
II.  MACRO- AND STRUCTURAL 
CHANGES IN THE EUROPEAN 

ECONOMY, 1290 - 1520 
 

B.  MONEY AND MONETARY 
CHANGES IN WESTERN EUROPE, 

1290 – 1520 (Part 2) 





‘Bullion Famines’ in late-medieval 
Europe? 

• Problem: did late-medieval western Europe 
experience shortages – periodic shortages of 
precious metals, in relation to?: 

• (1) aggregate demand for precious metals 
• (2) thus, in relation to population changes 
• (3) were late-medieval monetary 

contractions related to demographic decline? 
• (4) in relation also to changes in the use and 

supplies of credit: a subsequent topic 



European Precious Metal Supplies 

• SILVER:  came from: 
• - mines in Germany & Central Europe: Saxony, 

Bavaria, Austria, Italian Tyrol, Bohemia, Serbia 
• - Almost none from foreign trade 
• GOLD: came from: 
• Mines: in Bohemia and Hungary 
• foreign trade the chief source: especially imports 

from West Africa, via North African 
Mediterranean ports 



Silver Mines in Medieval Europe
  



Role of Africa in supplying GOLD 

• ITALY had long enjoyed a ‘favourable balance of trade’ 
with North Africa (Tunisia – Algeria - Morocco) 

• i.e., Europe exported greater value of goods: textiles, 
arms, horses, & commercial services (shipping) 

• - AFRICA: exported to Europe fewer commodities and 
thus more GOLD, coming from W. Africa: 

• Upper Senegal river: Bambuk 
• Upper Niger river: Mali 
• Upper Volta river: Lobi 
• For West Africans: gold was just an export commodity 
 



Gold Mines in West Africa: Senegal, 
Niger, Volta Rivers 





Monetary Expansion during the 
Commercial Revolution era: to 1320s 

• (1) England:  silver mining boom in the north 
(Cumberland-Northumberland) from the 1130s to ca. 
1180 

• (2) Germany: Harz Mountains region of Saxony: even 
more momentous silver mining boom from the 1160s 
to the 1320s 

• (3) Expansion in Italian trade with Muslim North 
Africa: producing larger gold influxes from West Africa: 
to the 1370s 

• NB: this monetary expansion preceded the European 
demographic expansion – from the 1180s.  



An early 14th century bullion famine? 

• (1) By the 1320s, evidence of severe monetary scarcities: 
at least in England 

• - drastic declines in English silver mint outputs 
• - very severe deflation, 1320s to 1340s 
• - domestic complaints about coin scarcities 
• (2) Possible Causes:  
• - silver mining: European decline from 1320s  
• - European warfare: - 
• - warfare impeded international bullion flows; 
•  - but also  English bullion exports to finance military 

expeditions on continent (though major ones, only from 
the 1330s) 









The Black Death and the Money 
Supply: demographic factors 

• (1) The Black Death (from 1348):  brought to 
sudden end any possible ‘bullion famine 

• (2) population then fell far more dramatically  
-- by over 40% -- than did any continuing 
decline in Europe’s mined silver outputs 

• (3) David Herlihy: ‘Men were dying, but coins 
were not’ 



Post Plague Inflations 

• (1) That evident surplus in per capita money 
supplies led to rampant inflation throughout 
western Europe 

• (2) Post-Plague spending spree contributed to 
inflation: income-velocity factors  

• (3) Thus: no evidence for, no reason for, any 
relative scarcity in precious metals and the 
aggregate money supply until the later 14th 
century. 
 











Late-medieval Bullion Famines I? 

• A. First Major Bullion Famine: from 1370s to 
ca. 1415 

• (1) Rapid and drastic declines in mint-
outputs, both gold and silver: from 1370s: in 
England, Low Countries, France, Italy 
(Florence) 

• (2) Severe deflations, from 1370s or 1380s: 
best measured in England and Flanders 



Late-medieval Bullion Famines II? 

• B.  Temporary end to the bullion famine: 
from ca. 1415 – ca. 1450:  
 

• warfare (Hundred Years’ War) alleviated first 
bullion famine: with 

• severe coinage debasements,  taxation  
dishoarding, military expenditures. 

 
 



Late-medieval Bullion Famines III? 

• C.  Second Major Bullion Famine: 
• from the 1430s to the 1470s, throughout 

western Europe’ 
• - drastic falls in mint-outputs: see graphs 
• -  severe deflations – also indicated on graphs 
• Population: beginning to recover in SOUTH, 

but not yet the NORTH (not till 1520s) 
 



Causes of Bullion Famines 1 

• (1) Losses from coinage wear & tear (1% per 
decade), shipwrecks, unrecovered hoards?   

• Thus, mints had to replenish silver coin supplies. 
 
• (2) increased balance of payments deficits with 

the East: bullion outflows to Asia, Russia? 
• - favoured hypothesis: of Miskimin, Day, Spufford 
• 1420s, 1490s: Italian sales to Levant (Syria-Egypt) 

were only about one third in merchandise and 
thus about  2/3rds in precious metals 
 





Causes of Bullion Famines 2 

• (3) African gold flows diminished: 
• - Mali Empire: collapsed in civil war in 1360s 
• -Songhai Empire:  its successor empire failed 

to maintain stability:  
• diminished security on trans-Saharan trade 

routes from Timbuktu to Sijilmassa (Algeria) 
and Kairouan (Tunisia) 
 



Gold Mines in West Africa: Senegal, 
Niger, Volta Rivers 



Causes of Bullion Famines 3 
• (4) Hoarding – Reduction in Income Velocity of 

money: 
- socio-psychological consequences of repeated waves 

of plague and incessant warfare, civil wars, general 
anarchy, and related, consequent economic 
depressions 

- Pessimism    increased hoarding:  
- in conversions of coined money into plate and jewellry, 

in buried coin hoards, 
- Rational hedge against insecurity and anticipated 

future need for money:   increased  LIQUIDITY 
PREFERENCE 
 



Causes of Bullion Famines 4 

- (5) Other Factors to explain hoarding: 
- a) Reaction to coinage debasements  (last 
day’s lecture) 

- b) Medieval bullionist policies – bans on 
bullion exports & coin imports : restricted 
international flows of bullion & specie 

- c) Deflation, as a consequence, led to more 
hoarding: anticipation that future value of 
money would rise 
 



Spufford on late-medieval hoarding 

• Fear of disorder made men conceal their coin.  Fear of not 
being able to replace coin made men the keener to keep 
their assets liquid.  With scarcity of coin went a reluctance 
to spend or invest what one had in hand, so that there was 
a sluggish circulation, which in itself was equivalent to a 
further reduction in the available quantity of coin.   

• Fear of debasements, and the instability of money, made 
men happier to keep their silver in the form of plate, in 
addition to the desire for ostentation.   

• All of these methods of hoarding, from the few petty coins 
put aside by poorer men in earthen vessels to the vast 
sums locked up in chests by the greatest of the land, 
removed a great deal of coin from circulation.... 
 



Credit, Hoarding, & Deflation 

•  Fear that debtors would not replay loans:  
reduced supplies of credit for trade   

• Spufford: ‘This too was partially a 
consequence of the shortage of money and 
was also a cause of yet further shortage.’  

• Thus increased LIQUIDITY PREFERENCE meant 
increased savings in hoards   reduced 
monetary flows (velocity): next topic 



Causes of Bullion Famines 5:  
Silver Mining I 

Declining output from older silver mines: 
• Continuing problem in absence of any 

technological advances from Roman times 
• Drainage problems:  especially acute:  
• mines in mountainous regions subject to 

flooding, restricting mining to surface ores 
• Diminishing returns: inevitable problem with 

all natural resource industries. 
 



Silver Mining Problems: II 

• New mines in 14th and early 15th centuries: 
in Sardinia, Bohemia, Serbia & Bosnia 

• But failed to compensate for falling outputs 
of older mines 

• also subject to diminishing returns 
• Serbian & Bosnian mines:  lost to western 

Europe with the conquests of the Ottoman 
Turks in the 1440s. 
 



Silver Mines in Medieval Europe
  



Second Bullion Famine, Deflation, and 
Technological Changes: 1440s – 1460s 
• -Proof for the second bullion famine 
• - mint outputs drastically declined 1440s – 

1470s 
• - very severe deflations: on order of 35% 
• Consequence of deflation : to increase the 

relative purchasing power of silver 
• Significance: increased profits from silver 

mining  technological changes in the 
mining industries 













European Silver Mining Boom:  
ca. 1460 – ca. 1540: 1 

• TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGES IN EUROPEAN 
SILVER-COPPER MINING 

• (1) In mechanical engineering: drainage pumps 
(water- and horse-powered) to permit much 
deeper mining shafts 

• - use of drainage adits in mountain sides 
• (2) In chemical engineering: the Saigerhütten 

process:  to separate silver from copper in 
argentiferous-cupric ores:  using lead in smelting 
the ores (lead combines with silver) 



European Silver Mining Boom:  
ca. 1460 – ca. 1540: 2 

• 3) These ores were the main source of silver 
in South Germany, and Central Europe: 

•  but there had been previously no known 
means of separating the two metals,  

• - nor of reaching  deeper ores 
 



European Silver Mining Boom:  
ca. 1460 – ca. 1540: 3 

• 4) New water-powered Blast Furnaces:  
• to smelt these ores on a vastly larger scale: 

with falling marginal costs 
• output of European silver mines increased 

five-fold from the 1460s to the 1540s:  to a 
peak output of almost 56,000 kg in late 1530s. 

• From the Spanish Americas, by the 1550s, 
came a much cheaper source of silver 

 
 



German mining pumps 
 



Water-Powered Blast Furnace  







Importance of Copper 
• (1) Copper as a monetary metal 
• - all coins, even the best silver and gold coins, always 

contained some copper as hardening agents 
• - Coinage debasements: more copper  less silver 
•  All-copper coins: Habsburg Netherlands in 1543;   
• Spain in 1599 ; France in 1607 
• (2) Equally important industrial metal 
• (3) Copper alloys: 
•  a) Brass: copper plus zinc 
•  b) Bronze: copper plus tin  
•  became major European exports to Africa and Asia in late 

15th & 16th  centuries 



Bronze Artillery 

• Cast bronze cannons 
•  evolved from church bells: developed in 14th 

century:  
• much safer and thus much preferred to iron, 

even if bronze cannons cost more 
• shift to cast iron cannons: only with the 

Industrial Revolution, from 1760s 
 





Economic Importance of the South 
German Silver-Copper Mining Boom 

• (1) South-Germany became the leading 
economic region of later-medieval economy, 
from the 1460s: mining, textiles, banking, trade 

• (2) Major force in promoting revival of overland 
transcontinental routes: by new eastern routes 
from Venice – South Germany (across Alps) – to 
Frankfurt – along Rhine  to the Low Countries 

• (3) Major factor in the Rise of the Antwerp 
Market  -- governing European economy, 1460s 
to 1560s (in second semester) 



Central European Mining Boom 

• (4) Revival and expansion of the European economy 
from ‘Great Depression’: BEFORE any major 
demographic recovery 

• (5) Provided Europeans with chief commodities for 
trade with Africa & Asia (silver & copper): 

•  for foundations of European overseas Colonialism 
and Imperialism, from the 1490s: GLOBALIZATION 

• (6) Ended bullion famines   providing monetary 
foundations for the PRICE REVOLUTION, 1520 - 1650:  
- unique period of inflation 
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