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1 he concept that the fine arts flourish best under conditions of economic

expansion and prosperity has long been favoured by cultural historians, who
have pointed in particular to the apparently obvious connection between the

wealÂ of the Italian mercantile republics and their artistic splendour during

the Renaissance of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Some years ago,

however. Professor Robert Lopez assailed this popular historical orthodoxy in

an address to the Metropolitan Museum of Art entitled "Hard Times and

Investment in Culture" (1953).^ He contended that for Italy the period of

genuine economic boom and greatest prosperity was not the Renaissance but

rather the thirteenth century, not an era notable for its artistic achievements.

The subsequent era of the Italian Renaissance was, in sharp contrast, one of

economic contraction and periodically severe depressions: the product of

economic dislocation from chronic widespread warfare, of famines, and

worst of all, the Black Death and subsequent plagues; of disastrous depopula-

tion over these two centuries; of general insecurity and business pessimism

from such conditions; of government and guild reactions to these crises in the

form of protectionist trade barriers.^ At the same time, Lx)pez disclaimed any

purely economic interpretation of the Italian Renaissance, any direct link

between these events. He did, however, offer the hypothesis that the fine arts

may have received greater financial support during the Renaissance because,

inter alia, humanistic culture offered the mercantile bourgeoisie commensur-

ately more prestige, as "the highest symbol of nobility," than did mere

accumulation of profits in such times of contracting investment horizons.

Thus "its value rose at the very moment that the value of land fell. Its returns

mounted when commercial interest rates declined."^

Over the ensuing years, Lopez's contentious views on "hard times and

investment in culture" have won some converts, but by no means widespread

support."^ More recently the eminent British cultural historian Peter Burke has

*An earlier and much shorter version of this paper was presented to The University College Symposium

Four: 'The Renaissance: Rediscovery and Exploration," on 21 January 1982, at the University of

Toronto.
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reasserted the more traditional views on the culture and economy of this era, at

least for the fifteenth-century Burgundian Low Countries, often considered to

be the northern counterparts of Renaissance Italy, with such a similar com-

bination of resplendent wealth, cultural grandeur, and active patronage of the

arts by the ducal court, the Church, and the large towns.^ One may debate

whether or not the Low Countries equalled or surpassed the Italians of the

quattrocento in the field of painting, with such fine artists as the Van Eyck
brothers. Van der Weyden, Memling, Bosch, and others. But clearly in music

the Low Countries then reigned supreme: first with Dufay, then Binchois,

Busnois, Ockeghem, Obrecht, Isaac, Josquin des Près, de la Rue, Compère,

Gombert, Clément (Clemens non Papa); and in the sixteenth century, de Las-

sus, Willaert, and finally Sweelinck. In explaining all this cultural

efflorescence, Burke approvingly cites the comment of the eighteenth-century

Dr. Charles Bumey , who was himself writing about the Low Countries in the

Renaissance, that "the polite arts are children of affluence."^

Indeed the southern Low Countries, Flanders and Brabant especially, had

become by far the wealthiest, most commercialized, industrialized, urban-

ized, and most densely populated region in Europe north of the Alps by the

late thirteenth, early fourteenth centuries. The principal if not unique founda-

tion of that striking economic growth was this region's textile industries and

trades, particularly an export trade in fine woollens that had dominated most

European markets until this era and long remained unsurpassed in luxury

quality. At the height of its prosperity, however, this textile industry could

boast the production of not only these luxurious woollens but also a very wide

range of woollen and worsted fabrics, including quite cheap sayes and serges.

Burke, himself stressing the importance of this textile industry and contend-

ing that "the courtly culture of the fifteenth-century Netherlands was founded

on [this] urban wealth," then quotes a motto gracing the portals of a contem-

porary English clothier as one that may just as aptly be applied to the Low
Countries and their humanistic culture: "God be praised and ever shall; It is the

sheep hath paid for all."^

Certainly there is much to be said for this viewpoint. One would not expect

to find either a Jan Van Eyck or a Guillaume Dufay practising his glorious art

in the rural squalor of, say, a medieval Macedonia. If man lives not by bread

alone, even the most spiritually-blessed artists cannot do without it. Neverthe-

less I must also contend, in echoing Professor Lopez, that in the Low
Countries the fifteenth century was similarly an era marked by serious econo-

mic contraction, industrial decline, and often serious depressions. That eco-

nomic plight, if by no means universal, was the result of a combination of

adverse factors: the general, European-wide population declines and com-

mercial contraction, reaching their nadirs about the mid-fifteenth century; a

particularly severe agrarian depression (in grain farming) in this era; warfare

with France, then England, then France again; civil wars in the later part of the
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century; and other particular circumstances afflicting the region's economic

mainstay, the textile industries.

Indeed in Flanders the cloth industry had reached the peak of its Golden

Age as early as the 1290s; and during the fourteenth century it suffered serious

disruptions from both guild conflicts that flared into destructive urban revolts

(1318-19, 1323-28, 1339-49, 1359-61, 1379-86) and Handers' involve-

ment in both Anglo-French wars and wars with France (1297-1319, 1330s,

1380s). Such disruptions, and those from the Hundred Years' War in general,

permitted foreign competitors to make serious inroads into the Flemish

industry's markets, which had already become saturated and which were then

reduced by the drastic European depopulations. These competitors initially

included draperies in neighbouring Brabant and Holland; but the most danger-

ous of all - ultimately for them as well as for the Flemish - proved to be the

English draperies, who were able to produce both medium- and luxury-

quality woollens from the very same but much less costly wools. In fact, in

this medieval era England grew by far the finest wools in Europe, wools upon

which the Low Countries' draperies had become heavily dependent. From the

1330s the English crown had sought to exploit this dependence by imposing

exorbitant export duties on these wools, ranging from 30 to 65 percent of the

f.o.b. export values. Furthermore, in the 1360s, the crown created a cartel

known as the Company of Merchant Staplers of Calais to control all wool

exports to northern Europe and thus to ensure that this tax incidence was

passed on to the foreign buyers; and monopolistic activities of the Staplers

undoubtedly increased the cost of their wool purchases even further. The

signal advantage that the English clothiers enjoyed, especially from the

1360s, was their free-market and tax-free access to these same fine wools

within England, while their cloth exports bore an insignificant burden, with

duties of only about 2 percent. The very large English advantage will be better

appreciated when one considers that in the luxury draperies of the Low
Countries their tax-burdened English wools accounted for about 65-75 per-

cent of the pre-finishing production costs. No other input was so important.^

The English cloth trade, expanding from the 1360s, soon took away many
customers from the Low Countries' draperies; but the English advantages

must not be exaggerated, if only because the Low Countries' luxury draperies

were not finally vanquished for more than a century. Though unable to reduce

their production costs sufficiently to compensate for the high cost of their

wool, they still found themselves able to compete in terms of luxury quality,

and were thus able to retain a goodly share of their former clientèle, especially

their aristocratic customers. What permitted them to do so fairly successfully

was their well-honed expertise, and - reputedly - superiority in the crucial

cloth-finishing processes of fulling, shearing, and dyeing, which, as much as

the fine wool itself, determined the cloth's luxury value. Forsaking cheaper-

line fabrics, the Flemish and Brabantine urban draperies came to concentrate
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upon and to specialize in producing a few very high quality types of luxury

woollens, including their world-renowned scarlets, with very meticulous,

guild-enforced quality controls.^

At the same time, some of the very conditions of economic contraction and

depression in the later fourteenth and fifteenth centuries may have assisted

these draperies by making quality competition as important as price competi-

tion, by giving a relative advantage to luxury production. First, the combina-

tion of much smaller markets with higher transportation costs, in view of the

insecurity and trade dislocations of this era, acted to restrict production more

and more to low-bulk commodities with high unit values. Second, if we may
combine and adapt the "depression" theses of Professors Lopez, Herlihy, and

Miskimin, one may argue that both the "inheritance effect" of drastic de-

populations and some of the forces of periodic depressions tended over time to

produce much greater concentrations of landed wealth amongst the nobility

and the Church, but also of mercantile wealth. There is much evidence -

though often a conflicting, bewildering array of evidence - indicating wide

extremes of great poverty and gross opulence; such extremes, however,

further indicate a much more highly skewed income distribution, which

would certainly have favoured luxury production (and consumption) over the

cheaper line trades in textiles, such as serges and sayes. *° Third, as Miskimin

and others have contended, the psychological traumas of the Black Death and

successive plagues, of warfare, social upheavals, and general insecurity bred

an atmosphere ofhedonism amongst the upper classes, evident in increasingly

ornate luxury displays. This era is certainly most famous for frequent enact-

ments of sumptuary legislation. Perhaps for the nobility. Church, and upper

bourgeoisie, costly dress and resplendent displays of opulence were not so

much luxuries as necessities to defend their privileged social status in such

disordered times. ^^ Possibly, therefore, we can now reconcile the apparent

paradox of economic depression and cultural efflorescence, including luxury

display - in painting, music, sculpture, and architecture - by combining the

analysis of these three sets of socio-economic conditions with the earlier

Lopez thesis on "hard times and investment in culture."

At this point, we can briefly note that the draperies of the Low Countries,

specializing in just a few lines of high-priced luxury woollens, did succeed in

withstanding English competition up to the first third of the fifteenth century,

as viable ifmuch smaller industries. But then from the 1430s they encountered

a series of reverses, then disasters that brought about a sharp, rapid, and

irredeemable downfall: the extinction of all but a remnant of the urban luxury

draperies in Flanders and Brabant. First, those same general market forces

just analyzed also favoured the growth of the various silk industries (satins,

velvets, damasks), which provided even more serious competition for the

most luxurious woollens, the scarlets especially. Second, from the 1420s the

English cloth trade managed to establfeh a crucial base at the emerging
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Brabant Fairs of Antwerp and Bergen-op-Zoom to gain for the first time direct

access to the large German and Central European markets. At the same time,

English cloth merchants also gained access to the cloth-finishing crafts of

Antwerp and the Dutch towns, thereby undermining the Low Countries'

comparative advantage in luxury cloth production. Thirdly, from the 1430s to

the 1470s, the English crown once more sought to exploit the wool-export

trade for fiscal and monetary reasons: by giving a small clique of Staplers full

monopolistic control, by sharply raising wool prices, and by imposing oner-

ous payment regulations that wrecked the vital credit system upon which these

draperies had so much depended (the Calais Staple Partition and Bullion

Ordinances). The draperies in Flanders and Brabant found themselves even

less able to sustain these cruel blows when their principalities, under Burgun-

dian rule, became involved in a war with England in the 1430s, cutting off

their wool supply, and then in long, bitter conflicts (including mutually

ruinous trade embargoes) with the German Hanseatic League, their most

important customers, over the Bruges staple. Fortunately for Leiden and other

Dutch draperies, Holland largely escaped these two particular conflicts; and

furthermore, the Dutch sea-faring towns, after a brief and victorious piracy

war with the German Wendish towns in 1438-41 that ended with the Treaty of

Copenhagen, gained virtually complete free access to the large Baltic mar-

kets, enabling the Dutch draperies to take advantage of their neighbours' long

conflict with the Hanseatic League. But finally, from the mid 1430s to the late

1460s, the draperies in all three Burgundian principalities had to endure both a

rigorous tight-money policy imposed by their own duke Philip the Good and

the most severe commercial and agrarian phases of the late-medieval "Great

Depression," its very nadir. When, in the course of the 1470s, general

European economic conditions altered to promote expansion, at least else-

where, the damage to the Flemish and Brabantine draperies in particular had

become irredeemable. Too many of their customers had been lost to the

English cloth trade, and even to the Dutch.

Having myself analyzed many of these events at some length elsewhere, I

refer the reader to these and other recent publications, and also to the ac-

companying graphs and tables. ^^ Graph I, offering only indirect but entirely

consistent indicators of the draperies' fortunes, demonstrates the dramatic

decline in the annual sales values of the drapery tax farms in Leuven,

Mechelen, Ghent, and Ypres during the fifteenth century. For the last three,

the decline clearly became the most precipitous from the early 1430s.

Mechelen' s tax farm sales, however, do suggest some recovery for that

drapery alone, from the 1470s; but that rise may in part, at least, reflect just a

rise in tax rates to compensate for the coinage debasements of that period.
^^

More direct and concrete evidence of industrial decay may be found in Graph
II, which records the number of drapers' stalls rented each year in the Ypres

cloth halls, and the physical volume of both English wool and cloth exports.
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lab le 1

Price-Relatives for Fine Woollens Made from English Wools at Ghent. Ypres. and Bruges ;

Price-Relatives for Medium Woollens Made from non-English Wools at Leuveni and Composite

Price Indices for Brabant and Flanders i Five-Year Means, from 1^00-^ to 1495-9 *

Mean of Prices for 1400 - 2k = 100

Years
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run, began somewhat earlier, from the mid 1420s. Surging upwards in a

directly contrary manner, English cloth exports reached their initial peak in

the early 1440s; and then they, too, experienced a slump over the next twenty

years, partly because of some market disruptions in France (the loss of

Gascony), the Low Countries, and Germany, but more because of the general

commercial depression of this period. From the late 1460s, English cloth

exports resumed their steep upward climb with an even more powerful

momentum, so that in the 1480s one Dutch observer likened the flood of

English cloth imports indeed to an "inundacioni maris immensi."^"^

Further evidence for the plight of the Low Countries' draperies and econ-

omy, in terms of both causes and effects, can be seen in Table 1. The
price-relatives in the several columns show in striking contrast for the post-

1430 era: (a) the very sharp rise in the prices of luxury cloths manufactured

from English wools at Ghent, Ypres, and Bruges; (b) the fall in the prices of

cheap woollens made from non-English wools at Leuven; and (c) a general

deflation in prices, in terms of weighted composite price indices for both

Flanders and Brabant. This deflation, dominating the four decades between
two periods of aggressive, fiscally-motivated, and inflationary coinage de-

basements in 1425-35 and 1474-96, was a product of both real and monetary

forces: of depopulation and economic contraction; of a severe, European-

wide scarcity of precious metals and the Burgundian "strong money" policy of

this era.^^ But whatever factors predominated in these price trends, such

deflation certainly corresponds much more with depression than with prosper-

ity and economic expansion.

Other indicators of depression can be found in Table 2 on "Population

Decline and Poverty" in fifteenth-century Brabant, which had evidently

suffered far less decline than most other parts of western Europe before the

1430s. ^^ Between the censuses of 1437 and 1480, the total number of

recorded family hearths declined by 6.7 percent; by 1496, that decline had
reached 18.8 percent of the 1437 census. If mean family size had also

declined, as seems likely from other evidence on replacement rates, then the

extent of depopulation would have been even greater. ^^ Clearly the sector that

suffered the greatest decline was the agrarian, with an overall drop in the

numberof rural village hearths of 26.4 percent between 1437 and 1496. Those
rural censuses correspond with the price trends. For while all three component
groups in both the Flemish and Brabantine price indices show decline, at least

until Maximilian's frenetic coinage debasements of the 1480s, the severest

decline was in the grain-price index, followed by the meat and dairy products

index. ^^
It must be noted, however, that the overall decline in the number of

hearths for the "Small Towns" between 1437 and 1496 was almost as great as

that for the rural hearths - 25 . 1 percent. Perhaps that decline reflects the close

ties that many small towns had with the agrarian sector; but Professor Van der

Wee, in his meticulous and profound study of the Antwerp market and



244 / Renaissance and Reformation

Table 2

Population Decline and Poverty in the Duchy of Brabant, 1437 - I/196

Number of Family Hearths and Percentages of Total Hearths Without
Taxable Income ("Poor Hearths")! 14-17 , 1480, and 1496

Areas Covered by the 1417 1480 1496
Censuses

Total Percent- Total Percent- Total Percent-
Hearths age as Hearths age as Hearths age as
in Census Poor in Census Poor in Census Poor

Hearths Hearths Hearths

A.
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in 1437 to 14.8 percent in 1480; in Leuven, from 7.6 to 18.3 percent, more
than a doubling. Poor-hearth statistics for Leuven and 's Hertogenbosch are

missing from the 1496 census; but for Brussels that year, such hearths

constituted 17.1 percent of the total, compared to 10.5 percent in 1437. The
highest proportion of poor hearths in 1480 is to be found, as expected, in the

rural villages -31.6 percent of total hearths - but that proportion had risen by

only 6.4 percent from the already high figures in the 1437 census (29.7

percent). By far the most dramatic increase in these poor-hearths between

1437 and 1480 is for the category of small towns: from 9.2 to 28. 1 percent of

total hearths, more than a tripling; in the case of the small towns in the Leuven
district, chiefly drapery towns, more than a quadrupling, from 8.6 to 36.0

percent of total hearths. Regrettably, we lack comparable statistics on popula-

tion and poverty for Flanders; but the record of complaints there certainly

indicates a similar situation, as do available tax statistics for the adjacent

county of Namur.^^ According to Professor Raymond Van Uytven, taxpayers

classified as "poor" in Namur rose from 49 percent of the total in 1431 to 53

percent in 1444, while their tax contributions fell from 28 percent to just 13

percent of the totals for those years.

I do not wish, however, to paint a picture of complete depression and

unalloyed gloom for the Low Countries; and shafts of light could have been

discerned in the discussion of the four chief towns. Thus, as the Flemish port

of Bruges and the textile towns of Ypres and Ghent unquestionably declined

with the decay of the traditional woollen industries, as did many other smaller

towns, so Antwerp rapidly expanded by welcoming its neighbours' enemy,

the English cloth trade, which along with South German silver and copper and

later East Indies spices, helped to make that Brabantine port the chief entrepôt

and commercial capital of northern Europe by the early sixteenth century.
"^^

The decay of the traditional urban draperies in Flanders and Brabant also

permitted, directly and indirectly, the growth of other textile industries in the

Low Countries, in both towns and villages, producing counterfeit luxury

woollens {nouvelles draperies) using some English but chiefly Spanish wools;

worsted-type cloths (sayetteries) from coarse, non-English wools; and also

linen, lace, and silk manufactures. Antwerp, Brussels, Leuven, Mechelen,

and other towns also experienced a growth in various other industries, but

especially luxury-oriented industries: various metal-working crafts, glove

and hat, leather and fur, tapestry and embroidery, herring-processing (from

Dutch fishing), cloth-finishing (especially English cloths in Antwerp and the

Dutch towns), and printing. Above all, the fifteenth century witnessed the rise

of the Dutch seafaring and industrial towns to supersede the Flemish and

Brabantine towns in economic importance by the later sixteenth century, and

then to gain world leadership in trade and finance by the seventeenth century.

But clearly not for a long time did the growth of the new fully compensate for

the decline of the old. Those new urban industries (which have not supplied us

with any statistics like those for the draperies) could hardly have ranked in
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importance with the traditional woollen manufactures in the fifteenth century;

and not really until the early sixteenth century were market conditions really

propitious for the sayetteries and other cheaper-line textile producers.
^^

Furthermore, while in other parts of Europe both their populations and

economies were recovering strongly from the 1460s, both Flanders and

Brabant (outside of Antwerp) evidently experienced the most severe phase of

their own population and economic contractions in the later fifteenth century,

to at least the mid- 1490s. Any potential economic revival in that latter era was
most certainly delayed by warfare with France (Louis XI), and then by a revolt

of the Flemish towns during the misrule of the Habsburg archduke

Maximilian.
"^"^

At the same time, this seventy-year period from 1430 to 1500 also marks

the greatest glory of the Burgundian and then Habsburg court in the Low
Countries, the very apogee of Flemish music, painting, sculpture, and

architecture, civic and ecclesiastical. As Johan Huizinga has demonstrated,

the stark contrasts in much of this art, contrasts of sombemess and gaiety, of

violence and tranquillity, ofcomplex omateness and simplicity, epitomize the

very culture of the Renaissance Low Countries. "^^ We might also observe that

such extreme contrasts in a way reflect those to be found in the economy and

society of the fifteenth-century Low Countries. Another such reflection that

well accords with Huizinga' s panorama can be found in the annual records of

textile purchases in the Flemish and Brabantine towns: in the later fourteenth

and early to mid fifteenth centuries, a startUng variety of chiefly vivid colours,

with brilliant scarlets, sky-blue "celestines," orange and mixed-coloured

"mellé" cloths; but in the later fifteenth century, a shift to very dark and

sombre blues, greens, purples, and black, with a clear predominance of black

by the end of the century .^^

As Professor Lopez has already warned us, we must beware of making any

strongly deterministic connections between economic depression and the fine

arts; we obviously do not try to promote the latter by inducing the former.

Certainly in the Low Countries the fine arts and humanistic culture all

continued to flourish well into the sixteenth century: the Age of Erasmus, the

Age of the Reformation, and for many the true northern Renaissance. Un-

questionably also, the arts were all well represented (along with publishing) at

Antwerp during its economic Golden Age from ca. 1495 to ca. 1560.^^ But in

my view, these were really continuations of artistic forms already established

and developed in the much darker days of the fifteenth century, to me an

artistically richer century in the Low Countries.
^^

University ofToronto
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