not in the house of the debtor, Simo, but in the
        house of a third party, one Nardino Bonifacii, who lived in Ponte San Pietro, a small town located just west of
        Lucca. Following the usual procedure, a crier-sergeant was sent to Ponte San Pietro, where, in the presence of
        witnesses, he issued the summons to Simo and entrusted the attached goods to the consuls. Two weeks later,
        however, the creditor showed up in court to cancel the plea and release his debtor.
      


      
        Apart from the unusual ending, this was a thoroughly ordinary case, and things might have moved on except for
        one tiny hitch in the proceedings, for when Graciano returned to the court on 1 June to cancel the plea, the
        notary of the court, his suspicions somehow aroused, took a long look and asked the man before him if he really
        was Graciano. The claimant, unmasked, confessed that he was in fact Simo. As the ensuing testimony reveals, the
        debtor Simo had sought to deceive and defraud the court by impersonating his own creditor, Graciano. The
        resulting inquest into this rather astonishing case leaves a lot of questions unanswered, among them the
        mechanics of the fraud. But most important of all, what could possibly have induced Simo to ask the court to
        attach his own goods? There are several conceivable answers to this, none of which is terribly convincing. The
        least unlikely is that Simo was doing a favor for his friend Nardino by temporarily sheltering the latter’s
        goods from another rapacious creditor, for no sergeant would have been so rash as to break the seals affixed to
        attached goods. Or perhaps the whole thing was just a bad joke. In the end, Simo was fined the surprisingly low
        sum of 50 soldi.
      


      
        When their goods had been attached, some debtors chose to appear at court, expressing their willingness to make
        arrangements to pay the debt. A very few chose to oppose the claims made against them. By way of example of the
        latter, consider an affair that extended over a period of several weeks in February and March 1338.72 On 23 February, a crier-sergeant issued a
        summons to a debtor named Puccino, who was ordered to appear three days later to answer to the claims of his
        creditor, Morlano. In the event, Puccino sent a procurator to represent his interests. After a series of
        extensions engineered by the astute procurator, the creditor appeared at court on 19 March, and since the
        defendant was contumacious, a marginal note records that plunder was taken on 20 March. But this was not the
        end of the case. According to another marginal note, another procurator came to court six days later, and when
        the creditor failed to respond to the resulting summons, he himself was declared to be in contumacy, and the
        judge canceled the act of predation.
      


      
        One of the most distinctive features of the unwritten rules of predation, however, is that simple pleas were
        often uncontested. The contumacy we saw in the case of Giovanni Bettori, in other words, was thoroughly
        typical. In most cases, the widespread reluctance to appear at court can probably be attributed to the costs
        and aggravation associated with hiring a procurator or traveling to court oneself, and if the legitimacy of the
        debt was uncontestable, there was little point to going to the expense. In cases where the debtor was a member
        of a magnate family or the rural aristocracy, it is possible that appearing at court would have been deemed to
        be beneath the debtor’s dignity. But either way, the contumacy rate was quite high. According to So Nakaya, who
        conducted a careful study of a single register from 1336, the contumacy rate in all civil court cases was 66
        percent, and it was almost certainly much higher in the case of simple debt claims.73 To take an example involving debt collection, in January
        1338 a smith or a horse master (mariscalchus) of Lucca named Cuccharino came to court claiming a debt of
        8 lire.74 In August of the previous
        year, he had left a pair of iron gauntlets with a friend or neighbor as collateral for a loan of 40 soldi.
        Cuccharino seems to have repaid his debtor, but the creditor failed to restore the gauntlets. Nor did the
        erstwhile friend attend the hearing, and for that he was declared contumacious. In rare cases, a refusal such
        as this to answer a summons could lead to the formal loss of citizenship in the form of banishment.75 But in most cases, contumacy was tacitly
        understood by the court to be a convenient acknowledgment of the truth of the creditor’s claim.
      


      
        At this stage, once the necessary three days had passed, the goods that had been previously attached
        (intesita or sequestrata) could be actually plundered (predata). Predation was not
        automatic; the creditor had to request it. In the surviving records of attachment (intesimentum), which
        are not common, only a certain percentage actually bear phrases indicating “plunder was taken” (preda levata
        est). In the records of claims and attachments kept by the Curia dei foretani o di San Alessandro in 1338,
        for example, about one in three claims actually generated an act of predation.76 The phrases indicating plunder were typically squeezed into
        the top or side margins and were often accompanied by a date and an amount. In the case of Cuccharino, for
        example, once the debtor had been declared contumacious, the judge authorized a seizure of the debtor’s goods,
        and the marginal note declared that plunder was seized on 1 March 1338.77 In a case such as this, there is no particular reason to
        think that the plunder seized consisted of the iron gauntlets themselves; anything would do to recover the
        value.
      


      
        To carry out the predation, a sergeant returned to the residence of the debtor for a second time—or a third, or
        a fourth, depending on the number of summonses issued—and simply took possession of the stuff.78 Typically, this meant removing the objects
        from the house and giving them to the consul or another bailee for safekeeping. In some cases, notably those
        involving grain or grapes that had not yet been harvested, the act of predation simply meant that the items in
        question were removed from the legal limbo of attachment and placed temporarily within the power of the consul
        or bailee. Three days later, if the debtor failed to redeem the goods, the bailee was authorized to give the
        items to the creditor.
      


      
        Needless to say, there were costs associated with predation, ranging from the court fee known as the datia,
        discussed earlier, to the expenses collected by the crier-sergeants, notaries, and sometimes porters. The
        records of predation, unfortunately, were not designed to record the expenses associated with the transaction,
        but an analysis of the rare cases that do yields a median figure for all expenses of just over 4 percent. A
        unique entry, referring to a preda taken in coin, enumerated all the expenses borne by the creditor and
        subsequently passed on to the debtor:
      


      
        Expenses associated with a predation of 6 lire 10 soldi in coin, Lucca, August 133879
      


      
        	For the datia, 1 soldo 4 denari


        	For the crier-sergeant’s travel expenses (via nunptii), 1 soldo 2 denari


        	For the report of predation, 1 soldo


        	For this acknowledgment, 1 soldo

      


      
        The datia listed in these expenses was surprisingly low, close to %. The total cost of the predation came to 4
        soldi 6 denari, or 3.45 percent of the value of the coins seized. A sense of the fees associated with the
        plundering and auctioning of goods can also be garnered from the more thorough entries that characterize the
        records of the Court of the Rebels and the Banished. Here, the fees collected by the notaries, sergeants, and
        porters in nine cases varied considerably, from 2 to 18 percent, with a median of 5.6 percent.80 There are two reasons for the higher fees
        associated with plundering the goods of rebels: first, the cases generated more paperwork than did ordinary
        predation; second, the auction itself cost money, adding to the costs.
      


      
        One of the important features of this system is that the plunder itself, once seized, almost never made an
        appearance in court. There are the rare exceptions. In a case from 1335 where a debtor contested the validity
        of the creditor’s claims, the creditor was ordered to bring an article of clothing that had already been given
        to him back to the court, where it was entrusted to the notary for safekeeping.81 But this counterexample aside, the process of plunder, at
        least from the point of view of the court, was conducted almost entirely in the shadows, creating a possibility
        for fraud that was not lost upon some of the more unscrupulous crier-sergeants hired by the Lucchese courts. In
        1334, an inquest was carried out against a crier-sergeant of the court of the Podestà. According to the
        resulting sentence, he had plundered a widow of a sheet 8 arms in length valued at 25 soldi and held on to it,
        refusing to restore it to her; in addition, he extracted 5 soldi for himself.82 An even more vivid case involved Cholestro di Parma, a
        crier-sergeant attached not to the court system per se but instead to one of the city’s tax farms.83 Fraudulently declaring that he possessed a
        commission to pursue an act of debt collection given to him by the owner of the farm, he seized a woman’s
        medley tunic worth 4 lire, and after this went on to commit “many, many, many predations against many, many,
        many citizens and residents of the Sei Miglia, seizing many things,” none of which he subsequently consigned to
        the Chamber of Pledges associated with the farm. Cholestro, prudently, declined to respond to the summons and
        ran away. The very next page records a similar case of fraud by two men passing themselves off as
        crier-sergeants who managed to extract four double-bed mattresses lined with woolen cloth in indigo and green,
        eight pairs of sheets, four indigo cushions, garments, and two pairs of cattle.84 This particular stratagem, that of impersonating the
        predatory crier-sergeants, has been found elsewhere in Tuscany.85 The success of the stratagem speaks volumes about the
        ubiquity of predation itself.
      


      
        The process of summary justice, initiated by a simple claim, was one of the major avenues for generating acts
        of predation. But it was not the only one, since virtually any lawsuit could also end in predation should the
        defendant, transformed into a debtor by the sentence of a judge, refuse to make good on the debt. The city and
        the courts themselves generated debtors whenever they imposed criminal fines, pursued citizens and residents
        for unpaid taxes, or declared them rebels or exiles and placed liens on all their property. All of these
        reports of predation had to be recorded somewhere. In the case of at least some of the registers of pleas and
        attachments, the reports, as we have seen, were simply listed in the margins. But alongside the registers
        recording simple claims, which are quite numerous, we find a wholly different kind of register, namely, the
        “books of reports of predation” introduced at the outset of this section. These reports were generated when the
        sergeants returned to the court and gave an account of their plundering to the notary of the court, who duly
        transcribed the list of the items seized into the court’s daybook, typically resulting in a paragraph or two.
        Of the two examples below, the first is exceedingly typical of the genre. The second is a little more unusual
        in that the paragraph noting the seizure was accompanied by a marginal annotation describing a subsequent
        transaction.
      


      
        Act of predation from Lucca, 8 January 133386
      


      
        
          On behalf of Giovanni, son of ser Niccolò di Fiandrada, Ghibertino Nuccoris and Milliore Magalotti,
          crier-sergeants of the commune of Lucca, reported to me, the notary below, and to the court, that on 8
          January, by the order of the lord judge, they plundered Niccolò Guattini of a tunic and a woman’s
          parti-colored surcoat, with alternating colors of green, yellow, and bloodred, and entrusted these things to
          Cardellino Cardellini, a citizen of Lucca, who was present etc. and ordered him as above.
        

      


      
        Act of predation from Lucca, 12 January 133387
      


      
        
          On behalf of Ciome, son of the late Guercio of Lucca, Gianni Gigli, a crier-sergeant of the commune of Lucca,
          reported to me, Jacobo Binamontis, notary and chancellor of the commune of Lucca, that on this day he
          plundered and seized in plunder from Landuccio, son of the late Orlando Vini, a citizen of Lucca, in
          repayment of a debt of 40 soldi and expenses, a deep-blue woman’s cloak, lined with yellow muslin. He
          entrusted it personally to Betto Pieri, smith, who lives before the palazzo of the lord Podestà, present and
          willing, and ordered him, on penalty of a 25 lire fine, to hold these items [sic] for three days,
          according to the letter of the statutes, and when the time has passed, he should give and transmit the item
          to Ciome, requiring him to acknowledge in the acts of the court that he has received the item.
        


        
          [Marginal note] On 16 January, Ciome acknowledged to Betto Pieri, the bailee, that he holds and has in
          his power the abovementioned cloak that had been entrusted to Betto.
        

      


      
        In the manner typical of a daybook or a journal, the entries are in date order, although the acts themselves
        include the date on which the judge had originally authorized the seizure. Sometimes the two dates are the
        same. Where the debtor’s house was near at hand—in this case, the smith Betto Pieri, who served as consul and
        hence the bailee for the goods, was a resident of Lucca, suggesting that the house was very near the court
        itself—it was only a matter of minutes to carry out the seizure. In other cases, we find gaps of several days
        or even weeks. Some of these delays speak to the forgetfulness of sergeants, but other time gaps point to the
        fact that sergeants, if traveling on foot, might need a day or two to reach the locale, transact the seizure,
        and return to Lucca.
      


      
        The distances that could be covered by the sergeants highlight one of the significant problems with a system of
        debt collection based on claims and attachments of goods. It is all very well and good in cases where the
        debtor was right at hand, in the city of Lucca itself, or even nearby Ponte San Pietro. But the sergeants often
        traveled much longer distances, as much as 35 kilometers in some cases. The travel itself was expensive, and
        the statutes provided for the travel expenses of the crier-sergeants.88 As all the examples above have suggested, the process of
        predation was characterized by the greatest degree of publicity possible. On the one hand, the publicity
        ensured that the debtor knew about the creditor’s intention to act, and gave him or her time to prepare a
        rebuttal, if desired. The presence of witnesses at key stages of the transaction also protected the debtors’
        rights. But the publicity had a side effect, for it gave the debtor plenty of time to spirit things away, a
        problem of security that was compounded as the sergeants drew further away from Lucca and the watchful eye of
        the court.
      


      
        To counter this, the courts gave creditors with concerns about the flight risk of the debtor the right to
        plunder first and ask questions later. In practice, all this means is that the stage of attachment was simply
        skipped. This option helps explain one of the more perplexing features of the records of simple pleas and
        attachments. A number of these cases led to predation, and it is reasonable to suppose that these acts of
        predation would show up not only in the margins of the pleas but also in the books of predation. With rare
        exceptions, however, extensive cross-checking shows that they do not.89 One gets the impression that the listings of goods found in
        the simple pleas, coupled with the marginal notices of predation, constituted all the documentary evidence
        required by the court. If so, it is possible that many or even most of the reports found in the books of
        predation arose from an even simpler legal process. In the absence of a massive database consisting of all of
        the thousands or tens of thousands of acts of predation carried out in the 1330s that would allow us to
        cross-check all the records, it is a question that must be left open for now.
      

    


    
      The Volume of Predation


      
        The books containing the reports of predation, the libri relactionum predarum, were produced by a number
        of Lucca’s courts during the 1330s. They were typically kept on a quarterly or semiannual basis. The series are
        incomplete and the books themselves are often untidy and difficult to work with. During the first three months
        of 1333, for example, crier-sergeants working for the court of the Podestà di Lucca undertook at least 215
        seizures in the city of Lucca and its rural district, but the records are lacking for most of the rest of the
        year. In the following year, the reports of their seizures began in the last week of May, with eighteen
        seizures. There is then a gap, followed by seventy-eight seizures in the last two weeks of June. The month of
        July saw sixty-four and August ninety-three seizures. At this point the 1334 register peters out. Although some
        years are better than others, no single year is complete, which is a singular problem if one’s goal is to count
        the extant predations so as to evaluate the scale of the practice. But even so, it is possible, through careful
        prorating of the fragmentary data, to come up with monthly averages, and by adding these averages, we can
        generate a yearly average. All told, the registers suggest that the court of the Podestà di Lucca supervised an
        average of just under one thousand acts of predation per year in the 1330s.
      


      
        
          
            Table 3.1   Seizures of goods in Lucca and the Lucchesia during the 1330s, by court
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                  Curia della Podestà di Lucca
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                  Maggior sindaco e giudice degli appelli
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                  Curia dei visconti o dei gastaldioni
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                  Curia delle querimoniae
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                  Curia nuova di giustizia e dell’esecutore
                

              

              	

              	
                
                       30
                

              
            


            
              	
                
                  Curia di San Cristoforo
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                  Total
                

              

              	

              	
                
                  2,113
                

              
            


            
              	
            


            
              	
                
                  Data sources (all ASL): Podestà di Lucca 33, 44, 50, 57, 83, and 116; Curia
                  dei foretani 22; Maggior sindaco e giudice degli appelli 25; Curia dei visconti o dei
                  gastaldioni 15 and 24; Curia dei rettori 15 (1350–1351); Curia dei treguani 33;
                  Curia delle querimoniae 6; Curia nuova di giustizia e dell’esecutore 32; Curia di
                  San Cristoforo 124. This table supersedes a preliminary version published in Daniel Lord Smail,
                  “Violence and Predation in Late Medieval Mediterranean Europe,” Comparative Studies in Society and
                  History 54 (2012): 7–34, here p. 30.
                

              
            

          
        

      


      
        The court of the Podestà, however, was not the only court involved in the business of seizures: at least eight
        other courts kept records of predation. From the sometimes incomplete records, extrapolating where necessary,
        we can arrive at approximate figures for the annual number of seizures conducted by the nine courts whose
        records I have sampled in search of records of predation (Table 3.1) from the second
        quarter of the fourteenth century. None of this inspires great confidence, especially when extrapolation is
        necessary. But even so, it is likely that the figure of 2,113 acts of predation underrepresents the totality,
        perhaps by a significant amount. The reason lies in the fact that the data are primarily derived from records
        of summary justice, and these records may exclude much of the predation that would have accompanied other pleas
        and lawsuits, not to mention efforts to recuperate back taxes.
      


      
        For the sake of convenience, let us round this to a figure of 2,000 as an absolute minimum for the number of
        acts of predation per year during the decade of the 1330s. In the decades before the Black Death, the entirety
        of the Lucchesia included perhaps 20,000 households. Even if we acknowledge that some of these acts targeted
        the same debtor, roughly one in ten households suffered an act of predation each year.
      


      
        Predation was not a benign transaction. Criminal records arising from instances of debt collection that went
        bad point to the extraordinary fuss and clamor generated by some acts of predation. But if we leave aside, for
        now, the dismay or outrage generated by the process of predation, the inventories of things that the sergeants
        managed to seize and carry away contain remarkable insights into the material horizons of ordinary men and
        women, including rural tenants and artisans, on a par with the kind of information we can glean from
        inventories but far more numerous. Chapter 4 is dedicated to the
        task of exploring the patterns of predation and the material world that they reveal. Here, we need to address a
        much more basic question, which is why there was need for predation in the first place.
      


      
        At first blush, the answer seems obvious enough. Few people in Lucca or in Marseille, as we have seen, kept
        much cash at hand. When creditors announced their intention to move against their debtors, those debtors
        without access to cash would have found themselves in something of a liquidity bind. Yet the dilemma was
        readily solved, for debtors had access to several devices for releasing the value stored up in their own
        assets. The world of credit in later medieval Europe was predicated on the premise that the store of value
        found in any object could easily be unlocked by taking the object to the pawnshop or by selling it outright on
        the market. Given the ubiquity of pawnshops and secondhand retail markets, the indignities associated with the
        act of predation—a sergeant who announces your indebtedness out loud to the entire neighborhood, before
        witnesses, and returns later to ransack your house and remove articles of clothing and foodstuffs—were wholly
        unnecessary. Any debtor could take the very same goods plundered by the sergeant and bring them directly to the
        pawnshop. And yet legal plunder was exceedingly common.
      


      
        This is the great paradox of predation. One of the features of this paradox is that no single explanation can
        account for all its dimensions. Here, let us begin by exploring just one of the social logics associated with
        predation through an examination of the fate of the goods seized. According to procedural law, when the
        creditor received the plunder from the bailee, he or she was required to sell the goods seized at public
        auction, restoring the surplus, if any, to the debtor. The auction, in theory, was the device that guaranteed a
        determination of value that could command the assent of both parties to the transaction. In practice, we cannot
        necessarily assume that auctions were always conducted in a free and open manner.90 The insolvency of Giovanni Bettori provides a case in
        point. First of all, the entirety of his estate was purchased for a lump sum by one of his neighbors,
        Palliuccio Bonocontis, one of the three people who had been assigned as a bailee for the estate at the outset
        of the proceedings. In the final entry in the record, the judge ordered the crier to tell Giovanni, the debtor,
        that should he decide in the future to redeem any of his goods, he would have to address himself to
        Palliuccio.91 Second, the price
        paid by Palliuccio was exactly the amount required to repay each of the three creditors and the pawnbroker,
        down to the last soldo. We do not have to imagine a fraudulent transaction conducted in the corner of a dark
        basement, denying all others the opportunity to bid on the items. It is fully possible, after all, that the
        goods were worth less than 37 florins and 20 soldi, in which case a plausible scenario is that Palliuccio,
        motivated by a strong sense of charity, overpaid for the goods in order to rescue a spendthrift but basically
        likeable neighbor from his financial woes. The fact that the plundering of Giovanni’s possessions generated
        such a detailed narrative—the circumstances of this predation, on the face of it, were no different from those
        associated with other acts of predation that generated far less paperwork—suggests some unusual features that
        are now lost to us.
      


      
        Whatever the situation here, this case shows that auctions could be rigged or subjected to a tacit
        understanding on the part of an entire neighborhood. But what is even more important is that the auction itself
        was relatively uncommon. In Marseille, the evidence is relatively thin, with the glittering exception of a
        register of seizures that ran from late October 1361 to early April the following year.92 Over the space of a little more than five
        months, the court recorded 353 acts related to debt collection, including summonses and seizures. Among the
        acts, however, we find only seven instances of auctions, one of which involved a parcel of land. The registers
        of the court of the Podestà di Lucca recorded acts of predation at a startling annual rate, as we have seen,
        but records of auctions are exceedingly rare. The six registers I have consulted for this book record close to
        2,500 acts of predation but fewer than forty auctions.
      


      
        Surprisingly, in the seven extant records of auctions in Lucca that list both the original debt and the
        eventual sale price, there is a gap between the nominal value of the item seized and the amount earned at
        auction. On average, the auction price came to only 68 percent of the debt. In one case from 1333, for example,
        a ring was seized for a debt of 56 soldi and sold at auction for 34 soldi.93 It is easy to appreciate how the sergeant might have had
        difficulty estimating, on the spot, the value of a ring. Yet the pattern persists in other records. A woman’s
        tunic and a robe were seized for a debt of 8 lire and sold at auction, six weeks later, for 6 lire. A woman’s
        tunic and a silken jacket, in a fine green color and trimmed with yellow muslin, were seized for a debt of 12
        lire and sold for 2 florins, or 7 lire. A particularly striking case involved several staia of wine seized for
        a debt of 9 lire and sold for 4 lire. The same pattern holds in Marseille. Two sets of goods sold at auction
        were nearly identical in value to the debt, and in a third case, involving a sword and shield, the weapons sold
        for 26 sous 4 deniers, somewhat more than the debt of 16 sous. But others were considerably less, notably a
        silver cup, which was seized for a debt of 207 sous and sold for 103 sous 6 deniers, exactly half the debt. On
        average, the items seized for debt in Marseille were sold at auction for 75 percent of the debt.94
      


      
        In the absence of more evidence, let us suppose that a gap between the original debt and the result of the sale
        at auction was the norm. Let us suppose, in other words, that sergeants typically took goods whose combined
        value was less than the debt owed. What would account for this gap?
      


      
        Before addressing this question, let us return to the question of why there was so much predation in the first
        place. Given that there were several ways to liquidate one’s own goods to pay off a debt, we have to assume
        that many debtors deliberately pursued the path of contumacy leading to predation. In the case of pleas and
        attachments, where the debtor was invariably summoned to court at the outset of the proceedings and given a
        chance to contest the debt, the choice to be contumacious and suffer predation was explicit and undeniable.
        Some debtors, as we shall see in Chapter 5, went to some lengths to
        hide things away, indicating that these people were anticipating acts of plunder. In the case of predations
        undertaken without advance notice, of course, it is less obvious that people had any warning of their
        creditors’ intentions to move. Even here, however, they surely knew that they were in debt and that the debt
        was overdue.
      


      
        If we assume that the choice to suffer predation was exactly that, a choice, then the gap in value between the
        size of the debt and the value of the plunder may help explain why debtors made the choice to be plundered. In
        effect, they lost less of their wealth through plunder. But then we need to return to the question of why there
        may have been a gap in value. Here, we can only speculate. One possibility is that it was considered shameful
        for creditors to insist on full repayment from people who were in financial distress. The ever-present concerns
        about usury, moreover, remind us of the possibility that some creditors could have asked crier-sergeants to aim
        for goods worth less than the nominal debt so as to avoid accusations of usury. Yet there is another way of
        looking at this issue. If the public shaming of the debtor constituted a sort of negative symbolic capital, the
        sum of the debt would have been reached by adding the value of the plunder to the price of the shame inflicted
        on the debtor. From the debtor’s point of view, one lost face but at the same time lost less money. This
        particular argument depends on the idea that debt collection was indeed shaming, a theme taken up at greater
        length in Chapter 5.
      


      
        *   *   *
      


      
        After 1348, in the wake of the devastating impact of the Black Death and the subsequent waves of plague,
        predation becomes distinctly less visible in the records. It is likely, though, that the per capita rate of
        predation remained relatively constant across the fourteenth century. According to the research of Franca
        Leverotti, the number of hearths in the Sei Miglia fell by 60 percent between 1331 and 1386, as good an
        approximation as any of the general devastation caused by the plague and by peasant indebtedness.95 Tellingly, financial records show that
        revenue from the datia fees declined by nearly the same amount. As discussed in Chapter 2, the datia constituted a farm that was sold to the highest bidder each year, and the
        treasury kept records of the amounts received from the farmer. In the three pre-plague years for which we have
        data, the average fee paid was 715 lire. In the three years after 1350 for which we have data, the average came
        to 266 lire. This amounts to a loss of 63 percent, a figure very close to the population loss suggested by
        Leverotti’s research.96
      


      
        Because legal customs and record-keeping customs changed over the ensuing decades, it is difficult to assess
        the changing volume of predation directly, using court records. Even so, the fragmentary data accord fairly
        well with the figure of a 63 percent loss suggested by the records of the datia. After the plague, the most
        complete registers no longer list predations; instead, they typically record the names of creditors to whom the
        court has granted either licenses to arrest or licenses to plunder, or, in some cases, both. The contents of a
        partial register of the Podestà di Lucca from 1360, prorated over the entire year, suggest that the court was
        issuing a total of 468 licenses of both types per year.97 The book of predations found in this register suggests a prorated total of 144
        predations, although the gap between the two suggests that the notaries may not have been thorough in keeping
        this book. Whatever the situation, the number of predations was almost certainly less than half what we saw in
        the 1330s, when the court of the Podestà alone was processing around one thousand predations per year. Another
        register records 147 licenses delivered in the first three months of 1362 before tailing off, suggesting a
        prorated annual total of 588, or perhaps somewhat more, since the harvest months typically generated more
        business.98 This total is closer to
        the rate seen in the 1330s. Yet a decade later, two registers covering the entire year 1371 that have every
        appearance of being a complete list an annual total of 149 licenses issued and 59 predations, far from the
        heights seen in the pre-plague years. Business picked up again in 1372, when a court register recorded a
        prorated annual total of 420 licenses, and in 1380, 362 licenses.99
      


      
        The books of licenses are remarkably useful for revealing another important trend: the growth of incarceration
        with respect to predation. Creditors who made use of the summary justice system were typically given a choice:
        they could either have their debtor seized, or have his or her goods plundered, or, if they chose, both. During
        the 1330s, predation outstripped arrest and incarceration by a factor of more than ten. A register from 1362,
        by contrast, reveals that the ratio some thirty years later was less than two to one.100 By 1380, the ratio was nearly
        equal.101 Sorting out these trends
        is a task for a future research project. But if this sample points to a real and significant trend toward more
        incarceration relative to predation, the explanation for the trend may lie in the changing costs of labor. The
        decades that followed 1348, according to labor historians, are typically understood to be good ones for
        workers, since the scarcity of labor led to wage rises. What became valuable after the Black Death, in other
        words, was not goods so much as labor. In light of this, incarceration for debt was arguably a more serious
        threat to peasants and tenants than the loss of some casks or a few sheets, and therefore more of an inducement
        to find the means to settle.
      


      
        In the following chapter, we shall leave aside these matters of procedure and volume and turn to the plunder
        itself. To reiterate a major argument of this chapter, the great paradox of predation is that debtors, almost
        by definition, had the wherewithal to satisfy their creditors, and yet they chose not to. The telling gap
        between the size of the debt and the auction price, in at least some cases, hints at the possibility that from
        the debtor’s point of view, there were very real savings to be had at the cost of some public humiliation. We
        shall return to this question of predation as a choice in the chapters to follow. Here, let us close by
        contemplating the scale of the system itself. An enormous machinery of justice, consisting of judges, notaries,
        sergeants, porters, and consuls, not to mention horses, paper, and ink, was dedicated to the task of debt
        recovery. By any measure, the investment in debt recovery far outstripped the investment in criminal justice.
        If the records from Lucca are any guide, the pursuit of debt, far more than criminal justice, was responsible
        for building the system of justice of later medieval Europe.
      

    


    
      



    




[CHAPTER
      FOUR]


      THE
      PLUNDER

    

    
      IN the 1330s, if we can judge by the volume of predation, a pall of illiquidity had
      settled on Lucca and the Lucchesia like a fog. It is difficult to know whether this was a new or an ancient fog,
      since the near-total destruction of the city’s archives in the fire of 1329 ensures that many things we would
      like to know about the city before that date lie in a documentary shadow. Even so, there are reasons to think
      that indebtedness touched many people in this period. With the death of Castruccio Castracani in September 1328,
      Lucca entered into a turbulent decade that ended only in 1342, with the arrival of Pisan rule, and the political
      and military turmoil greatly affected the flow of cash in city and country. The taxes levied to pay for the
      commune’s expenses caused debts to mount, and the destruction caused by episodes of fighting wiped out some
      people’s reserves of capital.1 The
      problems were not unique to Lucca. The growing debt crisis of nearby Florence, which culminated in the failure of
      many banks in the early 1340s, had knock-on effects throughout Tuscany, perhaps even including the villages and
      hamlets of the Lucchesia.2
    


    
      Early in the decade, concerns about the problems of indebtedness fill the records of the decisions reached by the
      city fathers, the anziani.3
      September 1330: Creditors are temporarily denied the right to have their debtors arrested for debt, excepting
      debts arising from back rent, unpaid pensions, and taxes owed. January 1331: The ban on incarceration for debt is
      extended for six more months. Late January 1331: Responding to the complaints of the citizens who have been
      plundered fraudulently by servants and criers of the court, the anziani require that all officials seizing goods
      provide a surety. By March 1331, things were getting so bad that even peasants owing back rent were included in
      the temporary debt amnesty. A year later, a proclamation was made throughout the Lucchesia to the effect that
      every person in the Sei Miglia and the suburbs can come to Lucca, with or without food, with his things and his
      person, secure in the knowledge that he will not be arrested for any debt owed, public or private.4 Dramatically, in December of 1333, the
      anziani, “wishing to promote the replenishment of the city with its own citizens who, on account of the
      wars and the bad state of the city which has been a concern for some time, cannot answer their creditors but
      instead are forced to flee,” declared that no person in the Lucchesia could be arrested or detained for
      debt.5
    


    
      The troubles persisted for a decade to come. But that did not stop the creditors. Between 1333 and 1342, they
      came by the thousands to lodge pleas at court in pursuit of loans, sale credits, ground rents, leases, unpaid
      dowries, and the like. Despite the poverty and the destruction caused by the fighting, there was still wealth to
      be found in the houses and storerooms of the district, wealth enough to pay the small sums that constitute a
      significant proportion of the debts we find in the records. At the head of the line were great ecclesiastical
      institutions whose finely honed understandings of charity and liberality did not extend to the impoverished
      tenants of the Lucchesia. The monasteries, hospitals, and churches were familiar clients who came to the court
      with predictable and seasonal regularity, as was the commune itself, which made use of the system to pursue
      criminal or civil fines that had gone unpaid. Close behind these institutions were men and women of all walks of
      life. Included among them were scions of the great families of the Lucchesia, such as individuals bearing the
      Antelminelli family name and a knight identified as Niccolò Castracani, presumably the uncle of Castruccio.
      Queuing up with them, however, were many other folk, including merchants, men of law, and tradesmen and artisans
      of many kinds: carpenters, sword makers, bakers, dyers, gardeners, shoemakers, vintners, makers of gold leaf,
      millers, and quite a few tavern keepers. Some of the creditors, like the poulterer Buggiano Toloniti, appear but
      once in the records. His debtor in this case was a taverner. The reason for the debt, in this as in so many
      cases, is not identified—a failure to pay for a shipment of chickens or eggs to the tavern, perhaps, or, for all
      we know, a family dispute over an unpaid legacy. Others, such as Cacciaguerre Giacomo, appear in multiple entries
      in several different registers at least until 1338, at which point Cacciaguerre was dead, leaving the harassment
      of debtors to his son and heir, Puccinello, who took over his father’s ways with due diligence. Single creditors
      usually pursued debts owed by single debtors, but occasionally a creditor targeted a group of several debtors,
      indeed whole communes, and from time to time a group of unrelated creditors ganged up against a single debtor.
    


    
      Acting upon these and other claims, crier-sergeants issued in a small stream from the courts, perhaps ten of them
      each day on ordinary working days. As might be expected, no business was transacted on Sundays and in and around
      the major feasts, which in practice meant that half the days of the year were out of bounds. Easter merited a
      debt holiday lasting a fortnight. Some of the crier-sergeants traveled only as far as the house on the corner
      down the street. In Lucca, a city consisting of perhaps 5,000 households, it is not unlikely that the sergeants,
      many of whom were local men, knew some of their victims. Indeed, we know this to be true, since from time to time
      crier-sergeants were sent to plunder their fellow sergeants. Other sergeants were sent on longer and potentially
      more perilous missions, typically accompanied by another sergeant as well as servants of the court known as
      familiares or berrovarii. They kept an expense account so as to be reimbursed for their food and
      lodging.6 Wary of the failures of
      memory, they also kept records, in writing, of everything they had taken in plunder.
    


    
      The textual avatars of their prey, consisting of thousands upon thousands of items, subsequently made their way
      into the records of the court. The plunder was extraordinarily varied. The crier-sergeants took shocks of wheat,
      casks of wine, sows, piglets, honey, skins, and flax both processed and unprocessed. They threatened to carry off
      roof tiles and siding material embedded in the fabric of buildings. They took empty casks, great vats for
      pressing grapes and holding the juice, bins, and chests. They took large piles of manure, estimating the volume
      in cartloads. They carried off facecloths, hand towels, mattresses, feather pillows, tablecloths, table runners,
      slippers, tunics, surcoats, jackets, and cloaks. Every now and then, they found some coins and took those. Equal
      opportunity plunderers, they seized men’s things and women’s things. Attentive to fashion, they often noted the
      fabric, cut, colors, lining, accessories, and style of the clothing they took. They counted the buttons sewn onto
      sleeves and fronts, sometimes dozens of them, and wrote that down. They took clothing sets. From some households,
      they took just one object, deeming it sufficient to cover the debt as well as the costs of predation. From other
      households, they seized several items, even dozens, sometimes all of the same kind, like a large selection of the
      food storage vessels found in every household, sometimes in odd combinations, as in a seizure where the sergeant
      took 60 pounds of salted pork, a staio of beans, a woman’s chemise, new, and a facecloth. In a few cases, the
      debt was so large, and the resulting inventory of objects seized so extensive, that one has the impression that
      the debtors were plundered of everything they owned and left shivering and naked on the doorstep of an empty
      house.
    


    
      The crier-sergeants of the Lucchese commune were busy men, and predation was just one of their duties. Acting for
      the city council, they delivered public proclamations on the street corners of Lucca and throughout the
      Lucchesia. Working for the criminal court, they delivered summonses and made proclamations of banishment.
      Sometimes, they arrested men or women accused of crime and escorted them to prison for pretrial detention.
      Several were wounded in the performance of their duties, and when this happened, they necessarily were bedbound
      for a time, charging the medical expenses to their assailants. In addition to this, they ate, slept, and
      presumably found time to father their own children. But if we could reconstruct a year in the life of a
      crier-sergeant, we would find that he spent a good deal of his time on the road, visiting the storerooms and
      households of debtors, attaching vats, estimating the capacity of casks, and lashing loads onto donkeys with
      stout cords. In the records, you occasionally catch a glimpse of a sergeant scaling a ladder so as to enter a
      locked house through the upstairs windows, rummaging around the outbuildings of a farmstead in search of plunder
      that had been cached, or running ignominiously away from a village with the entire population at his heels,
      dodging the rocks and darts slung his way.
    


    
      All the labor they performed on behalf of creditors amounted to something that went beyond the operations of the
      law. Over the course of the 1330s, the crier-sergeants stimulated the circulation of capital in the Lucchesia to
      a considerable degree. The total volume of the capital released via the system of seizure amounted to as much as
      6,200 florins per year, if the estimates conjured in Chapter 2 will
      bear the weight of the claim. The items seized and forced to move were stores of wealth that, by virtue of their
      material form, had been withdrawn from the hustle and bustle of the circulation of value. The activity of the
      crier-sergeants, mirroring that of the Vikings or raiders of another age, took that wealth and forced it back
      into circulation. From this, we can see that predation was not simply a private matter. On the scale that it was
      practiced, at least in Lucca, predation was an economic engine of no small consequence.
    


    
      But it was more than that. The fourteenth century was, for some families, a century in which wealth continued to
      accumulate in material form in their dining halls, wardrobes, and bedrooms. But for many, including artisans and
      unskilled workers in the cities and peasants in the countryside, it was also a century of growing poverty. The
      growing wealth gap between poor and rich is evidenced in the changing ratio between minimum and maximum tax
      assessments listed in the fiscal records of nearby Florence. In 1352, according to Alessandro Stella, the rate
      was 1 in 800. By 1378, the rate was 1 in 5,000.7 At the time of the catasto of 1427, according to Richard Goldthwaite’s calculations,
      the top 1 percent of the population, amounting to fewer than one hundred families, owned 27 percent of the city’s
      available capital. At the other end of the spectrum, 31 percent of the heads of households held no assets or were
      in debt.8 The poverty had several
      different sources, including the penetration of markets into the countryside.9 The phenomenon is revealed both by the pitifully thin contents
      of the households of the rural poor and by the growing levels of indebtedness across both city and
      countryside.10 In the acts of
      predation, the two facets of poverty come into view with startling clarity, for when sergeants came to plunder
      the poor, what often stared them in the face was a pathetic array of shabby things. But they took it anyway. The
      records generated by these acts of plunder reveal that even the shabby things had not lost their utility as
      stores of wealth. In this context, they served as the last buffer that protected the poor from worse things on
      the horizon, such as debt peonage, a situation that for female debtors at least could lead to a kind of
      indentured servitude as a prostitute.11 As the empty casks and shabby sheets made their way from poor to rich, predation is revealed
      as something more than a simple economic transaction. It emerges as a political and legal instrument for
      diverting the wealth of the poor into the hands of the rich and, in so doing, casts a very different light on the
      factors that led to the growth of luxury consumption on the eve of the Renaissance.
    


    
      The Plundering of the Lucchesia


      
        The plundering of Lucca and the Lucchesia by the sergeants of the court was a seasonal affair. During the
        1330s, the pace of predation began to accelerate in the month of June, as the grain harvest approached and
        landlords, stiffed of last year’s rent by their tenants and sharecroppers, sent their minions to court to
        engage in anticipatory plunder. In the months leading up to June, sergeants who received orders to plunder took
        anything that was available, including the debtors themselves, but starting around the middle of June, they
        began to turn away from durable goods or the bodies of debtors and targeted instead fields of wheat, oats, and
        rye on the cusp of the harvest. Estimating the volume of grain with a practiced eye, they then attached a
        quantity sufficient to pay the debt.
      


      
        Items seized from several locations of the Lucchesia in mid-June 133312
      


      
        	All the grain located in three-quarters of a parcel of land


        	18 staia of grain on the ear and in the husk


        	24 donkey-loads of grain on the ear and in the husk


        	39 donkey-loads of grain on the ear; 1 staio of rye in the husk or on the ear

      


      
        By mid-July, the grain harvest was in, so sergeants seized harvested grain, along with the bins or sacks in
        which the grain was stored. The harvest of millet and panic started in mid-August, and it too lasted for about
        a month. In mid-September, as the grapes began to ripen on the vines, the sergeants began to attach unharvested
        grapes.
      


      
        Items seized from several locations in the Lucchesia in September 133313
      


      
        	All the grapes on the vine, estimated at 3 cartloads of wine


        	All the grapes in lands and vineyards, estimated at 3 cartloads

      


      
        By October, as bunches of grapes were beginning to come off the vine, the sergeants turned from grapes to their
        juice, fermenting in great vats.
      


      
        Items seized from several locations in the Lucchesia in early October 133514
      


      
        	A vat, with all the grapes in the vat, estimated at 1 cartload of wine


        	A cartload of wine in the form of grapes and the vat in which the grapes are found


        	24 staia of wine, pure and fresh, in a vat


        	A vat; the grapes in the vat, estimated at 2 cartloads and 36 staia of wine; a vat full of
        grapes, at 60 staia

      


      
        For several months after this, the records note the seizure of young wine not just in the vat but in the cask
        as well.
      


      
        Items seized from Ponte San Pietro and Massa Macinaia in mid-November 133515
      


      
        	A cartload of fresh red wine in a cask


        	A cask with a capacity of 48 staia, containing 36 staia of fresh white wine; a cask with a
        capacity of 60 staia containing 48 staia of fresh white wine


        	A cask with a capacity of 20 staia full of fresh red wine

      


      
        By February or March, adjectives such as “fresh” and “young” slowly drop out of the records as the nonvintage
        wines gradually matured or, in some cases, began to sour in the cask. The grapes were accompanied by chestnuts,
        seized first as green nuts, then, by late October and November, in the form of dried chestnuts or chestnut
        flour. Olives began to drop from the trees as early as mid-November, and as they continued to drop through
        January or February, the sergeants were there to catch them. By the early months of the new year, freshly
        pressed olive oil, kept in ceramic jars and measured by the pound rather than by volume, begins showing up in
        the records. There is then a lull in the records for several months, as the only foodstuffs to be seized took
        the form of wine in the cask, grains and beans in the box, and oil in the jar. And then the cycle began all
        over again in June.
      


      
        The sergeants’ predations varied from one agricultural zone to the next, depending on the products
        characteristic of a given area. Chestnuts and figs came almost exclusively from communes located in the hilly
        areas around Lucca—an interesting nugget of information, for it reveals that the sergeants tended to seize
        agricultural products from primary producers rather than from secondary consumers. A major exception is a large
        parcel of figs that was seized in 1333 from a widow named Agnesia who lived in Lucca itself.16 Olive oil was produced or at any rate
        plundered almost exclusively in the hills and valleys to the north and west of Lucca. With the exception of
        barley, which seems to have been grown on hilly slopes, grains of various kinds were found everywhere, as were
        wine and grapes. During the 1330s, the towns and communes of the Sei Miglia, the rich agricultural plain around
        Lucca, were plundered of agricultural products far less often, relative to population, than the more distant
        hilly areas. This is almost certainly a product of the devastation caused by the wars. It is a wonder that
        debtors in this area were plundered at all.
      


      
        Almost by definition, the foodstuffs came in receptacles of one kind or another, and those receptacles also had
        value, whether full or empty. When foodstuffs were seized, therefore, the value of the receptacle was added to
        the value of the contents as the crier-sergeants appraised the articles they seized. Records indicate that
        sergeants made a distinct mental separation between foodstuffs and receptacles.
      


      
        Foodstuffs and receptacles seized from several locations17
      


      
        	One and a half staia of millet in a sack and the sack


        	A storage bin with a capacity of 24 staia containing 6 staia of fava beans


        	One and a half cartloads of white wine in a cask and the cask


        	A staio of rye in a tub and the tub


        	9 pounds of unwashed lamb’s wool which is in a sack and the sack (interlined note: “the
        wool and the sack together weigh 9 pounds”)


        	A vat with a capacity of 24 staia and the wine in it

      


      
        Throughout the six months or more that constituted the harvest season, value gradually materialized in the form
        of bins of wheat, millet, beans, and chestnut meal, casks of wine, jars of olive oil, fatted calves, sacks of
        flax, and a wide range of other agricultural products (see Fig. 4.1). Over this span of
        time, the wealth of the land increased perceptibly. The patterns of predation followed the annual cycle of
        value, doubling in frequency in June through September, apart from an odd dip in July. October was a leaner
        month, according to the records from the 1330s, but predations spiked again in November and December, perhaps
        as landlords were coming to realize that back rents and shares owed that year were simply not going to be paid.
        Predations dipped again in January and February. Isostatically, the monthly average of arrests and
        incarcerations rose to its highest level in those months, as creditors, dissatisfied with the pickings
        available to them, asked the crier-sergeants to seize bodies rather than goods.
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            Figure 4.1.  The annual cycle of predation and arrest or incarceration for debt. The plotline for
            acts of predation represents the average number of predations per month in records from the years 1333,
            1334, 1335, 1338, and 1342. Some of the figures have been prorated before averaging to account for partial
            registers. The data for arrests and incarcerations for debt come from two registers, one of which is
            complete, the other of which covers only the first six months of the year; the data for these months have
            been averaged. In both cases, the significant dip in April is caused by the two-week debt holiday that
            accompanied Easter. It is not clear why there are significant dips in predation in the months of July and
            October. It is important to note that registers were typically kept on a quarterly basis, and some of the
            lowest months also happen to be the first months of the quarter, suggesting that some feature of
            record-keeping or record-storing practices lies behind the dips in January, April, July, and October.
          

        
      


      
        It makes sense that creditors would lodge their claims during the harvest season, as wealth accrued in the
        storehouses of the Lucchesia. But there is another, more coercive logic that may also explain the cycle of
        predation. As Giuliano Pinto has shown, speculators were fully aware of the rise and fall of commodity prices
        over the course of the year and knew how to use price variations to make a profit. In years of dearth, they
        lent grain to peasants in the spring and early summer, when food prices were at their highest. They then
        collected the debt in the form of grain after the harvest, when prices were low, thereby adding up to half
        again to their stocks of grain.18
        These were, as Pinto says, usurious contracts, but it was a kind of usury calculated in the currency of wheat.
        The same kind of logic applies to debt collection. A seizure of grain in April or olive oil in June produces
        less, since prices are higher, and the sergeants were duty bound to seize items at going rates. The rate of
        return on seizures is much better in harvest time, when prices have suddenly dropped.
      


      
        It is one thing to study the seasonality of predation in this impersonal way, and quite another thing to feel
        it. So let us follow the yearly rounds of a single crier-sergeant, Gianni Gigli. This is a fictitious year, for
        it has been cobbled together from the many reports of seizure that Gianni delivered to the notary of the civil
        chamber of the court of the Podestà di Lucca in five separate years: 1333, 1334, 1335, 1338, and 1342. I chose
        these years because the records are particularly rich, although even here there are gaps in coverage. Between
        them, these records cover all the months of the year and therefore provide a reasonably good sense of the
        annual rhythms of Gianni’s labors. It should be borne in mind that Gianni, like the other crier-sergeants, may
        have undertaken acts of predation for the other courts, and none of this work would have been reflected in the
        records of the Podestà di Lucca.
      


      
        In 1333, work began on 7 January, when Gianni was asked by the judge to carry out seizures for two different
        creditors. The debtor’s place of residence in the first case was not given, but it must have been within Lucca
        or fairly nearby, since Gianni completed the task on the same day, seizing eight casks with a capacity of one
        and a half cartloads each. One of the casks was full of fresh white wine. The remaining seven, in a pattern
        that will become familiar, were empty. He also took a storage bin, two coffer benches, and a dining table with
        three benches. Tacked on to the end of the inventory, perhaps as an afterthought to make up the value of the
        seizure, was yet another empty cask. On the same day, he set out in the company of a colleague, Andreuccio
        Coluccii, to arrest Pietro Venture, a kettle smith, at the behest of a creditor who claimed a sizable debt of
        150 lire. The prisoner was delivered to the city’s jailer.
      


      
        For the rest of January 1333, and over several Januaries to come, roughly half of Gianni’s duties consisted of
        arresting or incarcerating debtors. In 1335, the biggest catch was Guiduccione, son of the lord Vanni, of the
        town of Tassignano, in the plain of the Sei Miglia, a few kilometers to the east of Lucca.19 Guiduccione owed debts of 100 lire and 4
        florins to two separate creditors. Gianni and his partner Andreuccio made the arrest on 7 January and reported
        Guiduccione’s incarceration to the notary of the court on 9 January. A day later, the prisoner was released,
        having satisfied the 4 florins and receiving special grace from his other creditor. Gianni also incarcerated
        debtors owing much less. On 16 January 1333, he seized two men for debt, one in the pieve of Sesto di
        Moriano, for a debt consisting of 2 cartloads of wine, the other in Vaccoli, for an unspecified debt.
      


      
        During the month of January, the other half of the time Gianni dedicated to debt collection he spent knocking
        on doors, entering houses, and taking things rather than people.
      


      
        Examples of items seized by Gianni Gigli during the month of January in the 1330s20
      


      
        	A man’s tunic, blue; a woman’s tunic and jacket, bloodred in color, with sixteen silver
        buttons; a surcoat lined with vair, with edging of fine gold; a woman’s cloak made of serge and lined with
        green muslin; a woman’s jacket of mixed cloth, lined; a woman’s gown, blue; a cloak cut in the masculine style
        lined with zebra-striped sendal; twenty-four black sheepskins


        	12 staia of grain; 2 staia of dried figs; 1 staio of millet


        	A parti-colored cloak cut in the German style, of mixed colors and vermilion


        	Five white cloths made of vair; a towel 6 arms in length; a woman’s sleeveless tunic in polka
        dots; a man’s tunic of dark grayish-blue cloth; a woman’s tunic of dark grayish-blue and brown; an iron
        pan


        	80 florins


        	Twenty trenchers and a table knife

      


      
        Gianni was equally busy in February and March, both arresting and plundering. There were the occasional
        disappointments. On 31 January 1333, Gianni and his partner were sent to the house of Narduccio Lanfredi to
        make good on a debt claim of 30 lire. They returned to the court on 4 February, announcing that they had found
        nothing to seize apart from the household’s beds and their associated things, whose seizure was prohibited by
        law.21 Much the same happened to
        the partners on 20 April 1333.22
        Should we imagine that upon entering the two houses, Gianni and Andreuccio found themselves gaping at bare
        rooms, apart from the beds, and residents dressed solely in their shifts? Such a scenario is not impossible. As
        noted in Chapter 3, the standard procedure initiated by a simple
        plea began with a visit to the debtor to attach goods and a summons to appear in court in three days. During
        the interval that followed, savvy debtors had plenty of time to quietly evacuate all their possessions from the
        house. What is more likely, however, is that when Gianni and Andreuccio entered the debtors’ residences, all
        they found were items that could not be plundered, for it goes without saying that crier-sergeants were not
        empowered to seize things belonging to other members of the family—the debtor’s wife, say, or a brother, or,
        for that matter, a servant. The latter point is especially important, because medieval households were
        typically complex and often housed servants who themselves owned things. A striking example from 1352 springs
        from a suit initiated by a 20-year-old servant, Bartolomea, who had been deprived of her wages by her master, a
        schoolteacher named Bartolino, and had left Lucca to go to Pietrasanta.23 Although the details of the case are fuzzy, Bartolomea’s
        claim, and some of the subsequent testimony, asserted her ownership of a small assortment of things, including
        shoes, ribbons, and hand towels, which she had brought with her when she entered Bartolino’s service.
        Bartolino, unjustly, was refusing to restore these items unless she returned to his service. Witnesses,
        including some of the schoolboys, confirmed her story.
      


      
        Given this situation, how did Gianni and Andreuccio know what belonged to whom? We have to imagine that
        Gianni’s two failed predations in the first semester of 1333 began with conversations during which the
        residents persuaded the sergeant to go away empty-handed, perhaps with honeyed words, perhaps with a soldo or
        two slipped into a waiting hand. Few acts of predation, if any, would have taken place in silence. These
        exchanges, or at least those marked by angry words and gestures, are not completely lost to us, for they are
        sometimes reported in the criminal records where debtors are prosecuted for resisting debt collection.
      


      
        Given the uncertainties of ownership, it was inevitable that some of the crier-sergeants, perhaps newcomers who
        were less experienced than old hands like Gianni Gigli, would make mistakes every now and again. So let us
        leave Gianni for a moment and move forward in time to late July 1338, when a sergeant was sent to the village
        of Farneta, way high up in the hills above the river Serchio, north of Lucca, where he seized ten staia of
        grain from Puccinello, the son of the late Piccho. The debtor had purchased a mattress and a coverlet for 6
        lire 10 soldi from a mattress maker but had failed to make good on the sale credit extended to him at the time.
        Two weeks later, however, this particular act was canceled, for the unfortunate sergeant had accidentally
        seized grain belonging to someone else. An equally striking example took place several weeks earlier. The
        crier-sergeant in this case seized a double mattress stuffed with feathers, along with two small feather
        pillows and an old farsetto, a type of man’s vest or doublet.24 The mattress and pillows were restored to a third party
        when it was discovered that they did not belong to the debtor.
      


      
        Mistakes such as these were not uncommon, and they were dealt with swiftly and unfussily by the court, leaving
        traces of their passing in the form of short and highly abbreviated marginal annotations. On rare occasions,
        when offended debtors possessed both the spunk and the resources needed to act upon it, the whole thing could
        blow up into a genuine hubbub. The most compelling case of this kind unfolded over a period of about a month,
        between 6 April and 9 May 1335.25
        Acting on behalf of a creditor named Lotto, a crier-sergeant seized a whole wardrobe from the house of a male
        resident of Lucca. Unless the sergeant was simply indifferent to fashion and failed to note the garments’
        details, the clothing does not appear to have been especially glamorous. The collection consisted of a woman’s
        parti-colored jacket; a woman’s gown, bloodred in color; a woman’s tunic, parti-colored; a woman’s surcoat,
        with a fur pelisse; and a woman’s corabaldum. The garments were taken from the house and given directly
        to Lotto, the creditor. Two days later, the fuss began, resulting in a whole series of annotations that fill
        the margins of the page. First, the judge ordered Lotto to bring the things back to court. On the same day, two
        parties faced off in court. Ownership of the garments was claimed by Beccha, wife of the debtor, who was
        represented at court by her son. The son claimed that the garments formed part of his mother’s dowry rights.
        They were meant to be worn on her own back; her husband had nothing to do with them. The judge ordered Lotto to
        hand the disputed garments over into the keeping of the notary of the court. Over the ensuing weeks, a
        compromise was evidently hammered out. The garments were given back to Lotto on 2 May; the notary was given a
        receipt and freed from his responsibility as bailee; and a week later, the garments were restored to Beccha, in
        the presence of witnesses, as an act of grace by Lotto. The phrasing shows that he had not given up his claim
        to the garments, but perhaps recognizing the formidable legal challenge that confronted him, he decided in
        favor of discretion.
      


      
        Let us return to Gianni Gigli, whom we left in early February 1333 as he returned glumly to the court,
        empty-handed, following a failed predation. His activity languished in the early months of spring, and
        especially in April. Notwithstanding that month’s Easter debt holiday, however, Gianni did manage to seize a
        few things and arrest a few people. In April 1333, he and his partner snagged forty-five newly sawn planks of
        wood from the town of Capannori and left them in the charge of the consul. A few days later, they incarcerated
        a man for a sizable debt of 60 florins.26 The month of May was also fairly lean, and Gianni’s time was divided equally between
        incarcerations and seizures. In the high summer months, Gianni was not terribly active in the service of debt
        collection, at least compared to his fellow sergeants, perhaps because he was occupied with criminal matters
        during these months, or maybe he simply found it too hot and decided that there were better things to do. In
        these months, moreover, while other crier-sergeants were busy sizing up the new harvest of grain and millet,
        Gianni often preferred to seize things ready to hand: several empty storage receptacles awaiting the harvest; a
        mule with a black pelt; three swords taken, at intervals, from the same poor debtor, a sword maker. The list of
        things he took goes on: some flax, a quantity of fava beans, a great cauldron for boiling wine, some grain, and
        a sizable portion of a man’s wardrobe, including a cotehardie, two tunics, and a vest. One visit yielded a
        donkey and two iron hammers. As the wealth of the land filled up again, arrest and incarceration dropped
        entirely from his repertoire. Over the five years for which we have data, Gianni made no arrests for debt
        between 24 July and 22 November.
      


      
        Like all crier-sergeants, Gianni was an omnivore, duty bound to plunder the full spectrum of available goods.
        In an agricultural economy, much of the wealth of the countryside began with things that sprang from the soil.
        For many of the peasants and sharecroppers of the Lucchesia, this is also where their wealth more or less
        ended, which is why so many of the seizures for back rents targeted foodstuffs or food storage vessels (see
        Table 4.1). But as we have seen, much of the wealth also materialized in more durable
        objects, including not just the casks and bins in which the food was stored and the carts with which it was
        transported but also tools, equipment and parts, raw materials such as flax, finished goods such as sawn planks
        of poplar or roof tiles, along with clothing, dress accessories, household linens, utensils, and, very rarely,
        decorative objects.
      


      
        But despite the omnivorous quality of predation, the profiles we find in the records reveal that all the
        crier-sergeants, including Gianni, had tastes that subtly influenced their choices. After all, any given
        household presented a spectrum of available things. A chest of flour might do. But you might also find a fine
        copper washbasin, a candlestick, a ceramic jug or cruet, a book, and, if push came to shove, a desk or chair:
        these or similar items are common enough in the records of predation (see Plate 3). Absent any instructions from the creditor—and in some cases creditors did have the power
        to target goods if they chose, through the process of attachment—anything would do. The open-ended nature of
        the transaction allowed taste to enter the picture. And Gianni’s taste, compared to that of his fellow
        sergeants, leaned decidedly toward clothing and fancy linens. He was a fashion hound and a lover of fine linen.
      


      
        
          
            Table 4.1   Goods seized in the Lucchesia, 1333–1342, by category
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                  No. of objects seized
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                  Containers (empty)
                

              

              	
                
                  2,240
                

              

              	

              	
                
                  30
                

              
            


            
              	
                
                  Vegetable products
                

              

              	
                
                  2,207
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                  Clothing
                

              

              	
                
                  1,186
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                  431
                

              

              	

              	
                
                  6
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        In this vein, consider the entirety of the seizures he made in the month of September in the five years under
        review here.
      


      
        Goods seized by Gianni Gigli during the month of September27
      


      
        	A woman’s checkered tunic, old; a woman’s cloak, deep blue, lined with old yellow sendal; a
        woman’s surcoat of mixed colors, bloodred or vermilion, with white fur


        	A man’s cloak, deep blue, in the German style


        	A man’s jacket, parti-colored in vermilion-and-striped-yellow fabric, with edging of white fur;
        a man’s jacket without lining made of Florentine natural black wool cloth; a man’s tunic, parti-colored in
        tawny and vermilion; a man’s surcoat with a black lining of mixed colors and bloodred; a man’s surcoat with a
        white lining, parti-colored in tawny and vermilion


        	Two vats with a capacity of 3 cartloads each; two casks with a capacity of one and a half
        cartloads in all; a storage bin with a capacity of 28 or 20 staia


        	Three bins with a capacity of 24 staia each; two chests with a capacity of 18 staia each; a
        coffer; an old coverlet, quilted in green


        	A double-bed mattress, old, sad, with white lining; a coverlet made of lace in green and
        vermilion, old, sad, and torn; an old bolster made from an indigo-colored fabric


        	A woman’s vest, colored blond, old, without any lining


        	A small mattress, white and sad; a bolster with white edging


        	Two coverlets, reworked, old and torn


        	A woman’s tunic, parti-colored, old and torn, colored tawny and peach blossom; a man’s tunic,
        blue; a woman’s checkered tunic, old; a woman’s surcoat, parti-colored, with belly fur and edging around the
        sleeves colored tawny and peach blossom


        	A vat with a capacity of 36 staia; a cask with a capacity of 1 cartload; a cask with a capacity
        of 12 staia; two bins with a capacity of 36 staia; 16 hundredweight of oats; some grapes; 8 staia of panic; 4
        staia of dried figs; 3 staia of sorghum; twelve bundles of new forcatos

      


      
        What makes this list more remarkable is that during the same month, his fellow crier-sergeants were occupied
        with seizing millet, grapes, and other elements of the harvest. Did the notary of the court, who was in charge
        of assigning sergeants their allotted tasks, somehow recognize in Gianni a man with tremendous descriptive
        prowess in sartorial matters and therefore assign him preferentially to those cases where the debtors were
        known to be well clothed? Was Gianni, perhaps more than his fellow crier-sergeants, inured to the shrieks and
        cries of debtors as they tried to bribe him into taking something from the storeroom rather than the bedrooms,
        where the clothing was carefully laid away in chests? Did he simply prefer the easy portability of clothing to
        the uncertainty of very heavy things, which could not be carried away and were typically left in the charge of
        the consuls?
      


      
        Many of the items targeted by the process of debt collection, in fact, were quite bulky and cumbersome, a fact
        tacitly acknowledged by the statute governing the seizure of plunder, which allowed crier-sergeants a three-day
        window in which to bring back the goods seized, “as long as the plunder is such that it can be readily handled
        without pack animals,” as the statutes of Lucca have it.28 A sizable pile of manure seized on 26 February 1335 was among the most dramatic of
        the many bulky things seized by sergeants.29 The manure was from Bozzano, way up high in the hills above Lucca, over 17 kilometers away.
        It was initially left in the care of the consul but there is every reason to believe that it was eventually
        sent down the mountain, since the creditor was a gardener (ortellaio) who lived in Lucca and presumably
        needed the stuff. There were plenty of other things of similar bulk, such as two very large barrels of honey,
        collectively weighing 200 pounds; a parcel of hay, tipping the scales at 760 pounds; two pigs, weighing 300
        pounds between them; and quite a few anvils, one of which weighed 300 pounds.30 Nor would it have been easy to trundle about the casks of
        wine. The Lucchese staio, both as a liquid and as a dry measure, came to 24.4 liters.31 Casks typically ranged in size from about
        20 to 80 staia, suggesting weights, when full, between 500 and 2,000 kilograms.
      


      
        To get a sense of the scale of the operation at the upper end of this range, a cask of 80 staia or 2,000
        kilograms, standing on its base, would have been roughly 1.8 meters or 6 feet in height, with a diameter of 1.2
        meters (see Plate 4). Although medieval porters had the wherewithal to
        move great casks of wine weighing as much as a small car, we can safely assume that, in many cases, the
        crier-sergeants had no intention of moving the stuff. In point of fact, the wording found in this element of
        the predation record is ambiguous. Sergeants like Gianni, upon completion of their duties, reported to the
        court that they had “entrusted” (commendasse) items to the consuls, but the word itself did not imply
        physical possession so much as legal guardianship. In other words, things could be left in the houses of
        debtors, presumably with a seal upon them to indicate their legal status. Consuls, in fact, were not
        infrequently assigned to the task of supervising items that were not physically in their possession. Wheat in
        the ear and clusters of grapes on the vine are cases in point, since none of this was actually taken at the
        moment when the sergeant arrived. From time to time, consuls lodged complaints about assignments that were not
        made correctly. In March 1333, for example, the consul of the village of Castagnore arrived at court to
        complain about an order delivered to him to supervise some items taken in plunder. He reported that he had
        never actually seen the items in the debtor’s residence.32 In a more egregious case from July 1338, Ciuccio Giovanni, from the village of Torre,
        showed up at court to complain about an order entrusting to him a large vat located in the house of a
        debtor.33 Ciuccio was incensed. He
        never held or received the vat, he reported, nor had he seen it or even known about it. Worse, he was not even
        the acting consul of the village, his term in office having ended the previous semester. The judge agreed, and
        the order was canceled.
      


      
        These were cases where the procedures had failed somehow. But in normal circumstances, it was apparently common
        enough to target bulky foodstuffs and assign them to consuls without physically transferring the items into
        their possession. Once this was done, the sergeants left. And nothing, it seems, would have prevented the
        debtors or their kinfolk and friends from harvesting the grain in the dead of night, draining off the wine and
        carting it off, or spiriting away some of the smaller and more portable objects that had been targeted by the
        sergeants. So why didn’t they?
      


      
        The answer is that they did, at least at times. On 4 October 1338, the court sent a sergeant out to the village
        of Piazzano, located 13 kilometers away from Lucca in the hills to the northwest, to recover a debt of 3 lire
        arising from back rent.34 It being
        October, the sergeant arrived in the midst of the grape harvest, so in the usual fashion he attached bunches of
        grapes still on the vine as well as harvested grapes piled up in two great vats. The grapes were entrusted to
        the consul of the village. A few days later, on 9 October, a worrying rumor seems to have reached the ears of
        the sergeant, for he returned to Piazzano to see what had happened. The situation was grim. The vats, he
        reported, held scarcely one or two tubs of black grapes, roughly three or four tubs less than what he had seen
        five days earlier, and the grapes he had seen hanging on the vine during his earlier visit were gone.
      


      
        Who was penalized in such cases? It is easy to imagine the difficulties of bringing the debtor to justice, in a
        village whose residents were sick of the oppression they suffered at the hands of their landlords and creditors
        down in the city. In tacit recognition of this problem, the law of predation was uninterested in debtors once
        the things had been entrusted to the consuls. It was the consul who was now responsible for the plunder, and
        the consul, as an upstanding citizen and a minor official in the Lucchese administrative system, was far less
        mobile than the debtor. The consul, in turn, was nothing more than a representative of the entire commune that
        had elected him. Herein lies the subtle and terrible beauty of the process of predation. By transferring
        responsibility to the consul and by extension to the whole village or neighborhood that had elected him, a
        large assemblage of individuals could be held collectively liable for the debts of one of their own. Collective
        liability was a characteristically medieval way for determining fiscal responsibility and even legal liability.
        The goal was not simply to ensure that money was paid. The system also ensured that neighbors kept track of
        other neighbors, knowing that if they did not, it could be to their cost.
      


      
        Given this situation, consuls or ex-consuls like Ciuccio Giovanni were justifiably concerned about accepting
        responsibility for items that were not physically in their possession. Where possible, therefore, sergeants
        seized plunder from the households or farms of debtors and brought them directly to the consul for warehousing.
        This was routine in cases where the items were reasonably portable. On 4 July 1335, for example, twenty-two
        pairs of large shoes and twelve pairs of small shoes were seized for a debt of 6 lire.35 The debtor was a shoemaker, probably a
        resident of Lucca itself. The shoes were entrusted to Martino Guglielmo, the consul. Over a month later, on 14
        August, when it had become clear that the debtor was not going to redeem the shoes, a sergeant of the court
        ordered Martino to transfer the shoes into the power of the creditor. According to the sergeant, Martino did so
        immediately. In this case, there is little doubt that the shoes had been physically removed from the house of
        the debtor and left with the consul Martino.
      


      
        Goods taken from debtors were not necessarily warehoused with consuls, for the crier-sergeants gave items
        directly to creditors in nearly 20 percent of the cases of predation from the 1330s.36 A case from early October 1335 exemplifies the pattern. The
        sergeant in this case was charged with plundering a house in Torre in the hills north of Lucca; when he
        returned to the court, he reported that he had seized two empty casks, each with a capacity of 24 staia, as
        well as some grapes on the vine. The grapes on the vine were entrusted to the consul. The empty casks, however,
        he gave directly to the creditor.37
        In addition to empty wine casks, creditors came directly into possession of articles of clothing, vats, bins,
        empty sacks, old chests, wine, panic, millet, fava beans, a thrush net, planks of wood, salted meat, copper
        pans, bales of wool and flax, and combs for carding fabric. In other instances we find a double mattress, an
        iron chain, and the iron parts for a wagon wheel. One creditor got two goats. In another case, the wife of the
        debtor spontaneously gave the sergeant a donkey, which he passed on directly to the creditor, who appears to
        have been present. As it happens, many animals seized by the sergeants—horses, cattle, donkeys, goats—were
        given directly to creditors, presumably because the cost of caring for them was high.
      


      
        When goods were seized and placed in the hands of consuls, debtors had three days to redeem them. Failing that,
        the consuls were under orders to transfer the goods into the possession of the creditor, with the costs of
        transport and other expenses charged to the goods themselves. The expectation that unredeemed goods would be
        given to creditors applied not just to small portable things but also to things that were more awkward. In
        September 1335, a crier-sergeant pursuing a debt of 30 lire attached a harvest of grapes still on the vine. The
        grapes were entrusted to the consul of the village of Compignano, who was ordered to “guard and preserve and
        harvest the grapes as well as the wine that will be made from them and to give the wine to the said Andreuccio
        [the creditor].”38 In a similar
        case from early October 1335, a crier-sergeant reported that he had attached all the grapes belonging to a
        debtor who lived in Sansano, in the pieve of Monsagrati. Three weeks later, on 23 October, a marginal note
        indicates that the consul was ordered by the court to bring the plunder to Lucca.39 The absence of any follow-up in the form of a fine for
        disobedience suggests that he complied. The details of the harvesting of the grapes and the making of the wine
        were not spelled out. It was not the job of the crier-sergeant to micromanage the petty details. Here, the
        point is that the process of attachment always anticipated the eventual transfer of the commodities, even if
        the records do not necessarily describe that phase of the process. Even very bulky things were sometimes set on
        the road. In early April 1335, a newly made vat with a capacity of forty staia—not large by the standards of
        the wine-making industry but still cumbersome—was seized from the house of a debtor in Ruota in the hills of
        the Monte Pisana south of Lucca and taken directly to the creditor, who probably lived in Lucca.40 The creditor acknowledged receipt of the
        vat. The entry describing the transaction was made in the register of the court more than three weeks after the
        initial seizure, implying that it took some time to get the vat to the creditor’s residence.
      


      
        The consuls, clearly, were the lynchpins in the workings of this system. Elected by their neighbors in the
        commune, the consuls served terms in office typically lasting a year.41 They sometimes served singly, sometimes in pairs. On the
        face of it, the position does not appear to have been a very attractive one. On the one hand, they were liable
        for sizable fines for disobeying court orders. In the case of the missing grapes spirited out in the dead of
        night, the judge, hearing the account of the sergeant, immediately ordered the consul to appear at court with
        the two and a half cartloads of grapes or pay the statutory fine of 25 lire. This particular record falls
        silent at this point, and we do not know the fate of the consul. It is easy to imagine the recriminations that
        friends and neighbors might heap upon consuls who were too zealous in defense of the rights of distant
        creditors. But the alternative was not pretty either, since consuls were not infrequently fined by the court
        for violating the orders made to them.42
      


      
        When the consuls did not possess the wherewithal to pay the fines that occasionally came their way, they
        themselves could become the victims of predation. Consider the case of Salvuccio Nocchi, consul of Arliano in
        1335.43 At the end of May, a
        sergeant arrived to plunder a debtor in the amount of 6 lire. He targeted three large vats and three large
        casks, all empty. Toward the middle of June, the sergeant reported that he had ordered the consul to deliver
        the goods to the creditor in Lucca. Salvuccio, apparently, put his ears back and refused. An undated marginal
        note reveals what happened next: “Plunder was seized from Salvuccio and from the commune in the amount of 6
        lire 10 soldi and expenses.”
      


      
        Months later, in mid-September, the creditor announced himself satisfied, and the items seized from Salvuccio
        may have been restored to him. But such happy outcomes were not the norm. And although the court in this case
        chose to seize no more than the outstanding debt plus expenses, it was just as common for the court to fine the
        consul the full 25 lire allowed by statute for a failure to follow orders. In 1335, for example, a consul of
        Verciano was plundered of his own goods, valued at 25 lire, for not obeying an order to deliver a cartload of
        fresh red wine, 19 staia of fava beans, and 6 staia of grain to the court.44 Consuls could even suffer banishment. The items seized in a
        case from January 1333 were not especially valuable: 5 cartloads of red wine in two casks, along with the
        casks; a vat with a capacity of 3 cartloads; a woman’s tunic, blue.45 The case involved two consuls. More than a month after the
        attachment, one of the consuls was ordered to bring the stuff to Lucca and apparently failed to do so. A few
        weeks later, a cry was announced subjecting the two consuls to banishment.
      


      
        In cases where the consul was the victim of predation, responsibility for warehousing the items seized from his
        place of residence, bizarrely, was often assigned to the consul himself. This was common enough when the
        consul, as a private citizen, was the original debtor, but we also find cases where the consul had become a
        debtor to the court by virtue of failing in his duty as a bailee. In August 1334, for example, the commune of
        Stabbiano was plundered for a debt for which the entire commune was responsible.46 The context was not given. In such cases, the custom was to
        distribute the burden among several of the leading residents, so the sergeant reported that he had plundered
        four different houses, taking from the house of one Coluccino a woman’s blue-green tunic, with a fringe; from
        the house of Ugolino della Leccia, a net for catching thrushes; from the house of Buccho, a woman’s tunic
        colored bright blue and a jacket of the same color; and from the house of Finocchio, a man’s tunic, colored
        blue. These items were then entrusted to the two consuls of the village: the very same Ugolino and Finocchio
        whose homes had been among those plundered.
      


      
        Given the penalties that seem to have been heaped on the consuls with some regularity, given the summonses that
        drew them regularly to Lucca’s courts, given the indignities they suffered whenever crier-sergeants plundered
        their houses in pursuit of their neighbors’ debts, it is not obvious to an outsider why anyone would ever agree
        to accept the duties of consulship. The answer to the conundrum lies in the fact that, apart from the honors
        that would accrue to respected village elders and the sense of duty that would induce civic-minded men to
        accept the burdens of office, pressures that were felt everywhere in communal Italy, there were monetary
        compensations for their efforts. Where predation is concerned, the consuls received a fee for the warehousing
        and supervision of seized goods. The evidence for this does not come from the brief accounts of predation,
        which sprang from the procedures of summary justice that have otherwise left few trails in the documentary
        record. It comes instead from the records of the more formal complaints (reclama) that creditors lodged
        in court, complaints that also frequently led to predation. Let us consider a case from June 1336.47 Two creditors came to the Curia nuova di
        giustizia e dell’esecutore to lodge a complaint about a tenant of theirs in Picciorana who owed five years of
        rent, totaling 22 staia of wheat, valued at 10 lire. For that reason, they requested that the court attach all
        the grain to be found on a field belonging to the debtor, which they estimated at 24 staia. The tenant did not
        contest the charges. The next day, the consul of Picciorana appeared at court and acknowledged that the grain
        had been entrusted to him and requested that he be paid for custody, whereupon the creditors “paid 5 soldi in
        coin for two days of custody.”48 We
        can assume from this that 2 soldi 6 denari was the standard daily fee paid to consuls charged with looking
        after things.
      


      
        The peasants and sharecroppers of the Lucchesia who failed to pay back rents or sale credits surely knew that
        their defaults could lead to predation, and that predation, in turn, could entangle their consuls and even
        their fellow villagers in the net of the law. And yet year after year, during the 1330s, debts went unpaid. In
        many cases, it is likely that the failure to pay sprang from abject poverty, bitter resentment, or both at the
        same time. Although a commune such as Stabbiano, perched high on a hill on the southern slopes of the Apuan
        Alps northwest of Lucca, was relatively immune from the turmoil found down in the valley, the flatland of the
        Sei Miglia to the east of Lucca was devastated by the siege of the city in 1333. Starting in 1334, petitions
        from the communes of the Sei Miglia began to flood the docket of the anziani.
      


      
        Petition from the commune and men of San Michele di Villorbana, pieve Moriani, 14 January
        133449
      


      
        
          The men of the land are much oppressed by debts, which they cannot satisfy at present because of their great
          poverty, and they are continually oppressed by their creditors. For this reason, they beg to be allowed to
          pay those debts to their creditors in three solutions, namely, from here to the kalends of February,
          one-third, and another third thence to the kalends of August, and another third thence to the kalends of
          November in the future … considering above all the great burdens which the
          commune and elsewhere in our county have suffered on account of the wars …
          about which they can do nothing.
        

      


      
        In the same year, the consul of San Stefano was fined 25 lire by the criminal court for failure to send to
        Lucca an item taken in plunder.50
        Hearing the news, the consul himself came to Lucca, and evidently his plea did not fall on deaf ears, for the
        judge, “considering the impoverished state of the commune,” reduced the fine to 2 lire. Some landlords, aware
        of the devastation in this zone and perhaps not so hard-hearted as others, did allow back rents to pile up, as
        we saw in the case of the tenant from Picciorana, and the debt holidays so frequently announced in the early
        years also conspired to delay payments. But by 1336, if not earlier, even the flat country was beginning to
        rebound, and creditors who were owed rent were getting impatient.
      


      
        Poverty and resentment together explain some of the refusal to pay rent. But unless the refusal sprang from
        complete and utter starvation, or from the wild optimism that maybe the ways of the world were changing and
        landlords would henceforth be denied the opportunity to oppress their tenants, it seems likely that there was
        something else going on as well. After all, the whole point about the seizure of harvests and tunics is that
        there were harvests and tunics to be seized. Peasants who owed money rent were capable of taking the goods to
        market themselves, or, in the case of sharecroppers and those who paid in kind, they could take their products
        directly to the lord. Many peasants, surely, did exactly that. So why are there exceptions? To return to the
        great paradox of predation, why did some peasants and tenants choose to allow it to happen?
      


      
        In Chapter 3, I suggested that the humiliation associated with debt
        collection constituted a kind of negative symbolic capital that was deducted from the sum owed during the
        process of debt collection, one way of saying that creditors were satisfied with taking a little less as long
        as their debtors were shamed in the process. In addition, auctions were probably costly and freighted with the
        risks associated with fraud. For these reasons, creditors may have been tempted to ask sergeants to seize items
        worth less than the value of the debt owed so as to keep the stuff for themselves and avoid the nuisance of an
        auction. Auctions were not required unless the debtors insisted upon them. But the pattern of predation could
        carry even more social logics. Where agricultural produce was concerned, in particular, the many cases cited
        above make it clear that predation was, in large part, a system dedicated to the transportation of bulk
        commodities. The obligation for running this system did not fall upon the Lucchese courts. It fell instead upon
        the local consuls, who emerge in the records not only as bailees for the goods temporarily entrusted to them
        but also as transport supervisors, using resources and networks to send wine, grain, olive oil, and other
        products to town. The existence of this transportation function, in turn, suggests why some peasants and
        sharecroppers, at least in the 1330s, might have chosen to endure the indignity of predation rather than
        transport the items themselves. That particular decade was wracked by warfare, and records of the criminal
        court indicate that thieves, too, were about. Worse, there were bandits on the road, waylaying travelers,
        seizing goods, and even killing the occasional unfortunate wretch. By refusing to pay rent, some peasants and
        tenants could displace the risks associated with transport onto the courts and the consuls. True, there was a
        court fee associated with predation. As noted earlier, however, that fee typically amounted to no more than 4
        to 6 percent of the value of the goods, a percentage that falls within the spectrum of costs that someone in
        the modern era might expect to pay for insurance. Predation, in other words, could serve as an element in a
        system for managing uncertainty.
      


      
        Finally, there was the temptation to share the debt with others. It is likely that peasants and tenants were at
        least partially aware of the pattern of collective responsibility built into the system and were not averse to
        asking their wealthy neighbors to chip in during hard times. As noted above, whenever a debtor inhibited the
        transfer of things, whenever he or she spirited grapes out in the dead of night or snatched things back from
        the consuls while they were not looking, the consul and, down the road, the entire village or neighborhood
        would be held liable for the debt or fine. Numerous records in the registers of predation reveal instances
        where villages were found collectively responsible for some debt or another and a selection of individuals were
        plundered. Not all of these arose from debt collection—the terseness of the records ensures that we cannot
        study the pattern systematically—but surely some did. In plundering a village, the crier-sergeant typically did
        not attempt to collect exactly the same amount from every head of household. Instead, the sergeant appears to
        have targeted a few of the wealthiest individuals. The villagers were left to pursue recriminations and
        rebalancing after the sergeant’s departure. Debt collection, in such instances, was like an act of enforced
        charity, or a socialist redistribution of wealth.
      


      
        This discussion has taken us a long way from Gianni Gigli. Our friend the crier-sergeant, as we have seen, was
        not that much into foodstuffs and receptacles. He was a man with an eye for fabric and dress, and it is to
        clothing, linens, and other household objects, and to the peculiar system of coerced pawnbroking in which they
        were entangled, that we shall turn in the next section. But before broaching what is perhaps the most
        remarkable feature of the records of debt collection in the Lucchesia in the 1330s, it is important to note
        that not everything was fair game. In both Italy and Spain, municipal statutes often forbade the seizure of
        tools and animals. In Verona, the list of prohibited items included iron and copper tools, clothing, beds and
        other furniture, tools, and animals.51 In Lucca, a ruling passed in September 1334 explicitly forbade the seizure of beasts of
        burden, beds or bed furnishings, agricultural implements, and wood-cutting equipment.52 Gianni Gigli, as we have seen, honored the
        law, and other cases of failed predation mention that the only thing found in the house was a bed and its
        furnishings. Even so, the spirit of the statutory provision was violated from time to time. After all, what was
        a bed? Was it a single unit consisting of the frame, the mattresses, the linens, blankets, and curtains? Was a
        simple mattress without a bed frame still a bed? Playing on this ambiguity, sergeants not infrequently seized
        individual items of bedding.
      


      
        Examples of bedding seized in the 1330s53
      


      
        	A mattress pad, a coverlet, and a pair of sheets


        	A large mattress pad with indigo lining


        	A feather-stuffed mattress pad with a lining of indigo fabric, a coverlet of indigo fabric, some
        double-bed sheets


        	A feather-stuffed mattress pad


        	Three old double-bed coverlets; two old double-bed mattresses, lined with deep-blue linen

      


      
        This is but a random sample; the list of items of bedding seized by the sergeants goes on and on. On other
        items the prohibitions may have been customary rather than statutory. We cannot easily know what the
        crier-sergeants were not seizing. But in keeping with the devotional theme raised in Chapter 1, it is important to note that among the thousands of objects described in the
        sources used for this chapter, among the thousands of small or portable household goods, dress items, and
        linens carted off by the sergeants, among the weapons, tools, pots, pans, goats, nets for catching thrushes,
        siding, tiles, and even coins, there is only a single devotional object. In May 1335, in the course of
        plundering a notary of the commune of Villa Basilica, tucked away in the hills northeast of Lucca, the sergeant
        seized a considerable array of small, precious items, including clothing, silks, a variety of purses made of
        wool and sendal, two combs, and, uniquely, a Lamb of God made of tin (angnum dey de stanco) (see
        Fig. 4.2).54
      


      
        This Lamb of God, as it happens, was one of only a dozen or so items made of tin to be found in the Lucchesia,
        at least in the records of predation. The scarcity of tin may reflect a preference for ceramics or glass, or
        perhaps the considerable distance from the tin-mining areas of Europe in Cornwall and France. But what does the
        near-total absence of devotional objects suggest? In Marseille, such objects were unusual even in household
        inventories. They were also unusual in Tuscany. Surveying fifteen peasant households in Tuscany, Maria Serena
        Mazzi and Sergio Raveggi found but a single devotional item: an image of the Virgin.55 But we should not expect devotional objects to appear in
        records of debt collection since they appear so rarely as pledges.56 Again, we return to the point that the crier-sergeants,
        confronted with a whole range of seizable things, decided among them in part on the basis of their own tastes.
        The Lamb of God is the exception that proves the rule, the one example where a crier-sergeant, surveying the
        possessions of an indebted household, chose to lay his hands on an object of devotion. In an early era, holy
        relics were among the most favored objects of plunder. The crusaders who eyed Constantinople in 1204 were
        nothing if not motivated by the desire to convert relics into plunder. By the fourteenth century, however, the
        winds had shifted. The holy, in material form, was becoming inalienable, and in becoming inalienable, it was
        rendered immobile.
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            Figure 4.2.  Devotional badge in the form of the Agnus Dei. The Agnus Dei, or “Lamb of God,” is a
            common devotional theme in medieval art. This late medieval badge, made of a lead alloy, was probably
            designed to have been worn as an aid to devotion. Image © Museum of London. ID no. 8777. Used by
            permission.
          

        
      

    


    
      Predation as Pawnbroking


      
        When the system of state-sponsored debt collection emerged in Europe, probably over the course of the twelfth
        and thirteenth centuries, it was presumably designed with an explicit purpose in mind: to recover debts. But
        one of the peculiar features of human institutions is that, over time, they can acquire functions or social
        logics that were not present in the original design, in much the same way that all things are capable of
        generating new affordances. This is certainly the pattern we find in cases where predation was used to recover
        debts. As suggested in the previous section, by the 1330s predation may have acquired the capacity to serve as
        a system for managing the risk associated with the transport of bulky commodities, at least among peasants and
        sharecroppers in the countryside. Later, we shall see how debt collection afforded important roles as a system
        for generating sovereignty and for the systematic delivery of humiliation, a key component in every system of
        power. But of all the affordances that the institution of predation generated along the way, the most important
        might well be its capacity to serve as a state-sponsored system of pawnbroking.
      


      
        Borrowing money on material pledges is a simple and unfussy way to create the guarantees needed for a system of
        credit, and this quality of simplicity contributes to the near universality of pawnbroking in human societies,
        at least in societies marked by the presence of small, portable things. The characteristic feature of the
        practice is that it requires neither trust nor much in the way of a system of law enforcement. The material
        nature of the pledges, coupled with the general absence of any need to go to law, contributes to the historical
        invisibility of the practice. The monti di pietà and similar charitable institutions founded in the early
        fifteenth century kept careful records of the objects left in pawn and the loans paid out, making it possible
        to study the practice.57 But the
        activity of private pawnbrokers is far more difficult to get at. In Valencia, the sale of unredeemed pledges
        was managed by courts whose records can therefore be used to study the practice.58 In addition, legislation governing the activities of
        professional pawnbrokers, especially in the records of the northern Italian cities in the later Middle Ages and
        Renaissance, can shed much light on the practice.59 Although explicit records have not survived from Lucca, references to the activities of the
        Camera pyngnorum, or Chamber of Pledges, are scattered across the extant registers. As discussed in the
        introduction, one of the products of this regulatory apparatus is the survival, in some cities, of registers
        recording items left in pledge and records pertaining to the taxes paid by pawnbrokers. Through such accounts,
        it is possible to develop an understanding of the scale and features of the system of professional pawnbroking.
        As far as casual lending on pledges among friends or neighbors is concerned, however, it is only through the
        happenstance reference to them in inventories and similar sources that we are afforded glimpses of the
        practice.
      


      
        Predation and pawnbroking have natural affinities. The affinity arises from the fact that both systems leverage
        the value latent in objects as a device for extending the volume of credit available in an economy.
        Linguistically, the affinity is revealed by the word pignus, used to describe both pledge and plunder.
        The systems differ most obviously in their temporalities and in the degree of consent or coercion associated
        with each. With pawnbroking, the collateral is transmitted voluntarily to the creditor before credit is
        extended. With predation, the good is transferred with at least some degree of coercion after the debt has
        already come into being. But rather than seeing them as wholly distinct practices, it is better to see them as
        variants on a common theme and even as complementary forms, each associated with a different facet of the
        larger system of extending credit on material pledges.
      


      
        The complementarity of predation and pawnbroking is suggested by a remarkable ordinance found in the records of
        the anziani from 1331, which set out the rules governing the seizure of goods for payment of back
        taxes.60 Where everyday seizures
        were concerned, the court itself was simply a vehicle for the interests of private creditors. But when the debt
        was public and took the form of back taxes, the stuff acquired through predation came directly into the
        possession of the commune of Lucca itself. What, exactly, was the city to do with all the wine, casks,
        clothing, pigs, benches, and everything else that could come into its possession? There were, apparently,
        compelling reasons for not selling the plunder at auction. The reason is not given, but we can surmise that
        certain articles, notably clothing, family linens, and tools, were worth more to the debtor and his or her
        family than to any potential bidder at auction; hence, the auctioning of goods potentially destroyed some of
        their value. Whatever the reason, the anziani required the Chamber of Pledges first to estimate the value of
        every object taken in plunder.61
        Once the value had been established, the chamber was to place the object with a professional pawnbroker. Should
        the item prove to be worth more than the tax owed, the surplus was to be restored to the taxpayer.
      


      
        This was not necessarily standard practice. A variety of records from the period attest to the fact that Lucca
        was not in the least shy about selling goods at auction without bothering with pawnbrokers, at least where the
        estates of condemned rebels were concerned and profit took a back seat to punishment. But as it happens, there
        is other evidence indicating how the natural affinities of pawnbroking and predation, coupled with their
        different temporalities, allowed the two systems to be stacked up back to front and thereby form a larger
        process for handling debt. One of the most remarkable cases in the genre can be found in an act of predation
        recorded in July 1334. It involves an agricultural laborer, Andrea Montis, who lived in the valley of the
        Serchio. His debtor was a knight (miles) of Lucca named Brunetto Malizardi, himself an active user of
        summary justice against his own debtors.62 In this case, the laborer charged his boss with failure to pay him 16 soldi; on his oath,
        Andrea declared that he was owed this sum for three days he spent harvesting hay. The crier-sergeant charged
        with the task seized a woman’s tunic in the French style, old, lined with indigo-blue muslin inside the
        sleeves. But everyone, including the judge, seems to have been rather nervous about the transaction, a
        situation that induced the judge to follow up in an unusual way. To begin with, he ordered the sergeant to
        visit the lord Brunetto in person and invite him to pay Andrea what he was owed. If compliance was not
        forthcoming, Brunetto was to know that the judge would give Andrea permission to leave the item with a
        pawnbroker, “since Andrea is poor and a stranger.” In the event, the threat had no effect on Brunetto. A day
        later, therefore, the judge ordered a sergeant to accompany Andrea to a trustworthy pawnbroker and have the
        garment entered into the records of the pawnshop in Brunetto’s name (scribi faciat sub nomine dicti domini
        Brunnetti), so that Brunetto could recover it whenever he liked. That same day, the sergeant and Andrea
        together reported to the judge that they had pawned the garment in the shop of ser Betto di Filva in the
        contrata of San Giusto for 16 soldi, and Andrea acknowledged receiving the 16 soldi less 10 denari, which the
        pawnbroker had retained for interest. The transaction was then reported to Brunetto. Finally, Andrea was given
        license to have Brunetto plundered a second time, presumably to recover the 10 denari and any expenses he had
        accumulated, although it is not stated whether he chose to act on this license. Apparently, it was obvious to
        everyone involved that Andrea was not going to take the garment back home. It is easy enough to imagine that
        the knight Brunetto just might choose to pay Andrea a retaliatory visit. Alternatively, the court may simply
        have been squeamish about allowing a lord’s things to end up in the hands of a laborer.
      


      
        Whatever the situation, it is clear that everyone in the case was concerned about the power asymmetry and was
        doing his best to ensure that the laborer would not suffer any fallout. But the unusual nature of this extended
        act, which mirrors the way in which the Chamber of Pledges was ordered to handle objects seized for back taxes,
        confirms the functional similarity between pawnbroking and predation. Other cases reveal a similar
        coming-together of the two systems. In one case, a debtor voluntarily gave a mattress pad assessed at 16 lire
        to his creditor, who had shown up at his door with a license to plunder in hand, unaccompanied by any sergeant.
        The record specifically notes the agreement that ensued, whereby the debtor agreed that the creditor would be
        allowed to hold the pad for eight days, and if he could not redeem it within that time period, the pad would be
        placed out in pawn.63 In a
        remarkable case from 1335, a debtor who owed 2 florins was arrested and incarcerated by his creditor, a woman
        named Nucchora. For reasons that are unclear, Nucchora was also empowered to seize a woman’s cloak, made of
        bloodred serge and lined with sendal of the color festichinus. The entry goes on to state that if the
        cloak was not redeemed within ten days, Nucchora would be able to either pawn the cloak or sell it without
        needing any license from the court or the consent of the debtor.64
      


      
        Predation and pawnbroking complemented each other in another way. As noted earlier, pawnbrokers were willing to
        accept a wide range of objects in pledge but had a distinct preference for clothing, jewelry, and fine
        metalwares. The objects most commonly left at the Mont-de-Piété in early modern Avignon were jewelry, clothing,
        and linens; items such as books, shoes, women’s coiffures, and mattresses were never left in pawn. In the
        Lucchese records of predation, clothing and linens were quite common, and to that extent there was some overlap
        between the material horizons of pawnbroking and predation. Yet jewelry and fine metalwares are exceedingly
        rare in acts of predation. Instead, we find the whole gamut of things surveyed earlier in this chapter,
        including animals and mounds of manure, neither of which appealed to pawnbrokers or to monti di pietà,
        as well as tools and equipment, which are very uncommon in registers of pawnbrokers. In this sense, predation
        complemented pawnbroking by dramatically extending the range of material objects whose stores of wealth could
        be extracted and put back into circulation.
      


      
        But even though predation and pawnbroking could and did form a harmonious system consisting of practices
        designed to extract value from different sectors of the material world, the relationship was more complex than
        one of simple complementarity. In particular, when acts of predation targeted the same kinds of goods as those
        favored by pawnbrokers, the system actually competed with pawnbroking in the business of extending credit on
        material pledges.
      


      
        To appreciate this point, let us turn to consider what happened to the items seized in Lucca and the Lucchesia
        during the 1330s. The fate of the plunder was quite variable and in many cases quite unknowable. In most cases,
        an act of predation offers little more than a single snapshot giving us a sharp but momentary insight. Where
        there is no follow-up, we have to assume that the items seized were eventually given over into the possession
        of the creditors—the wine drunk, the grain ground into flour or made into pottage, the manure scattered across
        the backyard garden, and the pig sent to the butcher. Scattered through the records are occasional reports of
        auction, but these, as we have seen, were exceedingly uncommon. But as it happens, a certain number of acts of
        predation, close to 15 percent of the total, are accompanied by marginal notices or follow-up acts that provide
        tantalizing if often fragmentary clues about further stages in the transaction. We have seen a few examples
        already: sergeants who screwed up and took things belonging to other people; creditors and debtors squabbling
        over the ownership of the items; consuls who were ordered to bring goods to town and plundered when they failed
        to do so. A number of marginalia tell us that the creditor, motivated by Christian charity, restored the goods
        seized as an act of grace. Still others record orders given to consuls or simple acknowledgments by creditors
        that the goods had been conveyed into their keeping. Not a few indicate that the consuls or the debtors
        protested the seizure, initiating legal proceedings. In one case, goods that had been seized from a house
        actually belonged to the tenant, not to the landlord, so the goods were restored to their rightful owner and a
        lien was placed on his annual rent payment instead.65 In another, from May 1335, that is, not too long after the battle with Florentine troops on
        the plains of Lucca, a seizure was canceled when the court was made aware of an ordinance declaring that people
        whose houses had burned could not be subject to debt collection.66
      


      
        The most common marginal notices, found in eighty-six cases or 25 percent of the marginal notices in the
        sample, recorded an act of redemption whereby debtors, either because they came into funds, or because they
        realized that their creditors were deadly earnest, or for some other reason, chose to acquit the debt,
        compensate the creditor for any expenses, and reacquire their things. At times, the delay between predation and
        redemption was minimal. On 31 May 1335, a sergeant seized two surcoats from a taverner. These were splendid
        articles of clothing, the first being a parti-colored affair in bloodred and vermilion, and the second a
        garment with lining done up in a tawny fabric and adorned with fourteen buttons.67 Rather than giving them to the consul as bailee, the
        sergeant gave the surcoats directly to the creditor. The very next day, the act was canceled, and the marginal
        notice recorded that the expenses had been paid to the creditor and both items successfully redeemed by the
        debtor. But at times, the interval between seizure and redemption could be much longer. By way of example, let
        us return to our friend the crier-sergeant Gianni Gigli. On 26 September 1335, working collaboratively with a
        sergeant named Fannuccio Nocchi, Gianni seized the following items as payment for a debt of 6 lire.
      


      
        Items seized by Gianni Gigli and Fannuccio Nocchi in 133568
      


      
        	A man’s jacket, parti-colored in vermilion wool and striped with yellow, with a lining of white
        skin; a jacket without any lining made of coarse Florentine wool


        	A man’s tunic, parti-colored in tawny and vermilion


        	A man’s surcoat of medley, colored bloodred and lined with a black lining


        	A man’s surcoat, parti-colored in tawny and vermilion, with a white lining

      


      
        These articles of clothing were handed directly into the possession of the creditor. More than two months
        later, on 6 December, the act was canceled and the items redeemed by the creditor.
      


      
        This particular case was one of many where there was a long delay between the seizure of the thing and its
        eventual redemption. Among the objects held in this way, we find casks of wine, empty casks, grain, roof tiles
        (still on the roof), several copper kettles and pans, and a cow. One debtor redeemed an axhead after it was
        held for two months by the creditor. But the majority of the items redeemed were garments and household linens,
        including surcoats, gowns, tunics, towels, coverlets, sheets, shifts, and cloaks. All of these fit the profile
        of pawnshop pledges. Creditors were under no obligation to retain these things, since the statutes allowed them
        to auction them off after a three-day waiting period. But in practice, they often did. The point is simple. The
        longer things were held without being consumed or auctioned, the more they behaved like pledges.
      


      
        As this situation indicates, clothing had a very special role to play in the system of predation. To appreciate
        this, let us consider a two-stage act of debt collection pursued in September 1338, constituting a sequence or
        an ensemble that is quite unusual in the records consulted for this book. The debtor was a doctor of laws whose
        goods were being plundered to repay an enormous debt of 184 florins. At the outset of the act, the notary of
        the court, following the report of the crier-sergeant, carefully listed what he understood to be the entirety
        of the estate, crafting, in effect, a complete household inventory. One finds all the things that are usual in
        household inventories: some foodstuffs, beds, sheets, tablecloths, towels, four books, baskets, some raw flax,
        benches, chests, flasks, pots, pans, shields, two crossbows, several candelabra, and a short list of clothing,
        fairly plain, consisting mostly of women’s garments. But it turns out that the jurist had been in financial
        difficulty for some time, because shortly afterward, the notary, perhaps acting on a tip from the creditor,
        added a list of additional things belonging to the debtor. The reason these items were not found during the
        taking of the first inventory lies in the fact that they had already been seized by another creditor at an
        earlier point in time. The absent items include a woman’s bloodred surcoat lined with vair; another woman’s
        surcoat, parti-colored, made of serge; a woman’s silken surcoat, parti-colored in green and vermilion, lined
        with sendal, and so on. It was, in short, an extraordinary set of garments, luxurious enough to satisfy even
        the tastes of Gianni Gigli, and far more captivating than the rather drab leftovers found in the longer
        inventory taken later. Though it requires an act of imagination, it is possible to merge the two lists in the
        mind’s eye and thereby reconstitute the ensemble of things that would have confronted the first sergeant who
        called several weeks or months earlier. Faced with these treasures, the sergeant had spurned the food, flax,
        sheets, towels, baskets, pots, pans, and books and disdained to deal with the ordinary garments. What caught
        his fancy, and what he carted off, was the nice stuff.
      


      
        
          
            Table 4.2   Types of clothing seized in the Lucchesia, 1333–1342
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        Clothing is not by any means the most common target of seizure during the 1330s. Around 16 percent of the items
        seized consisted of articles of dress; foodstuffs and storage vessels were each nearly twice as common (see
        Table 4.1). But despite the lack of numeric significance, clothing is peculiarly prominent
        among the records of seizures (see Table 4.2). Common sense suggests that sergeants would
        have preferred to take clothing above all, if it was available and had not been hidden away by the debtors.
        Among other things, clothing had a very high value relative to its weight. Equally important may have been the
        personal attachment that presumably existed between debtors and their clothing, a situation that would have
        given debtors the incentive to redeem the articles. But we can detect the significance of clothing in other,
        nonnumeric ways. First, mirroring the pattern we saw in the case of items listed in the Massiliote inventories,
        clothing was far more descript than other articles seized by the sergeants. Second, clothing was far more
        likely to be transmitted directly into the keeping of the creditor at the very moment of plunder.
      


      
        It is worth pausing to consider the significance of this pattern. When sergeants seized articles from the
        houses of debtors, the normal pattern was to deliver the goods into the possession of the consul. Of the total
        number of objects in the sample whose fate is known, however, around 1,250 or 18 percent were given directly
        into the keeping of creditors. All kinds of objects appear on the list of items given to creditors in this way.
        Clothing, however, is easily the most common: 47 percent of the 1,080 articles of clothing seized by the
        sergeants whose fate is known were given directly to creditors. Although household linens overall (N =
        405) were seized less often than clothes, the percentage that went directly to creditors was even higher, at 54
        percent.
      


      
        By way of example, let us consider a very unusual seizure that took place over a three-day period in November
        1338 in the town of Pietrasanta, located 35 kilometers northwest of Lucca, beyond Camaiore, indeed at the very
        edge of the Lucchesia as it was constituted in this era.69 On the fifteenth of that month, a sergeant named Michele Arrighi arrived in
        Pietrasanta in pursuit of a debt of 200 lire owed to the notary Bartolomeo Sbarre and his brother Giacomo.
        Although the source of the debt is not mentioned, it has the appearance of being a fine issued by the criminal
        court, and the fact that the entire commune was held liable for the debt lends credence to this hypothesis. One
        of the many unusual features of this case is that, rather than following the usual pattern of seizing things
        from just a few households and leaving it to the locals to sort things out afterward, the sergeant Michele went
        to considerable lengths to spread the burden evenly among the entire population. Over the course of his three
        days in Pietrasanta, Michele plundered ninety-nine individual households, seizing from each one just a few
        items. He handed the goods directly into the keeping of Bartolomeo and Giacomo. The complete inventory of items
        they received and carted back to Lucca includes two bolts of linen cloth weighing 52 pounds, sixteen bales of
        processed linen ranging from 6 to 102 pounds, a small bale of wool, a sack of millet and a tub with some millet
        in it, two empty sacks, and six pans. But it is the clothing and linens that stand out: five barracans (a kind
        of rough tunic), four cloaks, seventeen jackets, six shifts, a guascappa (similar to a guarnacca,
        a sleeveless surcoat or overgarment), a pelisse, four surcoats, thirty-nine tablecloths, and twenty-two tunics.
        Of the 128 individual items seized by Michele and given to the creditors, over three-quarters consisted of
        clothing items and tablecloths.
      


      
        This particular case offers several insights into the patterns of predation in the Lucchesia. One of the most
        striking is also the least visible: of the ninety-nine households visited by Michele, not a single one, it
        seems, possessed sufficient coin to pay him off. Alternatively, each and every one of the householders had
        chosen to sequester his or her coins so as to make the task more difficult for the hapless sergeant. But let us
        concentrate on the garments. Contemplating the weights involved, it is easy to understand why Michele, or the
        Sbarre brothers, might have preferred seizing high-value, low-weight clothing and tablecloths. A distinctive
        feature of many acts of predation, in fact, is that in cases where the items of plunder were divvied up among
        the consul and the creditor, the weighty or bulky items were typically left with consuls, whereas the portable
        stuff was given to the creditor. A case from 1333 is typical of the genre: the creditor received five axes, a
        sword, two towels, a tunic, and a cloak, whereas the sergeant left 2 cartloads of white wine in the care of the
        consul.70 In another case from
        1342, the creditor received a woman’s barracan, three towels, an old tunic, an old shirt, and a new shirt, and
        the consul received a cask of red wine, some millet, and 40 pounds of hay.71 Creditors, in short, preferred the lighter things, or
        animals on the hoof. With some important exceptions, they were not interested in organizing transportation for
        bulky goods.
      


      
        It is not easy to know what to make of the pattern whereby clothing, linens, and other readily portable things
        were given directly to creditors. Among other things, to bypass the consuls in this way was to evade some of
        the controls that were designed to ensure that debtors could not be defrauded or exploited. Fraud, in fact, was
        a very real possibility; as we have seen, sergeants were sometimes tempted to go rogue and seize things for
        their own profit. Only the statutory obligation to pass things through the consuls prevented this and other
        chicaneries from being more common. On the face of it, in other words, the custom of passing things directly to
        creditors was simply illegal.
      


      
        To understand the custom of giving things to creditors, then, it is important to realize that creditors
        sometimes accompanied sergeants in pursuit of debts. The Sbarre brothers were almost certainly present and
        watching as the entire village of Pietrasanta was being plundered. We get this evidence not from the reports of
        predation themselves, which are silent about the presence or absence of creditors, but from sources such as
        criminal records. Typical is a case from 1339 in which a man from Lucca was being prosecuted for assaulting a
        woman who lived in the town of Capannori.72 In his defense, he revealed that he was in fact an honorable man seeking to recover a debt
        in a perfectly legitimate way, acting in company with a crier-sergeant and two berrovarii. The creditor implied
        that the charges against him were trumped up by his aggrieved debtors.
      


      
        Clues scattered across the records of predation themselves point indirectly to the presence of creditors on
        plundering expeditions. In the very rare cases where debtors voluntarily gave items to the crier-sergeants, for
        example, the records indicate that every item in question—a double-bed sheet; a new tablecloth; a sheet; an old
        and torn tablecloth; a mule; a tin flagon; a mattress pad; a marronem—were given directly to the
        creditors. One can imagine the scene. The creditor arrives in the company of a sergeant and some men. He
        displays the license to plunder, which is confirmed by the sergeant. The debtor haggles with his or her
        creditor; they then settle on a suitable thing and call it quits. There are other clues. In their reports, the
        sergeants never describe a detour that took them to the creditors’ homes to deliver the goods. Instead,
        creditors appear to acknowledge receipt of the goods immediately. In April 1335, donna Teccia, a widow of Lucca
        who was active on the credit market, went in pursuit of one of her debtors who lived in Sant’Andrea di Compito,
        about 10 kilometers southeast of the city on the lower slopes of the Monte Pisana. The debt was 5 lire. The
        sergeant seized a copper pan and a woman’s camiciottam (a type of tunic or blouse) made of linen and
        then reported that “he gave all these things to the aforementioned donna Teccia, present, willing, and
        accepting, and she acknowledges that she has everything in her possession.”73
      


      
        Statutory law, it seems, was circumvented whenever creditors were present at the act of predation. The presence
        of creditors, in turn, helps explain why clothing and linens ranked at the top of the list of things given
        directly into their possession. Where sergeants alone were involved, predation was an exercise in
        state-sponsored plunder. The presence of the creditor personalized the transaction, causing it to mutate into
        something else. When creditors were present, predation turned into a peculiar form of coerced pawnbroking
        overseen by agents of the state.
      


      
        To appreciate how the seizure of articles of clothing mimicked the patterns of pawnbroking, let us take a brief
        detour and consider another prominent feature of clothing seizures, namely, the extraordinary richness of the
        descriptions of clothing. We have seen this pattern already in the case of household inventories, where the
        index of description associated with articles of clothing was especially high. Consider these examples, which
        are fairly typical in their detail.
      


      
        Examples of articles of clothing seized in the Lucchesia, 1333–134274
      


      
        	A blue-green cloak for women lined with yellow-colored sendal


        	A man’s surcoat, colored green, lined with white skin


        	A woman’s jacket, parti-colored with greenish-blue and brown, with parrots


        	A woman’s tunic, checkered, old

      


      
        As these examples suggest, the fabric was not commonly listed. Apparently, it was taken for granted that cloaks
        are made of wool and shifts of linen. But one thing is for sure: the widespread indifference to the fabric of
        the garment did not spring from a lack of interest in the qualities of the garment. This much is evident from
        the wide range of colors named in the records, covering the entire spectrum of the rainbow (see Table 4.3).75
        Geographically, colors in white, blues, and reds were scattered all across the Lucchesia. White was distinctive
        for being disfavored within Lucca itself, in contrast to red, a favored color of Lucca’s citizens.
        Parti-colored clothing likewise was a largely urban phenomenon, though here too we find parti-colored clothing
        in some rural locales (see Plate 10). In the eyes of the moralists,
        bright colors were worn by fools, deniers of Christ, and the minions of Satan. Herman Pleij goes so far as to
        suggest that an aversion to multi-colored clothing developed progressively among the laity across the Middle
        Ages.76 If so, people in the
        Lucchesia in the 1330s, from the city to the countryside and up into the hills of the Monte Pisana and the
        lower slopes of the Apuan Alps, had yet to receive this message.
      


      
        
          
            Table 4.3   Common color terms for clothing. Others include verdellus (lemon?) and
            festichinus.
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        In addition to the named colors, certain kinds of fabric carried color with them: a noteworthy example is the
        fabric known as pannus beretini fiorentini, an undyed cloth made from black or dark wool and therefore
        natively dark or ashy in color. Some of the colors and fabrics listed in the records, such as medley, shade off
        into styles, such as parti-colored and checkered. Some entries note styles, including French and German. Many
        articles of clothing had linings or edgings and other decorations, including buttons. The linings and the
        edgings were distinctive insofar as many of the descriptions included the fabric or type of skin. Much of the
        clothing, though not all, was gendered. In the case of mattresses and coverlets, which were also gendered, the
        terms “masculine” and “feminine” refer to size; a masculine mattress was equivalent to a double-bed mattress.
        In the case of clothing, however, it almost certainly refers to the gender of the wearer. This is interesting.
        Proponents of the idea of the fashion revolution of the 1340s have framed it as a transition during which men’s
        clothing departed significantly from women’s clothing, as short, tight-fitting jackets with set-in sleeves
        replaced draped clothing and accentuated the lines of the body.77 But even if the transformations in style and cut are
        manifest, it is important to acknowledge that draped clothing, according to the reports of the crier-sergeants,
        could be readily sexed. This was done, in part, by color palettes that were distinct to men and
        women.78
      


      
        The richness of the descriptions found in these records is quite remarkable, so much so that one wonders how
        sergeants were capable of recording it. Taking an extreme example, consider the activities of the
        crier-sergeant Michele Arrighi when he spent three days in Pietrasanta seizing 128 objects. The court register
        records the items in some detail.
      


      
        Several items of clothing taken from Pietrasanta by Michele Arrighi79
      


      
        	A woman’s corduroy barracan, new


        	A cloak made in the German style of parti-colored cloth


        	A woman’s jacket, made of purple cloth, with edging


        	A woman’s shift, without sleeves


        	A woman’s surcoat made of a parti-colored cloth, namely, bloodred (sanguineus et
        blodeus)


        	A woman’s tunic made of medley cloth with thirty-six silver buttons

      


      
        In a world such as this, we should never discount the power of memory. On their rounds, the sergeants engaged
        in all kinds of mental gymnastics, the swift appraisal of value being the most significant of these. We should
        not necessarily assume that they were incapable of taking a mental snapshot of the garments in question and
        reporting their qualities faithfully to the court. But in all likelihood, the crier-sergeants wrote it all down
        on chits of paper. From time to time, in fact, one finds these loose chits tucked into the register.80 The chits are typically written in Tuscan
        rather than Latin, and there are good reasons to believe that they were written by the crier-sergeants. Upon
        the sergeants’ return to the court, the lists they kept during their rounds were translated into Latin and
        entered into the registers of predation.
      


      
        What explains this scrupulous attention to detail? The detailed entries describing the attributes of clothing
        bear more than a passing resemblance to the kinds of entries found in inventories of pawnshops or monti. In the
        case of the inventories discussed in Chapter 1, I argued that the
        high index of description associated with clothing was a feature, in part, of the natural charisma of articles
        of dress. Here, however, it seems likely that the high index of description sprang from the desire to record
        the minute details of clothing so as to be able to identify the articles should their owners wish to redeem
        them at a future point in time.
      


      
        If these arguments are correct, why should predation behave like pawnbroking? It does not make much sense for
        there to be two systems competing for market share in the business of lending on material pledges. Pawnbroking,
        at first blush, is a simple and logical way to offer credit without the need for an ungainly legal
        infrastructure. Yet there is more to it than that. Pawnbroking was not without its own risks. Among other
        things, it could readily service the interests of thieves interested in finding outlets for stolen
        goods.81 As it happens, city
        governments in the later Middle Ages were fully aware of the problem of fencing. In both Marseille and Lucca,
        brokers, auctioneers, and the sellers of used clothing were required to take oaths and offer guarantors of
        their probity. In Lucca, the text of the oath for the sellers of old clothes was especially attentive to the
        problem of fencing, for they were required to swear on the gospels “not to purchase any article of clothing of
        any condition from anyone if they should know, or suspect, or anticipate, or be able to anticipate, that the
        garment has been stolen.” It went on to say that should the tradesmen have any doubts, they should denounce the
        seller within three days.82 Some of
        the fences, of course, were professionals who took stolen things knowingly. But the brisk nature of the market
        in used things means that virtually any individual who handled stuff, ranging from resellers and ragpickers to
        pawnbrokers, was capable of being duped by a thief.
      


      
        Consider, in this vein, an inquest that was launched in 1338 in Lucca against Puccino Guiducci of Castello, who
        was accused of stealing a surcoat from Nuccato Puccini, a resident of Lucca.83 Nuccato, who was wise to the ways of thieves, went to a
        local pawnshop and asked the pawnbroker and his son to be on the lookout for his surcoat, the color of which he
        described to them as greenish blue (perse). “Willingly,” they replied. After a short time, Nuccato
        returned to the pawnshop and was told that the thief, Puccino, had indeed come to the shop in the hopes of
        pawning the surcoat for 4 lire. He was refused, the reason being that the surcoat was not worth that much. But
        at that point, the pawnbroker’s son remembered hearing that a surcoat of that very same color had been stolen
        recently and told his father, “Don’t take that surcoat because it doesn’t belong to him; he stole it.”
        According to the son, Puccino then took the garment and, in an odd gesture, put it on (posuit sibi eam in
        collo) and left the shop. From there, he went to another pawnshop, this time relating a story about how he
        had received the garment as a pawn in exchange for 19 soldi from one of his partners and asking whether the
        pawnbroker would wish to redeem it for that amount. After some haggling, this man, also named Nuccato, took the
        garment in pawn for 10 soldi.
      


      
        Pawnbrokers were right to be suspicious of the bona fides of those who came to them, goods in hand. In this
        case, a third pawnbroker, concerned by the rumors he had heard, seems to have followed Puccino. Confronting the
        thief in Nuccato’s pawnshop, he told him, “Careful what you are about lest you be killed” (Cave tibi quod
        non sis interfectus), referring, possibly, to the fact that the criminal justice system in Lucca was not
        shy about hanging thieves. In a reply that seems garbled in translation, Puccino replied, “I shall not leave
        this shop unless I can first show Nuccato the man who had given the surcoat to me in pawn” (Ego non secedam
        ab ista apotecha si primo non mostro dicto Nucchato illum qui mihi pingnoravit dictam guarnachiam). A
        fourth pawnbroker got involved in negotiating the final transaction whereby the garment was accepted in pawn
        for 10 soldi, a resolution that has every appearance of being an attempt to rescue the garment, which indeed
        was ultimately redeemed by the victim.84
      


      
        This story is interesting for many reasons, not the least being the manner in which color was used as one of
        the primary devices for tracking the identity of articles of clothing. It is particularly valuable for
        demonstrating the stratagems of thieves. But it was not thieves alone who made use of the services of
        pawnbrokers and resellers to liquidate the value stored up in objects. Communal Italy was a world that
        generated a number of exiles, not just the political exiles seen in Chapter 3 but also debt fugitives and criminals who fled prosecution. At times, the departure was
        swift and there was no time for planning. But when they could, the exiles sought to liquidate as many
        possessions as they could, and that meant taking things to pawnbrokers and resellers, hoping that they would
        fail to recognize one’s parlous circumstances and agree to give cash for one’s things. In another variant on
        this theme, a case from Lucca describes a servant named Francischa who may have been stiffed of her wages by
        her employer or mistreated in other ways. She attacked him with rocks, smashed up a bedroom in his house, and
        then stole a bedsheet and a cloak in a striped woolen fabric, which she placed in pawn at a local pawnbroker
        before leaving the city.85
      


      
        Given the problem of theft, pawnbrokers, resellers, and friendly people doing a good turn for their neighbors
        necessarily accepted some degree of risk every time they accepted objects in pawn in exchange for a loan. The
        problem, as Simona Cerutti has astutely observed, was one of authentication.86 Without the ability to track the provenance of objects,
        people who lent money on the security of an object inevitably made mistakes. These mistakes, just as
        inevitably, raised the transaction costs associated with pawnbroking and reselling and thereby contributed to
        the expenses associated with the business of pawnbroking. Raymond De Roover made this point many years ago in
        his study of medieval pawnbroking; his goal was to explain why medieval interest rates were so high.87
      


      
        The costs of pawnbroking are never easy to assess, since the interest rate on loans was often hidden. For
        Lucca, Michael Bratchel has assembled evidence showing that the officially sanctioned interest rate could vary
        from 12 percent per annum in 1304 to 8 denari per lira per month, or 40 percent per annum, in 1372.88 Records of the anziani from 1331, which
        describe the rules governing the seizure of goods for payment of back taxes, suggest a rate of 100 percent per
        annum.89 In ordering goods seized
        for back taxes to be transmitted to professional pawnbrokers, the anziani stipulated that the pawnbrokers would
        be allowed to collect 20 denari each month for every pound of value, that is, # of the value of the loan. The
        pawnbrokers were required to hold on to the items for a minimum of two months and to restore the item to the
        taxpayer if he or she should choose to redeem it.
      


      
        The annual percentage, needless to say, could vary a lot. In a case discussed earlier, where the agricultural
        laborer Andrea Montis pursued his employer for unpaid wages, the pawnbroker charged 10 denari interest for a
        loan of 16 soldi, a monthly rate of just over 5 percent or an annual rate of 63 percent.90 In another case discussed earlier, a loan
        of 7 florins seems to have generated a pawnbroker’s interest charge of 20 soldi, for an annual interest of just
        under 50 percent.
      


      
        The costs associated with pawnbroking do not lie in the interest alone. The whole point of pawnbroking, after
        all, is that the loan was secured on an object, and if the debtor should fail to redeem the object within the
        stipulated time period, the value of the object was forfeit. If the custom was to extend a loan that equaled
        the value of the item, then there was no loss to the debtor who failed to redeem it. But in point of fact, the
        sum lent rarely matched the value of the object. Instead, pledges were typically valued at two to three times
        the value of the item. Examples are dispersed across the records, but they all point to the same conclusion.
        During the Pisan siege of 1341–1342, as the goods of rebels were being seized by the Curia dei ribelli e dei
        banniti, or the Court of the Rebels and the Banished, the denouncers were sharp enough to recognize that some
        of the goods had been placed in pawn and took pains to denounce those goods as well. One of the rebels had left
        a fancy cloak in pawn for 2 lire 10 soldi; it was seized and sold for 6 lire at auction, suggesting that its
        value was about 2.4 times that of the loan. Another rebel had pawned an old, small coverlet, two small sheets,
        an old hand towel, an old, small tablecloth, and 3 pounds of crude flax with a neighbor for 2 lire 15 soldi;
        these were seized and sold back to the same neighbor for 6 lire, at a rate of 2.2 times the value of the
        loan.91
      


      
        Pawnbroking, in short, was expensive. Predation was not. As we have seen, the transaction costs associated with
        predation tended to hover around 4 to 6 percent of the value of the debt—which, incidentally, approximates the
        interest rate of 5 to 7.5 percent that was typical of the monte di pietà in Florence in the fifteenth
        century.92 The value of the object,
        moreover, far from being two or even three times the size of the debt, was roughly equivalent to the debt, and
        sometimes even less, if the auction data cited earlier are reliable. Finally, to the best of our knowledge,
        creditors did not charge monthly interest for the items left in their possession for an indefinite length of
        time.
      


      
        If we see predation as a less expensive version of pawnbroking, it becomes easier to understand why debtors
        should have allowed themselves to suffer the indignity of predation. They were surely aware of the cost
        comparison. The frequency of predation means that there were plenty of occasions for people to observe how the
        system worked, if not in their homes, then in the houses of close neighbors. The costs of pawnbroking,
        moreover, were widely known, and to the extent that people knew the value of their own things, it is easy to
        imagine that they understood, at least intuitively, that a nice garment was worth more in the hands of a
        sergeant than in the hands of a pawnbroker.
      


      
        Given the governmental interest in establishing the monti di pietà in the fifteenth century, it is not at all
        surprising to learn that, decades earlier, governments were getting into the business of lending on material
        pledges. Even so, the spectacle of the courts of law as sponsors for a widespread system of pawnbroking is an
        arresting one, on the same order as Charles Tilly’s claim that governments act as organized crime
        syndicates.93 Among other things,
        it reveals how city governments in places like Lucca were deeply entangled in the credit market, and how their
        actions, however unconsciously done, contributed to lowering the cost of credit and accelerating the
        circulation of wealth.
      


      
        The only thing as yet unexplained about this system is why it preferentially targeted clothing and garments.
        Other items, after all, were capable of being redeemed by debtors, the crucial feature that converts some acts
        of predation into the functional equivalent of pawnbroking. Where pigs, donkeys, and wine were concerned, it is
        understandable that creditors were not eager to store them indefinitely in the expectation that debtors would
        eventually redeem them. But there is no reason why tools, implements, and utensils should not feature more
        prominently among the articles commonly redeemed by debtors. Clothing stands out, in other words, and needs to
        be explained.
      


      
        Clothing had a very special role in later medieval Europe, and not just because there was so much of it
        around.94 Susan Crane speaks of an
        “explosion of meaning” associated with clothing, where costume itself is best understood as an element of the
        body and therefore part of a habit of performing the self.95 The sumptuary legislation of the age likewise indicates that this was a world
        attentive to clothing as a signifier. Clothes spoke eloquently about the status and the aspirations of those
        from whom they were seized. Where clothing is considered a kind of social skin, the seizure of clothing can be
        read as a social sanction, symbolically equivalent to the public undressing of the debtor. Put differently, the
        predation of clothing operated as a kind of sumptuary enforcement: only people of good standing have the right
        to wear these kinds of clothes.
      


      
        The comparison of the clothing seized with the provisions of Lucca’s sumptuary law of 1337 offers some insights
        into this point.96 Although the law
        had a wide ambit and included provisions governing wedding gifts and other wedding expenditures, the principal
        target consisted of female dress, ranging from pearls and head ornaments to gold and silver adornments, to
        clothing of various cuts and fabrics. The irony here has not been lost on modern historians, for it was men,
        not women, who were the great peacocks of this age, even if the wrath of the moralists fell largely upon
        women.97 Exceptions were made for
        existing clothing, including clothing made from fabric that had been woven with gold or silver, but such
        clothing had to be checked and marked by officials. For this reason, the following article of clothing, seized
        in 1338, did not necessarily violate the text of the law:
      


      
        Article of clothing seized from the baker Guglielmo, 133898
      


      
        
          A female surcoat, striped, for a young person, lined with yellow sendal and hemmed at the sleeves and neck
          with gold embellishments
        

      


      
        But it certainly violated the spirit of the law, not least because the owner, Guglielmo, was a tradesman.
      


      
        In 1338, the year following the passage of Lucca’s sumptuary law, at least 269 articles of dress were taken
        from debtors throughout Lucca and the Lucchesia. Although some of these matched Guglielmo’s surcoat in
        splendor, many of them were quite ordinary, such as a female barracan described as being “old and torn,” a
        bloodred tunic “torn in many parts,” or a “woman’s chemise, torn.”99 An idle notary, tempted by a page nearly devoid of text,
        could, if he chose, swiftly render ordinary garments such as these by means of a few quick strokes of the pen
        (see Fig. 4.3). None of these more ordinary garments even begins to approach the kinds of
        dress regulated by the law of 1337. But even so, a kind of sumptuary impulse was at work in the fact that among
        the articles of clothing in the sample of objects seized by sergeants between 1333 and 1342, nearly 800 were
        explicitly gendered through phrases such as “masculine” or “for the use of women,” and just over two-thirds of
        these were gendered female. Since the vast majority of debtors in these cases were men, this striking tendency
        to target women’s clothing appears to be especially designed to punish or humiliate men by symbolically
        unclothing their wives or daughters. It was a procedure that depended, for its force, on the understanding that
        men’s honor depended in part on their wives’ dress—on the understanding that women were “social mannequins,”
        carrying, on their bodies, signs of wealth and piety that were appropriate to their husbands’ station in
        life.100
      


      
        The act of predation was an economic act, both because predation itself liquidated value and because the sheer
        volume of predation acted to stimulate the velocity of circulation of value to no small degree. But the
        cultural logic of predation was overdetermined: it could be many things at once. As the targeted seizure of
        women’s clothing suggests, predation was a shaming gesture. As we shall see, the shame inherent in the act of
        predation was painfully apparent to the peasants and sharecroppers of the Lucchesia who suffered it, or watched
        their neighbors suffer it, on a regular basis. But it could be humiliating to anyone. Contemplating the
        intransigence of the knight Brunetto Malizardi, we might suppose that he was simply absent from the city, or
        sick, or otherwise preoccupied, but it is far easier to believe that he simply felt it was beneath his dignity
        to have truck with a petty laborer and the even more annoying crier-sergeants who sounded trumpets and
        announced proceedings against him outside his door.
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            Figure 4.3.  Sketch of a shift. In 1341, a testator left a legacy to the church of Santa Croce to
            purchase tunics, shifts, and gowns, collectively called chamicie, for the indigent. Archivio di
            Stato di Lucca, Opera di Santa Croce 9, fol. 97r. Image licensed by the Ministero per i Beni e le
            Attività Culturali, Authorization protocol no. 2297. Further reproduction is prohibited.
          

        
      

    


    
      The Space of Sovereignty


      
        In the course of his travels in pursuit of clothing and other things, the crier-sergeant Gianni Gigli, like a
        cabdriver, got to know Lucca and the Lucchesia very well (see Map 4.1). A good many acts of
        plunder took him no further than the city streets of Lucca. On several occasions, however, he traveled far in
        his hunt for goods, and one of the longest was a trip undertaken in February 1335 when he traveled to the
        commune of San Miniato, located on the south bank of the river Arno nearly 45 kilometers southeast of
        Lucca.101 There, he plundered the
        debtor of a new corduroy doublet and an old doublet made of flock with a checkered design, which he left in the
        hands of the consul. Gianni received the order on 16 February and reported back on the same day. Unless Gianni
        was a very swift walker, this record suggests very strongly that some of the sergeants, at least some of the
        time, traveled on horseback.
      


      
        By plotting the activity of the crier-sergeants, we can develop a map of the political watershed of Lucca’s de
        facto jurisdiction (see Map 4.2). Lucca itself shows up as a hotspot of predation, although
        if we could normalize this map to population density, the city would stand out much less. Toward the south,
        where Lucca’s jurisdiction butted up on that of Pisa, predation ceased abruptly, as might be expected. The hot
        zones just east of the city, in the Sei Miglia, reflect the richness of the land here, despite the ravages of
        war, but perhaps less easily anticipated are the hot zones that show up in the high hills to the north and
        south of Lucca. These zones indicate not only the agricultural productivity of the southern reaches of the
        Apuan Alps and the hills to the northeast of Lucca, rich in chestnuts, olives, and figs, but also the important
        way in which Lucca’s political control over the more inaccessible reaches of its territory was conveyed
        indirectly through processes such as debt collection. The near-total absence of predation in the upper valley
        of the Serchio, in turn, suggests that Lucca’s de facto political authority thinned out considerably in this
        area.
      


      
        The horse that may have carried the sergeant Gianni to San Miniato was a convenient mode of transport in a
        system that placed a heavy demand on the crier-sergeants. But the horse was something else besides, for horses
        in this era carried the weighty symbolism of power and authority. The horse, in turn, was not the only element
        of the symbolism of power carried by the crier-sergeants. The sergeants exercised their office by virtue of the
        symbols of authority and domination vested in them by the commune. The statutes themselves made provisions for
        this, declaring that every sergeant ought to wear a uniform marked with the seal of the commune of
        Lucca.102 Sergeants also carried
        with them the necessary document bearing the judge’s order to make a seizure, though by and large these are
        almost entirely invisible in the records.103 They do show up in exceptional circumstances, as in an inquest in 1340 against a debtor
        and his wife, residents of Camaiore.104 Resenting the actions of a sergeant who had taken a linen towel and a cask, the man seized
        the written commission granting the sergeant the right to undertake the plunder, tore it up, and cast the
        pieces on the ground.105 He then
        hindered another act of plunder by striking the sergeant and preventing him from ascending a ladder he was
        using to enter the house, saying, “You shall not carry out a plunder, neither shall you take pledge nor
        plunder.”106
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            Map 4.1.  Predation in the Lucchesia, 1333–1342. This map represents all known sites plundered by
            sergeants during the decade covered in this book. Prepared by G. Pizzorno.
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            Map 4.2.  Predation in the Lucchesia, 1333–1342. This heat map represents the frequency of predation
            throughout the Lucchesia. The lighter shades indicate areas where predation was particularly intense.
            Prepared by G. Pizzorno.
          

        
      


      
        Contemplating the business of predation in Lucca in the 1330s, one might find it reasonable to ask what was in
        it for the commune. There are two answers to this. The first is that seizure was profitable to the court
        itself, or at least to the sergeants, notaries, and other officials, such as the consuls, who skimmed off a fee
        from every transaction that came before them. The second answer turns on the way in which predation indirectly
        generated sovereignty. The majority of creditors who used this system were private creditors who had their own
        interests in the matter. But the court and the city benefited from the private interests of creditors, since
        every time a sergeant carried out an act of plunder, he did so with the insignia of Lucca emblazoned on his
        vestment and with documents in hand bearing Lucca’s seal. The symbols of sovereignty, in other words,
        piggybacked on a private financial concern. The symbols of sovereignty, of course, had other ways of reaching
        out into the countryside. Peasants and sharecroppers regularly paid taxes both direct and indirect and
        contributed to forced loans. They listened as the criers made announcements of many kinds. What distinguishes
        predation from these other vehicles was the violence of the practice, which inhered in the implicit claim that
        no space, not even the bedroom, was beyond the reach of sovereign power.
      


      
        When debtors resisted, the act, unsurprisingly, was treated as one that dishonored the city itself. As one
        entry from 1337 put it, a disgruntled debtor “did not permit the servants and crier-sergeant to enter the house
        and carry out their office, to the disgrace and prejudice of the commune of Lucca and against the honor of the
        judge and the office described above.”107 In a case from 1334, as the members of a family were chasing a sergeant from their
        property, one of them called out that he would kill all sergeants who came to his village—a phrase insulting to
        the commune of Lucca, as the notary primly recorded.108 Though each instance was initiated as a private matter, debt collection, globally,
        was instrumental in the making of sovereignty.
      


      
        *   *   *
      


      
        There is much more to say about the violence intrinsic to the practice of debt collection, so much, indeed,
        that the theme will carry us into Chapter 5. Here, contemplating the
        material dimensions of debt collection, let us draw the themes of this chapter to a close by considering the
        movements of the articles of clothing, the axheads, the empty casks, and all the other things, thousands of
        them every year, that were pushed into circulation by the practice of debt collection. It is a pattern we find
        not just in the cities explored here but also in Paris.109 The more things like this circulate in an economy, the more they behave like an
        “alternative currency.”110 As
        Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli has pointed out, the context for such exchanges was not limited to loans or debts,
        for objects were also pushed into circulation in transactions involving leases, surrenders, and other
        exchanges.111 The expression
        “alternative currency” provides a more accurate sense of the transaction than “barter,” the other term that
        springs to mind, because the items were circulating not on account of their use-value so much as the value that
        they contained, in much the same way that any commodity money contains value by virtue of its own substance.
        Money, as Aristotle pointed out long ago, makes economic exchange possible by providing a unit for the
        commensuration of value.112 But
        money serves this function regardless of whether it takes the form of coin or whether it exists merely as ghost
        money, an abstract mental representation expressed in the form of an estimate of value. In this sense, it may
        be said that the things enumerated in the acts of debt collection from the Lucchesia in the 1330s constituted
        an alternative currency. We can discern the currency-like quality of the plunder in an act from May 1335, when
        a crier-sergeant named Nucchoro Puccini, a distant ancestor, perhaps, of Lucca’s more famous son, arrived at
        the doorstep of a shoemaker and resident of Lucca in search of a debt of 12 lire. As was almost invariably the
        case, it seems that the shoemaker did not have sufficient cash on hand to repay the sum. Surveying the shop,
        therefore, Nucchoro seized thirty-six pairs of shoes and a few other things, and upon returning to court, he
        reported that the value of the goods, in his estimate, amounted to the debt plus the expenses associated with
        predation. It is easy to imagine a scenario where the common estimate held that shoes had a value of about a
        third of a lira each, and to make up the expenses, the sergeant seized a few other things which he listed
        generically under the phrase alia mercantia, “other merchandise.”
      


      
        Whenever the value of a pair of shoes is well known and relatively stable, the shoes themselves begin to behave
        like coin, serving not just as a store of value but also as a standard of value.113 The same goes for every one of the tens of thousands of
        items seized in Lucca and the Lucchesia in the 1330s. The ability of things to serve as coin substitutes,
        admittedly, depends upon a lot of factors, not least of which is the complicated process whereby sergeants
        arrived at their estimates of value. It was not a straightforward process, but neither was the process of
        determining the value of coins.114
        To estimate value, sergeants sometimes had to estimate volumes, weights, and lengths, at least where things
        like foodstuffs, pigs, and tablecloths were concerned, and then multiply the result by the going rate for the
        item in question.115 This meant
        that they had to hold in memory a whole price list and engage, instantly, in simple mental arithmetic. If the
        process was slow and laborious, if it involved carefully weighing out olive oil, laboriously measuring the
        volume of wine in a cask, or bringing in cloth merchants to determine the value of the cloth and lining used in
        the making of a cloak, then the things seized in plunder were less like coin. But everything suggests that the
        process of estimation, honed by constant repetition, was both swift and intuitive. We ought to attribute this
        intuitive skill, moreover, not simply to sergeants but also to the peasants, tenants, and artisans who were the
        most common targets of their plundering forays, since the checks and balances in the system depended upon the
        principle that debtors would look out for their own interests and raise a fuss at the least sign of chicanery.
      


      
        In the records of predation, it is rare to find complaints arising from an inaccurate estimation made by the
        sergeants. It happens often enough for us to know that debtors were alert to the problem, and the scarcity, in
        turn, suggests that, for the most part, sergeants got it right. It was their expertise that helped convert
        plunder into an alternative type of commodity money. This expertise, in turn, reduced the friction that might
        otherwise prevent things from moving around freely. The lower that friction—that is to say, the quicker and the
        more accurate the estimate—the more things like shoes could circulate as a commodity money.
      


      
        Some economic historians and numismatists have pointed to the shortage of bullion in later medieval Europe and
        have treated the phenomenon as a brake on the European economy. In the sixteenth century, new sources of gold
        from Africa, followed by the bonanza of silver from the New World, vastly increased the stock of bullion in
        Europe and, according to the argument, unleashed the European economy. The financial revolution of the later
        seventeenth century, which saw the creation of the Bank of England, did the same, by allowing instruments of
        credit and banknotes to circulate instead of commodity coins, thus expanding, once again, the money supply.
        Obviously, there is a great deal to be said for this argument. But the evidence surveyed here points to another
        phenomenon that has been largely overlooked in the literature. During the later Middle Ages, as the economy was
        expanding and the need for bullion was increasing, goods were sucked up into circulation through processes such
        as pawnbroking, resale, and, at least in places such as Lucca, debt collection.
      


      
        The implications are significant. One of the great moral charges laid on by Renaissance preachers is that the
        investment in luxury goods was an investment in frivolous display that, ultimately, was sterile, or “dead
        money.” The charge has been echoed by figures such as Jan Huizinga and Max Weber. But the ability of luxury
        goods to serve as plunder or pledge shows quite clearly that the expense was not a dead end, since things could
        serve as collateral for loans and as coin substitutes. The volume of predation adds to this argument by showing
        how much of the credit economy depended on extracting the value from things and putting it into circulation.
        Carl Wennerlind has argued that the problem with private credit is that there was no way to make the
        instruments circulate.116 This is
        true, but only to a point. There was no real need to develop instruments of credit, at least for the relatively
        small debts that lay at the heart of the consumer economy. Objects served perfectly well in the role of bearers
        of value.
      

    


    
      



    




[CHAPTER
      FIVE]


      VIOLENCE AND
      RESISTANCE

    

    
      THE plundering of the Lucchesia was not a gentle thing. The peasants and tenants,
      sadly, were probably used to it. Their ancestors, after all, had been repeatedly if intermittently plundered by
      the brigands, soldiers, kings, and emperors who had come and gone in waves over the last two thousand years and
      more. Much the same is true even for the residents of walled cities such as Marseille and Lucca. If there was
      anything different about the patterns of plunder that come clearly into view in the Lucchese records from the
      1330s onward, it lies in the fact that predation, in addition to being violent, was also rule bound, routinized,
      and omnipresent.
    


    
      Historians have long been drawn to the subject of medieval violence, for it speaks to a deep desire we all share
      to use the past in order to identify what is good, or bad, about the present. The attention of historians has
      been drawn perhaps above all to the common, everyday street violence that took the form of insults, acts of
      aggression, and homicide, as well as the violence characteristic of warfare, crusades, raiding, and lordly
      plundering.1 Marseille and Lucca were
      certainly wracked by warfare. But there was a lot of everyday violence in the two jurisdictions as well, if
      records of criminal inquests are an accurate guide. Our most ingrained and habitual narratives of European
      history, going back a century and more, speak of the gradual elimination of this violence in the centuries
      following the Middle Ages. One of the latest authors to write in this vein, Steven Pinker, expressed astonishment
      at the conclusion he was forced to reach when the data he compiled told him that violence, as evidenced by the
      homicide rate, had declined since the Middle Ages.2 Yet this was a curious thing for anyone to be astonished by when few historians, since the
      late nineteenth century, have argued for anything else. The surprise he evinces at this apparent discovery,
      moreover, is confounded by the existence of the common stereotype of the violent Middle Ages, a stereotype that
      he retails with abundant enthusiasm to a readership that is already well disposed to believe it.
    


    
      To approach violence as a historian or a sociologist is to set aside the temptation to apply moral frameworks to
      the past and to ask, instead, what the presence of violence does, or did, in the worlds of which it is a
      part.3 Violent responses may well be
      triggered by circuitry in the amygdala and other parts of the brain, as Pinker has argued, but in some sense this
      is irrelevant, for there is nothing we do that does not involve the firing of neurons. What matters is that the
      behavioral patterns generated by those circuits create affordances: behavioral trellises that permit the growth
      of other social logics, which entwine themselves in the fabric of this serendipitous support. The social or
      cultural institutions of humanity are alert to these affordances and use them when they are available. The fact
      that an individual can at times fly off into an unpredictable rage means that a whole social system of dominance
      and subordination can be built upon that tendency.4 The apparently irrational violence of prisoners in the modern penal regime makes a whole lot
      more sense once we learn to decode the nonverbal patterns of communication that are embedded in the language of
      violence.5
    


    
      Here, however, we arrive at the heart of the paradox of the violence of debt collection. It is not difficult to
      understand everyday street violence. Street fighting and public insults formed part of a system of honor and
      dignity, where vengeance of the tit-for-tat kind was the same thing as justice.6 It is more difficult to appreciate that the habit of fighting
      in medieval Europe was shadowed by the powerful habit of making peace, which was often configured as a
      penitential exercise.7 As we survey
      the evidence for debt collection, however, it is less easy to come up with an explanation for why the process
      should have been violent. And yet there is little question that the sergeants of the court and their men, however
      daintily they might have handled the fancy tunics and surcoats that came their way, stroking the squirrel trim
      and counting the silver buttons, were not gentle men. From the point of view of debtors—and practically everyone
      was a debtor at some point during his or her life—the streets and highways of city and country were prowled by
      roving bands of thugs, the crier-sergeants, who threatened to invade the homes of respectable citizens, trample
      on the dignity of those they found at home, take their things, or even march them off to jail.
    


    
      Extending credit involves taking a risk. But when the state takes an interest in protecting the rights of
      creditors and dedicates some measure of its coercive power to the task of debt collection, the inherent riskiness
      of extending credit is minimized.8 The
      violence itself is composed of distinct elements. The coercion associated with debt collection is plain enough
      when the creditor insists upon arrest or incarceration. The violence of predation, by contrast, is subtler, since
      it was directed primarily at things and houses. For violence to be violent, does it have to be directed at living
      flesh? It would seem not. Intuitively, we feel that the breaking of statues and shopwindows alike is a form of
      violence, and when a car is flipped over during the course of a riot and set on fire, some of us wonder what the
      car did to deserve such treatment. The case of iconoclasm suggests even more vividly how objects can suffer
      violence.9 Violence is an act defined
      as much by being seen as by being felt. But even when the experience of violence is not vicarious, it does not
      have to produce blood or bruising to be understood as violence. As the Germanic languages understand it,
      violence, force, and coercion are largely indistinguishable. In the Romance languages, the bloody part of
      violence, indeed, is a late arrival linguistically speaking, for violentia originally meant something much
      more akin to vehemence or forcefulness, and its Indo-European root takes us back to ideas of vigor, power,
      desire, and gain. In early medieval sources, violentia was sometimes used in ways that seem metaphorical
      to us. It turns out that the bloody part of violence is the transitive meaning.
    


    
      The great flaw found in many studies of violence, or at least those that offer bloodshed and homicide as
      reasonable proxy measures for the rate of violence of a given society, lies in the suggestion that those measures
      are adequate to the task. For starters, it is difficult to measure the degree of violence in a society where the
      omnipresent threat of violence is itself used to minimize actual attacks.10 To accept fist-to-face violence as the only measure of
      violence, moreover, would require us to assume that the measure of misery of Atlantic slavery, indentured
      servitude, and a loveless marriage lies only in the blows and the beatings and not in the constant
      degradation.11 Debt collection was
      violent not because the sergeants, and the creditors who egged them on, handled people roughly, though they did
      that from time to time. It was violent because the mere fact of being able to enter someone’s house and rifle
      through that person’s goods was an element of a humiliating pattern of domination. Proof of this claim can be
      found in the actions of the debtors themselves, some of whom responded to the sergeants in ways that are
      indistinguishable from the way in which they would have treated any bandit on the road or a thief in the
      henhouse, or any competitor who publicly brought into question their honor and dignity. Stress and humiliation
      are the only satisfactory measures of violence, and the fact that these cannot be easily quantified, at least by
      historians, is no excuse for looking for the car keys under the streetlight.
    


    
      If debt collection was violent, what explains it? How can violence be understood as a characteristic of a
      system rather than as the behavior of an individual? We cannot dodge the paradox by attributing violence
      to a few bad eggs among the sergeants. We have living proof, every day, of the petty humiliations and moments of
      stress that are native to our institutions and our bureaucracies. “How do institutions think?” Mary Douglas once
      asked rhetorically, seeking to draw attention to a troubling question of historical sociology.12 An equally troubling question is “How do
      institutions humiliate?” Posing the question in this way forces us to reframe the history of violence along
      different lines, for if the humiliation inherent in the interpersonal violence characteristic of medieval Europe
      was indeed squeezed out by the rise of a civil society, only to reappear in our institutions, then what, exactly,
      has civilization achieved?
    


    
      The answers to none of these questions are easy to come by. But merely posing the question about the violence of
      debt collection, about the uncanny similarity between the plundering of Vikings and brigands on the one hand and
      the plundering of crier-sergeants on the other, brings us back to the realization that debt collection was about
      something more than economic exchange. If it were a simple matter of transacting value, after all, there would be
      no particular need for violence. No economic system, of course, is entirely free of a coercive dimension—slavery
      and carceral labor regimes are only the most extreme versions of a general truth. But although labor and hence
      value can be coerced directly, through control of the body, it is far more common for labor to be coerced
      indirectly, through the operations of credit and debt. As Laurence Fontaine has put it, the extension of credit
      may have been an instrument of profit, but it was also an investment in power.13 When debt law itself emerged, it operated as an ecosystem
      that afforded new kinds of coercive possibilities; as Paul Haagen has argued for eighteenth-century England, debt
      law made it possible to control retail markets and workers alike.14 This explains why creditors so often allowed debts to go
      unpaid for long stretches of time, for the condition of being in debt, like a pale version of slavery, binds
      people to their economic masters. Acts of predation, in this view, represent those moments when power flexed its
      muscle.
    


    
      As it happens, the records of predation do not lend themselves to a study of the workings of power in Lucca in
      the fourteenth century. Although the acts are thick with detail regarding the plunder, they are laconic and spare
      when it comes to explaining the relationship between the creditor and the debtor. Often enough, details regarding
      the source and even the size of the debt are left in obscurity. A detailed prosopographical study of the
      creditors might eventually shed some light on this subject. But where seizures from the peasantry are concerned,
      it is reasonable to suppose that the debts arose from a combination of the growing tax demands of the
      fourteenth-century commune and the emergence of the system of sharecropping, part and parcel of the political
      forces that were remaking the relationship between town and country in fourteenth-century Tuscany.
    


    
      The Violence of Predation


      
        For us to make these claims, it is important to establish that debt collection could indeed be violent and,
        more important, was felt to be humiliating. So let us return to the countryside around Lucca, late in the month
        of October in the year 1335, and follow along as a crier-sergeant named Puccino Nicolay, whose acquaintance we
        have not yet made, traveled to Santa Reparata, in the commune of Sansano high in the hills above Lucca, to
        plunder some things from the house of a debtor who lived there. The debt was unmentioned but evidently rather
        large, for when Puccino returned to Lucca and made his report, he noted that he had seized possession of a
        variety of things: a cask full of fresh red wine; another cask, empty; three vats; and several empty bins and
        boxes. The most arresting entry was the last to be mentioned, for in closing, Puccino explained to the notary
        that he had plundered “thirty-six rather old planks, made of poplar wood and chestnut, which were nailed to the
        walls of several bedrooms in the house.”15 All the things, including the planks, were assigned to the consul of the village. Granted,
        we cannot actually say whether Puccino removed the planks off the walls with a pry bar. But even if his
        violence lay only in the thought, and even if he merely marked the planks with the seal of the court, the
        threat that accompanied the transaction was unmistakable. It was, moreover, not the only instance of its kind.
        Two other sergeants, contemplating the fabric of the buildings they entered during their rounds in that same
        year, 1335, made similar threats.
      


      
        Instances of destructive seizures targeting the fabric of buildings in Lucca’s district16
      


      
        	A cartload’s worth of old tiles, some broken and some whole; the tiles are on the roof of the
        residence of Federigo and Gano


        	All the siding, both on the walls and not on the walls, and all the roof tiles on a small house
        in the commune of Sorbano

      


      
        The threats made in cases such as these have every appearance of being gratuitously nasty or punitive.
        Admittedly, such cases are rare. Far more common were seizures of empty wine casks, sacks of chestnut flour,
        and tunics, and these transactions have the appearance of being more benign or unthreatening. But let us take a
        closer look at these, the more common forms of predation, and make an effort to reconstruct the transaction in
        the mind’s eye.
      


      
        One of the most important features of predation is that a significant percentage of the cases from the
        Lucchesia in the 1330s involved items that clearly had been seized from within the house. Sergeants had no
        scruples about violating the rules of hospitality that normally governed the behavior of guests within a house.
        A case from Marseille in the year 1453 offers a glimpse of one such home invasion. The case arose when an urban
        peasant came to court in pursuit of a debt of 4 florins owed to him by another peasant.17 The court sent out a crier-sergeant whose
        nickname was lo grant Johan, or Big John. The sergeant was met at the door by Loiseta, the debtor’s
        wife, a taverness, who pleaded with him to put a lien on the house rather than seize anything movable. Big John
        refused. According to the criminal inquest subsequently raised against him, he brushed Loiseta aside, entered
        the house alone, and did what he wanted. After a length of time, he reemerged from the cellar with a number of
        things, including a large jug made of tin or pewter, described as a potum or pitalphum. Loiseta,
        who met him on the stairs, pleaded with the sergeant to take something else, for this, she explained, was the
        only jug available for serving wine. As the case unfolded, Johan was accused, among other things, of failing to
        bring with him the required witnesses while undertaking his perquisition; in addition, he should not have
        entered the house in the absence of a consenting member of the household.
      


      
        Many of the things seized in Marseille and in Lucca and the Lucchesia were necessarily found inside the house,
        and although the sergeants did not see fit to provide a narrative of their movements, it is possible, if we
        read between the lines, to restore the narrative of what must have happened. Consider the garments favored by
        Gianni Gigli and a host of other sergeants. Garments were not lying around ready to hand near the door. They
        were usually ranged in chests and coffers. The chests used to store clothing, in turn, were among the most
        descript furniture items to be found in houses. Some, indeed, were cassoni, the dowry chests that new
        brides brought with them into marriage. In Marseille, where the inventories often provide full descriptions, we
        find chests and coffers that were painted, raised up on short legs, bound in iron bands, and furnished with
        locks which, as we know from the archaeological record, were increasingly ornate. Although the Lucchese
        inventories of debt collection almost never mention the physical layout of the houses—the record listing the
        planks nailed to the walls of some of the bedrooms in the house in Sansano is one of the very few to mention
        any room—we know, from the Marseille inventories, that clothing chests were typically stored in the bedroom. To
        seize items of clothing, in other words, the sergeants had to walk through the main areas of the house, first
        the entryway or storeroom, then pass through the dining hall. Along the way to the back bedrooms or to the
        stairs that led to the upper rooms, they deliberately ignored anything available near the entrance.
      


      
        Although the records are nearly mute about the intramural movement of the sergeants, let us consider one of the
        cases from the Lucchesia where we can readily reconstruct the actions of a sergeant inside a home. In June
        1338, Gano Pacini made his way to the commune of San Martino in pursuit of a debt of 30 lire 10 soldi that had
        arisen from the lend-lease of a cow. The debt, presumably, was the cow’s value, though if so, it was a rather
        valuable cow. When he came to the house of the debtor, however, no one was there, not even the cow. Nor, for
        that matter, was there a soul in the entire commune of San Martino who was willing to tell him where he could
        find the cow. So he entered the house and extracted from it a considerable number of oddments: baskets, bins,
        planks of chestnut wood, table trestles—the list goes on for a bit. But this, evidently, was not enough to
        satisfy the debt, so he also seized the wine to be produced in the future from the grapes on three plots of
        land. Given that it was only June, this was highly unusual, for the grapes themselves were scarcely more than
        buds at that point. What is more, how could any sergeant from Lucca know for sure whose land was whose? But
        Gano was a resourceful man, for he seized some written instruments, seven in all, identifying the vines in
        question, and brought the documents back to Lucca, along with the baskets and other things. There is little
        doubt that, to find the documents, Gano had to rifle through the family’s records, typically stored in a coffer
        or a sack.18
      


      
        In seizing a future wine harvest, along with baskets, bins, planks, and trestles, Gano took things that
        arguably did not have much personality. Since emotionally neutral things were available for seizure, why did
        sergeants ever feel the need to take personal items such as clothing or bedsheets? Big John provides a case in
        point. The accusations and subsequent depositions by the witnesses make it clear that the household had other
        things he could take. He seized upon the jug, it seems, because he knew that the taverness was attached to it.
        It is a pattern we find explicitly in some records from the Lucchesia. In 1355, a Lucchese crier-sergeant
        acting on behalf of Benedetto, the rector of the church of San Benedetto in Lucca, who was seeking 3 lire in
        unpaid lease-rent, seized a copper cauldron from a dyer (see Plate
        15), along with two linen cloths, one of which was only partly finished (quasi tincti).19 As the example suggests, sergeants not
        uncommonly took things that were meaningfully associated with the profession or the identity of the debtor.
        Monetary value itself may have been completely fungible, but sergeants were not averse to leveraging a
        different kind of value.
      


      
        The fact that some goods were valued on a spectrum other than a merely monetary one is a reminder that
        sergeants had preferences. Given that fact, we need to suppose that whenever a sergeant entered a house and
        cast his eye about for things to take, he was at the same time unconsciously sizing up the affective charge of
        the transaction and trying to determine whether this was an occasion where he would go easy, contenting himself
        with taking a few junky old things or a sack of wheat that no one could possibly care about, or whether this
        was an occasion where it was necessary to make a point, in which case it might make sense to approach the very
        planks on the walls of the bedrooms with a pry bar in hand. We also need to bear in mind that the act of
        seizure involved negotiations. As the case of Big John reveals, the presence and therefore the tacit consent of
        a member of the household was a statutory requirement for all seizures—at least in Marseille, and all the
        evidence from Lucca points to the same pattern. These negotiations, almost entirely hidden to us, would have
        been similar to those that framed or gave meaning to the gift exchange in the later Middle Ages.20 They helped determine the affective charge
        of the subsequent seizure.
      


      
        The need for negotiations also reminds us that the debts all varied considerably in size, not to mention the
        fact that the items that confronted the sergeants also varied in value. It was one thing to enter a house in
        pursuit of a debt of 40 soldi or a florin. A single bedsheet or a woman’s tunic, colored deep blue, would do
        for the former, and a guascappum would serve for the latter, such as the guascappum made of an
        almond-colored medley fabric that was seized for a florin in 1338.21 For a smaller sum, say 10 soldi, you might want to seize a
        man’s tunic of simple white cloth with torn sleeves, as Gano Pacini did in June 1335.22 But supposing the debt was a sizable one,
        say 30 lire 10 soldi, and all that was available was an array of junk that a family in flight had left behind,
        their grapes barely in bud on the vine? In cases like this, sergeants had to mix and match in order to come up
        with a collection that approximated, in value, the amount of the debt. In such cases, we have to imagine
        sergeants like Gano moving from one part of the house to the next, mentally estimating values and doing the
        necessary math. Estimation of individual objects may have been swift and intuitive, but assembling and then
        removing a large collection of goods could have taken many minutes to accomplish.
      


      
        Even where it was not conspicuously violent or intrusive, even when the sanctity of the bedroom was honored and
        the paneling left in peace on the walls, the coercive dimensions of predation were not far below the surface.
        One of the most striking features of the records of predation is the prominence of casks, vats, storage bins,
        boxes, and chests that were seized despite being empty. In the sample of some 7,500 items of plunder seized in
        the Lucchesia during the 1330s, empty storage vessels constituted 30 percent of the total (see Table 4.1). The seizure of empty containers is a sign of the grinding material poverty that
        afflicted many people in the Lucchesia, and, for that matter, throughout Tuscany and indeed Europe as a
        whole.23 The rising tide of goods
        in the homes of great urban merchants and bankers is palpable in the fourteenth century, but this wealth did
        not appear magically. It was created, in part, by the impoverishment of peasants, itself a product, in part, of
        debt collection.24
      


      
        In the 1330s, this poverty is difficult to see firsthand, apart from the indirect evidence for massive
        indebtedness, for inventories of estates are hard to find. But as the archival record thickens over the course
        of the century, we begin to find peasant inventories scattered throughout the surviving materials, and these
        inventories, in turn, give us some sense of the material conditions that confronted the sergeants when they
        walked into the houses of country dwellers in search of the wherewithal to pay a landlord for back rent or to
        reimburse a creditor for a loan. Following the restoration of Lucca’s liberty in 1369, a judicial
        reorganization produced a court, the Esattore maggiore, which was concerned, among other things, with the
        seizure of estates of rebels, condemned felons, and tax dodgers.25 Much of the responsibility for identifying the possessions
        liable to seizure fell to the consuls, who came to the court to have their reports recorded.26 It was never a simple thing to seize the
        goods of the condemned, however, because of the tangle of rights that characterized every household. As a
        result, wives, widows, heirs, and a host of other claimants came before the court to plead for their rights
        over or even their direct ownership of the things in question. The resulting inquiries generated dozens of
        lists of goods and full inventories over the ensuing decades, and some of these concern the countryfolk.
        Granted, we might expect the lists of things seized to be rather thin and insubstantial by virtue of the custom
        of removing or caching the valuable things. Thus, it is perhaps no surprise that the complete list of things
        seized from the house of a convicted murderer who lived in Montignoso, near Pietrasanta, included just four
        items: an old bin, another bin, a wine cask, partly empty, and of course the house itself.27 One suspects that the killer had found a
        way to spirit the valuable stuff out. But the situation is a little different when wives and widows appeared at
        court to claim their dowry rights. Here, the incentive would have been just the opposite: to pack as much as
        one possibly could into the inventory so as to save something from the wreckage of the misdeeds of one’s
        menfolk.
      


      
        In this vein, consider the case of Bianchina, a woman from the village of Loppeglia, who came before the court
        in January 1374 to relate a harrowing story of death and financial loss. Her brother had died in 1368, his
        estate passing to his children, Giovanni and Bella. A friend or kinsman was named as the children’s guardian.
        The guardian, however, got his head cut off for some criminal misdeed, and the court seized all his goods,
        including the children’s goods, which were mixed up in his estate. In the meantime, both the children had died
        in October of the previous year, in the round of plague that had swept through the Lucchesia in 1373, and the
        inheritance, which had gone downstream from the brother to the children, went back upstream to the sister,
        Bianchina. In court, she also represented another person whose goods were similarly ensnared in the seized
        estate of the now-deceased guardian.
      


      
        In pursuit of both sets of rights, she presented two inventories to the court. Both included several houses and
        quite a few small plots of land, doubtless the result of the devastation of the plague, which in the normal
        course of affairs caused many small properties to be funneled into the hands of just a few individuals. But it
        is the movable goods that concern us here. In the case of the first inventory presented by Bianchina, the
        estate under litigation contained no fewer than four houses or sheds on four separate plots of land, in
        addition to a dozen other agricultural properties. Three of the houses, including one described as a walled
        house with a solarium, clearly a living space, contained only vats, casks, storage bins, and oil jars. Clearly,
        the houses had been converted to an entirely new purpose, that of wine production and food storage. Only one
        house, a sizable establishment with walls and its own baking oven, was being used as a residence; its entire
        contents are set out below.
      


      
        Inventory of the residence of the late Puccinello, defended by Bianchina, wife of Bonuccino Puccini, in
        137428
      


      
        	A storage bin with a capacity of 24 staia, used and sad


        	A small vat holding 8 staia, used and sad


        	A dining table with trestles, used and sad


        	Another bin, used and sad, holding 12 staia


        	Another bin, used, holding 18 staia


        	A chest, holding 12 staia


        	Two small chests, used and sad, one of which lacks a cover, holding 20 staia


        	Two copper pans, used and sad


        	A mattress for the bed for sleeping, used and sad


        	A feather pillow, used, stuffed with blone


        	A double-bed coverlet, used and sad


        	A large sack, used and sad


        	A small table with trestles


        	Two double-bed sheets, used and torn

      


      
        As noted above, Bianchina had a strong interest in maximizing the contents of this house. It is possible that
        she did not bother to list the trenchers, bowls, or other tablewares and little iron implements that would have
        been needed for preparing food and eating. But the absence of clothing is especially striking and implies that
        the only clothes that the family owned were those on their backs.
      


      
        The estate that was to come to her presents a similar profile, though it was not as well endowed: a small
        collection of vineyards and olive groves with a single residence.
      


      
        Inventory of the residence of the late Micho, brother of Bianchina, wife of Bonuccino Puccini, in
        137429
      


      
        	A storage bin holding 18 staia


        	A small vat holding 6 staia


        	A cask with a head holding 24 staia


        	Two small mattresses


        	Two sheets


        	A coverlet, used and sad

      


      
        Here, the household things are so rudimentary that one searches for other explanations for its emptiness, such
        as the distinct possibility that her nephew and niece had long since moved out of the house and were living
        with Bianchina, and that most of Micho’s things had been quietly moved out along with them. But even so,
        inventories such as these make it easier to understand why so many of the things seized by the crier-sergeants
        were storage vessels.
      


      
        So yes, there was a great deal of poverty in the countryside around Lucca, and the seizure of casks arose in
        large part from the fact that there was nothing better to take. But alongside this fundamental point, we also
        need to be aware of the coercion that was latent in the seizure of casks. As we contemplate the containers
        found in the records of predation concerning the Lucchesia, the first thing to note, apart from their ubiquity,
        is their value. As a practical matter, things like casks could be worth a fair amount, depending upon their
        size and condition (see Fig. 5.1). In Marseille, small barrels used for holding water or
        wine or for other purposes ranged in value from 1 to 3 gros. Values dropped considerably with age or use: the
        inventory of an insolvent household in 1421 lists, among other items, “six old barrels for doing the laundry,”
        valued collectively at only 2 gros.30 Wine casks in Marseille ranged in value from around one-fifth of a florin to 4 florins,
        with a median of just over 1.5 florins. Great vats used in the wine-making process, called tina, could
        reach 7 to 8 florins. In Lucca, the value of casks and vats, or at least those available for seizure by the
        sergeants, seems to have been lower. A sergeant conducting a seizure in 1338 estimated the value of two
        relatively small wine casks, with a capacity of 24 staia each, at 3 lire total or just under half a florin
        each. In 1333, two vats were seized for a debt of 5 lire, suggesting that each was worth about two-thirds of a
        florin.31 But containers were
        valuable not just in a monetary sense; they were essential for the harvest and the subsequent storage of
        foodstuffs. Acknowledging this point, the statutes of 1308 proscribed the seizure of barrels, carts, or wine
        casks in the middle of the grape harvest.32 The fact that everyone ignored the statutes—the seizure of empty casks shows no signs of
        tailing off in September and October—is proof enough of the coercive power of the practice. In light of this,
        the seizure of storage vessels was not simply a reflection of the poverty of the countryside. It was also a
        violent or threatening act that struck at the very heart of a household’s ability to store food.
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            Figure 5.1.  Casks and wine servers. Heures à l’usage d’Amiens, late fifteenth century.
            Bibliothèque municipale d’Abbeville, MS 16, fol. 15v. Used by permission.
          

        
      


      
        In locating the violence of predation solely in the practices of the sergeants, we risk losing sight of the
        creditors. Creditors were allowed by the system to target goods, at least if they chose the option that
        resulted in a preliminary attachment of goods. Earlier in the process, however, creditors had to choose between
        predation and arrest or incarceration. The actions of the sergeants, in other words, sprang in part from the
        choices of creditors. It is important to realize that at least some of these creditors were also debtors at
        other times. When creditors made their choices, at least some of them did so having had prior experience with
        the system of debt collection from the point of view of a debtor.
      


      
        The nature of the records gives us only fragmentary insights into the state of mind of creditors, though it
        must be noted that creditors were not always a hard-hearted bunch. They often released their arrested debtors
        by an act of special grace and love and occasionally released plunder that was seized, citing the same pious
        motive. The point about the violence of debt collection, whether by incarceration or predation, is that it was
        sufficiently violent as to change the emotional frame of the transaction and, on occasion, induce a softer
        state of mind in the creditor. Violence, in this sense, could be the agent of grace.
      


      
        The political entities that were beginning to gel across Europe from the fourteenth century onward, which we
        know today as states, were capable of being spectacularly violent toward those within their
        jurisdictions.33 Among the
        sentences issued by the criminal courts of both Marseille and Lucca, it is possible to find executions, tongue
        piercings, whippings, and amputations. Some of these were preceded by acts of judicial torture. In light of
        this, it comes as no particular surprise to learn that states sponsored a system of debt collection that also
        had a violent or coercive dimension. Predation, in this regard, simply adds nuance to the long-standing
        Augustinian argument that states themselves were born in violence and that the violence is subsequently
        routinized in the context of the law.
      


      
        Yet there is a striking difference between the violence associated with debt collection and the violence
        generated by the criminal justice system, which lies in the fact that instances of debt collection were far
        more common than prosecutions and punishments for theft, assault, or homicide. On the face of it, the system of
        debt collection, in its immensity, generated far more violence than the criminal justice system. True, it is
        possible to imagine that pain and humiliation are measurable things, and if we choose to do so, at least
        heuristically, we might be tempted to say that the blasphemer whose tongue is pierced is worse off than the
        debtor who is humiliated when sergeants come into the house to seize a few sheets and a couple of napkins. But
        if we adopt a utilitarian perspective and multiply the humiliation associated with predation and incarceration
        by the frequency of the practice and then do the same for the relatively uncommon practices of tongue piercing,
        amputation, and hanging, the result of this reckoning will still show that debt collection was considerably
        more violent than criminal justice.
      


      
        The men and women of the Lucchesia did not enjoy being plundered. The resentment and subsequent resistance
        offered by men and women are perhaps the best evidence we have for the violence associated with debt
        collection. But before turning to the evidence for counterviolence, let us return to the question of
        humiliation itself. Humiliation is one of the many emotion terms that we use to describe a condition of stress.
        Many things in everyday life, as it happens, induce stress. Minutes before you wake up, the levels of cortisol
        in your bloodstream will begin to rise, responding to the need to get you out of bed. Stress is damaging only
        when the conditions that induce it are permanent, which leads to a situation where cortisol itself is not
        cleansed from the system. The effects of chronic stress are manifold and have been well studied.34 Among other things, chronic stress reduces
        libido and motivation and can lead to depression or a sense of hopelessness.
      


      
        The pattern is familiar enough and needs no science to describe it. But the states of mind and feeling
        associated with chronic stress are meaningful not just to the individuals who experience them. They are
        meaningful to the social and political systems within which the individual is embedded since stress so readily
        affords systems of power and dominance. The point has been revealed by the study of primate societies, where
        the action of dominant males and females generates chronic stress in subordinates, a condition, in human
        parlance, that makes the subordinates more governable.35 What is noteworthy, from a theoretical perspective, is that stress performs this
        political function in the absence of any intention on the part of dominant males or females. It is an
        affordance generated by the political system in which the individuals in the group are embedded, and can be
        explained only via behavioral ecology, which argues that primate political systems converge on this habit of
        leveraging stress as an adjunct to political power.
      


      
        If we accept that humans are primates and are subject to many of the same ecological principles that govern
        primate societies, then we must accept that stress is one of several biophysical dimensions of power relations,
        along with muscle power, gossip, and charisma. What this suggests is that all human societies, past and
        present, are marked by stressful transactions that are constantly at work. In a sense, there is a whole economy
        of stress transactions. In minting coin and creating markets, states or rulers insert themselves into the
        economy of value, and, through taxation, they build power by skimming off a percentage from those transactions.
        Much the same holds for the economy of stress. In the course of criminalizing blood violence and insults, later
        medieval and early modern European states made no changes to the economy of stress; they merely forced
        individuals with grievances to sort out their transactions in the civil courts. All this is true for debt
        collection as well. By gradually criminalizing private distraint, the courts pushed creditors into the courts.
        Curiously, by competing with pawnbrokers for the right to transform things into value and back again, the
        courts also competed with a system in which debtors had at least some freedom and choice. The point here is
        that every act of debt collection was an economic transaction, but it was also a stress transaction associated
        with the sorting out of power relations. There were bodies to seize, of course, and arrest or incarceration for
        debt, shameful and humiliating as it was, was favored by some creditors. But the rising tide of material
        culture also meant that, for a time, there was a wholly new domain in which stress could be transacted.
      

    


    
      Resistance


      
        The several logics of predation, as described in earlier chapters, suggest that debtors who were resigned to
        losing their things found predation to be less damaging than the alternatives. But this does not mean that they
        enjoyed the experience. Many of the peasants, tenants, artisans, and workers who tacitly chose to suffer
        predation simultaneously chose to withhold their active consent.
      


      
        The resistance to predation began with attempts to hide things away, a practice that was probably common, even
        if the nature of the practice renders it nearly invisible to our gaze. The few cases that do appear in the
        records shed some light on the practice. Of these, one of the most unusual involves a seizure that was made in
        the commune of San Vicenzo di Verciano in 1339. The creditor in this case was Father Jacobo, the treasurer of
        the chapter of San Martino of Lucca; the debtor, the unnamed heirs of Ciantuccho Lupori. The debt, the amount
        of which was unspecified, arose from rents that had gone unpaid. Colo Fecis, the crier-sergeant, traveled out
        to Verciano, a hamlet just south of Lucca, in September. When he returned to the court, he reported that he had
        seized an “old coverlet that had been hidden in a haystack.”36 For reasons best known to them, it seems that the heirs had
        chosen to hide the coverlet away, presumably leaving other stuff, less favored, in plain sight. Casting about
        for a likely spot, they had settled on the haystack as the place least likely to attract the attention of a
        crier-sergeant. But they evidently failed to account for the dogged persistence of the sergeant, who may have
        gotten wind of what was afoot. As it happens, the story does not end there, for a marginal note informs us that
        the coverlet was redeemed a few days later by the heirs.
      


      
        Bizarrely, this was not the first time that a debtor had attempted to hide a coverlet from Colo’s predatory
        gaze. The previous day, the very same sergeant had plundered another household, this time in San Martino in
        Freddana to the north of Lucca. Among the things taken—storage vessels, rye, grain, chestnuts, a torn mattress
        tucked away in a very large chest, a crossbow; the list goes on at some length—he reported that he had found
        and seized a coverlet that the debtors had hidden away in a shed.37 If Gianni Gigli’s tastes ran to clothing, Colo’s, it would
        seem, ran to coverlets. Or perhaps his own pride was injured by the thought that the debtors he was sent to
        plunder might try to treat him as a fool.
      


      
        Leaving aside these two cases, we have to assume that debtors were canny enough to deceive most sergeants. If
        so, the desire to hide certain things away from the sergeants would have favored the materialization of a
        certain amount of wealth in things that were portable, that is to say, in the form of items that ranged from
        clothing and coverlets to fine metalwares. In both Marseille and Lucca, in other words, the omnipresent threat
        of predation created a strong incentive to distribute one’s investments unequally among different sorts of
        household goods. It was far better to live in a household filled with shabby sheets and worn or broken tables
        and allow those to be seized by the crier-sergeant, who in this sense was functionally equivalent to a
        ragpicker. These were things that pawnbrokers would turn their noses up at anyway, so predation was perhaps the
        most efficient way to liquidate their value. If you did so, then you could reserve your significant investments
        for clothing and for fine metalwares. These displayed wealth, standing, and creditworthiness when needed, but
        they could be tucked quietly away when the crier-sergeants threatened to call. The seizure of clothing was
        common in the Lucchesia, of course, so evidently not every article of dress could be hidden away. Fine
        metalwares—jugs, goblets, belts, crowns, and so on—are another matter. Though frequently mentioned in
        inventories and other sources, they are exceedingly uncommon in acts of predation, suggesting that they were
        especially likely to be tucked away under paving stones or hidden inside straw mattresses or haystacks.
      


      
        The tendency to allow wealth to materialize in highly portable things constitutes one of the major explanations
        for the sad and shabby state of the furniture. The glittering exceptions, of course, are beds and chests. But
        these merely test the rule. Beds were legally protected from seizure. Chests had no such protection, but
        sergeants tended to steer clear of them anyway since many of them were dowry chests belonging to wives, and
        that could get sergeants into trouble. Leaving aside the beds and chests, other items of furniture, such as
        tables, chairs, benches, and stools, were almost entirely nondescript, in Lucca and the Lucchesia as in
        Marseille. Their values, when we find them, are exceedingly low. By way of example, a whole table was typically
        equal in value to about two to three staves of a good-quality wine cask. In Lucca, there are virtually no
        wardrobes and sideboards and only a few desks or small, round tables, called descum in the records.
        Dining tables were the most common targets of predation, and their length is sometimes given. In addition,
        sergeants occasionally noted the rotundity of stools or counted the number of legs, an inclination that added
        to their indices of description. But apart from these descriptive phrases, there is little mention of the wood
        from which a table or stool was fashioned. Strikingly, the sergeants rarely made mention of the condition of
        the furniture seized, as if there were little difference between a table and a sad or shabby table. Sergeants,
        being omnivores, were not averse to taking a dining table and its trestles, but the seizure of dining tables,
        few of which were valuable, merely underscores the absence of a good-quality tablecloth, which could be
        valuable. Tables were easy to fashion from a few planks and a pair of trestles knocked together, whereas
        tablecloths were expensive and cherished.
      


      
        The custom of hiding things away is as old as the hills. It was a habit deeply ingrained in the lives of all
        those, and their descendants, who had suffered from the waves of invaders that have crisscrossed the European
        landscape through the millennia. In the fourteenth century, the plundering continued apace, although the
        plunderers were now creditors who made use of the services of the courts and their strongmen to carry out their
        will. But the usual tactics for hiding things away were challenged in this changing world of plunder. The
        singular problem is that a certain amount of wealth simply had to take material form, in the form of the
        equipment necessary to take in and store the harvest, not to mention the harvest itself, and the bare minimum
        of furniture and tablewares. A Viking or a Magyar raider had no use for wine casks, vats, and cheap tablewares
        made of coarse pottery or wood. He might burn the casks and the fields of grain and break the bowls, of course,
        but his visits were rare enough that people could cope with that. But the crier-sergeants, who came by at more
        regular intervals, saw fungible value everywhere, even in old vats and shabby stools.
      


      
        People are adaptable, of course, and by the fourteenth century, other devices that enabled the caching of goods
        were beginning to emerge. In a manner in keeping with the spirit of the age, some of these devices for caching
        were themselves legal in nature, as we have already seen in the curious case of the apothecary Simo, who
        impersonated his own creditor so as to sequester some goods, possibly in the hope of providing them with a
        temporary shelter against the depredations of another creditor. Of all the devices available, using a wife’s
        dowry rights was by far the most significant and successful device for caching goods from the predations of
        sergeants. But this could not shelter everything.
      


      
        Caching was only one of many ways in which debtors sought to resist predation. The procedures of predation
        included the possibility of lodging a complaint and stopping the predation in its tracks. The courts themselves
        were aware of the possibility that creditors might use their services in fraudulent ways, and took steps to
        ensure that debtors would not be plundered without their own consent. The law was laid out with special clarity
        in the general licenses issued to ecclesiastical institutions, for the formula that governed the issuance of
        these licenses made it clear that crier-sergeants or other agents acting on behalf of the convent or chapter
        were expected to cease their molestations upon a simple word by the debtor.38 Marginal notices confirmed that debtors occasionally made
        use of this or similar provisions.
      


      
        The law, then, provided debtors with the legal means to delay or stall the procedures of debt collection. But
        the problem here is that, all too often, the creditor’s claims were undeniable. In this situation, the only
        sentiment available to the debtors of the Lucchesia, or at least the poor peasants who constitute a significant
        proportion of the debtors found in these records, was the gut feeling that it was unfair to plunder the poor
        when the rich were already so rich, even if the law of the land did not recognize such plundering as unjust.
        And since the law itself all too often failed to deliver justice, people took the pursuit of fairness into
        their own hands.
      


      
        In Lucca, a number of records arising from the criminal justice system show that the crier-sergeants
        occasionally ran into trouble in their efforts to arrest people for debt. Four people were banished in 1333 for
        assisting a dyer of sendal to escape the clutches of our friend Gianni Gigli and the berrovarius who was
        helping him.39 In 1339, a whole
        family—wife, two sons, daughter, and son-in-law—ganged up against a crier-sergeant and two berrovarii who had
        been sent to San Stefano to arrest a man named Martinello Gracie for outstanding debts.40 A week later, they sent one of the
        children, Bernardo, to Lucca to confess to the charges. Bernardo was jailed, only to be released a few days
        later when the judge learned that the boy was less than ten years old.
      


      
        Resistance to predation is more common in the records, no doubt because predation itself was more common than
        arrest and incarceration for debt in Lucca in the 1330s. The resistance was not necessarily violent. In
        Marseille, cases of resistance to the crier-sergeants often took the form of simply shutting the door in the
        face of the sergeant and refusing him permission to enter. In a particularly telling example from May 1380,
        which shall serve for all of the many cases of door-in-the-face resistance, a woman named Marchana was
        prosecuted by the criminal court for resisting the efforts of a sergeant named Elziar of Gardannes, who had
        come in search of plunder. The especially curious feature of this case is that Marchana was a domestic slave
        (sclava). She was accused of preventing Elziar from entering the house, yelling out loud and blocking
        the doorway, and even shutting the door in Elziar’s eyes. Also accused was her mistress, Alayseta Deydier, who
        later insulted the servants of the court, accusing them of dragging her slave off to prison for the purpose of
        whipping her rather than for any good reason.41
      


      
        In records of sentences issued by Marseille’s criminal court, these acts of resistance increased significantly
        between the fourteenth and the early fifteenth centuries. A case from Marseille from the year 1402 offers a
        particularly unusual kind of passive resistance to the attempts of the crier-sergeants to seize goods for debt.
        The debtor, Esteve Blancart, was a cleric in minor orders. He had been made the subject of an ecclesiastical
        inquest when he supposedly resisted the efforts of Johan Bussard, a crier-sergeant attached to the secular
        court, who had come to plunder his house. In his testimony, Esteve offered a more nuanced description of what
        had actually happened. It is true, he said, that he had refused to manually hand over the required pledge, but
        he did say to the sergeant, “I am assigning to you a pledge from within my house; take it.”42 A plausible reading of this curious
        exchange is that any contact with the object implied Esteve’s consent to the seizure; by refusing to touch an
        object, as the sergeant had asked, Esteve implicitly refused his consent. In a sense, he preferred to
        experience the seizure as a robbery. If so, this would be in keeping with Gabriela Signori’s proposal that the
        late medieval economy was still a moral one in which legitimate transactions should be suffused with trust and
        affection, an expectation that would transform debt collection into a kind of negative gift.43 In Lucca, too, we often find forms of
        passive resistance, such as cases where the victims of predation merely “spoke against” the crier-sergeant and
        were given a slap on the wrist.44
        There are cases that describe how a sergeant was shoved in the chest and told bluntly “you’ll get nothing here”
        or something similar.45
      


      
        In both cities, resistance by women, passive or otherwise, constitutes a distinct and noticeable category. In
        the sole surviving record of criminal inquests from Marseille from the year 1380, containing a total of
        eighty-four inquests, there are four cases where individuals were prosecuted for resisting the plundering of
        the sergeants. In all four cases, the accused were women, including the slave Marchana mentioned above. In
        1330–1331, four women were prosecuted and fined for resisting the sergeants. One of them actually pursued a
        crier-sergeant and took back some plunder he had seized.46 Lucchese women were just as prominent in their resistance, though there is a
        difference, for Lucchese women were not in the least shy about using weapons. In 1334, a woman named Cecchora
        struck a plundering sergeant with a staff and slammed the door in his face, all the while shouting out many
        shameful and disgraceful things.47
        An unmarried woman named Nuta of Massa Macinaia made use of a wooden mace, striking and wounding a sergeant in
        the face and drawing blood.48
        Bonicella, of the commune of Monsagrati, used a falchion against the sergeant who had invaded her house,
        striking him on the left hand and drawing blood.49
      


      
        In Lucca, cases like these, involving both women and men, are relatively common in the records of the criminal
        court and the registers of sentences. Many of them provide no more than rudimentary details about the event.
        Where the details are fuller, however, we sometimes get a sense of the anger, resentment, and frustration that
        provoked the debtors. People subjected to seizure were sometimes described as full of rage or fury. In
        Marseille, in 1334, a Jewish man named Samiel of Nîmes, who had been subjected to a seizure by the ruling of a
        judge named Cerrutus de Gosalengo, “injuriously and full of wrath” invaded the judge’s house, entering the
        dining room, and threatened him, saying, “By God above, you have had me seized of goods, but you are not even a
        substitute for a judge since you stink in your body.”50 A sense of the sanctity of the house is revealed in a case from Lucca. In April 1337,
        a group of servants and sergeants of the court went to a rural commune for the purpose of seizing all the goods
        of a man who had been banished for a criminal offense. The owner of the house, armed and “moved by wrath,”
        attacked the men, declaring, “You shall undertake no seizure here since this house is mine; nor shall you do
        your duty in any way—so get lost.”51 In some cases, debtors were irritated by the fact that the sergeants had entered their
        houses in their absence, like thieves. In one case, an irate debtor attacked and insulted a sergeant after his
        house had already been plundered, declaring, “If I had been at home when you did this predation, you would not
        have been able to take anything in plunder.”52
      


      
        The things that the victims seized back were quite varied and included animals and foodstuffs. The sergeant
        Gano Pacini, the specialist in detecting hidden coverlets, once tried to seize two pigs from a house in the
        area of Segromigno. Furious at the loss of the pigs, the debtor attacked Gano, striking him on the chest,
        grabbing one of the pigs from Gano’s hands and prohibiting the sergeant from taking the other from the
        pigsty.53 But as other cases
        suggest, clothing and fabric stand out among the things defended in this way, suggesting that the more personal
        the items seized, the greater the outrage. In the Cappella Sant’Andrea in the commune of Compito in 1338, for
        example, a debtor, armed with a shield, knife, and lance, attacked the sergeant who was plundering him and
        seized a linen item that the sergeant had taken. The attacker was fined 25 lire.54 In another case, a sergeant was attacked as a man returned
        to his house and discovered the sergeant attempting to remove several things, including a bed.55
      


      
        The shameful dimensions of debt collection are everywhere in evidence in the sources from late medieval
        Italy.56 In Lucca, the shame
        associated with the experience of being plundered is revealed with great clarity in a case from the year 1337,
        when a sergeant named Jacopo Chellini plundered the household of one Niccolò del Tepa during Niccolò’s absence.
        Resenting this treatment, which smacked of furtive theft rather than honorable seizure, the debtor Niccolò went
        to Jacopo’s house and insulted the sergeant’s wife, Vannella, calling her a “dirty whore” and crying out that
        she should “go back to the bordello,” along with other words that the notary primly described as being
        “disgraceful and shameful to the said Jacopo.”57 The debtor Niccolò later returned, accusing the sergeant Jacopo of being a traitor for
        having seized goods at night, and then seized a rock and beat him around the head and face.
      


      
        As cases like this one suggest, the circumstances of predation could be dangerous for the crier-sergeants. In
        1334, a sergeant named Ugolino Michele found himself in deep difficulty one day as he was attempting to seize
        plunder from a debtor.58 He had
        gotten hold of some fabric and had put it in a sack. Five people, including Maria, the wife of the debtor,
        attacked him, Maria using her fists and four men armed with various weapons, including a hoe, a lance, two
        pruning hooks, two kinds of swords, a knife, and a falchion. Maria grabbed the sack. One of the men, a hoe in
        hand, told the sergeant that if he did not leave instantly, the speaker would toss him on his head and give him
        what for with the hoe; another, as noted earlier, cried that he would kill all the sergeants of the commune of
        Lucca who came hither. He would have wounded the sergeant had the wretched man not taken to his heels, with the
        other two men in hot pursuit.
      


      
        As this case suggests, resistance was sometimes a family matter. In 1341, Bernardo Bianchi, of the village of
        Gragnano in the pieve of Segromigno, was prosecuted for a particularly interesting case of
        resistance.59 The case arose from a
        debt owed by Bernardo to the commune of Gragnano. In addition to the debt, however, Bernardo and his son had
        concocted a scheme whereby they fraudulently acquired the book in which all the laws and rights of the commune
        were set out, purportedly because they were assembling evidence in a suit they were initiating against a third
        party. Although their reason for absconding with the book is unclear, it is possible that the book also
        contained notifications regarding all debts and obligations, including Bernardo’s. Either way, a little party
        of officialdom was sent to his house to recuperate the book and to seize plunder for the debt. The entire
        family—Bernardo, his wife, and their son—fought back. Standing on the balcony and armed with weapons and armor,
        they called out to their neighbors, yelling “To arms! To arms!” and flung rocks at the officials sent to
        plunder them.
      


      
        Resistance was not just a matter for the family or the immediate neighbors. As suggested by the call to arms
        issued by Bernardo and his family, it was a common strategy to raise the entire commune against the intruders.
        In November 1339, seven residents of Camigliano, including one Locchoro Nardi, were accused of resisting the
        efforts of a sergeant and two berrovarii to plunder Locchoro’s house.60 The officials had already seized a pair of woolen cloths of
        a sky-blue color along with a tunic and several other things and, placing them in a sack, had tied them to a
        donkey. Knife and shield in hand, Locchoro attacked the men, cut the cords, and removed the items from the
        sack, calling out “To arms! To arms!” Others came to his aid, including the six men also targeted by the
        inquest. But that was nothing compared to what we find elsewhere. In February 1333, when Lucca’s political
        fortunes were particularly low, a crier-sergeant and his servants set out to seize plunder from a debtor who
        lived within the walls of Lucca itself, in the contrata of San Pietro Cigolli. The debtor, Paganino Caldolini,
        though he had been summoned repeatedly by the judge, had refused to make an appearance. While the sergeant and
        his men were trying to break into the house, another man appeared and said to them that they ought not to be
        plundering the place.61 “It is
        not,” he explained with a deft analogy, “time to harvest the grapes.” Worse, he threatened the sergeant,
        suggesting that the sergeant would be dead in two days’ time should the plundering go on. Raising his voice,
        the man then summoned more than two hundred people to the scene, according to one of the sergeants; another
        sergeant estimated the crowd at one hundred and fifty.
      


      
        In situations where an entire neighborhood or village had risen up, the crier-sergeants might have reasonably
        expected the local consuls to come to their aid. But the consuls were only human, and often enough we find them
        siding with the victims of predation instead. In a case from Camaiore in 1340, several men prevented a sergeant
        and his men from arresting a man for debt, and the consuls and syndics stood by and told them, “You are not
        going to be able to arrest this one.”62 In 1339, Puccinello Cuicchi, consul of San Donato di Carraia in the pieve of San Paolo, was
        denounced by a crier-sergeant who had come to seize plunder that bore the seal of the court of the Podestà di
        Lucca, clearly things that had already been attached by a sergeant of the court during a previous visit. The
        goods, apparently, were in the possession of the consul. Puccinello, however, refused to allow his house to be
        plundered; worse, he shoved the sergeant in the chest, saying, “You’ll take from here neither pledge nor seal
        on behalf of whoever sent you, even if you came with the entire servant body of the Podestà.”63
      


      
        One of the interesting features of the acts of violent resistance to the sergeants is that many of them were
        clustered to the west and northwest of the city of Lucca, in and around Camaiore, which was a hotbed of
        resistance to the levies imposed by Lucca.64 In 1333, four brothers from the pieve Ylici, in the vicariate of Camaiore, attacked some
        servants of the court who had come to plunder them.65 In April 1339, officials of nearby Bozzano were fined 50 lire each for three separate
        attacks carried out in February against crier-sergeants who had come to seize goods for taxes and assessments
        that had gone unpaid. In one of the three instances, when the sergeants and their men were attempting to seize
        animals and cloth, the commune rang the bells and attacked the men with lances, hoes, and rocks.66 In March 1339, a resident of Seravezza,
        near Pietrasanta, at the very outer limits of Lucchese territory in the northwest, was fined because he
        attacked a sergeant and a servant of the court with weapons as they were trying to plunder him and many others,
        crying out loud, “Come running! Come running! These traitorous Ghibellines are coming!”67 The fines issued in several of these cases
        were canceled in August 1342, following the peace accord between Pisa and Lucca whereby Pisa acquired political
        domination over the city. Some acts of resistance, in other words, have the appearance of having been motivated
        by high politics.
      


      
        Anticipating the armed opposition, the sergeants often brought with them berrovarii or other servants of the
        court. They even brought defensive arms, as suggested by one case, where a sergeant caught two blows from a
        sword on his shield, perhaps escaping serious injury.68 Despite being armed and ready, the sergeants and their men occasionally suffered
        injuries. In 1340, a sergeant named Nucchoro Checchori came to the village of Marlia to plunder the house of a
        woman named Nuta. The details of the inquest reveal that she knocked Nucchoro to the ground, saying, “You shall
        carry no plunder from here.”69 Some
        injuries were much worse. In December 1338, a servant of the tax court went to the rebellious town of Camaiore
        in pursuit of a public debt of 2 florins, seizing a woman’s jacket of green woolen cloth, lined, a man’s
        striped tunic, and a man’s corduroy guarnellum.70 As he was taking these things back to the inn so as to entrust them to the innkeeper,
        he was attacked and struck on the right side of his face with a bochillerio. Badly wounded, with blood
        gushing down his face, he then tumbled off a bank and fell some distance. In perhaps the most serious case, a
        crier-sergeant attached to the tax court was killed in July 1339, although it is not clear from the record
        whether he was engaging in plunder at the time.71
      


      
        But although the guilt of all those resisting, in a sense, was obvious, the court nonetheless found it
        difficult to prosecute the debtors who fought back. In a case described above, Locchoro Nardi eventually came
        to Lucca, acknowledged his guilt, and paid a fine, but the other six accused steadfastly refused to confess to
        anything. In the resulting inquest, witnesses from the commune reported that although the men were present,
        they had done nothing. Absent convincing testimony of their guilt, the accused men got off. Even in Lucca
        itself, it was sometimes difficult to win a conviction in such cases. In the case of the crowd of hundreds that
        had gathered as several sergeants were plundering the house of Paganino Caldolini, ten witnesses were called,
        and the first nine steadfastly responded “I know nothing” to all the interrogations. The tenth reported that he
        was very familiar with the events.72 According to the deposition, however, the accused had only said to the sergeants, “You
        ought not to be plundering us.” When one of the sergeants told him that the gown in question had not in fact
        been taken from the house they were currently targeting, but instead (presumably) had been seized earlier in
        the day, the accused then told him to depart with it. At no time was he violent, according to the witness.
      


      
        The sergeants and their men, of course, were not entirely blameless in these affrays. The sergeant Big John,
        whom we met rifling about the house of a Massiliote taverness in 1453, was subject to criminal prosecution not
        because he had violated procedure, but because he had kicked the pregnant woman in the belly when she
        confronted him on the stairway leading up from the cellar, causing her water to break. Two Jewish midwives who
        were subsequently called in to help the woman testified to the danger she was in.73 In Lucca, too, debtors occasionally initiated prosecutions
        or denunciations against the crier-sergeants. In December 1334, a sergeant named Piero, probably Piero Bondi,
        was condemned for having struck Divitia, the wife of Niccolò Manii.74
      


      
        One of the most remarkable features of the records of prosecution for resistance is that a few of them
        terminated in acts of peacemaking. In 1339, a debtor named Cosciorino Nucchori of Segromigno struck a sergeant
        with a sword, drawing blood, and was fined 150 lire.75 The two men subsequently made peace. Also in 1339, Martino Bonamicte, in the pieve of San
        Paolo, attacked the sergeant Giovanni Biasini with a lance, inflicting two wounds, one in the right side and
        the other on the left arm, causing a great deal of blood to flow.76 In this case, too, a peace was celebrated. As these two
        cases illustrate, people did not necessarily draw a distinction between person and office. They did not treat
        the sergeants as cogs in the machinery of an administrative bureaucracy. Cases such as these suggest an
        important aspect of the process of seizure, for the hatred or anger associated with debt collection that might
        otherwise fall on the creditor was displaced instead onto the personnel of the court.
      


      
        *   *   *
      


      
        The thought-world of the downtrodden in any age is difficult for the historian to assess. This is especially
        true for the European Middle Ages, where we often meet the downtrodden only through the eyes of those who held
        them in contempt or derision.77 But
        the fragments of complaints that survive show that the men and women of the age were not insensible to their
        own oppression and felt the injustices deeply. When the weight of oppression grew intolerable, they
        revolted.78 No doubt they were
        aware that the chances of success were next to nil, but like their counterparts in more recent times, they were
        equally certain that dignity had as high a value as life itself. In a very small way, this was also the
        sentiment that motivated the men and women of Marseille and Lucca in their costly acts of resistance to
        predation. Costly they were since the fines assessed in the cases that have come down to us far outstripped the
        original debts. But people are not principally motivated by the rational maximization of self-interest. More to
        the point, they calculate self-interest using not just the metric of money but also the metric of dignity.
      


      
        Nowhere is this sense of dignity explicit in the archives, except, perhaps, in the few cases where the notaries
        of the court included direct speech in their reports. These passages hint at the sense of shame and dishonor
        that attended the violence typical of predation. But a sense of indignity and injustice nonetheless pervades
        the sources, and as one grows attuned to it, one begins to see things in a new light. Here, in the records of
        the criminal court, a sergeant is bloodied. There, a notary is attacked and threatened with death.79 A small but revealing number of priests,
        canons, and other church figures show up among the victims of violence.80 In all these cases, the record treats the perpetrators as
        the minions of Satan. Modern observers who are forgetful of context and take these kinds of observations at
        face value find it easy to suggest that the perpetrators were people who were simply unable to control their
        violent instincts. But a different light is shed upon these events as we begin to understand how sergeants and
        notaries were seen as the agents of a city bureaucracy that was swift to protect the interests of creditors.
        And our initial sympathy for the priest or canon who is beaten or robbed by one of his tenants lessens bit by
        bit as we read the hundreds of acts of predation, which make it clear that members of the clergy were first in
        line when it came to pursuing their tenants for debt. Unlike the more charitably inclined members of the laity,
        moreover, the clergy never issued acts of grace that relieved their debtors of their burdens.
      


      
        If the situation in the Lucchesia is any guide, its people, or at least the poor among them, were trapped in an
        economic system where their very survival depended upon things, including storage vessels, tools, clothing,
        bedding, and cooking implements, that themselves could be seen as stores of value and plundered for debt. It is
        a remarkable thing to be able to look at a vat and see it not as a vat but instead as a store of wealth,
        in this case the equivalent of two or three florins. As we survey the records of predation, it is tempting to
        ignore the nondescript vats and marvel instead at the gaudy stuff: the fancy clothes and coverlets, sheets with
        fringes or borders, the items made of silk, fine woolens, silver and gold, and pearls. But none of this is
        particularly remarkable, since the fungibility of luxury goods was an essential component of the late medieval
        household economy. The most remarkable feature of predation lies in the systematic way that the practice
        targeted casks, vats, foodstuffs, oven doors, anvils, nets for catching thrushes, roof tiles, siding, and all
        the rest of it when the clothes and coverlets and finewares had already been plundered or hidden away. In so
        doing, predation took the wild diversity of the things found in the Lucchesia and transformed them, each and
        every one, into a commodity. In practice, what this means is that no debtor could ever hide from the operations
        of the system. You could squirrel away any number of coverlets, but if so, the sergeants would simply take your
        casks and vats. In a commodity ontology, there is no escape.
      


      
        Materiality may be a good thing. It brings comfort and pleasure in equal measure and allows us to display to
        the world the signs of our own sense of self-worth. But as the situation of the Lucchesia reveals with great
        clarity, materiality is also a snare or a trap, for it binds people inexorably into market and political
        relations. In The Art of Not Being Governed, the sociologist James Scott describes how the highlanders
        of Southeast Asia managed the material manifestations of their wealth with the intention of not being
        governed.81 His argument, crudely
        simplified, boils down to this: when you grow rice, you become visible to the state. This visibility is a
        product of the performance characteristics of rice itself, which is harvested seasonally and can be stored for
        long periods of time. Since rice can be commodified, it is readily taxable. But when you raise root crops such
        as yams and taro, you can leave them in the ground and harvest them only as needed. Should the tax collector
        visit, you can run away. The tax collector might plunder your shabby house, but he will not go to the trouble
        to harvest your root crops, because the expense is too great and because root crops will rot when removed from
        the ground, unlike rice, and therefore cannot perform like commodities.
      


      
        For the increasingly poor debtors of fourteenth-century Lucca and the Lucchesia, life’s great tragedy lay in
        the fact that their wealth, to the extent that they had any, was more like rice than yams. In the fourteenth
        century, the predators of the past had morphed into creditors, and the system of debt collection that arose to
        service their needs had learned how to extract value from a far greater range of things than ever before. For
        the debtors of the Lucchesia, the many forms of materiality that had coalesced in the penumbra of their
        existence were resources essential for their well-being and contentment. But those very same things now
        constituted a snare that entangled them in the new relations of power and dominance and the new patterns of
        plunder that were emerging in fourteenth-century Europe. It is impossible to be free of tyranny when you are
        dependent upon things that can be easily taken away by those in power.
      

    

  


  
    
       


      

EPILOGUE

    

    
      THE city of Lucca nestles in the flat plain of the Serchio, ringed by the high hills
      of the Apuan Alps to the northwest, the Monte Pisana to the south, and the Pizzorne Plateau, part of the western
      flank of the Apennines, to the northeast. High walls, the pride and joy of the Lucchese, in turn encircle the old
      city. Outside the walls, just beyond the ring road, are palazzi built by the wealthy families of the
      seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Many of them are moldering now, but it is easy to see in the mind’s eye how
      they might have appeared in their glory days. Their owners had fled the old city in search of more space so as to
      build grander homes with high, decorated ceilings. Only the very rich could afford to renovate and decorate
      palazzi inside the city itself. The Mansi Museum, which you can visit today, gives a sense of what these palazzi
      looked like, or at least the grandest among them. In it, you can find elaborate furniture with inlaid patterns;
      decorated walls and ceilings; fabrics; and so on.
    


    
      As wealth began to rebound in Mediterranean Europe in the eleventh or twelfth centuries, it materialized in many
      different forms: in the fabric of buildings and city walls, in the fibers of clothing, in the form of increasing
      amounts of gold, and in the population itself, which began to grow. Within houses, at least at first, it took the
      form of clothing, linens, dress accessories, and fine metalwares. All these categories remained significant sites
      of investment in the seventeenth century and beyond, but new things were added to the list, as wealth overspilled
      the domains of its initial investment, pouring outside the walls of houses and even the walls of cities and
      finding new places in which to pool, notably stately new homes and furniture. Public monuments, too, felt the
      investment. In the nineteenth century, when Marseille’s fortunes reached their peak, new boulevards were cut
      through the fabric of the city, and new parks were made, in emulation of the Paris of Baron Haussmann.
    


    
      As a rising tide of wealth began to flow into Europe, the growing presence of things altered the material ecology
      of human existence. We habitually think about this trend in terms of psychology or communication, treating things
      as objects of desire and as key elements in the language of status competition. They certainly were all those
      things. But these explanations do not account for all the patterns that we see emerging as objects inserted
      themselves into the changing network of actors. Among other things, they acquired meaning as stores of value and
      even as coin substitutes. These functions are visible when a thing was transmuted into its value at the pawnshop,
      at the reseller’s, or whenever sergeants of the court came calling in pursuit of debt. The violence exercised on
      objects during the process of debt collection suggests how objects were also caught up in an economy of
      humiliation.
    


    
      Looking at the trends over the last millennium from an ecological point of view, it is possible, in a playful
      way, to see things as living organisms that have adapted themselves to a growing and changing niche, the niche
      created by humanity, rather than seeing them as the inert objects of human production and use. It is common now
      to frame the agricultural transition of the Neolithic in much the same way and to point out that in the process
      of domesticating wheat, corn, cattle, and horses, we ourselves were domesticated in our own turn. We can choose
      to understand the relationship between people and things in terms of exactly the same coevolutionary dynamic,
      regardless of the fact that things are not alive. The point is that things, like plants, animals, and
      microorganisms, are perfectly capable of using humanity in order to reproduce themselves. The relationship indeed
      is an ancient one, reaching back at least to the Paleolithic. Humans have always been cyborgs, to the extent that
      our relationship with things is an essential part of the definition of the species. To be without things is like
      being without language or gut flora. But this eternal verity does not mean that the relationship has been a
      constant and unchanging one. This is how a study of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries can contribute,
      namely, by teasing out the variations in the constantly present but eternally changing relationship between
      persons and things.
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        1.  The medieval household. Images of secular households are common in medieval illuminated manuscripts. They
        often depict two of the defining elements of the house, namely, the dining table and the conjugal bed. This
        illumination, from an illustrated manuscript of Giovanni Boccaccio’s The Decameron, illustrates the
        tenth story of the eighth day, in which a Florentine merchant named Niccolò da Cignano is swindled by the
        courtesan Jancofiore and in turn tricks her. The image depicts Jancofiore’s boudoir on the left, where she
        displays her wealth so as to earn his confidence. On the right, we see the storeroom in the dogana where
        Niccolò, in his counterswindle, left an assortment of doctored goods as security for a loan. Giovanni
        Boccaccio, Decameron, Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS 5070, fol.
        314r. Used by permission.
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        2.  Redacting an inventory. Some sense of the process of recording an inventory can be gathered from this
        scene, which depicts a notary recording the details of the decedent’s possessions while his assistants describe
        the objects. Horae ad usum Parisiensem, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Jean-Baptiste Colbert Collection,
        MS Lat. 1176, fol. 140. Used by permission.
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        3.  Medieval interior representing the kinds of household objects available for seizure. Les diz moraulx des
        philosophes, Houghton Library, Harvard University, MS Typ 207, fol. 1. Used by permission.
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        4.  Diogenes in dialogue with Alexander the Great. According to the legend, the philosopher Diogenes of Sinope
        expressed his indifference to worldly things by living inside a cask. Although the cask depicted here has been
        exaggerated for effect, it gives a good impression of the size of some of the larger casks or barrels of the
        age. Les diz moraulx des philosophes, Houghton Library, Harvard University, MS Typ 207, fol. 6. Used by
        permission.
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        5.  Table and trestles. The medieval table typically did not have fixed legs; instead, it rested on trestles or
        sawhorses. The legs of one of the trestles can be seen projecting out from underneath the tablecloth on the
        left. Les diz moraulx des philosophes, Houghton Library, Harvard University, MS Typ 207, fol. 19. Used by
        permission.
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        6.  A bed with a canopy. Bed canopies were typically green rather than blue in Marseille, although blue
        bed-curtains do show up from time to time. Most bed sets include a bolster, as seen here underneath the
        decorative pillow. Les diz moraulx des philosophes, Houghton Library, Harvard University, MS Typ 207, fol.
        25. Used by permission.
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        7.  Ornate belts and purses. Les diz moraulx des philosophes, Houghton Library, Harvard University, MS Typ
        207, fol. 26. Used by permission.
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        8.  Pledges in a pawnshop, northern Italy, 1350–1400. Image © The British Library Board, Add. 27695, f. 7v.
        Used by permission.
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        9.  A medieval prison. This scene, from an early fourteenth-century manuscript by the Florentine notary ser
        Zucchero Bencivenni, depicts the distribution of meals to prisoners in a jail. Biblioteca nazionale centrale
        di Firenze, MS.II.VI.16. Leemage/Universal Images Group/Getty Images. Used by permission.
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        10.  Parti-colored dress. This ceramic bowl made in southern Italy between 1250 and 1300 portrays a man dressed
        in a parti-colored tunic, with side-by-side panels of contrasting colors. Descriptions of similar tunics with
        panels of yellow and green can be found in the Lucchese records. The bowl is a tin-glazed earthenware inspired
        by Islamic ceramics from Egypt and North Africa. The foot ring has two suspension holes that were pierced
        before firing, implying that the bowl was originally designed to serve a decorative function. Image ©
        Victoria and Albert Museum, no. C.120-1978. Used by permission.
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        11.  The coins of Louis II d’Anjou (1377–1417), King of Naples and Duke of Anjou. From top to bottom,
        the obverse and reverse of a gold florin, a sol coronat, and a quaternal, three of the coins circulating
        in Provence during the lifespan of Laureta Bonaffazy. Archives municipales/Cabinet des Monnaies et Médailles
        de Marseille, inv. nos. 2015-1256 (florin), 2015-1258 (sol coronat), and 2015-1259 (quaternal). Used by
        permission.
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        12.  A frying pan. Made of a copper alloy, this frying pan dates from the very late fifteenth or early
        sixteenth century and was found in a disused well at a site in Belgium. It had been repaired on one or more
        occasions. Photo R. Gilles, © Service public de Wallonie. Used by permission.
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        13.  Candlesticks. The three late medieval candlesticks depicted here were all made from an alloy of brass and
        lead and are very similar to the kinds of candlesticks listed in inventories from Marseille. Candle wax was a
        regular purchase, at least in the better households. Photo R. Gilles, © Service public de Wallonie. Used by
        permission.
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        14.  Ewer. This water jug, made of brass alloyed with lead, dates from the early fifteenth century. The ewer
        mentioned in Chapter 1 has two handles, but one-handled ewers, such
        as this one, can be found as well among items in inventories from Marseille. This ewer may have been used for
        both heating and serving water. It was found by archaeologists in the River Meuse at Dinant, in Belgium.
        Photo R. Gilles, © Service public de Wallonie. Used by permission.
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        15.  Cauldron with three legs. This type of cauldron was designed to be placed directly over the embers of a
        fire, and may have been similar to the kind of cauldron mentioned in Chapter 5. The cauldron depicted here, from the fourteenth or fifteenth century, is a bronze-lead
        alloy. Photo D. Bagault, © C2RMF, Centre de Recherche at de Restauration des Musées de France. Used by
        permission.
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