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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation, I analyze how two Italian states, the Republic of Genoa and the 

Grand Duchy of Tuscany, tried to enter trans-oceanic trade in the seventeenth 

century. Their efforts did not just lead to the drafting of plans and projects, but also 

to the establishment of joint-stock companies of trade, a trading expedition to 

Guyana, and to many years of careful diplomatic negotiations, which involved a very 

broad range of actors. The aim of my work is to study how, in these cases, state 

structures interacted with the private merchants involved. As I show, overseas 

expansion was often the result of relatively small coalitions of interests, and their 

success depended on how easily they could be aligned. In monarchical Tuscany, 

plans for commercial expansion were mainly promoted by the Medici 

administration, and their details and goals were relatively little flexible. Either 

merchants managed to win the support of the Grand Duke, or they could not expect 

any kind of help from state structures. In republican Genoa, on the other hand, it was 

easier for small groups of people connected to the ruling aristocracy to influence, up 

to certain extent, the action of the state. Even foreign merchants, such as the 

Dutchmen of Genoa, could access the structures of the Republic. Nevertheless, in the 

end, plans for a state-led commercial development foundered in both countries. Some 

Tuscans and Genoese kept on participating in overseas trade, but through small and 

flexible private networks, rather than as part of a structure sponsored by their home 

states. 
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Ma bella più di tutte l’Isola Non-Trovata 
quella che il Re di Spagna s’ebbe da suo cugino 
il Re del Portogallo con firma sugellata 
e bulla del Pontefice in gotico latino. 

 
L’Infante fece vela pel regno favoloso, 
vide le Fortunate: Iunonia, Gorgo, Hera 
e il Mare di Sargasso e il Mare Tenebroso 
quell’isola cercando… Ma l’isola non c’era. 

 
Invano le galee panciute a vele tonde, 
le caravelle invano armarono la prora: 
con pace del Pontefice l’isola si nasconde, 
e Portogallo e Spagna la cercano tuttora. 

 
L’isola esiste. Appare talora di lontano 
tra Teneriffe e Palma, soffusa di mistero: 
“… l’Isola Non-Trovata!” Il buon Canariano 
dal picco alto di Teyde l’addita al forestiero. 

 
La segnano le carte antiche dei corsari. 
…Hifola da-trovarfi?... Hifola pellegrina?.... 
È l’isola fatata che scivola sui mari; 
talora i naviganti la vedono vicina… 

 
Radono con le prore quella beata riva: 
tra fiori mai veduti svettano palme somme, 
odora la divina foresta spessa e viva, 
lacrima il cardamomo, trasudano le gomme… 

 
S’annuncia col profumo, come una cortigiana, 
l’Isola Non-Trovata… Ma, se il piloto avanza, 
rapida si dilegua come parvenza vana, 
si tinge dell’azzurro color di lontananza… 

 
(Guido Gozzano, La più bella)  
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INTRODUCTION 

THE PROBLEM 

During the seventeenth century, many European states tried to insert themselves into trans-oceanic 

trade. Iberian control on this line of business was successfully challenged, and over the course of the 

decades England, France and the Netherlands built large merchant empires, based on a combination 

of strategies, which comprised an exclusive control on certain naval routes, the establishment of 

plantation colonies, mostly based on slavery, and the sale of protection to other actors. However, the 

history of the European trans-oceanic expansion in this period was not limited to these three countries. 

Besides and beyond them, a host of other European states, as well as many merchants who did not 

enjoy any political backing, and criss-crossed the fault lines of inter-state politics, tried to carve out 

a slice of the same pie. 

Some of these attempts were relatively successful: Denmark and Brandenburg set up chartered 

companies of trade which thrived, albeit on a small scale, for a long time, and in the case of Denmark 

even left behind a handful of colonial possessions. Many other attempts ended in failure, though not 

all the actors involved were left empty-handed. All these cases witnessed the difficult collaboration 

of many different actors, with different backgrounds and agendas. In particular, they were an arena 

in which state structures and merchants interacted and tried to influence each other. 

The Grand Duchy of Tuscany and the Republic of Genoa were among the European states that tried 

in vain to promote overseas trade. In Genoa, two different joint-stock chartered companies – the 

Genoese East India Company (Compagnia Genovese delle Indie Orientali – from here on, CGIO) 

and the San Giorgio Maritime Company (Compagnia Marittima di San Giorgio – from here on, 

CMSG) sent expeditions overseas, in the middle of the century. In Tuscany, Grand Duke Ferdinand 

I (1587-1609), after a long phase of planning and diplomatic manoeuvring, sent an expedition to 

South America, and after a few decades his successor Cosimo III (1670-1723) considered similar 

projects. However, none of these cases led to long-term results. 

My research project has drawn on these attempts at trans-oceanic trading expansion, in order to 

analyze the interaction of states and merchants, as regards the design and the implementation of a 

commercial policy. In order to bring about change, all the different actors involved had to coordinate 

their efforts, up to a certain extent. In order to do this, they had to align their interests. However, this 

was difficult, as different actions were required for different aims. For example, warfare could be 

politically profitable, and support the development of some lines of trade, at the expense of others. A 

joint-stock company could be a good way to achieve some results, like gathering a large amount of 
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capital, but it was not suited for other purposes, like entering a line of trade from which it was difficult 

to exclude interlopers. The choice of a particular line of action ultimately depended on political 

choices, which were heavily influenced by power relations. Even in successful cases of overseas 

expansion, it was difficult to make the different actors work together. How did this process play out, 

in unsuccessful ones? 

This thesis is composed of six chapters. In the first one, I define the research question. In particular, 

I define the terms I use, and explain what is characteristic about Genoa, Tuscany and European 

overseas trade. I also dwell at some lenght on how historiography has looked at these issues, and on 

how my research addresses them.   

The following chapters are organized in a modular way. Their purpose is to expose how these little-

known episodes of Tuscan and Genoese history played out, and how the different actors involved 

shaped them. These episodes are divided in three parts, two of which concern Tuscany, in two 

different chronological periods, and one concerns Genoa. The content of every part is organized in a 

similar way. After a relatively long description of the historical background and the main actors, the 

events are first described factually, and then critically analyzed. 

Whereas the two parts on Tuscany constitute independent chapters on their own, the one on Genoa 

has been divided in two chapters, for reasons of clarity. All these chapters are ordered 

chronologically. Therefore, the second chapter is devoted to what happened under Ferdinand I, the 

third and fourth chapter to the Genoese case, which took place in the middle of the century, and the 

fifth one to the projects of Cosimo III. As my aim is to compare the two environments of Genoa and 

Tuscany, I think it is appropriate to mix their order, and to consider one of them between the others. 

Some conclusions are drawn at the end of each chapter. Moreover, some parallels between the 

different situations are already proposed throughout the course of the dissertation. However, the 

general conclusions and assessments are contained in the sixth and final chapter. 

THE ACTORS: STATES AND MERCHANTS 

When I refer to “states” and “merchants”, I use two very broad terms, whose exact meanings are far 

from self-evident. First of all, they are labels that can comprise many people and phenomena. There 

are many different kinds of states and many different kinds of merchants, so these words, without any 

additional specification, are somewhat vague. Moreover, both concepts have been used by many 

scholars, who nuanced them in different ways. Before using terms which have been at the center of 

many debates, it is useful to define what I mean by them. This is what I am going to do in this section. 
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In common usage, we refer to the state as a single, identifiable actor, which has certain powers and 

certain aims, and that is qualitatively different from other institutions. The relevant article on the 

Dictionary of Social Sciences edited by Craig Calhoun starts by stating that a state “possesses a 

monopoly on rule-making and the legitimate use of force within a bounded territory” and ends by 

reffering to a definition of it as “an abstract and impersonal set of institutions”.1 This, however, is an 

abstraction, which might be accurate, for working purposes, for the contemporary world, but not 

necessarily so for the past.  

In fact, over the last decades, historians have deconstructed such a monolythic image of the state, and 

have emphasised the actions of the different actors through which public institutions concretely 

operated. A state did not “do” anything: it was its rulers and officials, embedded in the institutional 

framework provided by the state, who interacted with other social actors, who could in response either 

enact state decisions, try to resist to them, or attempt to use them for their own purposes. States, as 

such, did not have “aims”: when they pursued a certain policy, it was because there were people who 

decided so. It is impossible to make sense of states without considering the backgrounds and interests 

of the people who acted through them.2 

Besides, states were a much less central institution in the past. The definition that I quoted, which 

draws exciplicitely on the thought of Max Weber, refers to a legitimate “monopoly” on the main 

activities of the state, governing a territory and using coercion to do so. This is a matter of everyday 

experience for people who live in contemporary societies, where public institutions have powers 

which are qualitatively different from any other institution. However, in Early Modern Europe, this 

was hardly the rule, and different institutions could enact rules and force their compliance within the 

same territory. For example, in the same place coercion could be legitimely used by entities as 

different as a state administration, a city government, a guild or an established church. The state was 

an actor among many other institutions, with which it had to interact. 

These considerations, and especially the first one, have profoundly modified how scholars view the 

functioning of state structures, which are now seen as more fluid and more based on personal 

interactions than before.3 Rulers exercised their functions through personal networks, which started 

                                                
1 Craig Calhoun, “State,” in Dictionary of the Social Sciences (Oxford University Press, 2002), 
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780195123715.001.0001/acref-9780195123715-e-1591. 
2 Giorgio Chittolini, “Il ‘privato’, il ‘pubblico’, lo Stato,” in Origini dello stato: processi di formazione statale in Italia 
fra medioevo ed età moderna, ed. Giorgio Chittolini, Anthony Molho, and Pierangelo Schiera, Annali dell’Istituto storico 
italo-germanico. Quaderno 39 (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1994), 553–89; Wolfgang Reinhard, ed., “Introduction: Power Elites, 
State Servants, Ruling Classes, and the Growth of State Power,” in Power Elites and State Building, Origins of the Modern 
State in Europe, theme D (Oxford [England] : New York: Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1996), 1–18. 
3 Francesco Benigno, Parole nel tempo : un lessico per pensare la storia, 1. edition. (Viella, 2013), 163–84. 
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from the courts where they lived, and where they exercised and displayed their power.4 These 

personal relations were kept alive by practices of political clientelism and patronage. Subjects offered 

their services and loyalty and received protection and support. However, they did not usually access 

the central structures of the state directly, but rather through intermediary figures, who connected 

people to their sovereigns, and drew power and legitimation from that.5 This historiographical 

development is visible in many different fields: for example, Michele Rabà has recently described 

how Italian states relied on personal connections to gather men and material for war, and Elisa 

Goudriaan has shown how artistic patronage at the Medici court similarly depended on intermediary 

figures between the court and the artists.6 Generally speaking, it is impossible to prescind from the 

personal relations that structured Early Modern states, whenever we refer to them. 

This is also the approach that I will take in this thesis. Whenever I will refer to states, I will consider 

who were the people who took and implemented the decisions I will consider. This means that I will 

take into account their backgrounds, the information they had at their disposal, and their interests, in 

terms of economic profit, prestige, or whatever other field of social interaction. Their aims can never 

be taken for granted, and it is necessary to identify them in every context. For example, as I will show, 

not all the members of the ruling élite of Genoa in the seventeenth century considered the increase of 

the power of their Republic as an obviously desirable goal, for reasons that I will explain. Therefore, 

it is always better to take into account “who” were the states, and how they acted concretely.   

Let us now turn to the merchants. The definition here is probably more straightforward, as the basic 

meaning of the word is relatively uncontentious. It is fairly clear that trade refers to the exchange of 

goods in a market, and that it can be divided between retail trade, which caters to the final customers, 

and wholesale trade, which deals with the flow of goods from their producers to the retailers.7 A 

merchant is somebody involved in wholesale trade. Trade policies obviously impacted their activities, 

in many different ways. 

                                                
4 Cesare Mozzarelli, “Principe, corte e governo tra ’500 e ’700,” Publications de l’École Française de Rome 82, no. 1 
(1985): 367–79; Marcello Fantoni, “Le corti nell’Italia di antico regime: mutamenti e continuità,” in Studi in memoria di 
Cesare Mozzarelli, ed. Michele Lenoci, vol. 1, 2 vols. (Milano: Vita e pensiero, 2008), 387–97. 
5 Gunner Lind, “Great Friends and Small Friends: Clientelism and the Power Elite,” in Power Elites and State Building, 
ed. Wolfgang Reinhard, Origins of the Modern State in Europe, theme D (Oxford [England] : New York: Clarendon 
Press; Oxford University Press, 1996), 123–47; Sharon Kettering, “The Historical Development of Political Clientelism,” 
in Patronage in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century France (Ashgate, 2002), 419–47. 
6 Michele Maria Rabà, “Mobilitare risorse per la guerra,” in Guerre ed eserciti nell’età moderna, ed. Paola Bianchi and 
Piero Del Negro (Società editrice il Mulino, 2018), 211–38; Elisa (Elisa Johanna) Goudriaan, Florentine Patricians and 
Their Networks Structures behind the Cultural Success and the Political Representation of the Medici Court (1600-1660) 
(Brill, 2018). 
7 Clé Lesger, The Rise of the Amsterdam Market and Information Exchange: Merchants, Commercial Expansion and 
Change in the Spatial Economy of the Low Countries, c.1550-1630, trans. J. C. Grayson (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 10–
12. 
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It is possible to conceptualize the interaction of states and merchants as the interaction of distinct 

actors. Merchants were necessary for trade policies, because they were the only ones who had the 

technical skills which were necessary to design them.8 As we will see in this thesis, when the Grand 

Duke of Tuscany wanted to establish a Tuscan trading presence overseas, he had to rely on merchants 

in order to plan a feasible line of action. Moreover, merchants were the first people to be affected, for 

good or bad, by a policy which influenced their line of business, and which was supposed to steer 

their behaviour in a certain direction. Of course, they tried to make sure that new policies brought 

them more advantages than drawbacks. So, merchants provided their expertise, knowledge and 

contacts, and required some benefits in exchange. This is not a wrong way to put it, but it is not the 

whole story. 

In fact, if we adopt a less unpersonal view of the state, as the one that I described before, the situation 

is different. Merchants were never completely detached from the state. Sometimes, as in the Republic 

of Genoa, merchants could be the state, in a very straightforward sense. The patriciate which enjoyed 

full political rights had long engaged in trade, even though by the seventeenth century many of its 

members had specialized on finance.9 Therefore, in Genoa some merchants sat on the boards and 

councils that defined trade policy. In Tuscany, the situation was different, as most of the decision-

making powers were concentrated on the Grand Duke. Nevertheless, merchants steered the actions 

of the state, when they provided information to it or ensured the compliance of its policies on the 

ground.10 In any case, in the Early Modern age, merchants manned the state structures, and operated 

through them. Their “private” relations often enmeshed with the public formal structures, and could 

be used by the same people for the same purposes.11 

Let us now add another layer of complexity to this picture. Most of the merchants involved in the 

episodes I describe in this thesis were foreign merchants, who lived in a country which was not their 

place of origin. From the perspective of the states, they could be either merchants who had moved 

out of their territories, or who had moved to them. Therefore, they could be considered as “home 

states” in one case, and “host states” in the other. Specifically, in this thesis I will deal with Tuscan 

and Genoese merchants who had moved abroad, usually to Portugal, Spain or the Netherlands, and 

who kept in touch with the rulers of their homelands, and with Northern European – usually Dutch – 

                                                
8 Thomas Leng, “Epistemology: Expertise and Knowledge in the World of Commerce,” in Mercantilism Reimagined: 
Political Economy in Early Modern Britain and Its Empire, ed. Philip J. Stern and Carl Wennerlind (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 97–116. 
9 Carlo Bitossi, Il governo dei Magnifici: patriziato e politica a Genova fra Cinque e Seicento, ECIG (Genova, 1990). 
10 Corey Tazzara, The Free Port of Livorno and the Transformation of the Mediterranean World (Oxford University 
Press, 2017), http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780198791584.001.0001/oso-9780198791584. 
11 Regina Grafe, “On the Spatial Nature of Institutions and the Institutional Nature of Personal Networks in the Spanish 
Atlantic,” Culture & History Digital Journal 3, no. 1 (2014): 1–11, https://doi.org/10.3989/chdj.2014.006. 
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merchants, who had moved to Genoa and Livorno, and were collaborating with the Genoese and 

Tuscan states.  

Overseas expansion, in this case, required the importation of expertise and technology from abroad. 

Tuscans and Genoese had to learn how to use ocean-going vessels on little-known sailing routes, so 

it made sense, for them, to recruit ships and mariners from foreign countries which were already 

accostumed to these lines of trade. It was logical, therefore, that merchants who were already linked 

to these countries would assist the importation process. 

Framing the merchants as foreign merchants addresses another, important historiographical debate. 

Throughout the last decades, scholars have often addressed the role played by communities, or 

“diasporas”, of foreign merchants in the past.12 Sometimes they have emphasised the formal 

structures established by foreign merchants, which gave them legal privileges.13 As the other guilds 

that were common in the secondary and tertiary sectors of the pre-industrial European economies, 

foreign merchants’ associations had, theoretically, clear borders and formalized working procedures 

and ways to sanction wrongdoers, even though, of course, reality was much more nuanced, and their 

actual powers and prerogatives varied wildly.14 However, most of the time, scholars have focused 

their attention on informal structures, that bound foreign merchants from a specific community 

together, and allowed them to exchange information and monitor each other.  

In this view, foreign merchants could enforce contracts across long distances because they relied on 

the fact that, if a business partner from the same community reneged on an agreement, all other fellow 

merchants from that community would then boycott the guilty part out of business.15 In the last few 

decades, this theoretical framework has been reassessed and nuanced several times, and it is clear 

now, for example, that formal and informal methods of monitoring and enforcing deals were not 

opposed, but complementary,16 or that informal mechanisms worked also across different 

                                                
12 Abner Cohen, “Cultural Strategies in the Organization of Trading Diasporas,” in The Development of Indigenous Trade 
and Markets in West Africa, ed. Claude Meillassoux (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 266–84. For a criticism of 
the use of this term, see V. N. Zakharov, Gelina Harlaftis, and Olga Katsiarde-Hering, “Introduction,” in Merchant 
Colonies in the Early Modern Period, Perspectives in Economic and Social History 19 (London: Pickering & Chatto, 
2012), 3. 
13 Sheilagh C. Ogilvie, Institutions and European Trade : Merchant Guilds, 1000-1800 (Cambridge University Press, 
2011), 94–159. 
14 Oscar Gelderblom and Regina Grafe, “The Rise and Fall of the Merchant Guilds: Re-Thinking the Comparative Study 
of Commercial Institutions in Premodern Europe,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 40, no. 4 (February 11, 2010): 
477–511, https://doi.org/10.1162/jinh.2010.40.4.477. 
15 Philip D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, Studies in Comparative World History (Cambridge 
[Cambridgeshire] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984); Jean Philippe Platteau, “Behind the Market Stage 
Where Real Societies Exist - Part I: The Role of Public and Private Order Institutions,” Journal of Development 
Economics 30 (1994): 533–77. 
16 Jessica L. Goldberg, “Choosing and Enforcing Business Relationships in the Eleventh-Century Mediterranean: 
Reassessing the ‘Maghribī Traders,’” Past & Present 216, no. 1 (2012): 3–40. 
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communities, and not just inside them.17 In any case, informal mechanisms of cooperation among 

foreign merchants have been a burgeoning line of research in the recent period.18 

When merchant diasporas interacted with states, there could be different results. Historians have often 

stressed the separation between merchant diasporas and states.19 Daviken Studnicki-Gizbert, for 

example, claimed that his case study, the Portuguese diaspora within the Habsburg dominions, “stood 

in contraposition to the structures and empires of the Early Modern European world”.20 In this 

perspective, rulers accepted foreign merchants only on utilitarian grounds, as their presence brought 

them benefits, in terms of taxes or some other services, and could even stimulate their immigration.21 

Scholars might stress differently the two sides of  the bargain, and depict foreign merchants as weak, 

vulnerable and subject to discrimination,22 or emphasize their agency, which allowed them to put 

pressure on their host states and negotiate a good deal with local authorities.23 In any case, these 

results are based on the assumption of a distinction between states and merchants. 

If we adopt a perspective based on the entanglement between private and public structure, the picture 

changes a bit. This can be visible even if we consider host states. Sometimes merchants were the 

state: among the examples of trading diasporas that Philip Curtin considers in his seminal study on 

the topic, there are also the officers of the European joint-stock trading companies, which sometimes 

held political power in the places where they traded.24 Even leaving these odd cases out, there are 

many examples of foreign merchants who entered the state administration of the country they had 

moved to, from Iranians in India25 to the Genoese in the territories of the Spanish Monarchy.26 

                                                
17 Francesca Trivellato, The Familiarity of Strangers: The Sephardic Diaspora, Livorno, and Cross-Cultural Trade in the 
Early Modern Period (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009). 
18 Aaron Graham, “Mercantile Networks in the Early Modern World,” The Historical Journal 56, no. 1 (March 2013): 
279–95, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X1200043X. 
19 Ina Baghdiantz McCabe, “Global Trading Ambitions in Diaspora: The Armenians and Their Eurasian Silk Trade, 1530-
1750,” in Diaspora Entrepreneurial Networks: Four Centuries of History, ed. Ina Baghdiantz McCabe, Gelina Harlaftis, 
and Ioanna Pepelasis Minoglou (Oxford [England] : New York: Berg, 2005), 30. 
20 Daviken Studnicki-Gizbert, A Nation upon the Ocean Sea: Portugal’s Atlantic Diaspora and the Crisis of the Spanish 
Empire, 1492-1640 (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 5–6. 
21 Zakharov, Harlaftis, and Katsiarde-Hering, “Introduction,” 9. Benjamin Ravid, “A Tale of Three Cities and Their 
Raison d’Etat: Ancona, Venice, Livorno, and the Competition for Jewish Merchants in the Sixteenth Century,” in Jews, 
Christians, and Muslims in the Mediterranean World after 1492, ed. Alisa Meyuhas Ginio (London: Frank Cass, 2002), 
138–62. 
22 Alexander Cowan, “Le marchand étranger: la question identitaire Venise au XVIIe siècle,” in Commerce, voyage et 
expérience religieuse : XVIe-XVIIIe siècles, by Albrecht Burkardt (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2007), 439–
47. 
23 Oscar Gelderblom, Cities of Commerce: The Institutional Foundations of International Trade in the Low Countries, 
1250-1650, The Princeton Economic History of the Western World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013). 
24 Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, 136–57. 
25 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Iranians Abroad: Intra-Asian Elite Migration and Early Modern State Formation,” The Journal 
of Asian Studies 51, no. 2 (1992): 340–63, https://doi.org/10.2307/2058032. 
26 Manuel Herrero Sánchez, “La red genovesa Spinola y el entramado transnacional de los marqueses de Los Balbases al 
servicio de la Monarquía Hispánica,” in Las redes del imperio: élites sociales en la articulación de la Monarquía 
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However, the intermingling of states and foreign merchants is especially visible if we look at their 

home states. Foreign merchants were sometimes part of the ruling class of their home polities. For 

example, it was a relatively common experience for Genoese patricians to spend some time abroad 

for trading purposes.27 When they were abroad, merchants tried to mobilize the diplomatic support 

of their home states on their behalf, and provided them with information.28 Especially consulates, an 

institution which represented foreign merchants in front of local authorities, and which were gradually 

taken under the control of the home states, became the meeting point of public and private interests.29 

Consuls fostered the interests of their countries, at the same time in which they were trying to support 

their private trading activities or those of some of their associates. 

This was not an easy path. Scholars disagree on the mututal benefits of the collaboration between 

merchants abroad and their home states. For example, it is often assumed that Dutch commercial 

expansion in the seventeenth century was fostered by the public structures of the Dutch Republic, 

whose navy and diplomatic service defended the interestets of its merchants.30 However, a relatively 

recent description of the Dutch consular service in seventeenth-century Italy ends up stating that while 

it was very useful for the Dutch state, more often than not it was a nuisance at best for Dutch traders 

and shippers on the spot.31 Most of the attention of the consuls focused on the collection of political 

and military information, rather than on the assistance of fellow Dutchmen. Also other scholars have 

written that when groups of merchants collaborated with their states, most often they did so in order 

                                                
Hispánica, 1492-1714, ed. Bartolomé Yun Casalilla, Marcial Pons Historia (Madrid : [Seville]: Marcial Pons ; 
Universidad Pablo de Olavide, 2009), 97–133. 
27 Giorgio Doria, “Conoscenza del mercato e sistema informativo: il know-how dei mercanti-finanzieri genovesi nei secoli 
XVI e XVII,” in La Repubblica internazionale del denaro tra XV e XVII secolo, ed. Aldo De Maddalena, Hermann 
Kellenbenz, and Istituto storico italo-germanico, Annali dell’Istituto storico italo-germanico. Quaderno 20 (Bologna: Il 
Mulino, 1986), 57–122. 
28 Manuel Herrero Sánchez, “Republican Diplomacy and the Power Balance in Europe,” in War, Trade and Neutrality: 
Europe and the Mediterranean in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Antonella Alimento (Milano: Franco 
Angeli, 2011), 23 – 40; Francisco Zamora Rodríguez, “War, Trade, Products and Consumption Patterns: The Ginori and 
Their Information Networks,” in War, Trade and Neutrality : Europe and the Mediterranean in the Seventeenth and 
Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Antonella Alimento (Milano: Franco Angeli, 2011), 55–67. 
29 Jörg Ulbert, “La fonction consulaire à l’époque moderne : définition, état des connaissances et perspectives de 
recherche,” in La fonction consulaire à l’époque moderne : l’affirmation d’une institution économique et politique, 1500-
1800 : [actes du colloque qui s’est tenu en décembre 2003 à l’Université de Bretagne-Sud, Lorient], ed. Gérard Le 
Bouëdec and Jörg Ulbert (Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2006), 9–20; Halvar Leira and Iver B. Neumann, “The Many 
Past Lives of the Consul,” in Consular Affairs and Diplomacy, ed. Jan Melissen and Ana-Mar Fernández Pasarin 
(Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2011), 225–46. 
30 Jonathan I. Israel, Dutch Primacy in World Trade, 1585-1740 (Oxford [England] : New York: Clarendon Press; Oxford 
University Press, 1989); Jan Glete, War and the State in Early Modern Europe: Spain, the Dutch Republic and Sweden 
as Fiscal – Military States, 1500 – 1660 (London – New York: Routledge, 2002). 
31 Tessa Agterhuis, “Tot dienst, voordeel ende proffijt, van de coopluyden ende schippen van dese landen: Nederlandse 
consuls in Italiaanse havens, 1612- 1672” (MA-history Medieval and Early Modern European History, Leiden, 2013), 
59–60. 
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to gain a monopoly rent, at the expense of their competitors.32 Public and private benefits could and 

did collide. 

In the end, the best way to look at the question is to go beyond the broad categories that are often 

used by the literature on trading diasporas, that lump together different merchants on the basis of their 

ethnicity. Not all Dutch merchants (or Tuscan, or Genoese, or whatever other label) had the same 

interests and objectives. Some managed to work within and along state structures: they gathered the 

support of the Dutch navy and diplomacy for their own benefit, and supported them with their money 

and information. Some others, however, did not want, or could not collaborate with them. In this 

thesis, I am going to analyze a case in which a group of Dutch merchants, with their consul at their 

head, worked blatantly against the decisions and the interests of the Dutch state. Also for the Genoese 

and Tuscan merchants I am going to paint a similar scenario, in which merchants could collaborate 

with their home states, but did not necessarily do so.  

Generally speaking, both merchants and states, as a broad category, tried to use each other as a 

resource. However, “merchants” and “states” were not monolythic entities, and the interests of the 

different actors, both within the state structures and among the merchants, were not necessarily the 

same. The eventual outcome of a policy depended on how, and up to what extent, they managed to 

align their interests and work in the same direction. 

THE SETTING: TRANS-OCEANIC TRADE 

The interactions between states and merchants that I will consider took place in a particular setting. 

Their common objective was the development of trans-oceanic trade. With this expression, I refer to 

trade which was plied across the oceans, and I exclude overland trade, and trade taking place in seas 

more accessible from Italy, in the Mediterranean and along European coasts. In practice, most of the 

episodes I study concerned commerce between the Italian peninsula and Brazil, Guyana, East Asia 

and the Western coast of Africa. These lines of trade had two common features. They were relatively 

new activities, that had to be imported to Italy, and they were characterized by a particular interaction 

between merchants and public power. It makes sense, therefore, to approach this topic by looking at 

this particular geographical setting, as I will explain in this section. 

Let us start from the first feature: trans-oceanic trade was a relatively new activity. The Early Modern 

age was characterized by the commercial and military expansion of European actors to other 

                                                
32 Ogilvie, Institutions and European Trade. 
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continents.33 After developing new ship designs and new sailing routes, Europeans invaded America 

and built outposts and coastal settlements in many regions of Africa and Asia. Sometimes, as in Asia, 

Europeans inserted themselves – more or less aggressively – within or along existing trading routes. 

In other cases, they built new economies in the places that they politically ruled, in a process that 

entailed the deportation of millions of slaves, mostly Africans. In any case, Europeans had to confront 

many other actors, whose agency was fundamental in shaping the conditions in which all of them 

operated.  

The first European expeditions were organized under the flags of Castille and Portugal, and these two 

states were almost alone in pursuing trans-oceanic expansion over the course of the sixteenth century. 

However, with time other European states entered the field. All of them needed shipbuilders who 

knew how to build ocean-going vessels, mariners who knew how to man them, and merchants and 

privateers who could direct them where the best opportunities were. Across Europe, rulers had to 

promote new kinds of expertise, if they wanted their countries to engage in this new activity. 

Tuscany and Genoa fit within this broader, European framework. All newcomers faced similar 

problems, even though they ended up with different results. The most successful newcomers were 

certainly England, the Netherlands and France, but they were not alone. A small part of the European 

expansion overseas was made under the flag of smaller powers, like, for example, Denmark or 

Brandeburg.34 Unfortunately, scholars have not systematically investigated how the strategies of 

small newcomers differed, and if and how they influenced each other. What is clear, however, is that 

European states emulated the overseas success of each other. In most cases, where people with the 

required expertise were not available locally, they also had to import them from other countries. This 

is what also Tuscany and Genoa tried to do. 

Overseas trade had another particular feature. Even though it was always difficult, in pre-modern 

Europe, to distinguish between private and public actors, in overseas trade it was particularly 

                                                
33 It is difficult to provide a bibliographical reference, as this is one of the main topic, if not the main topic, of world 
history in the Early modern age. As a very general overview, I will limit myself to two edited volumes, which gathered 
what was the state of the art one generation ago, and to two more recent and synthetic studies.James D. Tracy, ed., The 
Rise of Merchant Empires : Long-Distance Trade in the Early Modern World, 1350-1750 (Cambridge University Press, 
1990); James D. Tracy, ed., The Political Economy of Merchant Empires State Power and World Trade, 1350-1750 
(Cambridge University Press, 1991); Maria Fusaro, Reti commerciali e traffici globali in età moderna, 3 edizione (Roma: 
Laterza, 2008). Tirthankar Roy and Giorgio Riello, “Trade and the Emergence of a World Economy, 1500-2000,” in 
Global Economic History, ed. Tirthankar Roy and Giorgio Riello (Bloomsbury Academic, 2018), 137–56. 
34 Ole Feldbæk, “The Danish Trading Companies of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” Scandinavian Economic 
History Review 34, no. 3 (September 1, 1986): 204–18, https://doi.org/10.1080/03585522.1986.10408070; Roberto 
Zaugg, “Grossfriedrichsburg, the First German Colony in Africa? Brandenburg-Prussia, Atlantic Entanglements and 
National Memory,” in Shadows of Empire in West Africa: New Perspectives on European Fortifications, ed. John 
Kwadwo Osei-Tutu and Victoria Ellen Smith, African Histories and Modernities (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing, 2018), 33–73, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-39282-0_2. 
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complicated. As Frederic Lane argued, a government can be analyzed as an enterprise, that sold 

protection in exchange for revenue to its customers – that is, its taxpayers. When the European 

colonizers started to establish their presence overseas, obviously in small numbers, the same people 

and the same structures were often required to provide protection as well as producing and selling 

goods. For example, the same people might conquer a new land, quell insurrections from local 

inhabitants, and establish sugar plantations. This means that they had to act as state administrators as 

well as merchants, at the same time.35 

Lane argues that, with time, specialization ensued. Nevertheless, the small size of the ruling class in 

colonial contexts meant that there was always some fluidity between states and merchants. For 

example, in seventeenth-century Buenos Aires, Zacarias Moutoukias argued that there were no 

borders between the two categories, and that there was a single “bloque de comerciantes-

funcionarios”.36 In a colonial context, distinctions between public and private were even more blurred 

than usual.  

Nevertheless, this does not mean that states and merchants were the same. In fact, we should not 

conflate the history of the European expansion overseas with the history of the expansion of the 

European states. This was the traditional approach pursued by historians, which divided it along 

national lines, and used them as obvious categories of analysis.37 However, recent research has shown 

that merchants and states did not always move together. For example, as we saw before, not all Dutch 

actors worked within the institutional framework provided by the Dutch state. More generally, every 

colonial enterprise was much more transnational that it is often assumed, and relied on personnel with 

many different origins. To summarize, in overseas trade, private actors appropriated public 

institutions, operated outside their frameworks when it suited them, and had a tendency to establish 

trans-national connections 

There are many examples of these patterns, in each of the “national” category that is often used by 

historians. For Spain, we saw how Moutoukias described colonial Río de la Plata as a place where 

state structures were managed by the local merchant élite.38 This élite was supposed to implement the 

strict Spanish rules on sea transport, that allowed only a limited amount of direct communication with 

                                                
35 Frederic C. Lane, Profits from Power: Readings in Protection Rent and Violence-Controlling Enterprises (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1979), 37–49. 
36 Zacarias Moutoukias, Contrabando y control colonial en el siglo XVII: Buenos Aires, el Atlantico y el espacio peruano 
(Buenos Aires: Centro Editor de América Latina, 1988), 114. 
37 See for example M. N. Pearson, “Merchants and States,” in The Political Economy of Merchant Empires, Studies in 
Comparative Early Modern History (Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511665288.003. 
38 Moutoukias, Contrabando y control colonial en el siglo XVII: Buenos Aires, el Atlantico y el espacio peruano. 
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the colonial motherland, and for the rest required local settlers to rely on distant Peru. Nevertheless, 

that élite also assisted the interloping presence of foreigners, which, though irregular, was necessary 

in order to keep the colony alive.39 Also in other parts of Spanish America, foreign interloping 

presence played an important role.40 All over the continent, legal rules were selectively applied, 

interpreted or ignored by local actors, and control on the empire was largely delegated to local élites.41 

This view, moreover, is consistent with some of the scholarship on the Spanish Monarchy as a 

whole.42 The colonial rule of Spain depended on the existence of these private commercial networks. 

The situation was comparable in Portugal. From the very beginning of its overseas expansion, 

commerce and administration went hand in hand, as the Crown managed on its own a large part of 

Portuguese overseas trade. However, there were many other private actors who operated. Crucially, 

they sometimes worked beyond the control of the state administration, in places that were not 

accessible to it, like areas where the formal military Portuguese presence had been defeated. 

Moreover, these informal commercial networks allowed for the presence of non-Portuguese actors.43 

It was a “shadow empire”, in the words of George Winius, that developed along the visible, political 

one.44 These private agents interacted with it, either by appropriating its structures, cooperating with 

it while keeping themselves separate from it, or by fighting and resisting it.45 In any case, as the 

Spanish Empire, also the Portuguese one depended on private commercial networks. 

This loose fabric of empire was not an exclusive feature of the Iberian firstcomers. Also one of their 

most successful competitors, the Dutch, worked in a similar way. Despite the monopolies granted by 

the state to the chartered East and West India companies, many other private networks flourished 

along them.46 Moreover, in the Dutch case the importance of foreign presence is even more visible. 

                                                
39 Zacarías Moutoukias, “Power, Corruption, and Commerce: The Making of the Local Administrative Structure 
InSeventeenth-Century Buenos Aires,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 68, no. 4 (1988): 771–801. 
40 Engel Sluiter, “Dutch-Spanish Rivalry in the Caribbean Area, 1594-1609,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 
28, no. 2 (1948): 165–96, https://doi.org/10.2307/2507716; Nuala Zahedieh, “Defying Mercantilism: Illicit Trade, Trust, 
and the Jamaican Sephardim, 1660-1730,” Historical Journal 61, no. 1 (March 2018): 77–102, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0018246X17000097. 
41 Regina Grafe and Alejandra Irigoin, “A Stakeholder Empire: The Political Economy of Spanish Imperial Rule in 
America,” Economic History Review 65, no. 2 (2012): 609–51. 
42 Henry Kamen, Empire : How Spain Became a World Power, 1492-1763, First American edition. (HarperCollins, 2002). 
43 Filipa Ribeiro da Silva, “Forms of Cooperation between Dutch-Flemish, Sephardim and Portuguese Private Merchants 
for the Western African Trade within the Formal Dutch and Iberian Atlantic Empires,” Portuguese Studies 28, no. 2 
(2012): 159–72. 
44 George Winius, “The ‘Shadow Empire’ of Goa in the Bay of Bengal,” Itinerario 7, no. 2 (July 1983): 83–101, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115300024232. 
45 Cátia Antunes, “Free Agents and Formal Institutions in the Portuguese Empire: Towards a Framework of Analysis,” 
Portuguese Studies 28, no. 2 (2012): 173–85. 
46 Bram Hoonhout, “Smuggling for Survival: Self-Organized, Cross-Imperial Colony Building in Essequibo and 
Demerara, 1746–1796,” in Beyond Empires [Electronic Resource] : Global, Self-Organizing, Cross-Imperial Networks, 
1500-1800, ed. Cátia Antunes and Amélia Polónia (Brill, 2016), 212–35; Jan Lucassen and Matthias Van Rossum, 
“Smokkelloon en zilverstromen. Illegale export van edelmetaal via de VOC,” TSEG/ Low Countries Journal of Social 
and Economic History 13, no. 1 (March 15, 2016): 99–134, https://doi.org/10.18352/tseg.5. 
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Within the chartered companies, foreign Europeans such as Germans and Scandinavians provided a 

large part of its soldiers and civil servants, and middleman minorities such as Jews of Chinese were 

essential for the management of their possessions.47 Meanwhile, Dutch actors were also important 

interlopers in the foreign colonial territories.48 In any case private networks, including foreign ones, 

played a large role, and illegal trade was an essential part of the Dutch presence overseas. As a recent 

study puts it, “insitutions were tightly intertwined with, and shaped by, the interests that were 

involved in smuggling trade.”49 

As these examples show, transoceanic trade was an activity in which states and merchants could 

interact in different ways, which did not necessarily correspond to the letter of the law. Smuggling, 

foreign interloping, appropriation of the public administration and, broadly speaking, “corruption” 

were not aberrations of the colonial systems, but lay at their core. They were actually necessary, in 

order to give them enough flexibility to adapt to different environments.50 The alignment of interests 

between states and merchants could take many different shapes, in the cases in which overseas 

expansion was successful. As I will show, unsuccessful cases were similarly complicated. 

THE CASE STUDIES: METHODOLOGY 

So far, I have mainly spoken about my research topic, and its broader setting. Let us now focus more 

closely on the case studies that I consider. In this section, I will describe their characteristics, and the 

methodology with which I will approach them. I will adopt a comparative approach towards two 

similar states, Tuscany and Genoa, which were geographically and culturally close, but which were 

distinguished by certain crucial institutional and economic differences. For these reasons, the 

relations between state structures and merchants evolved differently in these two contexts.  

We should start by a preliminary consideration. It might seem strange, at first sight, to investigate the 

alignment of interests between states and merchants in some cases in which this alignment eventually 

failed. These Italian attempts to foster overseas trade were not successful, and even though some of 

                                                
47 Jos Gommans, “Globalizing Empire: The Dutch Case,” in Exploring the Dutch Empire : Agents, Networks and 
Institutions, 1600-2000, ed. Cátia Antunes and Jos J. L. Gommans (Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), 267–78. 
48 Wim Klooster, Illicit Riches: Dutch Trade in the Caribbean, 1648-1795, Caribbean Series ; 18. 852577850 (Leiden: 
KITLV Press, 1998); Ana Crespo Solana, Mercaderes atlánticos. Redes del comercio flamenco y holandés entre Europa 
y el Caribe (Córdoba: Servicio de Publicaciones Universidad de Córdoba, 2009), 257–79; Cátia Antunes, Susana Münch 
Miranda, and João Paulo Salvado, “The Resources of Others: Dutch Exploitation of European Expansion and Empires, 
1570-1800,” Tijdschrift Voor Geschiedenis 131, no. 3 (September 2018): 501–21, 
https://doi.org/10.5117/TVGESCH2018.3.006.ANTU. 
49 Karwan Fatah-Black and Matthias Van Rossum, “De Nederlandse smokkelhandel, 1600-1800,” TSEG/ Low Countries 
Journal of Social and Economic History 13, no. 1 (March 15, 2016): 20, https://doi.org/10.18352/tseg.1. “(…) instituties 
juist nauw verweven waren mét, en gevormd werden dóór, de belangen die met smokkelhandel gepaard gingen.”  
50 Hoonhout, “Smuggling for Survival: Self-Organized, Cross-Imperial Colony Building in Essequibo and Demerara, 
1746–1796.” 
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them led to some results, they never really took off. What is the sense of looking at a negative 

example, at a case in which something did not happen? 

First of all, a negative example is an example nevertheless. By looking at the characteristics of failed 

attempts, it is possible to draw new light on the successful ones, and to check what caused the 

disparity in their outcomes. As Louis H. Roper wrote about the failure of an English colonising 

venture in the Delaware area, “the colony's quick disappearance, especially when compared with the 

endurance of its counterpart, Maryland, illustrates, in the negative, what a seventeenth-century 

English overseas venture required in order to become established.”51 In this perspective, the first way 

to approach failed attempts is to investigate what they missed, and what caused their poor results. 

However, this is not perhaps the most productive way to look at these episodes. In fact, it is also 

possible to look at them in a non-teleological perspective, as if we did not already know their outcome. 

This way, it is possible to reconsider their actors, and to understand certain features and processes 

that we would easily have missed otherwise, if we had only looked for the causes of their eventual 

failure. History does not necessarily develop in one single direction, and it entailed many processes 

that apparently did not lead anywhere, from our present perspective, but which shaped the world of 

the people who lived in the past. 

Actually, Roper’s article focuses not so much on the reasons of the failure of the episode he studies, 

but on what it shows on English and Irish politics at the time. An attempt at colonization was one of 

the possible avenues for social ascent for English Catholic aristocrats, who could alternatively use 

the English and the Irish royal institutions for their purposes. The fact that, eventually, Roper’s case 

study foundered should not blind us to the fact it was a possible strategy in that context. A recent 

study on Genoese and Florentine negotiations with the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century 

proceeds in a similar way.52 Even though these negotiations failed, and Genoese and Florentines did 

not sign a trade tready with the Ottomans, Fatma Özden Mercan uses them as a way to shed light on 

the actors of diplomacy in Istanbul. If she had just looked for the reasons they failed, she would have 

missed the importance of some contexts and environments, like the Genoese community of Galata or 

the temporary Genoese-Spanish estrangement of the 1560s, that went in the opposite direction. 

My intention is to follow in the footsteps of Roper and Mercan. Of course, I will explain why, in the 

episodes I study, Tuscans and Genoese could not promote a state-led commercial expansion overseas. 

                                                
51 Louis H. Roper, “New Albion: Anatomy of an English Colonisation Failure, 1632–1659,” Itinerario 32, no. 1 (March 
2008): 40, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115300001698. 
52 Fatma Özden Mercan, “In the Shadow of Rivalry and Intrigues : Diplomatic Relations of Genoa and Florence with the 
Sublime Porte during the Sixteenth-Century” (European University Institute, 2017). 
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However, my main goal is to look at what factors were at play then, leaving aside the question on 

whether they were eventually successful or not. This allows me, for example, to reconsider what was 

the Florentine and Genoese previous connection to overseas trade, a topic which is often left aside by 

standard narratives of their activities, as this connection seems not to have led to long-lasting results. 

More importantly, as I will show, through these episodes one can infer some general conclusions on 

the way trade policy was designed and implemented in Genoa and Tuscany. The fact that these 

episodes were apparently a dead–end street does not mean that we cannot learn anything from them. 

In order to conduct my research, I will use a comparative approach, but I will also consider the 

interconnections between the two environments that I study. What the Tuscans did, in two different 

periods, can be used as a yardstick to understand the actions of the Genoese, and vice versa. However, 

Tuscans and Genoese also looked at each other, in order to emulate the strong points of the rivals.  

Generally speaking, Italy is a suitable place for this kind of research. The Italian peninsula was 

divided in many different polities, with different structures, that tried to emulate each other. 

Therefore, common problems and opportunities produced different outcomes, which, however, 

influenced each other up to a certain extent. For example, when New Christians spread throughout 

the Mediterranean, many Italian states competed with each other to entice them to their territories, 

and emulated the strategies of their neighbours.53 Italy seems therefore a good environment to use, at 

the same time, comparison and interconnectedness as an analytical tool, as some historians have 

proposed to do.54 

So far, scholarship has investigated both comparisons and transfers between the Italian states, but 

these lines of research have been rarely pursued together. As regards the latter, much attention has 

been given at how Italian states stimulated the immigration of specialized workers in order to 

introduce new techniques or renovate old ones, and thus on how competition between states 

stimulated industrial development.55 As regards comparison, the influence of the institutions on the 

different Italian states on local trade and manufacture has been an obvious field of research.56  

                                                
53 Ravid, “A Tale of Three Cities and Their Raison d’Etat: Ancona, Venice, Livorno, and the Competition for Jewish 
Merchants in the Sixteenth Century.” 
54 Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann, “Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the Challenge of 
Reflexivity,” History and Theory 45, no. 1 (2006): 30–50. 
55 Luca Molà, “States and Crafts: Relocating Technical Skills in Renaissance Italy,” in The Material Renaissance, ed. 
Michelle O’Malley and Evelyn S. Welch, Studies in Design (Manchester ; New York: Manchester University Press ; New 
York, NY, 2007), 133–53. 
56 Stephan R. Epstein, Freedom and Growth the Rise of States and Markets in Europe, 1300-1750, Routledge Explorations 
in Economic History (London: Routledge, 2000); Franco Franceschi and Luca Molà, “Regional States and Economic 
Development,” in The Italian Renaissance State, ed. Andrea Gamberini and Isabella Lazzarini (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), 444 – 466; Tom Scott, “The Economic Policies of the Regional City-States of Renaissance Italy. 
Observations on a Neglected Theme,” Quaderni Storici, no. 1/2014 (2014), https://doi.org/10.1408/76677. 
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The main line of research where a comparative approach has largely allowed for a study of mutual 

influence is the study of commercial regulations on ports and minorities. As I said, in the sixteenth 

century Italian states competed for the settlement of the New Christians.57 In the following centuries, 

they would start to turn free ports – porti franchi – into an instrument of commercial rivalry. The 

regulations of Livorno and Genoa depended on the different economic and institutional settings of 

the two ports, but also on a conscious process of emulation, through which the Genoese authorities 

tried to imitate their new and successful rivals.58 The development of the free port in one city cannot 

be completely understood without considering the other. 

The development of commercial competition between Tuscany and Genoa depended on many factors, 

and chief among them were the different institutional frameworks of the two countries. Of course, 

institutions are not the whole story. As Thomas Kirk observes, the fact that the rules of the free port 

of Livorno encouraged the immigration of foreign merchants, whereas those of Genoa were limited 

to foster the arrival of goods, was mainly due to the fact that Livorno was a new and relatively 

“empty” town, that had to encourage the settlement of foreigners, whereas Genoa had already many 

local traders.59 However, as Corey Tazzara argues, we must also take into account the role of 

institutions. Livorno was not just empty of people, but also empty of laws and regulations, and this 

allowed more leeway to the Tuscan authorities when they designed the rules on the free port.60 Also 

the relations between foreign traders and state institutions in Tuscany and Genoa reflected the 

different institutional settings of the two countries, as I will argue in the following section.   

THE CASE STUDIES: HISTORIOGRAPHY 

In this section, I will describe what is the historiographical consensus, and what are the open 

questions, on the topic I study. There are three interconnected problems that are addressed by this 

thesis. The broad question of the relations between the Genoese and Tuscan states and merchants can 

be approached by looking at the relations between these states and “their” merchants abroad, as well 

as the relations between the same states and foreign merchants on their territory. Another, more 

general way to put it is to consider how the Tuscan and Genoese states approached trade in general, 

and how Tuscan and Genoese merchants in general interacted with state structures. These are all 

interconnected problems, and it might be difficult to differentiate between them. 

                                                
57 Ravid, “A Tale of Three Cities and Their Raison d’Etat: Ancona, Venice, Livorno, and the Competition for Jewish 
Merchants in the Sixteenth Century.” 
58 Giulio Giacchero, Origini e sviluppi del portofranco genovese : 11 agosto 1590 - 9 ottobre 1778, Il periplo (Genova: 
Sagep, 1972); Thomas Kirk, “Genoa and Livorno: Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century Commercial Rivalry as a Stimulus 
to Policy...,” History 86, no. 281 (January 2001): 3. 
59 Kirk, “Genoa and Livorno.” 
60 Tazzara, The Free Port of Livorno and the Transformation of the Mediterranean World, 243–44. 
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The following pages address these issues, first for Genoa and then for Tuscany. For each country, I 

will start from the big picture, considering what scholars have usually said about the attitude of these 

states towards foreign trade. I will then zoom in on the specific questions of how the Genoese and 

Tuscan states approached foreign merchants, in their roles as home states and host states. As regards 

the latter, I will focus on the foreign merchants that mattered the most for my thesis, i.e. the Northern 

European ones who settled in Genoa and Livorno, with a particular attention on the Dutch. I do not 

intend to describe the whole historiography on these topics, which would be perhaps enough material 

for a doctoral dissertation on its own. My intention is merely to depict the general historiographical 

trend, with which I will compare, throughout this thesis, the evidence drawn from my case studies. 

I will limit myself to the chronological frame of this dissertation, the seventeenth century. This means 

that I will not address the literature which studies these issues during the Middle Ages, which is quite 

extensive. Moreover, this choice allows me to focus on a state structure which was relatively stable, 

in both regions, and which was clearly distinct from the Medieval Genoese and Florentine history. In 

this period Genoa was a Republic, ruled through councils with a relatively fixed structure, by a 

patriciate whose size and nature were formally sanctioned. Tuscany was a princely state, ruled by 

Grand Dukes of the Medici family, even though much of the administrative structure had been 

transmitted from the Republics of Florence and Siena, which had previously ruled over its territory. 

In the seventeenth century, therefore, Genoa and Tuscany had two quite different institutional 

structures, whose implications will be visible in my thesis. 

At the same time, there were clear similarities between the Genoese and the Tuscan experiences. In 

both Genoa and Florence, there was a long tradition of mercantile emigration, a phenomenon which 

was shared by many other Italian cities. According to a common Italian pattern, these merchants had 

structured themselves in communities characterized by more or less formalized structures, which are 

commonly referred to as nazioni.61 The actual powers and internal cohesion of these nazioni varied, 

however, as did the degree of control that the central public structures exercised on them. For both 

the Genoese and the Tuscan case, for the Early Modern age, historians have generally found it more 

productive to consider the mercantile presence abroad as a loose “diaspora”, connected mainly by the 

weak ties of informal networks and interpersonal trust, rather than by formal obligations.62 The 

                                                
61 Giovanna Petti Balbi, “Le nationes italiane all’estero,” in Il Rinascimento italiano e l’Europa, ed. Marcello Fantoni et 
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“Diaspora e armamento marittimo nelle strategie economiche dei Genovesi nella seconda metà del XVII secolo: una 
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differences between the two “diasporas” and the two states emerge only if we take into account their 

common elements. 

Let us start from Genoa. In Genoa there were few barriers to enter commerce, as even scholars who 

usually stress them recognize. Everybody had the legal right to trade, without having to pass through 

guilds.63 Access to citizenship was remarkably open and, in any case, it gave very limited legal 

privileges as regards trade.64 A similar picture can be painted also for the trading communities abroad 

that the Genoese had established since the Middle Ages. These stood out, among the many other 

communities of Italian merchants abroad, not just for their size and number, but also for their self-

reliance and relative autonomy from their motherland, as contemporaries themselves recognized and 

appreciated.65 Overall, the Genoese political and social system was characterized by a relatively free 

access to trade and a low degree of central control. 

In fact, for a large part of its history, Genoa had a weak and heavily contested public power, which 

left room for other kinds of social organization. During the fourteenth and fifteenth century, local 

politics was chronically unstable, but other institutions filled what we would usually perceive as 

“public” roles. The best known example is the Casa (or Banco) di San Giorgio, an association of the 

owners of Genoese public debt, founded in 1407. In order to ensure the payment it was due, San 

Giorgio collected most of the duties levied in Genoese territory.66 Moreover, throughout its history, 

it performed many other functions, such as being a savings bank or administering parts of the 

territorial possessions of the Republic.67 As contemporaries noted, San Giorgio was so central in the 

management of public power in Genoa, that it compensated for the weakness of the Republic itself.68  

                                                
63 Ogilvie, Institutions and European Trade, 52–54. 
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Things changed only partly after 1528. In that year Andrea Doria, a Genoese naval contractor, leased 

his galleys to Charles V, and sponsored a coup in the city that reformed its political institutions.69 

Rotation of political and administrative charges among the different factions stabilized the Republic, 

which kept its basic structure until its final demise, in 1797.70 Moreover, in the wake of Doria’s 

agreement, a host of other Genoese businessmen started renting galleys and lending money to the 

King of Spain, and would continue to do so for the next two centuries. These lines of business brought 

huge profits to many members of the Genoese ruling élite, but not, directly, to the state itself. 

Throughout the twentieth century, historians have gradually recognized the importance of the 

Genoese commercial and financial activities in the Early Modern Age. However, this appreciation 

has gone hand in hand with a stress on the weakness of the Genoese state.71  

There are many ways in which this scholarly attitude emerged. First of all, scholars were probably 

influenced by the widespread application, for the study of the Early Modern Genoese territory, of 

research methods that focused on the local level, and that adopted a microhistorical approach based 

on the deconstruction of big narratives. By focusing on the negotiation of public power at the local 

level, especially in peripheral areas, they have produced an image of a constantly contested and 

scarcely effective state.72 As a result, and partly against the expectations of the microhistorians 

themselves, the characteristics of the Genoese state have come to be seen in logically negative terms, 

as a failure, or a delay, in following a path of state development which was common to other Italian 

polities.73  

The image of a “small” Genoese state was also bought by authors who, in a liberal perspective, posited 

a beneficial economic effect of this lack of state power, which would have resulted in a precocious if 

involuntary laissez-faire.74 A recent study even connects this attitude to a self-conscious ideology of 

the Genoese ruling élite.75 It would be interesting to investigate the percolation of this image in 

popular culture as well. In 1967, the American science-fiction writer Mack Reynolds, while 

describing two planets with an opposite social and economic structure, called the one characterized 

                                                
69 Arturo Pacini, “La Repubblica di Genova nel secolo XVI,” in Storia di Genova: Mediterraneo, Europa, Atlantico, ed. 
Dino Puncuh (Genova: Società Ligure di Storia Patria, 2003), 325–88. 
70 Carlo Bitossi, “L’antico regime genovese, 1576 – 1797,” in Storia di Genova: Mediterraneo, Europa, Atlantico, ed. 
Dino Puncuh (Genova: Società Ligure di Storia Patria, 2003), 391 – 504. 
71 Arturo Pacini, “Genoa and Charles V,” in The World of Emperor Charles V, ed. Wim Blockmans and Nicolette Mout 
(Amsterdam: Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen, 2004), 163–64. Catia Brilli, Genoese Trade and 
Migration in the Spanish Atlantic (Cambridge University Press, 2016), 27–28. 
72 Giovanni Assereto, “Comunità soggette e poteri centrali,” in Le metamorfosi della Repubblica: saggi di storia genovese 
tra il XVI e il XIX secolo (Savona: elio ferraris editore, 1999), 77–96. 
73 Osvaldo Raggio, Faide e parentele: lo stato genovese visto dalla Fontanabuona, Published EUI PhD theses 18 (Torino: 
G. Einaudi, 1990). 
74 Peter Burke, “Republics of Merchants in Early Modern Europe,” in Europe and the Rise of Capitalism, ed. Jean 
Baechler, John A. Hall, and Michael Mann (Oxford: Basil & Blackwell, 1988), 220 – 233. 
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by a more developed private economy (and which was modelled on the Medieval Italian city-states) 

“Genoa”.76  

Long before science fiction, the contrast between rich private individuals and weak and poor state 

structures had been drawn by contemporary Genoese themselves. As I will describe more at length 

in the third chapter, between the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries a part of the ruling Genoese 

élite criticized the political and economic role of the Genoese contractors who worked for Spain. In 

their view, they subordinated the interests of the Republic to those of a foreign power, and limited 

the strength of the state.77 We should try not to follow too closely the arguments of these critics, as 

we are much more informed on them than on the ideas of their opponents.78 Nevertheless, the image 

of the Republic of Genoa as a weak state was already proposed by contemporaries. 

More recent historiography has nuanced this idea. First of all, it is important to remember that, in 

some crucial areas, the Genoese state took a very active role. There were no social restrictions on 

long-distance trade, but there were geographical ones, as most of it was legally allowed only in the 

city of Genoa itself, and forbidden in the smaller ports in its subject territory. The inhabitants of these 

places were free to take part in this activity, but their ships had usually to call at Genoa, and the 

Republic was ready to use coercion to make sure they did.79 Moreover, the Republic heavily 

intervened in the trade of some basic goods. Salt, for example, was a closely-guarded monopoly, even 

though it was managed by the Casa di San Giorgio, and not by the Republic itself.80 Also the trade 

in the three staple products (grain, wine and oil) was mediated by state offices, which ran legal 

monopsonies and monopolies, mainly in order to ensure a steady supply of cheap victuals and to 

preserve social peace.81 
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More importantly, it is probably somewhat teleological to assume that the Genoese state was weak 

because it did not conform to a certain narrative of state development, especially in the light of the 

recent revisionist historiography on the Early Modern state. As Giovanni Assereto points out, many 

of the characteristics of the Genoese state that did not conform to this grand narrative were in fact 

common to other contemporary polities as well.82 All over Europe, state power was bargained at the 

local level, and it was enmeshed in private interests. Genoa might stand out for the size of these 

phenomena, but not for their existence. 

More importantly, we should evaluate the effectiveness of the Genoese state on the basis of the 

objectives of its ruling élite. As Assereto notes again, a Genoese businessman who made most of his 

profits out of the loans to the Spanish Crown had little use for a more thorough state control of the 

Val Fontanabuona (the location of an important microhistory study by Osvaldo Raggio)83 or a more 

efficient tax collection in what was anyway a poor area. What he was really interested in was in 

having a safe basis, where his property was protected from arbitrary seizures, and where contrasts 

and conflicts with fellow Genoese could be politically mediated.84 From this point of view, the 

Genoese state fulfilled its purpose. 

The independence of Genoa was maintained, even though not through the creation of a fiscal-military 

state, based on the extraction of resources from society and the creation of a powerful army, as it has 

been posited for other European states.85 In fact, as Benoît Maréchaux observes, the Republic 

externalized its protection costs to Spain.86 The preservation of Spanish predominance in the 

Mediterranean, ensured partly by Genoese galley managers but budgeted by Madrid, entailed the 

independence of Genoa as well. It was not an irrational strategy, as, in any case, no Genoese army 

and navy could have been as effective as the military protection of the most powerful European 

state.87 Moreover, its navy, small as it was, was not negligible, and it was managed directly by a state 

office, and not contracted to private entrepreneurs.88 As we will see in this thesis, it could also 
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renovate itself quite effectively. When it wanted so, the Genoese élite managed to use its state 

structures to reach its aims.   

This flexible approach to the state emerges also if we consider the Genoese diaspora abroad. After 

the Genoese fortified trading posts in the Eastern Mediterranean were taken over by the Ottomans, 

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Genoese communities abroad were mostly spread in other 

European countries, where they could enjoy at best some legal privileges, but not the same kind of 

independence from local polities. Generally speaking, relations between the Genoese diaspora and its 

home state were quite loose. 

This Genoese diaspora was a heterogenous phenomenon. As Edoardo Grendi showed, a large part of 

the Genoese consuls abroad concentrated on the coasts near the Republic itself, and catered to 

communities which were largely composed of small captains who owned their own ships (patroni)89, 

sailors and artisans.90 Only in some important trading centers like Seville, Naples or Antwerp there 

were rich merchants from the Genoese patriciate, but even there, there were also artisans and even 

unskilled workers.91 It is difficult to find common trends and elements in so many diverse 

environments. 

Generally speaking, Genoese communities abroad have been studied from the perspective of the lands 

in which they were settled, rather than through their connections with Genoa.92 Therefore we lack, 

for the Early Modern period, a comprehensive study of the totality of these communities, even though 

we have many studies on different localities.93 The main drawback of this situation is that while we 

know a great deal on the relations between different members of the same community and their 

connections with the host society, we are much more ignorant about the links that connected them to 

their homeland and other Genoese colonies.  
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In general, according to the literature, these communities were kept together by informal and personal 

ties, more than by any formalized rules.94 This does not mean that there were no formal institutions 

in place, or that they did not exercise any control on their membership. After the 1528 reforms – that 

had sanctioned the legal requisites which were necessary to be considered a noble, and the exclusion 

of everybody else from the government – the Genoese nazione in Antwerp was reformed along 

similarly exclusionary lines.95 However, this was more the exception than the rule. For example, in 

Palermo the position of consul was open to nobles and non-nobles alike.96  

Liteature also often assumes that the Republic had little control on what happened to Genoese 

communities abroad. Consuls were formally appointed by the Republic, but quite often this act only 

sanctioned a choice which had already been made among the local Genoese community.97 Moreover, 

Genoese communities were present also where there were no Genoese consuls and nazioni, and had 

a distinct tendency to integrate within the local society, even when they kept their contacts with their 

homeland. One could very well be, for example, “Genoese” and “Spanish” at the same time.98 As 

Catia Brilli showed, Genoese immigrants in Andalusia used Genoese and local institutions 

interchangeably, depending on what was most convenient in a specific circumstance.99 Genoese 

traders also used extensively flags of convenience, and widely evaded consular duties.100 This 

situation was substantially accepted by the Genoese authorities, which kept contacts with their 

diaspora through informal and personal channels.101 In short, the loose “stateness” of Genoa was 

shared by Genoese abroad. 
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During the Early Modern age, the Genoese merchant diaspora was firmly established in the territories 

of the Spanish Habsburgs, in Spain, Southern Italy and Antwerp.102 The merchants who worked in 

these places facilitated the circulation of money and galleys that the Crown demanded from the 

Genoese financiers and galley managers.103 Some Genoese, from Andalusia, had also made the final 

step to Spanish America.104 Their presence was actually essential in the development of many of the 

crucial sectors of the economy of these regions, such as the production of sugar and the slave trade. 

In these activities, they took advantage of both their capital and their expertise, as sugar and slaves 

had been among the main business lines of the Genoese in the Eastern Mediterranean, before Ottoman 

expansion had forced them to leave.105 The Genoese played a similar role in the Portuguese oceanic 

expansion as well, and retained an important trading presence in Lisbon throughout the Early Modern 

age.106 Other places where Genoese, of all social classes, were settled included Provence and Livorno, 

to name but a few.107 

While the Genoese established themselves overseas, some foreign merchants settled in Genoa. Their 

relationship with the Genoese government was similarly loose. Even though foreigners who moved 

to the city had to ask for a specific permission, this was mainly meant as a way to keep out vagrants 

and beggars rather than traders. Moreover, as we saw, foreigners could take part in trade on a similar 

footing to the Genoese, the only real difference being that they could not access a specialized 

commercial court.108 The main obstacle to the settlement of foreign merchants was the competition 
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of local merchants, as Genoa did not usually lack either capital or commercial know-how. Therefore, 

most foreign immigration was composed of workers and artisans, rather than traders.109 Local 

authorities did not encourage their moving, even though they did not even have any reason to prevent 

it. The only exception were the years after the plague of 1656 – 57, when they did so in order to 

repopulate the city.110 

Nevertheless, this period witnessed the settlement of some foreign merchants in Genoa. In particular, 

at the end of the sixteenth century, Dutch, English and Northern German merchants and skippers 

entered the world of Mediterranean trade, a process which has been traditionally referred to as 

“Northern Invasion”.111 Also Genoa had its fair share of Northern immigration, and during the 

seventeenth century it had at least an English, a Dutch and a Hanseatic consul.112  

These consuls did not lead a legally defined nazione, with clearly defined borders. For example, 

French Huguenots were apparently eventually lumped in the English community, even though the 

two groups remained distinct and sometimes even rival.113 The consuls’ position was sanctioned by 

the Republic of Genoa, which in one case even nominated on its own a Dutch consul.114 In respect to 

the community they represented, however, their functions were mainly limited to informal assistance 

and mediation. Consuls enjoyed freedom from arbitrary detention and had the permission to carry 

arms, but neither them nor the people they represented were set apart from Genoese law.115 The 
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relations of the consuls with the Genoese government mainly passed through informal channels.116 

Nevertheless, as we will see, they could obtain important results. 

Let us now finally turn to Tuscany. Scholars of the Grand Duchy usually insist less on informality 

and lack of state control than the specialists of Genoa. Even if explicit comparisons on this field are 

hard to draw, Corey Tazzara wrote that the Grand Dukes managed to impose more territorial and 

fiscal control than the Republic.117 As I will show, the Tuscan network was indeed more controlled 

by its home state than the Genoese one. However, this should not blind us to the similarities that 

existed between the two environments. 

First of all, I need to clarify my use of the terms. Genoa had effectively prevented the growth of other 

urban competitors in its territory since the Middle Ages, and had concentrated long-distance trade in 

its port. Therefore, it is possible not to speak of its subject cities, whose inhabitants, moreover, were 

legally assimilated to the Genoese.118 Florence, however, unified Tuscany only much later. Even 

during the Early Modern Age Siena, which was conquered by the Medicis in 1555, remained a 

separate state under the sovereignty of the Grand Duke, while Lucca retained its full independence 

until the nineteenth century. Many smaller Tuscan cities had long engaged in long-distance trade on 

their own.119 We should be wary not to consider “Tuscan” as a synonym for “Florentine”. 

Nevertheless, under certain conditions, it is possible to conflate the two terms, as long as by 

“Tuscany” we refer to the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, and we leave out Lucca. First of all, after the 

Black Death in the fourteenth century, Florence regained its demographic size much more quickly 

and more extensively than the other Tuscan cities, and became the prominent urban centre in the area. 

The economy of the region was more and more centered on Florence, and Florentine capital expanded 

into the real estate market and the industrial and commercial sectors of the rest of the territory.120 

Meanwhile, Florence politically subjugated the rest of Tuscany, and under the rule of the Medicis a 

slow process of integration of the regional élites started to take place. With time, something close to 

a Tuscan ruling class came into existence.121 
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In the period I consider, most of the merchants who came from the Grand Duchy of Tuscany hailed 

from the capital city. Non-Florentine ones could work in their network, with different results. 

Francesco Feroni, a native from the provincial city of Empoli, was part of it, and even became the 

main agent of the Grand Duke in the Netherlands.122 In sixteenth-century Antwerp, however, Gaspar 

Ducci, a native of Pescia, was not fully a member of the Florentine community, even if he sometimes 

acted as one.123 In most of the cases I refer to in this thesis, in any case, no similar ambiguities seemed 

to emerge. 

Research on the economic policy of the Florentine Republic, and the Medici princely state that 

succeeded to it during the sixteenth century, has tended to focus on the internal economy. In 

particular, scholars have investigated the effects of Florentine rule over its subject cities, which was 

compared, usually unfavourably, with other Italian regional states.124 Another line of research was 

the study of the public control of the provisioning of food and primary products.125 In all these cases, 

scholars have posited that the Republican and Medicean states had the willingness and, up to a certain 

extent, the means to intervene substantially on the economy. As regards long-distance trade, however, 

state attitude has been described as less interventionist.126 Richard Goldthwaite goes as far as saying 

that “[I]f in the Republican period the state can be said to have had any policy at all towards the 

commercial and banking sectors of the economy, it was one of laissez faire.”127 

Despite the fact that guilds were prominent in the manufacturing and service sectors of Florence, 

long-distance trade as such was not under guild supervision. An institution that comprised people 

engaged in this line of business, the Mercanzia, eventually became just a specialized court of law.128 

Probably the most aggressive commercial policy that Republican Florence experimented with was 

the foundation of a state-managed galley fleet, that connected Tuscany with England and Flanders 
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during the fifteenth century. However, this experiment was aborted after a few decades, and was not 

a driver for long-term economic transformation.129  

Even if Florentines had the tendency to establish formally constituted nazioni abroad, these have not 

been usually considered as particularly closed or centralized institutions.130 Intermarriage with the 

local population was common, in some instances even more so than among the Genoese.131 Consuls 

were sometimes elected by the members of the local community, and sometimes by a specific 

Florentine magistracy.132 In any case, the Florentine network was kept together more by personal, 

family and business ties, than by a public framework.133 

When the Medicis came to power, they tried to impose a stronger central control on the Florentine 

network, but they faced significant problems in doing so. In 1568, Duke134 Cosimo I established a 

magistracy, that was supposed to oversee Florentine consulates and gather money from Florentines 

abroad.135 However, that institution was scarcely effective, as merchants largely managed to avoid 

compliance with its rules.136 Also in other cases, it was difficult to impose central control by law. For 

example, in the late seventeenth century Grand Duke Cosimo III had to overcome a significant degree 

of resistance, when he changed the rules of the nazione of Naples, so that its consul would be 

appointed by him rather than elected by its members.137 

The Grand Dukes, however, had other ways to coordinate Tuscan merchants abroad. As they were at 

the center of a patronage network within Tuscany, they managed to develop one also among Tuscans 

abroad.138 Patronage allowed them to stay in touch with Tuscan communities abroad, and to influence 

the behaviour of their members. Moreover, they could collect political, economic and cultural 
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information, and invest their own capital.139 In the course of this thesis, I will explain more in detail 

how this could happen, as these mechanisms were very visible in the case studies I analyzed. 

In the period I research, the spread of the Florentine merchant network abroad underwent significant 

changes. Over the course of the sixteenth century, it retreated from many regions. For example, in 

the Ottoman Empire Florentines had first to face a growing Venetian competition, and then to cope 

with the Ottoman enmity brought by the pro-Spanish stance of the Medicis.140 In the second half of 

the century also the Florentine community of Lyon was badly hit by the growing xenophobia and the 

political turmoil of the Kingdom of France, and Genoese competition started being felt in areas which 

until then had been safe preserves of Florentine capital, such as the public finance in Rome and the 

Kingdom of Naples.141 Also the Florentine presence in Spain, Portugal and their overseas possession 

was hit, as I will describe more at length later. 

Meanwhile, the Florentine economy underwent other problems. Wool manufacture, traditionally one 

of the pillars of the prosperity of the city, was outcompeted by English and Dutch draperies in the 

beginning of the seventeenth century. This phenomenon was only partly compensated by the 

preservation, and later even expansion, of the silk sector.142 In this period, moreover, the Florentine 

ruling élite started to abandon the direct management of trading and manufacturing companies, in 

order to invest in agricultural real estate and to pursue a noble lifestyle.143 Traditionally, this 

metamorphosis has been viewed as a factor of crisis, as it entailed a diminution of the amount of 

capital which was available for industrial and commercial purposes, as well as a decline of 

“entrepreneurial spirit” and general social conservatism.144  

All was not lost, however, for Florentine trade. As more recent research has pointed out, Tuscan 

nobles actually kept on investing their money in trade through institutions like the accomandita, a 

limited partnership that allowed them to use their capital without managing it directly.145 Moreover, 

younger families of traders, such as the Riccardis and the Ginoris, took the place left by the older and 
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more glorious commercial dinasties.146 After the middle of the seventeenth century, as I will explain 

in the fifth chapter, the Florentine network abroad actually expanded.147 

In the same period, foreign merchants started to settle within the Tuscan territory. Florence had not 

traditionally hosted them, as the city, which did not lie on any major trading route, was hardly a hub 

of international trade.148 Goods moved from and to Florence, but did not pass through it. Only during 

the sixteenth century some Genoese and Castillian merchants moved to Florence.149 However, 

foreigners flocked to Livorno, a small fishing hamlet that the Medici Grand Dukes managed to 

transform into one of the biggest port cities of the Mediterranean. The development of Livorno was 

undoubtedly the most successful and lasting result of the commercial policy of the Grand Duchy.150 

Even though the port of Livorno was supposed, at first, to serve the needs of Tuscan merchants, 

migration of foreign ones was always encouraged. The Medicis adopted different strategies to achieve 

this, as I will describe more at length in the next chapter. They offered immunity from most of the 

crimes that foreigners could have committed outside Tuscany, housing loans, and formal toleration 

to Jews. Unofficially, religious toleration was also extended to New Christians who went back to 

Judaism and to non-Catholic Christians.151 As Tazzara pointed out, this process was largely driven 

by the interaction between immigrants and local Medici officials on the spot, and was not planned in 

advance. Nevertheless, political support from the Medicis was crucial, as they committed themselves 

to uphold these arrangements. Livorno was, indeed, their “masterpiece”, a product of their political 

choices.152 

Among the many newcomers in Livorno, there was also a substantial Northern European presence, 

composed of Dutch, English and Germans.153 Their first breakthrough in Mediterranean trade actually 

happened during the Mediterranean-wide famine that started the rise of Livorno as an international 
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port.154 Their presence, as well as that of other foreign merchants, has been studied more extensively 

than in Genoa, as their social and economic role was more significant. 

Unlike in Genoa, Dutch-speaking merchants were part of a common association, the Nazione 

olandese-alemanna, which they shared with the Germans.155 The nazione was formally a Catholic 

religious brotherhood, which owned a chapel in the main church of Livorno and cared for the sick 

and needy of the community. However, it also comprised many Protestants, and was their main social 

forum in Livorno. Besides the nazione, the Dutchmen of Livorno enjoyed also the protection of a 

consul. The consulate and the nazione were formally separate, even though the consul was an 

important part of it, and at least one consul was probably its chairman.156 In any case, the nazione 

was mainly meant as a welfare association, and was not a closed institution. 

Also the other foreign communities in Livorno had consulates and communitarian organizations. For 

example, the English consul was at the head of an “English factory”, even though this was not a legal 

entity with powers of its own, and did not comprise all the English merchants on the spot.157 The 

main variable was whether consuls were elected by the local community, or whether they were 

appointed by their home state, but eventually the latter became the most common arrangement.158 

The cohesiveness and exclusivity of foreign communities could also vary. The nazione olandese-

alemanna may have been little more than a charitable association and social forum, but the Jewish 

one was a much more exclusive institution, that carefully monitored its membership and its members’ 

behaviour.159 Overall, scholars of Livorno have been keen to point out the separateness of the different 

communities.160 The tolerance of the city has been described as a “communitarian cosmopolitanism”, 

as social and economic life passed through relatively separate and institutionally distinct 
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communities.161 Also in this case, Tuscany was apparently characterized by a more formalized 

institutional setting than Genoa. 

In conclusion, both Tuscany and Genoa were characterized by having diasporas of their merchants 

abroad, as well as communities of foreign traders within their own territory. For Genoa, its “own” 

diaspora abroad was more important. The history of the Genoese diaspora had ups and downs, but 

overall it survived and even grew, during the Early Modern age, whereas the Florentine one 

underwent a deep crisis in the first half of the seventeenth century. By contrast, Tuscany managed to 

attract foreign merchants more successfully than its neighbour, thanks to the policies of the Grand 

Dukes.  

Historiography has stressed the weakness of the state structures of Genoa, and the openness of its 

institutions, more often than it has done for Tuscany. However, as far as long-distance trade is 

concerned, there are significant similarities. Both Tuscan and Genoese communities abroad seemed 

to have functioned through informal and personal relationships, rather than through the legal 

structures of guilds. Moreover, both states lacked the means to control “their” communities abroad. 

However, states could nevertheless influence them, and this is where the institutional differences 

between the two countries come to the light. Tuscan merchants were connected by one, undisputed 

central figure, and historiography has emphasized the links between their communities abroad and 

the court of their sovereign. For Genoa, however, the picture is different, as relations between its 

merchants have been described as a proper network, that is, a structure characterized by the lack of a 

single center.162 As we will see, these factors deeply influenced the unfolding of the episodes I 

describe. 

FINAL NOTES 

In this section, I will “clear the ground”, in a sense, before starting to expose the results of my 

research. First of all, I will clarify how I will use some expressions throughout the dissertation. I will 

also explain how I selected the case studies I considered, what sources I used, and how I approached 

them. In particular, I need to describe at some length the sources I used in a particular section. Finally, 

I will give a few indications on how I reported names, dates and original quotations. 
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The object of this thesis is quite heterogenous. On the one hand, I deal with expeditions of men and 

ships, but on the other hand, I investigate projects and proposals, with the purpose to organize 

expeditions, which remained only on paper. Both the plans and the expeditions, however, shared two 

common features, that is, that their promoters were trying to start a new economic activity, and that 

in the end they did not succeed. They were all “attempts” to do something, and therefore I will use 

this word – attempts – as a common label for them. 

I selected these attempts on the basis of two features. The first one, as I said, was their geographical 

scope. All these attempts aimed at starting trade with regions beyond Europe and the Mediterranean, 

which had to be reached through trans-oceanic sailing routes. Their second feature was the fact that 

they were promoted, or at least sponsored, by the Tuscan and the Genoese state, as a part of their 

policies. These attempts comprise chartered companies or expeditions funded by the sovereign, but 

not individual merchants plying the trade on their own.  

There is also another, obvious geographical common feature of these attempts, as I will only consider 

states of the Italian peninsula. Following what is an accepted practice, I am using the word “Italy” as 

a geographic expression that was commonly used by contemporary people, notwithstanding the fact 

that there was no single Italian state, and that the borders of Italy were rather vague.163 The term 

“Italian” is to be meant as a purely descriptive term, whenever I want to refer to the Genoese and the 

Tuscans in a single word, but also, up to a certain extent, as a heuristic tool. In fact, there were some 

common elements between these two environments, that allow us to speak about some broader 

“Italian” characteristics that they shared. 

First of all, Genoa and Tuscany were part of a Northern-Central Italian economy, that had certain 

characteristics that stood out, in a European perspective.164 North-Central Italy was characterized by 

a relatively high demographic density and urban population, and ever since the Middle Ages it had 

been the richest region in Europe, along with the Low Countries. The prosperity of the place was 

based on a combination of long-distance trade, sophisticated manufacture and banking, though also 

agriculture was quite advanced, in certain areas, and profited from an extensive urban market. In the 

seventeenth century, the Italian economy specialized gradually on finance and the silk sector, and 

these activities were very present in both Tuscany and Genoa.165 In this thesis, we are going to see 
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how this directly influenced the attempts, as both Genoese and Tuscans had capital to invest and 

silken cloth to sell abroad. 

Moreover, there were some common economic developments that affected all the region. Whereas 

Italy was one of the richest regions of Western Europe at the beginning of the Early Modern age, by 

the middle of the nineteenth century it was one of the poorest. The discussion on the causes and 

timing of this decline has always been one of the most important themes in the Italian historiography. 

Scholars often dated the turning point to the seventeenth century, and explained it in terms of 

technological obsolescence and social conservatism.166 More recently, historians have nuanced this 

judgement, and seen the seventeenth century more as a period of gradual change rather than one of 

outright decadence. Italians abandoned some activities in order to specialize in others, first of all the 

production and manufacture of silk, and decline, which was relative rather than absolute, started only 

later.167 It is against this background of economic change and, possibly, decline, that the Italian 

attempts are to be framed. 

The failure to establish a Tuscan and Genoese presence overseas has a particular relevance in this 

context. In the Italian nationalist historiography, the fact that Italian states did not expand overseas in 

this period was considered one of the many signals of the decline of the peninsula.168 This approach 

has been largely superseded by later scholarship. Nevertheless, recent research in global history has 

reassessed the question of how colonial expansion contributed to the economic expansion of Europe, 

with some scholars claiming that it was crucial in enabling the Industrial Revolution to take place.169 

It would be interesting to investigate, in this view, what was the long-term economic effect of the fact 

that Italy took part only indirectly in overseas expansion.170 I am not going to address this question 

in this thesis, but I hope that some of the results I present will be relevant for further research. 

Tuscany and Genoa were almost the only places in Italy where these kinds of attempts were made 

during the seventeenth century. A project was also drawn up in Venice in 1666, but according to the 
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only scholar who wrote about it, it was an isolated attempt, that did not draw on a pre-existing debate 

or lead to further proposals.171 A few years later, also the House of Savoy might have toyed with the 

idea, during the negotiations for a marriage between a Savoy prince and a Portuguese princess.172 

Finally, the Knights of Saint John, who ruled over Malta, also owned a handful of islands in the 

Caribbean between 1652 and 1665.173 Despite the fact that Malta could be easily considered an 

“Italian” state at the time,174 however, I have decided not to consider this episode, as the management 

of the islands seems to have involved only the French branch of the order. The islands were bought 

from France, which retained its nominal sovereignty over them, and later sold to the French West 

India Company. The colonists, as well as the few knights sent to oversee the islands, were all French. 

Overall, then, it seems that the birth and the end of the “Maltese West Indies” was mainly linked to 

the evolution of French colonial policy.175 

The Tuscan and Genoese attempts were concentrated in three different moments. As I mentioned, 

while the Genoese ones took place in one specific period, the Tuscan ones were made in two very 

different moments, during the first decade of the seventeenth century and later on, during the 1670s. 

The attempts which took place in one period and one environment obviously shared many 

characteristics, and can be considered parts of a same process, driven by a relatively limited number 

of actors during a short period. For example, during the reign of Ferdinand I, the Grand Duke 

collected descriptions and plans for overseas expansion, his agents and collaborators did the same, 

they bought a ship for this purpose and finally they organized an expedition to Guyana. I need one 

word to refer to all the heterogeneous attempts that took place together, and I have decided to refer 

to them as parts of a single “cluster”of attempts. The division between clusters – the one which took 

place in Genoa, and those that took place in Tuscany, under Ferdinand I and Cosimo III – is the basis 

of the structure of my thesis.  

In order to study these clusters of attempts, I tried to rely on a set of sources as large and as varied as 

possible. On the one hand, I relied on sources coming from Tuscany and Genoa, as well as from the 

lands where some of the merchants involved operated. In particular, I used Dutch documents and, to 

a lesser extent, Spanish and Portuguese ones. On the other hand, as my attempt is to investigate the 
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interconnection of states and merchants, I tried to use a combination of sources produced by the public 

administration, and by the private merchants themselves. 

I have only been partly successful as regards the latter aspect. In Genoa and, up to a certain extent, in 

the Netherlands, I could use both public documents – for example, the correspondence of the Dutch 

and Genoese consuls, or the papers produced by the Genoese Giunta di Marina, which dealt with 

naval and commercial issues – as well as notarial ones. Notaries operated within a framework 

regulated by the state, and the documents they produced, which were meant as legal instruments, and 

not as an immediate description of reality, are of course partial.176 Nevertheless, they allow us to 

observe the practice of private trade in a way which would not be accesible through public sources. 

In Florence, notarial documents were much less used than in Genoa, and their records are currently 

less ordered, in the local Archivio di Stato. I have used some documents from private archives, but 

those relevant for my research were not always present or accessible. To summarize, for Florence I 

have depended more on public sources than for Genoa. 

My research in the archives of Genoa has also been conditioned by two facts. First of all, I have 

already worked in the Genoese archives on a similar topic, in order to write my MA thesis.177 That 

work dealt with the CGIO and Dutch-Genoese diplomatic relations at that time, but it also provided 

some information on the CMSG. Sometimes I used the same sets of sources for the current thesis, 

and in any case, that work provided me with a basis for further research. Secondly, in the following 

years I have managed to find and use many notarial sources. In particular, I identified a notary, 

Bartolomeo Castiglione, who happened to notarize many documents for the CGIO, and was 

somewhat specialized in catering to Dutch-speaking customers. 

Castiglione’s documents, combined with other sources such as the letters of the Dutch consuls or 

some records from the Amsterdam notarial archive, offered a precious insight into the activities of 

the Dutch-speaking community of Genoa. Of course, probably there were also other notaries who 

catered to the same clientele, and surely Dutch merchants in Genoa had also sometimes to resort to 

notaries they did not particularly like. However, theirs was a small community, in which people traded 

quite often with other fellow members, so one single set of records should give insights into the 

community as a whole. Besides, Dutch skippers who happened to be temporarily in Genoa, and 

needed to notarize some documents, relied often on fellow countrymen there, if anything to use them 

as translators. Their documents, therefore, are comprised among the records of Castiglione. 
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It might be useful to give some more information on my use of these sources. In some cases, 

Castiglione expressly specified that a certain customer was a “flamingus”, or that he needed linguistic 

assistance from somebody who was “peritus linguae italae et flamengae”. In other instances, we can 

be sure that somebody was Dutch, or Dutch-speaking, by crossing the data with other sources, both 

Dutch and Italian ones. Finally, in some cases I assumed that somebody was Dutch because he or she 

had a Dutch-sounding name, like a typically Dutch forename and a surname starting with “vande”. 

However, I tried to rely on this method as little as I could.  

These names are usually recorded in a Latin translation, or sometimes in an Italian one. In some cases, 

a cross-check with a Dutch source allowed me to reconstruct the original Dutch version. However, 

when this was not possible, I chose to retain the Latin or Italian name. Apart from obvious reasons of 

prudence, it is possible that these Italian-sounding names were their only ones. In fact, it was not 

uncommon, for Dutch merchants who had long resided in Italy, to give Italian forenames to their 

children. For example, Alberto Muilman and Francisco van der Straten are recorded also in Dutch 

sources with these forenames. 

Throughout this thesis, and for both the Genoese and the Tuscan environments, I usually refer to these 

people as Dutch-speakers, rather than Dutch. There are different reasons why it is better not to 

emphasize their political connection with the Dutch Republic. On the one hand, the terms used by 

contemporaries were quite vague. When Italians of the time referred to “Fiamminghi”, which was 

then the common metonym for people from the Low Countries, they used a broad linguistic and 

cultural category that encompassed both the Southern and the Northern Netherlands.178 Even though 

the term was later mainly associated with the Southern Netherlands, which contain the actual County 

of Flanders, a Genoese document from 1652 even went as far as linking it primarily with the Northern 

ones, and it defined two ships coming from the Spanish Netherlands as “flamingas sed status regis 

Hispaniarum” (my emphasis).179 

On the other hand, the strength of the connections of these people with the Dutch Republic varied. 

Dutch-speaking communities in the Mediterranean were usually founded by Antwerp merchants, 

whose mobility was especially increased by the need to escape the destructions and religious 

persecutions that characterized the first phases of the Eighty Years’ War.180 Later on, these Dutch-

speaking immigrants retained close contacts with their relatives and commercial partners who had 

moved from Antwerp to the Dutch Republic, besides of course with those who had remained on the 
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Scheldt, and were important in introducing Northern Netherlandish shipping to the Mediterranean.181 

Dutch ships, however, often used flags of convenience at times of war with Spain, and tried to pass 

as Southern Netherlandish or Hanseatic vessels. Even though some scholars have claimed that 

distinctions between Southern and Northern Netherlanders remained very visible, and sometimes led 

to tensions,182 most historians emphasize the fluidity of these categories, through which people moved 

rather seamlessly, escaping strict and unambiguous categories.183 Therefore, it is better to refer to 

them in terms which are similarly broad and general. 

The documents on the Dutch-speaking people of Genoa, and especially the notarial ones, gave me a 

lot of information, which I expose in the section “The Dutch connection of the Genoese companies”, 

in the third chapter. That section provides more data than what are strictly necessary for my thesis, 

but I did it on purpose. Almost nothing has been published on the Dutch-speaking merchants of Genoa 

in this period.184 This is in strong contrast with other communities in Italy, like Venice or Livorno.185 

That section, therefore, provides completely new data on an almost unknown topic. Moreover, it 

draws heavily on notarial records which, at least in the Genoese case, are not easily accessible to 

scholars who cannot invest a lot of time in browsing through them. I think that the format of a PhD 

thesis allows the author to provide even apparently redundant information, which might nevertheless 

turn out to be useful for a few readers. I have widely used others’ MA and PhD theses myself, and 

sometimes I found their details and footnotes of the utmost importance. If anybody in the future will 

                                                
181 J. A. Van Houtte, “Le relazioni commerciali fra i Paesi Bassi, gli stati iberici e Genova nella II metà del Cinquecento,” 
in Atti del II Congresso Internazionale di Studi Storici: rapporti Genova – Mediterraneo – Atlantico nell’età moderna, 
ed. Raffaele Belvederi (Genova: Università di Genova, Istituto di Scienze Storiche, 1985), 97–109; Jonathan I. Israel, 
“The Phases of the Dutch ‘Straatvaart’, 1590 – 1713: A Chapter in the Economic History of the Mediterranean,” in 
Empires and Entrepots: The Dutch, the Spanish Monarchy, and the Jews, 1585-1713 (London, U.K ; Roncevert, WV, 
U.S.A: Hambledon Press, 1990), 133–62; Oscar Gelderblom, Zuid-Nederlandse kooplieden en de opkomst van de 
Amsterdamse stapelmarkt (1578-1630) (Hilversum: Verloren, 2000). 
182 Jonathan Israel, “The Dutch Merchant Colonies in the Mediterranean during the Seventeenth Century,” Renaissance 
and Modern Studies 30 (1986): 87–108. 
183 Engels, Merchants, Interlopers, Seamen and Corsairs : The “Flemish” Community in Livorno and Genoa, 1615-1635; 
Iñaki López Martín, “‘Los unos y los otros’: comercio, guerra y identidad. Flamencos y holandeses en la Monarquía 
Hispánica (ca. 1560-1609),” in Banca, crédito y capital : la monarquía hispánica y los antiguos Países Bajos : 1505-
1700, ed. Carmen Sanz Ayán and Bernardo José García García (Fundación Carlos Amberes, 2006), 425–57; Maartje van 
Gelder, Trading Places: The Netherlandish Merchants in Early Modern Venice, Library of Economic History, v. 1 
(Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2009); Crespo Solana, Mercaderes atlánticos. Redes del comercio flamenco y holandés entre 
Europa y el Caribe; Ana Crespo Solana, “Comunidad y familia versus nación en el marco atlántico. Cooperación y 
competencia en las redes de negociantes flamencos (1690-1760),” in Comunidades transnacionales : Colonias de 
mercaderes extranjeros en el mundo Atlántico (1500-1830), ed. Ana Crespo Solana (Doce Calles, 2010), 47–62. 
184 Edoardo Grendi, “I nordici e il traffico del porto di Genova: 1590 – 1666,” Rivista storica italiana. 83, no. 1 (1971): 
23 – 69; Engels, Merchants, Interlopers, Seamen and Corsairs : The “Flemish” Community in Livorno and Genoa, 1615-
1635, 107–23. 
185 Kieckens, “De nazione olandese-alemmana. De Nederlandse handelsgemeenschap te Livorno rond 1650”; Engels, 
Merchants, Interlopers, Seamen and Corsairs : The “Flemish” Community in Livorno and Genoa, 1615-1635; van 
Gelder, Trading Places. 



 39 

study the Dutch-speaking merchants of seventeenth century Genoa, maybe they will find some of the 

details I provide here equally valuable. 

I will now finally give some further specifications on my use of the sources. Sometimes, I inserted 

passages from the documents or from the literature I used. The agreement I had with my supervisor 

and my second reader was that I would include the original text, if it was in languages that they both 

could understand, and that I would translate them into English, and provide the original reference in 

a footnote, if this was not the case. In practice, this means that I kept the original text if it was in 

Italian, Latin, French, Spanish and Portuguese, and that I translated the passages written in Dutch. In 

any case, whenever I provided the original text, I preserved the original spelling, and I only turned 

the abbreviations in the full words they stood for. 

Genoese people at the time often declined their surnames. A man from the Pallavicini family would 

be referred to as Pallavicino, and a woman as Pallavicina. More members of the family would be 

referred to as Pallavicini, unless, of course, they were all females, in which case they would be 

Pallavicine. This only worked for certain names, as Doria, for example, was never considered a 

feminine word. Unless I copied an original passage, I have always used the standard version which 

is more common today. 

During the seventeenth century, in Genoa, the Netherlands and Iberia, new years started on 1st 

January. However, in Tuscany new years started on 25th March, the day of Jesus’ conception (nine 

months before Christmas). To add further confusion, in Florence the beginning of a year was 

postponed to the 25th March, whereas in Pisa it was anticipated to the 25th March of the year before, 

and while Livorno tended to follow Florentine rules on the matter, this was not always the case.186 

All the sources I refer to, however, have been converted to the current system. 

 

 

  

                                                
186 Adriano Cappelli, Cronologia, cronografia e calendario  perpetuo : Dal principio dell’era cristiana ai giorni nostri, 
4 edizione aggiornata. (Ulrico Hoepli, 1978), 7–15. 
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FERDINAND’S CLUSTER 

INTRODUCTION 

Ferdinand I of Tuscany (1587-1609) was an ambitious ruler, who tried in many ways to increase the 

importance of Tuscany on the international stage. Historians have particularly focused on his hostility 

to Spanish predominance in Italy, and on his support of the development of Livorno. However, 

especially at the end of his reign, he also tried to project Tuscan presence in the extra-European world. 

After 1605, a flurry of projects with this aim was sent to the court of Florence. Meanwhile, the Grand 

Duke gathered information on their economic feasibility, and started to negotiate with Castille and 

Portugal (then united under one Habsburg King, Philip III/II), in order to be allowed to trade with 

their colonies, or even to buy parts of them. Madrid, however, was not the only possible interlocutor. 

In 1606 a diplomatic crisis with the Netherlands broke out, when the States General sequestered a 

ship that Ferdinand I had bought there, with the aim to send it to the East Indies. Finally, in 1608, 

Tuscany sent a military and trading expedition to the Amazon and the Guyana coast. By the time the 

ships were back, however, Ferdinand had died, and his successor Cosimo II did not pursue his father’s 

plans.  

Ferdinand’s colonial ambitions were already recorded by the eighteenth-century historian Jacopo 

Galluzzi. He wrote that the Grand Duke invested in Dutch and English smuggling and piracy in the 

Atlantic,187 and that in 1605 he tried to purchase a piece of land in Brazil, in order to grant a fief to 

one of his sons.188 For a long time, however, this aspect of Ferdinand’s reign did not draw much 

attention. Only from the end of the nineteenth century onwards did some amateur historians start to 

investigate the topic. Their interest was probably stimulated by the lackluster Italian colonial 

expansion of that period, which provided an incentive to look for examples of “Italian” colonialism 

in the past. Gustavo Uzielli ended a short study on Ferdinand’s naval and colonial policy with a stern 

comparison with what he perceived as the feeble attitude of contemporary politicians.189  

The progress of scholarship was hampered by the very nature of the object it studied. Projects, 

negotiations, and one naval expedition left behind widely different sources, scattered across many 

records, and it was difficult to retrace all of them. A few years after Uzielli’s book Gemma Sgrilli, a 

                                                
187 Jacopo Riguccio Galluzzi, Istoria del Granducato di Toscana sotto il governo della Casa Medici a Sua Altezza Reale 
il Serenissimo Pietro Leopoldo, [etc.], vol. 3 (Firenze: Gaetano Cambiagi, 1781), 283. 
188 Galluzzi, 3:257–58. 
189 Gustavo Uzielli, Cenni storici sulle imprese scientifiche, marittime e coloniali di Ferdinando I Granduca di Toscana 
(1587 - 1609) (Firenze: G. Spinelli, 1901), 39–40. The irony that also Ferdinand’s policy did not lead to any lasting results 
was somewhat lost on him. 
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skillful researcher who retraced many documents on different aspects of Ferdinand’s cluster, thought 

nevertheless that the expedition on the Amazon had never taken place.190 Nevertheless, the mostly 

amateur historians who investigated the topic in this period made some important contributions. The 

most significant ones were produced by Giuseppe Gino Guarnieri, who investigated this topic at the 

beginning of the century and summarised most of his results (along with those of other lines of 

research) in a book published in 1963.191  

After Guarnieri, research on the topic changed substantially. On the one hand, scholars did not limit 

themselves to retrieve factual details, but also tried to fit them into an analytical frame which went 

beyond the generic nationalist rhetoric that was common before. Ferdinand’s actions were now seen 

as a way to understand his time, and not just celebrated as a “grande e sincera affermazione di 

italianità”.192 Moreover, also non-Italian scholars started to approach the topic. The first foreign 

historiography that considered it was probably the Dutch-speaking one,193 but the fact that Braudel, 

in his magnum opus, mentioned Ferdinand’s attempts was more influential internationally.194 After 

Braudel, one of the most important contributions was made by the Brazilian historian Sérgio Buarque 

de Holanda.195 

His research, as well as those of a few other scholars, provided valuable knowledge.196 However, 

their works, which were isolated articles or small references in wider books, were still quite 

dispersive. They were small strands of research that pointed in several different directions, but there 

was hardly an overall interpretation of the whole cluster. Meanwhile even art historians, who studied 

the Tuscan importation of hardstones for stone inlay decoration, came across the overseas activities 

                                                
190 Gemma Sgrilli, Francesco Carletti, mercante e viaggiatore fiorentino: 1573 (?) - 1636 (Rocca S. Casciano: Cappelli, 
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Duque Fernando I (1587-1609),” Revista de História, no. 142–143 (orig. 1967 2000): 95–122. 
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of Ferdinand I.197 Not surprisingly, they thought that the retrieval of these materials was the 

paramount motivation of the Grand Duke.198 They added another trickle to what was already a narrow 

and yet meandering stream. 

More recently, new interest arose for these apparently minor episodes. As Giuseppe Marcocci pointed 

out, in an overview of most of the available literature, the global and transnational turns in 

historiography provide new incentives to look at them.199 Early Modern Italians were bound by 

economic links and shared cultural practices to many other peoples, from those on their doorstep, 

such as the inhabitants of the Ottoman Empire, to the furthest lands of the Old and the New World.200 

These global connections underpinned their actions. In this perspective, it becomes relevant to see 

how Italian states perceived and tried to steer for their own benefit phenomena that can only be 

analyzed within a global scale of analysis, such as the development of Atlantic trade and European 

colonialism. 

Also other developments in historiography make it more attractive to reconsider Tuscan global 

ambitions. Historians have stopped following strictly “national” lines when looking at European 

overseas expansion. Instead, as we saw in the first chapter, it has become common to emphasize the 

enmeshing of national, ethnic and religious boundaries that took place on the ground, and escaped 

the clear-cut categorization of the colonial sources.201 The attempts made by Italian states, as we will 

see, relied on this kind of cross-cultural interaction, and certainly did not end up in the establishment 

of a national colonial empire. Therefore, what could have been considered an aberration before, is 

now an example of patterns and phenomena which are relatively common in the history of European 

overseas expansion.202 
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The most recent research on Ferdinand’s cluster has been pursued by US scholars, and draws on the 

historiographical developments mentioned above. Lia Markey has looked at the way America was 

conceptualized in Tuscany in the long sixteenth century. She focuses on cultural history, but she also 

briefly mentions some of the episodes described in this thesis.203 Corey Tazzara, whose main interest 

is the implementation of the policies designed by the Grand Dukes in the free port of Livorno, also 

deals at some length with Ferdinand’s cluster.204 Generally, he thinks that these episodes had little 

economic rationale. According to him, they were mainly an attempt by the Grand Dukes to “showcase 

the possibilities of direct commerce” with the extra-European world, in front of a largely indifferent 

audience of merchants.205 In this sense, he sees them in a similar way as Thomas Kirk sees the 

Genoese cluster, as a phenomenon which is better explained by internal politics rather than by global 

economic history.206 Finally, Brian Brege investigated the international projection of Ferdinand I.207 

In his first published work, he stresses the fact that Ferdinand’s attempts made economic sense, but 

that they failed due to the international status of the Grand Duchy.208 As it always had to maintain 

good relations with Spain, Tuscany was limited in its choice of available options, and it could not, 

for example, openly defy Hasburg territorial claims, or collaborate too closely with their Dutch and 

English enemies. 

Brege’s work is the most ambitious and coherent assessment of Ferdinand’s cluster published so far, 

and it is worth while to spend a few more words on it. Brege’s scope is very wide, and he considers 

the interest for the extra-European world at large, on an economic and diplomatic level. This leads 

him to consider many different phenomena, from parts of what I consider Ferdinand’s cluster, to the 

Tuscan negotiations with Persia for an anti-Ottoman alliance, to the life and deeds of Florentine 

travellers such as Filippo Sassetti or Francesco Carletti. This is a very extensive research topic, which 

Brege manages to describe, in an insightful and very lively way, by using the vantage point of the 

state. Carletti, Sassetti and all the other Tuscans he mentions are described and analyzed only as 

agents of the Grand Dukes, who concurred in the definition and implementation of the Tuscan 

economic and foreign policy, whose development is Brege’s main concern. It is a necessary choice, 

in order to give unity and coherence to what would be otherwise a rather disparate assortment of 
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research objects. However, it leaves out of the picture all the actors and motivations that did not 

depend on the Grand Dukes themselves. 

Brege’s approach epitomizes what has been a regular aspect of historiography so far. From Uzielli 

onwards, these episodes have always been read as something that was promoted by Ferdinand I, to 

pursue his goals. Galluzzi wrote that his aim was to obtain a fief for one of his sons, in order to prevent 

succession wars among his children, and this explanation (odd as it may look to a modern reader) has 

been accepted by at least one modern scholar, Roberto Ridolfi. More generally, historians have taken 

as self-evident that Ferdinand wanted to increase his power, and that colonial expansion (territorial, 

or just commercial) was a way to do it. Overseas expansion, however, was apparently only his own 

pet project, and was not an obvious line of action for a Tuscan ruler. This explains why Ferdinand’s 

death cut short all these projects. At the end of the day, he was their only meaningful actor. 

I contend that this is only part of the story. It is clear enough why the perspective of territorial gains 

could entice Ferdinand into action. However, the other people who collaborated with him did not 

merely execute his orders, but in many cases they were also trying to pursue some of their personal 

interests. Moreover, the timing of the episodes did not just depend on Ferdinand’s idiosyncratic 

wishes. In fact, they were a rational if somewhat ambitious response to profound changes that were 

taking place in the world.  

A focus on actors and environments outside of the Medici court leads us to consider three strands of 

literature that have been relatively little used by the scholarship I have described so far. One is the 

study of the Tuscan merchant networks abroad, and their decline. As Ferdinand apparently aimed to 

revitalize them, and to make them expand overseas, it makes sense to inquire how they were 

developing on the eve of the cluster, in order to analyze how they interacted with the Grand Duke’s 

actions. Another strand relate to how foreigners used the institutional resources of a host state. As we 

will see, Dutch and English immigrants in Livorno played a big role in Ferdinand’s plans. However, 

they were not merely pawns in his hands, nor did they just use a Tuscan flag of convenience. A final 

strand concerns the timing. Ferdinand’s cluster was spurred by the crisis of the Habsburg colonial 

empires that took place because of the Eighty Years’ War, and in particular by the clampdown on 

foreign smuggling that Spain and Portugal enacted after 1605. As regards this topic, I rely on the 

literature on the transformations of the Atlantic and overseas trade that took place in this period. My 

main claim is that we cannot understand an attempt at overseas expansion if we only look at Italy.    

This chapter is composed of three section, which correspond to the tripartite division that I described 

in the first chapter. In the first one, I describe the background of these attempts. I start by describing 
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the history of Tuscan involvement in the overseas world, which comprise the role played by Tuscan 

actors in global trade during the long sixteenth century, as well as the Medicis’ cultural interest in the 

exotic. I then outline the main lines of the Grand Dukes’ foreign and economic policies during the 

same period. After that, I zoom in on the conjuncture: I describe the characteristics of the Habsburg 

overseas crisis at the turn of the century, and how they affected Tuscan actors. These are exemplified 

by the vicissitudes of the Florentine merchant Francesco Carletti, who tried his luck with overseas 

trade just before the attempts, and later played a role in them. 

After that, I factually describe the attempts themselves. First I analye the agents Ferdinand could rely 

on, and how their actions shaped his first, half-hearted tentatives to influence Tuscan trade overseas. 

Then I study the development of these attempts, after new conditions in global trade made their 

continuation more attractive. Two sections are dedicated to this period, according to the different 

ways Ferdinand tried to pursue his goals: especially at first, he tried to obtain some territory or trade 

privilege by negotiating with the Habsburgs. However, he followed also a more direct approach, and 

sent ships to the Indies on his own, without waiting for the approval of Madrid. In the conclusion, I 

outline what these episodes show us about the social and political characteristics of Tuscan trade at 

their time.   

THE PRECONDITIONS OF THE ATTEMPTS 

A LONG-STANDING INTEREST 

Ferdinand’s plans did not come out of the blue. Some Florentine traders, without an active support 

from their state, had already been active in transoceanic trade, and at times had actually played an 

important role in it. Moreover, the Medicis had long been interested in the extra-European world. In 

this section, I reconstruct the history of the involvement of Florence with the other continents, before 

the Grand Dukes decided to turn it into an object of state policy. This section is necessary, as some 

of the processes and phenomena described here continued in a later period as well. 

As we have already seen, the relation of Renaissance Florence with the outside world was somewhat 

ambiguous.209 On the one hand, Florence could be considered a “provincial” city: it was relatively 

isolated from important trading routes, it did not host almost any foreign community, and its territorial 

possessions did not go further than the Apennines on the one side and the Tyrrhenian Sea on the 

other.210 However, Florentine merchants travelled far and wide, and were involved in many different 

lines of trade. Even when they spent their whole life abroad, they kept in close touch with friends and 
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relatives in their motherland. In sum, Florence may have been provincial, but Florentines were not, 

and in their hometown it was possible to retrieve goods and information coming from all around the 

world. 

From the fifteenth century onwards, some Florentines also played a role in the process through which 

European actors expanded politically, militarily, and economically across the oceans. Florentine 

merchants’ comparative advantage lay in their availability of capital and commercial know-how, 

which meant that they could both finance trading expeditions, and organize them in a profitable way. 

This more than compensated the scarcity of navigational skills among Tuscans.  

The point is exemplified by the biography of one of the most famous Florentine explorers of the 

period, Amerigo Vespucci. Even though some members of his family had served on the Florentine 

galleys in the fifteenth century,211 he had been trained as a merchant, and not as a captain. However, 

he worked in the firm of Giannotto Berardi, a Florentine banker of Seville who was the agent of 

Columbus. Moreover, Vespucci was widely read in geography, and had an extensive knowledge of 

cosmography and astronomy. This competence was extremely important, as astronomical 

observations were essential to determine the position of ships at sea, and to draw reliable nautical 

charts. His skills and connections eventually brought him at the head of Spanish and Portuguese naval 

expeditions.212 Like Vespucci, Florentines who travelled to the Indies could profit from their being 

part of a far-flung commercial network, and from the kind of training that they had received in their 

home city.  

Moreover, the Florentine merchant network abroad happened to be in the right place at the right time. 

As it was mentioned before, Tuscans were particularly active in Andalusia and Portugal on the eve 

of the Spanish and Portuguese overseas expansions. These required not only massive investments, 

but also specific kinds of human capital and technology, if they were to be economically profitable. 

For example sugar production, one of the first major activities in the Portuguese Atlantic islands (and 

later in the Americas), entailed the development of slave trade and the importation of sugar mills. 

Italian merchants, who were already familiar with the Mediterranean slave trade and sugar 
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production, were in an ideal position to profit from it.213 Florentines in Andalusia and Portugal found 

then plenty of opportunities for investment.  

Eventually, Florentines collaborated more with the Portuguese than with the Castilians. Moreover, 

within the Portuguese possessions, they were more active in the Indian Ocean than in the Atlantic.214 

Possibly this specialization was induced by the competition of the Genoese, who were more numerous 

than the Tuscans in Spain.215 It should also be considered that the Portuguese activities in the Indian 

Ocean did not initially create much demand for foreign naval skills. Portugal had plenty of good 

sailors of its own and anyway, beyond the Cape of Good Hope, it did not need any explorers, as it 

merely tapped onto pre-existing Asian geographical knowledge. Florentines, therefore, found it 

convenient to specialize in a line of trade for which their lack of naval expertise was not a problem. 

Especially in the beginning, up until 1520, many Florentine firms financed the Portuguese voyages 

to the East and sent young Tuscan merchants to oversee their business there.216 

As it was mentioned in the first chapter, throughout the sixteenth century Florentines slowly retreated 

from the world of international commerce. This was apparently also the case in the Portuguese and 

Spanish dominions. As Francesco Guidi Bruscoli wrote, Florentines abroad gradually integrated 

within the host society, and the few who did not often worked for foreign companies.217 However, 

we do not have precise data on the topic, and it is possible to point at examples which point to the 

opposite direction. For example, well in the middle of the century, members of the Florentine families 

Giraldi and Cavalcanti moved to Brazil, where their descendants successfully integrated within the 

colonial ruling élite.218 Moreover, even though the Spanish and Portuguese empires became more and 

more self-sufficient, they could still need to hire certain specialized professionals from abroad 

(including Tuscany). Military engineers were an example,219 but a list of the foreigners present in 
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Brazil in 1618 mentions even a Florentine “carpinteiro dos ingenhos”.220 Florentine presence 

overseas, therefore, became less and less noticeable, and probably declined in absolute terms as well, 

but did not entirely disappear.  

Florence, however, did not only have an economic connection with the overseas world, but an 

intellectual one as well. In this case, its “comparative advantage” lay in its cultural buoyance. It is 

certainly not necessary here to dwell on the importance of this city in the history of the Renaissance. 

In the Florentine intellectual environment, information about the new discoveries found an avid 

public, which could relay it throughout Italy and Europe. Already in 1493, the letter in which 

Columbus described to the Catholic Monarchs his first voyage to America was published in 

Florence.221 A similar point can be made for the whole Italian peninsula, where Renaissance culture 

and a lively printing market (centered on Venice, however, more than on Florence) stimulated a 

widespread curiosity for the new explorations. For a certain period, as Elizabeth Horodowitch wrote, 

“Italy came to represent the European center for the publication and spread of information about the 

discoveries, including texts, printed images, and maps”.222 

Scholars have sought to retrace the history of the Florentine intellectual interest in the extra-European 

world.223 It persisted throughout the political and cultural upheavals which affected the city in the 

sixteenth century, and which led to the establishment of the Medici Grand Duchy and the Counter 

Reformation. The Florentine commercial network abroad supported this interest. Vespucci described 

his voyages in letters he sent back to Florence,224 and when Giovanni da Empoli, a merchant who had 

travelled with the Portuguese to India, came back home in 1506, he was invited to speak in front of 

the main authority of the Republic, the gonfaloniere Pier Soderini.225 When the Medicis rose to 

power, as we saw, they tried to redirect private networks for their use, and they were as interested as 

their predecessors in far-away countries. Merchants abroad knew this and, just as Giovanni da Empoli 

had informed Soderini, they strove to convey geographical information to the Grand Dukes, knowing 

that their masters would appreciate it. Generally speaking, merchants used the same channels to bring 

wealth to the city and to convey there geographical knowledge. 
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Eventually the first Grand Dukes gathered a large and heterogeneous amount of documents about 

foreign lands. Sometimes, these texts appear only to satisfy a general, intellectual interest for the 

exotic. This is the case, for example, for the letters sent by the Florentine merchant Filippo Sassetti, 

who spent the final five years of his life in Portuguese India. Sassetti, a well-learned and curious man, 

described many different aspects of India, such as its society, its languages and its flora. Other 

documents, such as a short Portuguese sailing book that was translated in 1562, were much more 

specific in scope.226 Another example is a a report on commerce in the Spanish Indies, which dates 

back to the 1590s.227 It described in detail not just the main goods traded, but also the taxes that were 

levied on them and the safest way to evade them and the other Spanish regulations Among the 

documents that the Medicis collected, therefore, there were many that could be useful, in view of a 

prospective commercial expansion.  

However, the Medicis did not limit themselves to information, and also collected objects that came 

from far-away lands, such as Mexico or India.228 Their road to Florence was different, and more 

difficult, than that followed by the reports that found their way to the Medici archives: physically 

moving an object required more expenses and more carefulness. Their collection in Florence did not 

only embody their owners’ personal interests, but it was also a way to signal their culture, wealth and 

connections. In Early Modern Europe, exposing exotic objects was a way to show one’s status, and 

the Medicis were fully aware of it.229  

The importation of exotic physical objects would be upscaled, in the time of Ferdinand I, by a 

particular evolution of Florentine art, the development of the so-called commesso di pietre dure.230 

This term refers to a technique of stone inlay, in which pieces of hardstones are cut in small pieces 

and reassembled upon a flat basis, so that their natural shades and colours create a pleasant 

composition. It derives from a similar Ancient Roman technique, which was rediscovered and 

rejuvenated during the Renaissance. In the late sixteenth century, the Medicis sponsored its 
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importation to Florence, by calling artisans from outside and paying for their expensive instruments 

and materials.  

Eventually, stone inlay became a Florentine specialty. The development of this technique in the city 

was not just characterized by a remarkable craftmanship, but also by a naturalistic tendency, so that 

it was used to reproduce images realistically, and not just abstract patterns, and by its application to 

a broad range of objects. Tiles decorated with stone inlays eventually were even used to decorate 

precious furniture, such as tables or cupboards. From 1604 onwards, moreover, the Medici started to 

use this technique to decorate their family chapel in the church of San Lorenzo: as modern visitors of 

the Cappella dei Principi can see for themselves, the chapel required an impressive amount and 

variety of stones.231  

As this technique depends on the natural features of the stones, Florentine artisans and their patrons 

were extremely demanding about the kind of material they needed. Tuscan stones were not enough, 

and quite soon the Medicis bought minerals from abroad. At times, in order to have a steady supply, 

they even opened up new quarries. This happened for example in Corsica in 1593, after a negotiation 

with the Genoese authorities who ruled the island.232 Particular kinds of stones such as agate and 

jaspers came from East Asia, and their provision proved to be particularly difficult. Even though 

people bound by links of patronage like Sassetti could fetch some stones, they were not enough, and 

it was necessary to buy them on the open market.233 This was a long, complicated and expensive 

process, especially as negotiations were better held incognito, in order to keep prices low.234 

Eventually, as we will see, the Medicis would consider sending their own stonecutters to Asia, in 

order to collect minerals more easily.  

By the turn of the seventeenth century, the Medicis had been slowly collecting geographical 

information for decades. Meanwhile, they had also gotten used to exotic objects, which were 

necessary to signal their status and culturedness. They also required a steady provision of hardstones 

from far-away countries. Both information and objects were channelled through the private networks 

of Florentines abroad that had sprawled in the previous century.  

If the Medicis wanted to take a more active interest in the overseas world, they had both the means 

and a potential spur, but these, by themselves, could not cause the attempts. Just as his predecessor 

had done, Ferdinand I could very well have continued to gather geographical knowledge without 
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linking it to state policy. By the turn of the century, however, the evolution of the internal situation 

of Tuscany and of the broader international scenario precipitated a new situation.  

A SEASON OF AMBITIONS 

It was only during the reign of Ferdinand I that the Tuscan state tried to promote actively the trade of 

its subjects beyond Europe and the Mediterranean. This does not mean that his predecessors had not 

wanted to foster Tuscan trade, but they adopted different strategies. These had the aim to increase 

Tuscan partecipation in the redistribution of exotic products in Europe, and to increase the number 

and the capital available to the Tuscan merchants, by encouraging the immigration of foreign traders. 

The change in policy depended on Ferdinand’s personal attitude, as well as to a change in the 

international situation. 

A similar shift can also be detected in Tuscan foreign policy. Ferdinand’s attempts, as we will see, 

had only partly an economic purpose, and were also supposed to enhance the political importance of 

Tuscany abroad. Therefore, they were part and parcel of a broader strategy, as during his reign 

Ferdinand I promoted many aggressive and ambitious initiatives, in environments as diverse as 

France, the Levant, and Central Europe. Again, this was partly a radical change, and partly a 

continuation of previous Tuscan policy. 

In this section, we will see how Tuscan foreign and trading policy unfolded, during the reign of the 

first three Grand Dukes. We will analyze the different methods they used, in order to foster trade and 

promote Tuscan power. This way, we will be able to evaluate how innovative Ferdinand’s policies 

actually were, and how much they drew on previous developments. 

Cosimo I (1537-1574) struggled to fasten his grip on Tuscany, which, in his time, could only happen 

through a close collaboration with Spain. Therefore, he relied on Habsburg help in order to conquer 

Siena and to repel the internal threat of Florentine republicans. However, he also tried to limit the 

control that Madrid exercised on him, and whenever he could, he tried to reduce the size and the 

number of Spanish garrisons in and around his territories. Moreover, he was ready to find other 

interlocutors on the international stage, as when he was nominated Grand Duke of Tuscany (and not 

just Duke of Florence and Siena) by the Pope in 1569. Spain had not agreed to such a change, and 

recognized the new and more honourable title only later and grudgingly.235  
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The creation of the Order of Saint Stephen in 1562 can also be considered a part of the same strategy. 

This was a military order, that is, an organization of knights, committed to fight for the Christian 

faith, who also took monastic vows. It managed a galley fleet, which preyed upon Muslim shipping, 

in Tuscan waters and beyond. Even though the Order was formally detached from the state 

administration, it was controlled by the Medicis, as the Grand Duke was the Great Master of the 

Order. It also gave Tuscany, which had lacked a war fleet until then, an instrument of naval power. 

As this was the time of the long naval war between the Ottomans and the Habsburgs, the deployment 

of the galleys of the Knights became a bargaining chip in the relations between Florence and Madrid. 

Therefore, the creation of the Order increased Tuscan importance and autonomy within a Spanish-

controlled international order.236 

Cosimo’s trade policy was relatively simple. In order to foster trade, Cosimo improved the port 

facilities of Livorno, which by then was little more than a fishing hamlet, built a canal to connect it 

to Pisa, and granted some tax exemptions to its use. Moreover, he encouraged the immigration of 

skilled merchants to his territory. In order to do so, he took advantage of the resettlement of New 

Christians, that was then ongoing in the Mediterranean, and which stimulated different Italian polities 

to compete in order to attract them, as we saw in the first chapter.237 Cosimo used agents who 

advertised the good conditions that he was ready to offer to the potential immigrants, in the Iberian 

peninsula and Antwerp.238 The improvement of port facilities and the enticement of foreign merchants 

were the main strategies pursued by Cosimo.  

His son Francis I (1574-1587) continued and enhanced the pro-Spanish attitude of his father, but he 

did not nurture any particularly ambitious strategy in foreign policy. His economic policy was more 

enterprising, however. As his father had done, he supported wholeheartedly the development of 

Livorno. The city was significantly enlarged and was given a new, orderly planned urban structure 

by the architect Bernardo Buontalenti. However, Francis also tried to insert the development of 

Livorno within a broader commercial policy.  

The growth of Livorno was supposed to help the activity of Tuscan traders, and Francis tried to give 

them also his diplomatic support. In 1574, he sent an ambassador to Istanbul, in order to negotiate a 

trade treaty with the Ottomans. However, the latter were not willing to concede anything unless the 

Order of Saint Stephen was dissolved, a condition which Florence was not ready to accept.239 The 
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following year, the Grand Duke also sent an envoy to Lisbon. King Sebastian III was going to farm 

out a monopoly for the re-exportation of Portuguese pepper in Europe, and the Grand Duke tried to 

make sure that Tuscan merchants could obtain that privilege. Even though his attempt was not 

successful, and a consortium of German traders eventually obtained the monopoly, the Tuscan agent 

Antonio Vecchietti negotiated with them to make sure they would send their merchandise to 

Livorno.240 

Overall, Francis aimed at developing the role of Tuscan traders as intermediaries in the European and 

Mediterranean trade. He wanted them to deal with exotic products such as spices, but only in the final 

leg of their journey, after they had been brought to Portugal (on a sea route) or the Levant (on a land 

route).241 The port of Livorno, which Tuscans could use as a safe home harbour, was supposed to 

replace Antwerp and Venice, the traditional terminals of both routes. It must be remembered that, in 

the middle of the 1570s, both cities were undergoing severe problems in maintaining their position. 

Antwerp was engulfed in the Eighty Years’ War, and was sacked in 1576, whereas Venice had just 

lost Cyprus and ended a war with the Ottoman Empire. Francis’s attempts, then, were more realistic 

in those years than they would have normally been. 

The success of such a policy depended on negotiations with foreign states: when, for different 

reasons, Lisbon and Istanbul decided not to accept Tuscan proposals, there was little that Francis 

could do. Especially a permanent agreement with the Ottomans was unlikely, as long as the Grand 

Duke wanted to retain the Knights of Saint Stephen, whose main purpose, it must be recalled, was 

preying on Ottoman shipping and Ottoman subjects. The support for Livorno was a definitely more 

successful strategy, in the long run.  

Ferdinand’s attitude in foreign policy was much different.242 Generally speaking, at least until 1605 

it can be described as pro-French and anti-Spanish: even though he never really questioned the 

insertion of Tuscany within the Habsburg-controlled international order, he sought to play a more 

autonomous role in it, and he was ready to support France as a counterweight against Madrid. Only 

in his final years of reign would he move to a more Spain-friendly position. In the Mediterranean, his 

support of the Order of Saint Stephen led him to fight more bitterly against the Ottoman Empire. 
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Support for France and naval rearmament were therefore the main tenets of Ferdinand’s foreign 

policy.   

The rapprochement between Tuscany and France took place on the background of the bloody final 

phase of the French Wars of Religion. In 1588 the Protestant Henry IV became King, and Spain sent 

its army against him. The Grand Duke, however, supported the new Bourbon King, with extensive 

loans and diplomatic assistance. In particular, he helped broker the Papal recognition of Henry as 

King of France, as soon as he converted to Catholicism. It must be recalled that Ferdinand had long 

been a cardinal in Rome, before ascending to the throne, and knew therefore how to lobby at the Papal 

court. Moreover, Ferdinand married a French princess of the blood, Christine of Lorraine, and Henry 

married Ferdinand’s niece Mary a few years later. 

Tuscany also projected its military power on the French scenario. In 1591 the Duke of Savoy, an 

opponent of the Bourbons, occupied Marseille. In order to prevent him from taking over completely 

the French Mediterranean coast, Ferdinand sent his galleys to occupy the fort of If and the surrounding 

islands, in front of the harbour of Marseille. Ostensibly, this was made in the name of Christine and 

her rights on Provence, and only provisionally, as long as France did not have a legitimate Catholic 

King. In practice, this action played in the hands of Henry IV, as it checked the rise of his enemies in 

a difficult moment. The islands were dutifully returned to him in 1598. However, the King had to pay 

for the improvements of the fortifications that the Tuscans had undertaken in the meantime.243 

It is remarkable that Tuscany managed to occupy a slice, small but strategically important, of French 

territory. As a general background, the “conjuncture” was favourable. As Fernand Braudel notes, the 

end of the sixteenth century was the age of the “medium powers”. The large kingdoms that had held 

sway in the first part of the century, such as France, Spain and the Ottoman Empire, were now beset 

by internal turmoil, and smaller but more solid polities (Braudel mentions Elizabethan England, along 

with Ferdinand’s Tuscany) stood a chance.244  

However, Ferdinand’s success was also based on the navy of the Order of Saint Stephen, which he 

improved and increased in size. This navy did not only comprise galleys, by now the standard ship 

of Mediterranean warfare, but also vessels entirely powered by wind, such as galleons. In order to 

build and manage them, Ferdinand relied on a heterogeneous group of sailors and captains, which 

was largely composed of immigrants which he enticed to settle in Livorno. Foreigners, therefore, 

were a linchpin of Tuscan success in foreign policy. 
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With his fleet, Ferdinand escalated the privateering activities of the Order of Saint Stephen, which 

obtained its greatest successes against the Ottomans. Notably, it sacked the city of Annaba in 1607 

and pillaged the state convoy sailing from Egypt to Istanbul the following year. Moreover, the Grand 

Duke took hostilities to a new level, by promoting anti-Turkish alliances through his diplomacy. He 

cultivated friendly relations with the Persian and Transylvanian enemies of the Empire, and signed a 

friendship treaty with Morocco.245 Finally, he supported a Druze rebellion in Lebanon, led by Emir 

Fakhr-ad-Din. Tuscany sent military advisors to the area, and hosted the Emir when the Ottomans 

drove him into exile; in exchange, it could freely import grain from the areas under his rule.246 Despite 

its small size, therefore, Ferdinand’s Tuscany managed to become a relevant player on the 

Mediterranean scenario. 

The economic policy of Ferdinand was equally ambitious. On the one hand, he continued the 

diplomatic talks with Spain, which by now was in a personal union with Portugal, and Turkey, in 

order to access their markets. The negotiations with Spain were part of his attempts to enter trans-

oceanic trade, and therefore I will deal with them later. Those with the Ottomans foundered for the 

same reasons of before. It was obviously impossible to ask for concessions in the very same period 

in which the Order of Saint Stephen was being strengthened, and it is actually remarkable that 

Ferdinand even tried. 

Ferdinand also continued to foster the development of Livorno. His most famous act was the granting 

of the so-called Livornine, an extensive set of privileges aimed at prospective immigrants. The 

application of the rules was soon stretched in an even more tolerant way than the actual wording 

implied. As Corey Tazzara explains, this was a result of the interactions between traders and 

immigrants on the one side and Tuscan officials, which were given considerable leeway in 

interpreting the rules, on the other. The Grand Dukes did not renege on the agreements made on the 

spot in Livorno, and these precedents, which extended considerably the privileges of foreigners, were 

informally but effectively considered binding.247  

Permanent immigrants, as well as passing traders and sailors, were granted immunity for most of the 

legal charges they could face abroad, and even pirated goods were sold without hindrance. This fact, 

along with the activities of the Order of Saint Stephen, turned Livorno into one of the main centers 

of privateering and trade in privateered goods in the Mediterranean. An extensive religious toleration 
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was part and parcel of the freedom of Livorno. The letter of the law only covered Jews and Muslims. 

However, New Christians could expect to be protected from the Inquisition as well. Even if they had 

renounced their Catholic faith, which made them liable for apostasy, the Grand Dukes were willing 

to turn a blind eye, as long as they had done it abroad.248 A similar, informal toleration was granted 

to foreign Protestants. It was illegal to hold public religious ceremonies such as baptisms, but as long 

as Protestants kept their faith to themselves, quietly avoiding the obligations of the Catholic faith, 

they could expect to be protected by civil authorities.249 

Alongside improving institutional conditions, Ferdinand also actively promoted immigration to 

Livorno. His agents, such as the Flemish Jan van der Neesen or the Jew Maggino di Gabriello, 

advertised the good conditions that the Grand Dukes offered, through their personal connections.250 

They also assisted New Christian families in moving to Livorno, and took special care in “recruiting” 

the richest merchants.251 The result of all these efforts was the take-off of the growth of the population 

of Livorno, which under Ferdinand’s rule passed from around 500 inhabitants to more than 5000.252 

The great majority of the new inhabitants were labourers from Tuscany itself, or from the 

neighbouring regions, such as Liguria or Corsica. However, also the foreign colonies increased 

exponentially: for example the Jewish community, all made of newcomers, came to represent 7% of 

the total population of the city by 1622.253 

The reasons for this spectacular growth, however, did not only lie in the new institutional 

arrangement. The primary cause of the increase of the trade, and therefore of the population, of the 

harbour was the Mediterranean-wide famine of the 1590s. On that occasion, the Grand Duke bought 

large quantities of grain in Northern Europe, and he encouraged the other Tuscan businessmen to do 

the same. Other foreign merchants and skippers, especially Dutch, followed suit quickly, with the full 

diplomatic support of Ferdinand. Overall, 4.500 tons of grain arrived in Livorno between 1590 and 

1591, and around 15.000 tons in the two following years254 (the percentage personally freighted by 
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the Grand Duke varied between one third and one half of it).255 This sudden boom marked the full 

growth of Livorno into one of the great emporiums of Mediterranean trade.256 

Tazzara distinguishes the approach of Ferdinand, who focused (successfully) in populating the city 

without pursuing a “specific economic vision for Livorno”, from the one of Francis, who aimed at 

turning it into the European entrepôt for the spice trade.257 However, it can be argued that Francis and 

Ferdinand pursued similar strategies. They both aimed at turning Livorno into a safe basis, from 

which Tuscan traders could improve their position in European and Mediterranean trade. Whereas 

Francis had wanted to control the redistribution of extra-European products, Ferdinand’s projects 

aimed at tapping into their importation from overseas as well. The conjuncture of international trade 

seemed to offer a favourable condition for such a strategy. 

A WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY 

During the reign of Ferdinand I, the economic and political relationship of Europe with the other 

continents was changing. The new situation jeopardized the way in which Tuscan interlopers had 

traditionally been accessing trans-oceanic trade, but provided also new opportunities for newcomers. 

In this section I will describe how Iberian colonial trade had been working in the sixteenth century, 

and how foreigners had played a part in it. Then I will explain how and why the situation changed, 

and what new factors Florentines had to start to consider.   

For almost one century, Spain and Portugal had been the main countries involved in the exploration 

and colonization of other lands. By 1600, the core areas of their colonial empires were firmly under 

their control, and a working economy had been created. Spain ruled the most populous areas of the 

Americas, that is, the Mexican and the Peruvian highlands, in addition to a string of territories around 

them and some outposts in the Philippines. The conquest had been accompanied and followed by a 

massive depopulation, which had deeply restructured the local economy. However, by 1600 

demographic recovery was beginning.258 Spain exported or re-exported products directed at the 

European population settled in the Americas, and in turn, it imported colonial goods and silver. The 
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production of silver underwent a massive increase in the second half of the century, and the levy of a 

percentage of its production by the state became one of the main assets of the Spanish Monarchy. 

Portugal had colonized most of the Brazilian littoral, where it had built an economy which revolved 

around the exportation of sugar and the importation of slaves from Africa and European products for 

the settlers. However, the heart of its empire remained the Indian Ocean, where the Portuguese had 

created a string of forts and outposts scattered in strategic locations along the main routes. Alongside 

the exportation of Asian products to Europe and the imposition of protection costs to local shipping, 

the Portuguese had started to deal with the intra-Asiatic trade.259 

At the end of the century, both Spain and Portugal had rules which severely limited or even outrightly 

forbade the participation of foreigners in these branches of trade. However, the extent and the 

strictness of these rules varied.260 The ships had usually to leave from Spain and Portugal, and to be 

registered as Castilian and Portuguese. However, they could be bought abroad, and they could employ 

foreign sailors and officials. The captain had to come from the colonial motherland, but it was 

possible, and widely practiced, that the nominal captain was actually a strawman working for a 

foreigner.  

Similar caveats applied to merchants. Foreigners were officially barred from trading with Spanish 

America, but they could employ a Castilian dummy, or just try to enter illegally and ask for a royal 

pardon afterwards. It was also possible to apply for Castilian citizenship, though it was not always 

easy to do so.261 Anyway, foreign merchants based in Spain seem not to have been worried too much 

about these rules: a letter by the Florentine Filippo Del Nero, written in 1586, lists seven of his fellow 

citizens among the passengers of the fleet of that year. It was a “bella occasione di passaggio e di 

buona compagnia”, and the author regretted that he could not travel with them. However, he still 

expected to be able to sail on the next fleet.262 Regolations on the ground were always more open and 

flexible than on paper. 

In Portugal the situation was different, as much of the Asian trade was a monopoly, managed directly 

by the Crown or farmed out to private entrepreneurs. Therefore, a foreigner could enter only as long 
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as he was permitted to do so, or employed, by the holder of the monopoly. As at the end of the 

sixteenth century foreign merchants (Germans, Italians and Flemings) actually farmed a large part of 

the Asian trade, the road was open for their factors, who could then remain in Asia after the end of 

their contracts.263 In Brazil, initially the Crown left the door relatively open for foreigners, and only 

in 1571 it decreed that only Portuguese vessels could sail there.264 However, controls were scarcely 

effective, and the rationale of the law was more making sure that tolls were paid to the Portuguese 

customs than barring out foreigners completely.265 Overall, historians of the Portuguese empire seem 

to have considered the condition of being foreigner as one of the many variables that regulated the 

lives and actions of contemporary actors, but not as an insuperable barrier per se.266 

In practice, this meant that foreigners could find a way to access the Iberian colonial empires, 

especially if there was a relative shortage of people with their skills. Even when they had to go against 

the letter of the law, they could still operate in the “grey areas” of negotiations conducted on an 

individual basis that fleshed out political economy in the Early Modern world.267 As I mentioned in 

the first chapter, Iberian colonial institutions offered some flexibility.268 We have seen in the previous 

pages that Italians were largely present at the beginning of both the Spanish and the Portuguese 

expansions, as sailors, skippers, merchants or technicians. Actually, Spain had reasons to prefer them 

to other foreigners, because, as they came from small and usually friendly states, they were less 

politically threatening.269 They were not alone, of course: in particular, Germans and Flemings played 

a large role in both empires.  

Especially Portugal found quickly out that it needed to import ships and sailors from abroad. 

Portuguese shipping was barely sufficient for the colonial trade, so the export of Portuguese salt and 

sugar to North-Western Europe was managed by Dutchmen and Northern Germans. It was only 

natural that they gradually leaked into other branches of commerce as well. Especially from the 1590s 

onwards, more and more Flemish- and German-built ships, manned by sailors of those countries, 
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ensured the communications between Brazil and the motherland.270 Merchants and other specialized 

workers also made their fortune in the Portuguese empire,271 as it is shown by the experience of Jan 

Huygen van Linschoten, who lived in Portuguese India as a secretary of the bishop of Goa between 

1583 and 1589.  

The example of Huygen van Linschoten is significant also for the possible drawbacks that such a 

reliance on Netherlandish personnel could entail. As it is well known, after his return to his homeland, 

Huygen van Linschoten published his memoirs, which included extensive, detailed descriptions of 

the sea routes to Asia and the nature of the Portuguese trade there. These helped the Dutch in starting 

their own Asian ventures.272 After the start of the Spanish embargo against the Dutch rebels in 1585, 

colonial authorities kept a much closer eye on the activities of Netherlanders: after 1605 all foreigners 

in Brazil were effectively expelled.273 By then, however, the Spanish and the Portuguese could no 

longer effectively uphold their claims to exclusive control of overseas navigation. 

These claims had been contested from the very beginning. Throughout the sixteenth century, the 

French had tried to make various inroads into overseas trade. The Habsburg embargo on the Dutch 

rebels created also a powerful incentive for the latter to start sailing on their own. Meanwhile the 

English, who had increased their naval power during this period, started to send ships across the 

oceans. All these foreigners resorted to a combination of privateering and interloping. 

In Asia, the Dutch and the English organized their activities as joint-stock companies, which enjoyed 

a national monopoly on their lines of trade. They quickly obtained significant military victories 

against the Portuguese, who were expelled from many crucial areas such as the Moluccas.274 In the 

Americas, they concentrated their presence on the outskirts of the Iberian empires, especially in the 

area between the Lesser Antilles and the Amazon, which was less effectively patrolled. There, they 

did not just extract resources which could be profitably exported to Europe, such as tobacco, hides or 

the salt of Punta de Araya in modern-day Venezuela, but they also smuggled with the local Spanish 

settlers.275 
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Things were changing fast, then, on the eve of Ferdinand’s attempts. The new situation could offer 

new opportunities, but also considerable dangers. As we saw, Florentines were present overseas, and 

they were mainly active in the Spanish and Portuguese territories. In any case, Florentines had to use 

Iberian intermediaries or frontmen, and were therefore exposed to the wars that involved the 

Habsburgs. The most known case is that of Francesco Carletti, which will be dealt with afterwards. 

However, it was not the only one.  

In 1599 the Venetian ship “S. Anna e S. Nicola”, also called sometimes “Ponte” from the name of its 

main owner, Agostino De Ponte, was captured by Dutch corsairs while it was sailing from Lisbon to 

Brazil.276 The investors were all from Venice, even though two of them (Roberto Strozzi and Donato 

Baglioni) actually hailed from Florentine families living there.277 As the investors explained, the 

voyage had started as a regular trading voyage from Italy to Cádiz, under the command of the 

Venetian captain Antonio Coluri. However, when the possibility arose of making some extra money 

by crossing the ocean, Coluri was ready to get in touch with Portuguese merchants and to nominate 

a Portuguese nominal skipper, “as it is well known that these travels cannot be undertaken unless 

under the name of Portuguese people”278. 

A similar case happened in 1604, when a Portuguese ship, which belonged to the Florentine Orazio 

Neretti, was captured by the Dutch while it was travelling from Macao to India.279 Among the 

investors of the venture there were also other merchants from Venice. These included Francesco 

Capponi who, however, besides being defended as one of their subjects by the Venetian authorities, 

could also be defined as a Florentine by the Gran Duke of Tuscany, in a letter that he sent to the Dutch 

States General to support him.280 By granting diplomatic support to these merchants, Italian rulers 

were slowly getting involved with extra-European trade and warfare. 

AN IMMEDIATE PRECEDENT: FRANCESCO CARLETTI 

The best known example of an Italian interloper being damaged by the conflict between the Dutch 

and the Habsburgs, however, is Francesco Carletti. He was a Florentine merchant, who travelled 

around the world to pursue his business. On his way back home, the Portuguese ship on which he 
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was travelling was captured by Dutch corsairs, and he received only a paltry reimbursement for his 

losses. After coming back to Florence, he wrote a description of his travels, which is still considered 

one of the best travelogues of the Italian literature.281  

As an author and a traveller, Carletti enjoys some fame. However, apart from the early twentieth-

century historian Gemma Sgrilli, scholars have not considered his activities on the background of 

contemporary Tuscan trade policy. As I will show, his story can be considered a summary of the new 

problems that Florentine traders had to face, and that Ferdinand I tried to address. 

Carletti’s voyage started as a normal interloping activity, of a kind Florentine traders were already 

used to. In 1591 he moved to Seville, to work as an apprentice in a firm which belonged to the fellow 

Florentine Niccolò Parenti. In 1594, Francesco Carletti and his father Antonio decided to enter the 

slave trade, and to ship a cargo of slaves from Cape Verde, which was usually well stocked with 

them, to Spanish America. In order to get around the Spanish rules, they acted as representatives of 

a Spanish subject, who was however linked to the Tuscan community of Seville, that is, the Castillian 

wife of a Pisan merchant. Under her name they rented a ship, on which Francesco was registered as 

a sailor, whereas Antonio travelled as a stowaway. 

After arriving in Cape Verde, they bought 75 slaves, along with the licenses for their exportation. 

However, according to Carletti, Spanish authorities in Cartagena de Indias questioned the validity of 

these documents, and only the use of some letters of recommendation rescued them. In Cartagena 

they also bought a royal pardon (composición) for the clandestine arrival of Antonio Carletti: with 

that, they could “stare, andare e negotiare per tutte quelle Indie occidentali, come se fossimo stati 

propri naturali Spagnoli delli regni di Castiglia”.282  In Cartagena, they did not earn much from the 

sale of their slaves, so they decided to buy some Spanish goods and to resell them in Lima; after they 

arrived there, they decided to travel to Mexico as well. Throughout this period, they traded in 

American products, which they moved from one place to the other within the Spanish dominions. 
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From Mexico they moved to the Philippines. This time, they were both registered as officers of one 

of the ships that sailed there, and entrusted most of their silver to the captain. Once in Manila, they 

decided to come back to Italy through the Portuguese dominions in Asia. A direct travel was officially 

forbidden. However, the Carlettis passed through Japan, which did not pose any legal barriers to the 

travel of Europeans to and from its ports. From Nagasaki, on a Japanese ship, they finally arrived in 

Portuguese Macao. The legality of their arrival was questioned by the local authorities. However, due 

to their passage in Japan and their condition of Italians, and not Castilians, any further decision was 

referred to the Viceroy in Goa. In practice, it does not seem that they were further hindered. 

In Macao, Antonio Carletti died. At that point, however, Francesco was helped by a fellow Florentine, 

the merchant Orazio Neretti, who had been living in Portuguese Asia for some years. From Macao, 

he sailed to Goa; after a long stay, on Christmas 1601 he finally embarked, along with the 

merchandise he had bought in Asia, on a Portuguese galleon outbound for Lisbon. 

By then, Dutch ships had started travelling to the Indian Ocean, and their encounters with the 

Portuguese (who, besides being at war with the Dutch rebels, claimed an exclusive control on 

European shipping to Asia) usually ended in a fight. This also happened on that travel: off Saint 

Helena, the ship on which Carletti was travelling was captured by the Dutch, who took all the 

valuables inside the vessel. Carletti objected that his possessions should not be confiscated, as they 

belonged to a neutral merchant, and insisted to be brought to the Netherlands, in order to defend his 

rights in front of the Admiralty of Zeeland in Middelburg.  

In the summer of 1602 Carletti finally came back to Europe. He immediately got in touch with 

Florence, and asked for Tuscan diplomatic assistance. The Grand Duke was eager to help, both on an 

informal as well as a formal level. Tuscany was a mildly anti-Spanish country, and Dutch skippers 

had always been welcome in the port of Livorno. This meant that the Medicis were quite popular: 

according to the Tuscan agent in the Netherlands Jan van der Neesen, “se Sua Altezza, havesse mai 

bisogno di dua, in trecento navi da guerra (Dutch skippers) farebbono a gara per venire a servirle”.283 

Ferdinand could then use a carrot-and-stick approach, and point out his friendship towards the Dutch 

Republic, as well as threaten to retaliate against its ships in Livorno.284 In the meantime, the Grand 

Duke also asked Jan van der Neesen and another informal Tuscan agent, Sion Luz, to help Carletti’s 

cause.285  
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In the end, however, there was no outright diplomatic clash. The legal cause dragged on for years, 

and even though Carletti received some support from the States General and the stadhouder Maurice, 

the Admiralty of Zeeland and the Dutch East India Company were unwilling to give in. In 1605 

Carletti found a compromise with the Zeelanders, and received a paltry reimbursement for the 

sequester of his goods.286  

By then, stakes were much higher than just a disputed capture. Francesco Carletti had an extensive 

knowledge of the conditions of trade in Asia and throughout the Iberian empires. His skills were 

relatively rare even in the Netherlands, which was still, in many aspects, a newcomer. Carletti, who 

probably echoed Portuguese common opinion, relates with indignation how Dutch merchants in Asia 

were ready to pay exorbitant amounts of money for goods that were not worth it.287 Carletti mentions 

how he was approached by Dutch traders in order to “far diversi negotii”,288 and Jan van der Neesen 

wrote that even the States General wanted to employ him in the Indies.289 Ferdinand was also anxious 

to receive Carletti’s assistance: in the same letter in which he asked Van der Neesen to assist him (but 

discreetly, so as not to reveal that he was a Tuscan agent), he also asked for information on the Indian 

trade.290 Later on, Jan van der Neesen directly asked Carletti, on the Grand Duke’s behalf, “se vi è 

modo di negotiare nell’Amelica (sic!) senza licenza di Spagna”.291  

Carletti finally left the Netherlands, but before heading to Florence, he went to Paris. Henry IV had 

invited him for a “certo negotio”, the nature of which Carletti does not explain in his memoir.292 

According to Jan van der Neesen, who had spoken on the issue with Carletti himself, his stay there 

was related to the attempts made by France to establish a French East India Company,293 which would 

employ Dutch personnel.294 Carletti was supposed to provide his expertise to the French. However, 

the King’s projects were not put into practice, and in the summer of 1606 Carletti came back to 

Florence. 

This would not be the end of his involvement in projects of overseas expansion. We are shortly going 

to see that Carletti played a more direct role in Ferdinand’s attempts. His travel, however, was a sort 

of summary of the preconditions of these events. Florentines could indeed access the extra-European 
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trade by interloping in the Iberian empires, and did not even need to specialize in a specific 

commercial niche, or to use ships of their own. Carletti never sailed on a Tuscan vessel, and traded 

exactly in the same goods that Spaniards and Portuguese traded in. His ingenuity and some start-up 

capital were the only assets he needed. The institutional setting allowed foreigners to participate in 

that activity, even if that sometimes required them to go against the letter of the law, and even though, 

right in those years, Madrid was starting to take a harder line on the issue.  

The spillover of the Eighty Years’ War on a global scale, however, suddenly made such an approach 

much more risky. It also increased the value of Tuscan neutrality. Even though the Grand Duke’s 

diplomatic support did not help much Carletti, his legal position was much better than that of his 

Portuguese fellow travellers, and at least he had a chance to litigate for his rights. The Iberian powers 

were not invincible, free-riding on their political structures was less convenient than before, and 

Tuscan neutrality could constitute a comparative advantage: those were the most important lessons 

to learn from Carletti’s travels. Ferdinand I, not a man to shy away from ambitious enterprises, was 

soon going to try to apply them.     

FERDINAND’S ATTEMPTS TO ENTER OVERSEAS TRADE 

FERDINAND’S AGENTS AND THEIR USE 

The Medicis used different strategies and employed different kinds of people, in order to operate 

abroad. Ferdinand’s attempts comprised many different episodes, and it is no surprise that the people 

involved were similarly varied. Their own personal interests, which they tried to pursue while they 

were following the instructions of the Grand Dukes, were also manifold. In some cases, direct 

negotations with foreign powers was conducted through Tuscan ambassadors posted abroad. More 

often, however, contacts could not pass through formal diplomatic channels, and had to be much more 

flexible and confidential. It is better, therefore, to refer to the people involved in these actions as 

agents. 

It is common to draw a dichotomy between ambassadors on the one hand, and agents on the other. 

Ambassadors belonged to the social élite, interacted with their peers and represented in full their 

states. Informal agents acted in a much murkier way, all across the social spectrum, and their work 

entailed a certain amount of plausible deniability. As Brian Brege put it, while describing one of these 

agents: “The Corai mission – with its secret envoys engaged in cloak and dagger espionage – stood 

at one end of the spectrum; the permanent embassies at the major courts – obsessed with precedence 
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and reputation and controlled by the central government – stood at the other.”295 Most of the people 

described in this chapter belonged to the world of “cloak and dagger espionage”. However, a 

juxtaposition with the formal ambassadors is not the only way to understand their actions. 

In fact, as Marika Keblusek put it, being an agent is better understood as a function, performed at 

times by certain people, rather than a profession, or an otherwise more or less stable category.296 As 

she later specified, one of the main characteristics of an agent was probably the fact that they were 

not just agents, or anyway that they were not active in only one field of activity. For example, the 

people she studies were at different times merchants and art dealers, brought back and forth political 

intelligence and handled diplomatic negotiations.297 Even some ambassadors could cross these lines, 

and act in ways similar to agents. 

This is a vast and heterogeneous amount of occupations and people. Still, it is possible to put some 

order in the world of Early Modern agents. In the first place, we can look at how many different 

activities they managed to handle, which means also whether following the instructions of their patron 

was their main occupation, or source of income, or just something they did on the side, while tending 

to some other business. As we will see, some Florentine merchants performed at times diplomatic 

duties on behalf of the Grand Dukes, or sent them intelligence or exotic goods, but for the rest of the 

time they had no meaningful contacts with their court. It is only intermittently, then, that they were 

Tuscan agents. 

Another significant variable, which is difficult to describe in precise terms, is the degree of autonomy 

they enjoyed. An agent relationship was cushioned in a language of service and faithfulness, and it 

entailed mainly social, rather than economic rewards.298 Only rarely, therefore, were agents’ duties 

formally laid out, and usually they were left undefined.299 Of course, sometimes the wishes of the 

patrons were quite precise, as it happened when an agent had to buy something on their behalf. Even 

in those cases, however, instructions could allow for a lot of leeway: after all, an agent knew the 

situation on the spot much better than his patron.300 When they kept him or her abreast of political or 

commercial intelligence, they also had the opportunity to suggest a particular line of action. In those 

                                                
295 Brege, “The Empire That Wasn’t: The Grand Duchy of Tuscany and Empire, 1574-1609,” 402. 
296 Marika Keblusek, “Introduction: Profiling the Early Modern Agent,” in Your Humble Servants: Agents in Early 
Modern Europe, ed. Hans Cools, Marika Keblusek, and Badeloch Noldus (Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 2006), 9–15. 
297 Marika Keblusek, “Introduction: Double Agents in Early Modern Europe,” in Double Agents : Cultural and Political 
Brokerage in Early Modern Europe, ed. Badeloch Noldus and Marika Keblusek (Brill, 2011), 1–9. 
298 Keblusek, “Introduction: Profiling the Early Modern Agent.” 
299 Geert H. Janssen, “Political Brokerage in the Dutch Republic: The Patronage Networks of William Frederick of 
Nassau-Dietz (1613-1664),” in Your Humble Servants: Agents in Early Modern Europe, ed. Hans Cools, Marika 
Keblusek, and Badeloch Noldus (Hilversum: Uitgeverij Verloren, 2006), 65–80. 
300 Karl, “‘Galanterie Di Cose Rare….’” 



 68 

cases, it is difficult to see who really took the lead, and whether it was the patron who directed his or 

her agent to perform a certain action, or an agent who lobbied for certain instructions to be sent. 

The first cases in which Ferdinand tried to promote actively Tuscan trade overseas show clearly how 

borders could get blurred. In 1591 the Ximeneses, a family of New Christian traders whose members 

were spread between Iberia and Tuscany, approached the Grand Duke with an unusual request: they 

asked him to negotiate with Spain, in order to allow ships to sail directly from Brazil and São Tomé 

to Livorno, without stopping in Lisbon.301 Thomas Ximenes promised the Tuscan secretary in 

Madrid, Francesco Lenzoni, that if this permission was granted, all his family would move to 

Florence. Apparently it was mainly the Ximeneses who found such a change in Portuguese trading 

regulations appealing, whereas the Grand Duke’s interest was to have them settled in Tuscany. 

Negotiations over trade, then, were instrumental for Ferdinand’s policy of luring New Christian 

traders to his dominion. Later in the same year, Ferdinand would even donate a palace in Pisa to the 

Ximenes family, in order to have them settle there.302 Lenzoni himself, in any case, was skeptical, 

and did not believe that the Ximeneses would respect their part of the deal and move all to Tuscany. 

Moreover, he did not think it feasible to convince Madrid to grant an exception, even though, in light 

of his skepticism over the Ximeneses’ intentions, it is possible that he did not spend too much effort 

in doing that. In the end, no agreement was made.303  

The project, however, still seemed interesting to the Grand Duke, and four years later he came back 

to the issue.304 Ferdinand wrote that Florentine merchants would have liked to be granted the 

permission to navigate between Livorno and Brazil without stopping in Lisbon, and asked his 

ambassador in Spain, Francesco Guicciardini, to investigate whether it would be feasible to obtain it. 

Guicciardini was initially as skeptical as Lenzoni, but he later turned the question to a Florentine 

merchant of Lisbon, Raffaele Fantoni, who was slightly more optimistic.305 It was true that the 

Habsburgs were not easy to convince, but maybe an exception could be granted as a condition for the 

signing of a different official contract, or asiento.  
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Fantoni hinted at the possibility of underwriting the general contract of the pepper trade. It might 

seem strange to see it as a burden which would entitle the right to ask for a reward, but in those very 

years the pepper contract did not look very appealing. Indeed, Portugal could not find any private 

investor willing to farm it out completely after 1597.306 Otherwise, Tuscan investors could try to offer 

a financial loan, in return for such a permission. In any case, Fantoni did not see the Spanish and 

Portuguese rules as unchangeable, but as pawns which the Habsburgs could be willing to sacrifice, if 

they were presented with the right offer. However, nothing came out of his proposals. 

In 1602, other merchants contacted the Medicis with an offer related to extra-European trade. In this 

case, it was two traders based in Antwerp, the Florentine Alessandro di Giunta and a Flemish 

associate of his, Massimiliano Hulscher.307 Apparently, they were used to shipping Brazilian sugar to 

Zeeland, without stopovers in Lisbon, in order to refine it there. If they were given a monopoly on 

the importation and refinement of sugar from Brazil, the Canary Islands and São Tomé, they would 

be willing to move their activity to Livorno.308 Also in this case, then, direct trading links with the 

New World would not be the main advantage for the Grand Duke. He was supposed to be enticed by 

an objective more in line with his usual economic policy, i.e. the establishment of a new industry in 

Livorno (in this case, the sugar refining one). 

The merchants did not ask for diplomatic negotiations on their behalf, as Portugal would not have to 

be involved. Just as they used to smuggle sugar to Zeeland, they would now smuggle it to Tuscany. 

The favour they asked was much more in line with the usual requests advanced by people who offered 

to import new techniques, i.e. a temporary monopoly on their products.309 It was only the Grand Duke 

who could grant such a request, and he did not have to mobilize other agents or ambassadors. In this 

case, however, the merchants did not communicate directly with the Grand Duke, but through one of 

his agents, even though a rather peculiar one: his own half-brother Giovanni de Medici, who happened 

to be in Flanders at the time.310  

In all these cases, we can see a distinctive pattern. The proposals were started by private merchants, 

not the Grand Duke. He was ready to support them, but only as long as they entailed other positive 

side effects. Establishing direct trading relations between Tuscany and Brazil, by itself, was not 
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enough. Moreover, with the exception of the request by Giunta and Hulscher, Ferdinand was expected 

to mobilize other people, who would act as his agents, leading diplomatic negotiations with Portugal 

(Lenzoni and Guicciardini) or providing information (Fantoni). Ferdinand could make people 

perform these services, thanks to his position at the head of the Tuscan state. However, in these cases 

he intervened in favour of other, private actors, who were not too different from his own agent 

Fantoni. 

This kind of occasional interest in overseas trade would change very soon. As the Grand Dukes got 

more interested in it, they required also the services of other agents, who performed tasks for them 

on a more continuative bases. Their relationship with the Medicis was a long-term one. The most 

important ones were Jan van der Neesen and the Luz family, who could provide their patron with 

access to their contacts in the Low Countries.       

Van der Neesen was the one with the oldest attachment to Tuscany. We ignore most of his 

biographical data, even though he surely came from Flanders. In his correspondence, he mentions 

how he had relatives in Bruges, Ghent311 and Dendermonde, where he also owned some plots of 

land.312 We do not know when he came to Tuscany. However, in 1605 he mentioned how he had been 

serving the Medicis for 16 years,313 and in 1612 that he had not seen some Flemish relatives of his 

for 26 years.314 Moreover, in his correspondance he hinted at the fact that he had been a slave in Tunis 

twice,315 for his service of the Medici family.316 It seems, then, that he arrived in Tuscany in the late 

1580s, and it is possible that at a certain point in his life he served the Order of Saint Stephen. 

In later years Van der Neesen was often active in Northern Europe, where he worked as a commercial 

agent and informant of the Grand Duke. It is difficult to understand what was his main activity, as 

trade could be a convenient cover for proper spying. In 1602, while travelling from Venice to 

Northern Europe, he sent lists of wheat prices in Hamburg and Danzig.317 However, when he moved 

to Amsterdam a few months later, he wrote that he could easily “intrattenere sotto pretesto di 

negotio”: “sono stato subito cognosciuto da diversi, che mi hanno visto in Italia, in Amburgo et hora 

in Rovano a travagliare intorno li grani, immaginandosi che sono venuto qua per qualche altra incetta 
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pure per il Gran Duca”.318 The rest of his letter made it clear that actually Van der Neesen was mainly 

collecting information on the political and military situation of the country. 

In any case, his duties required him to move costantly, between Italy and the Low Countries or 

Germany. A few months after reporting from Amsterdam he was back to Italy,319 where he assisted 

the painter Pieter Paul Rubens, who was also on a diplomatic mission.320 Later, he moved to Rouen 

and Paris.321 Usually, however, he seems to have been based in Amsterdam. He bought luxuries for 

the Grand Duke, such as Indian “galanterie”322 or hunting dogs323, but he mainly briefed him on 

political events, in the Low Countries324 and abroad.325 Occasionally, this could be sensitive 

information, for which he had to bribe officials or archivists. When he was asked for information 

about an English captain who had offered to serve the Grand Duke, he managed to look for his name 

within Dutch passport registers, by offering some luxury exotic items (“un paio di calzette di seta di 

Milano”) to the clerk in charge of them.326 Moreover, at a certain point, he inquired on the Luz family.  

The Luzes was a family of Dutch businessmen, first recorded in Dordrecht in 1575.327 Even though 

later scholars claimed that they were Jews, as their surname seems to suggest an Iberian, and therefore 

arguably New Christian origin,328 Sion Luz was described by contemporaries as a Piedmontese.329 

The surname does not actually help in tracking down his origins, as Luzi, as well as similar-sounding 

words, is also an Italian gentile name.330 Moreover, it does not seem that Sion Luz ever identified 

himself as a Jew, or that he was considered as such by contemporaries. Sion and his children married 

either Dutch people, or members of the Italian community in the Netherlands,331 and Sion himself 

was buried in a calvinist church in Leiden in 1622.332  
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In 1603, Van der Neesen described to the Grand Duke Sion Luz, who at that time was living in 

Amsterdam.333 His description was not enthusiastic: his capital was huge, but he was short of cash, 

as his business activity was outstretched (“per essere allargati con negotij per tutto il mondo”). 

Moreover, his activity as moneylender was sometimes frowned upon. Nevertheless, he tried to 

cultivate a fashionable public image, “tenendo buona tavola, con danari attrae le persone, et le dame, 

et signori vanno a vedere le sue delitie”.  

This report on Sion Luz was useful for the Grand Duke, as right at that time his children were working 

for him. Isaac and Abraham Luz were among the first Dutch traders to settle in Livorno.334 They 

traded with Amsterdam and, through it, Russia. Dutch merchants at that time accessed the Russian 

market, via to the route that reached Archangel passing around the Norwegian coast, and Russian 

caviar always fetched a high price in Italy.335 The Luzes, uniquely among the other Dutchmen 

involved in this trade, tried to use the diplomatic clout of the Medicis to their advantage: in 1603 

Isaac Luz, as their representative, negotiated a treaty of trade and friendship between Tuscany and 

Russia.336 His requests to obtain also a monopoly on Russian caviar for his family were rejected by 

the Grand Dukes,337 and the Luzes’ Russian trade underwent serious problems later, due to some 

mismanagements on the part of their factors.338 Things did not turn out as the Luzes wished, but still, 

in their activity as diplomatic agents, they clearly served the Grand Duke well.  

Despite his initial skepticism, Jan van der Neesen collaborated with Sion Luz, and even lodged at his 

place for a while.339 It is possible that he was not completely sincere to him. Apparently, Sion Luz 

thought that Van der Neesen was a refugee from Flanders, whose only hope to return home lay in 

eventual Dutch victory.340 We know, however, that Van der Neesen travelled quite freely in and out 

of the Spanish Netherlands, had relatives who worked for the Council of Brabant,341 complained 

about the lack of Catholic masses in Amsterdam342 and planned to settle down in Brussels.343 In any 

case, as we will see shortly, Van der Neesen and Luz worked together for the Grand Duke, as his 

agents in the Low Countries. 
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The network of collaborators did not stop at them, as one of their main role was actually to recruit 

other people for the Grand Duke, when he needed them. This is how, for example, Sion Luz recruited 

some salt refiners from Zeeland, who were supposed to bring their techniques to Tuscany.344 Later, 

as we saw, Jan van der Neesen spent a lot of efforts in facilitating New Christian emigration to 

Livorno. In 1606, as we will see, their efforts focused on finding reliable skilled mariners for 

Ferdinand’s prospective overseas expansion. 

In fact, as we will see, entering trans-oceanic trade was mainly a matter of finding the right people, 

through appropriate contacts. Once Ferdinand decided that this was his priority, it was up to his agents 

to pursue this objective. Moreover, just as in 1591 and 1602, he could be spurred by requests of other 

people, or by reports he received. A change in Tuscan policy was not just an effect of Ferdinand’s 

whims, but it was a collective enterprise, up to a certain extent, that agents could influence through 

the information they sent.  

In the next two sections, we will see what this change entailed, and how it unfolded. The broader 

global scenario, as we saw, was the crisis of the Habsburg control on European overseas trade. 

Ferdinand could choose either to find a new place for Tuscany within the Habsburg order, or to 

challenge it altogether. The first option was more in line with the past, as Florentines had been carving 

a niche for themselves, in the Portuguese and Castillian empires, throughout the sixteenth century. 

The latter was certainly rather innovative, if not altogether daunting, and it entailed a radical 

reconsideration of Tuscan foreign policy. In both cases, however, Ferdinand’s actions would be 

shaped by his agents. 

NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE HABSBURGS 

Throughout the first years of the seventeenth century, Ferdinand I maintained his family’s traditional 

interest in the extra-European world. In doing that, he continued to rely on his patronage links with 

Florentines abroad. In 1601, for example, the Florentine engineer Baccio da Filicaia, who had moved 

to Brazil, wrote to the Grand Duke to inform him of his activities there.345 People like Filicaia knew 

that it was useful to feed the curiosity of their former ruler: seven years later, after describing his 

latest adventures, he asked for a recommendation letter on his behalf, to be used with the 

administration in Lisbon.346 Otherwise, Tuscan diplomatic service could also be mobilized: in 1604 
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the Tuscan secretary in Madrid Orazio Della Rena was asked to provide a lengthy description of the 

Americas.347 In any case, the flow of information continued. 

As we saw, as early as 1591, Ferdinand had tried to go beyond simple information-gathering. Yet, 

his efforts suddenly became much more intense, and more ambitious, after 1605. I contend that this 

was a reaction to a change in the conditions of Tuscan trade. Tuscany tried both to adapt to the 

Habsburgs’ claims on the control of trans-oceanic navigation, and to challenge them. In the following 

two sections, I am going to describe how it did first the former, and then the latter. 

We have seen that the Tuscan trading network had specialized in collaborating with the Habsburg 

imperial structures. They actually offered many niches for foreign merchants, as long as the latter 

were willing to adapt to the institutional landscape of the Spanish and Portuguese empires. The letter 

of Del Nero that was mentioned above seem to suggest a long familiarity with the Carrera de Indias, 

and does not appear to have been drafted by an occasional and unexperienced smuggler. Exactly for 

these reasons, the negative effects of the spillovers of the Eighty Years’ War on the Spanish and 

Portuguese empires affected them as well, as Carletti discovered. Florentine merchants were so 

embedded within the Habsburg order, that its crisis was their crisis. 

It was not only Dutch corsairs that they had to fear, but also Habsburg countermeasures. After 1605, 

Spanish and Portuguese colonial authorities tried to clamp down on Dutch interloping presence, by 

expelling all foreigners within their territories.348 The Medicis were fully aware of this, and their 

archives contain copies of these regulations. Those clearly stated that they could also apply to people 

who did not hail from the Dutch Republic, as long as they were suspicious enough, such as Flemings 

“ainda que sejão naturais de terras obedientes”349. Italians were never explicitely targeted, but they 

found out that they could be affected as well.  

In 1606, the Portuguese merchant of Livorno Diogo Texeira sent a ship to his cousin Manuel Texeira, 

who lived in the Brazil captaincy of Espírito Santo. It was apparently a routine trip, but the governor 

Francisco De Aguiar Coutinho had to send the ship away, when he found out that it had a passport 

from the Grand Duke. He later wrote to Florence to describe how sorry he was for the inconvenience, 

as he had to comply with existing laws, that forbade foreign vessels from sailing to Brazil.350 
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However, maybe Ferdinand could find an alternative solution for the situation, as Manuel Texeira 

himself wrote.351 

Texeira’s letter to the Grand Duke was much more explicit in linking Coutinho’s behaviour with 

recent political developments. The ship “foi agazalhado do governador (…) com muito gosto”. 

However, he had strict orders from the King that explicitely forbade foreign ships from entering 

Brazilian ports or carrying away merchandise. Coutinho could not help but comply, “maiormente que 

veio avera seis meses hum pezquisador geral que he sobre todas as justiças de Brazil, que esta nesta 

costa, em Pernambuque, o qual tem mandado pressos a Lixboa muitos homens e confiscada toda sua 

fazenda”. Even if Coutinho had been willing to break royal orders (which, despite all his protestations 

to the contrary, seemed rather eager to do), the prospect of effective punishment stopped him. 

However, the Grand Duke could now intervene. What the King had forbidden, the King could allow, 

and Ferdinand could ask him for an official dispensation, “para que se possa mandar em cadahum 

anno hum navio a esta capetania buscar regallos de Açuquer e outras cousas, o que entendo serà facil 

avendo hordem que vossa alteza serenissima o mande de suplicar por seu embaixador que esta na 

corte”. 

Change in the trade regulations did not only impact foreign merchants, but also colonial élites, who 

had to cut their illegal links with countries other than the motherland. This was a rather common 

mechanism, which was paralleled by the willingness of colonial élites of peripheral parts of the 

Spanish Empire, such as Venezuela or the Río de la Plata, to trade with foreign (mostly Dutch) 

merchants.352 Comply could only be ensured by officers who came from outside and were ready to 

put their loyalty to the letter of the law before the wishes of the local élites: people like the 

pezquisador geral who scared Coutinho, or the Spanish officials that managed to isolate Dutch 

smugglers and salt miners in the Caribbean.353 In these cases, the interests of colonial élites and 

foreign merchants were aligned. 

The Medicis could be a useful institutional resource for both. Unlike the Dutch, Tuscan subjects were 

under the rule of a country that was at peace with Spain, and that usually enjoyed friendly relations 

with it. Moreover, after the end of the French Wars of Religion, Florence was trying to move closer 

to Madrid in any case.354 Ferdinand was in close diplomatic contact with the court of Madrid, 
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bargained favours with it, and could surely ask for concessions. Just as the Ximeneses, Texeira 

thought that the Grand Duke could be an ideal tool for his own purposes. 

Texeira, however, did not offer the Grand Duke any specific service or compensation for his support, 

besides his and his associates’ loyalty. This was a radical departure from previous cases, and yet, as 

we will see, Ferdinand actually acted according to the wishes of this merchant. Moreover, as we will 

see, his policy in the rest of his reign continued in this direction. Apparently, the flow of requests and 

information, some of which was clearly related to trade, had finally changed the Grand Duke’s 

attitude. The situation on the ground had changed so much, that now the Medicis considered the 

promotion of Tuscan trade overseas as a legitimate target per se. 

Ferdinand followed the advice, and asked his ambassador in Madrid, bishop Sallustio Tarugi, to 

negotiate the permission asked by Texeira. However Tarugi, as Ferdinand’s other diplomats before 

him (Lenzoni and Guicciardini), was skeptical about the feasibility of such an approach, and in any 

case he was not more successful than them.355 After that, the Grand Duke changed strategy, and in 

1608 he asked for the same permission, but as part of a different kind of agreement.  

Ostensibly, Ferdinand offered to purchase a fief in America, where one of his sons would move. He 

claimed that this was necessary, in order to avoid quarrels among his children, and that he had tried 

in vain to buy a fief in the Kingdom of Naples before. Ferdinand offered to purchase some territory 

either in New Spain or in Brazil, specifically in the capitania of Espírito Santo, which produced sugar 

and tropical wood. Of course, it would be necessary to develop the economy of the region, and 

therefore Ferdinand asked to start a direct trade between Espírito Santo and Livorno, provided that 

duties to the Portuguese Crown would be payed in Tuscany.356 

The link between this request and Texeira’s letter is clear enough. Besides the mention of the 

captaincy of Espírito Santo, whose holders Ferdinand claimed to have already contacted, the letter 

specified that a Tuscan ship had already travelled there, but that it could not load anything “perchè 

v’era andato un Visitatore”. The need to avoid a succession crisis, on the other hand, does not sound 

as a plausible explanation, and it takes some stretch of imagination to assume that Ferdinand’s 

younger sons would have been willing to spend their life in a tropical region on the other side of the 

globe, utterly detached from the comforts of an Italian court. Overall, Ferdinand does not seem to 
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have had much interest in a political possession in America. The main goal of this negotiation was  

rather to establish a direct legal trading route between Tuscany and Brazil.  

In the same year 1608, Ferdinand opened two other fronts. On the one hand, he started negotiations 

with the aim of buying another Portuguese capitania, this time in Africa, on the coast of Sierra 

Leone.357 This territory had been granted two years before to the Portuguese Pedro Álvares Pereira 

who, however, was unable to develop his colony, and later fell out of favour with the court of Madrid. 

At this point his half-brother friar Francisco Pereira, who lived in Italy, contacted the Grand Duke of 

Tuscany through the intermediation of Emmanuele and Niccolò Ximenes. Ferdinand, after discussing 

the issue with Diogo Texeira, declared his interest.  

Ferdinand tried to gather some more information on West Africa, by using, again, a heterogenous set 

of contacts. As a former cardinal, and head of a dynasty which had always played a huge role at the 

Papal court, he could access the information on missions which was gathered in Rome. Therefore, he 

wrote to the General of the Jesuits, to ask for information on Sierra Leone.358 In the same period, in 

the late 1608, Ferdinand received a letter from one of the Luz brothers, Isaac, who at that time lived 

in Venice and was in contact with Van der Neesen.359 Isaac wrote a report about Dutch trade with 

West Africa, in which he hinted at the fact that he was helping the Grand Duke in sending a ship to 

the region.360 Meanwhile, the Grand Duke started negotiations with the Duke of Lerma, the chief 

minister of King Philip II/III. The aim of the negotiation was the same as in Brazil, and Ferdinand 

did not only want to be granted the fief, but also the permission to travel there directly from 

Livorno.361  

In the case of Sierra Leone, it is more difficult to retrace the private interests that stood behind this 

negotiation. It is tempting to assume that Ximenes and Texeira, who had tried to have their business 

in Brazil supported by the Grand Duke, were trying to do something similar in this case as well. 

However, we do not know of any previous involvement in Sierra Leone from their side. Moreover, 

as we shall see in the following section, in those years Ferdinand was starting to pursue commercial 

expansion overseas on his own account. Indeed, his other attempt at diplomatic negotiation with 

Madrid which dates back from 1608 was only linked to his own personal interests, apparently. 
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This time, the objective was to retrieve precious stones from India, in order to use them for the stone 

inlays of the Cappella dei Principi. As mentioned before, artisans often wanted to control the supply 

chain of their material, in order to get the best stones. In order to do that, in 1608 four artisans were 

dispatched to Lisbon, where they were expected to sail to Goa.362 Ferdinand asked for Portuguese 

permission to do so. However, his men were not supposed to stay only in Portuguese India, and would 

travel throughout the region, so much so that they carried an official letter directed to the Moghul 

Emperor. In the end, Portugal did not authorize them to travel. They tried to do so anyway, but they 

were stopped by Portuguese authorities while they were still in Lisbon.363 In the end the artisans never 

left Europe, even though one person associated with the expedition, Francesco Giovanni Paolsanti, 

wrote a letter from Goa in 1621.364 

In this last case, it is probable that the visibility aroused by the request of an official permission to 

travel doomed the expedition. We do not know how Paolsanti reached India afterwards, but it is clear 

that, as Carletti and Sassetti before him, individual Florentine travellers had ways to enter the 

Portuguese possessions. The problem arose only when the Grand Duke tried to obtain a legal 

privilege, and to sanction what had been so far only a tacit toleration or, in the case of Sassetti, a 

concession which was distinct from Portugal’s foreign relations. In this case, diplomatic negotiation 

was a dead end. 

This was the state of the issue when Ferdinand I died, on 3rd February 1609. His death apparently cut 

short all negotiations, even though some interest remained at the court of Florence. In 1612 Spain 

offered to reach an agreement on the issue of travel to Brazil, as a condition for the Order of Saint 

Stephen to put more effort in the fight against the Ottomans.365 However, the crucial point of the 

stopover in the Iberian peninsula was not solved, and without any concession on this part, Tuscany 

was not interested. The offer of a a new way to calculate the longitude, recently designed by Galileo 

Galilei, was not enough to change the position of Madrid. In the end, Cosimo II let the question die.  

For a country as linked with Spain as Tuscany, direct negotiations could look like a productive 

strategy. Diplomatic contacts were frequent and intense, and Florence and Madrid had many requests 

to ask, and to grant, from each other. As Fantoni had written, a concession on colonial trade could be 
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balanced by some offer on another topic, such as, in 1612, the activities of the Order of Saint Stephen. 

However, this was not the only path open to the Grand Duke, as we will see in the next section. 

A MORE DIRECT APPROACH 

In the last years of his reign, as negotiations with Castille and Portugal dragged on and eventually 

stalled, Ferdinand tried also a more direct approach to enter transoceanic trade. This time, he did not 

rely on diplomatic negotiations with Madrid, but rather on the human capital provided by the small 

Dutch and English colonies of Livorno, and their contacts in their homelands. Their actions would 

counter Habsburg claims directly, so they took place in areas that were less patrolled by Portuguese 

and Spanish colonial authorities. In this section, we will see how this process unfolded. I will first 

show what Northern European immigrants could offer to the Tuscan state or to local Tuscan 

merchants. Then I will describe how some of them tried to use their contacts and expertise on behalf 

of the Grand Duke. 

The rationale, on Ferdinand’s part, was clear enough. The easiest way to get around a law is to break 

it openly. This is what the Dutch and the English were starting to do, as they defied Habsburg rules, 

and sailed across the oceans. However, it was necessary to rely on a certain amount of skilled human 

capital, in order to do that. The first Dutch and English expeditions needed carpenters who knew how 

to build ocean-going vessels, captains and sailors who could sail them, and merchants to direct them 

where they could find a good profit. Moreover, ships and men needed to be heavily armed, in order 

to face predictable Spanish and Portuguese hostile reactions. 

In Tuscany, only some of this human capital was available. We have seen that there were some Tuscan 

merchants who traded overseas. However, skilled captains and sailors were in much shorter supply: 

Carletti, Sassetti and Del Nero all travelled on Spanish and Portuguese ships. It was possible to 

retrieve foreign vessels, which were willing to sail between Livorno and the other continents. This 

was probably what Texeira did, and in the same period there were a few other cases of ships arriving 

under a foreign (usually Portuguese) flag, in Livorno from Brazil or India.366 However, as the Dutch 

and the English already had this expertise and were putting it to use, an obvious solution was to import 

it from them. 

Contacts were provided through many different channels. There were many different ways through 

which Tuscan actors could collaborate with Northern merchants and skippers. Either they could just 
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finance their activities, and leave all important decisions to their partners, or they could try to play a 

more active role. 

The first possibility was in line with the diffusion of accomandite among Tuscan investors, and was 

compatible with investment in the joint-stock trading companies that were being created in those 

years. In 1601 the Florentine Bartolomeo Corsini asked his nephew and London-based agent, Ottavio 

Gerini, to collect information on the English East India Company. Gerini complied, but we do not 

know whether Corsini made anything out of his letter.367 However, in the following year Corsini 

asked the Amsterdam-based merchant Gaspar Quingetti to invest 9500 Dutch florins on his behalf, 

for the founding of the Amsterdam chamber of the VOC.368 Corsini asked him to keep his 

partecipation secret, but Quingetti replied that this was not possible, as the list of shareholders was 

available to the public. Therefore, he underwrote Corsini’s investment under his name.369  

Actually, we know that Quingetti invested 45.000 florins “for some friends”.370 We do not know why 

Corsini did not want his name to be made public, even though we can guess. Investing in the VOC 

was forbidden by Spanish authorities, and rumours circulated that a merchant from Antwerp was even 

condemned to death (later amended to a sentence of life imprisonment) for doing so.371 Even though 

Corsini, who lived in Florence, was not so vulnerable, right in those years he invested in accomandite 

in Sicily, and maybe he was afraid that his assets there could be seized.372 In any case, when Quingetti 

withdrew his investment, Corsini had to expose himself publicly, and his name appeared in a list of 

shareholders from 1612.373 

Corsini’s example was not followed by many people. Up until now, we actually knew only one other 

Italian merchant, the Venetian Francesco Bombardini, who invested in the first subscription of the 

VOC.374 It is possible that there were others, also in other chambers. In 1601 the Dutch merchant 

Vincent de la Barre, who invested in the founding of the Zeeland chamber of the VOC,375 wrote to a 

correspondent in Florence (whose name is unfortunately illegible), to advise him to do the same, 
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through his intermediation.376 In any case, Italian merchants could invest in foreign East India 

Companies, even though not many of them did so. 

It was also possible to enter trans-oceanic trade through other means, and to enter smaller companies, 

more based on pre-existing personal links. In these cases, ships and cargoes could eventually reach 

Italy. In 1605 Jan van der Neesen sent Ferdinand I a report on Dutch smuggling trade in the 

Caribbean.377 One of the ships involved was partly financed by him and a Florentine, who belonged 

to the rich Riccardi family, and was supposed to return to Livorno.378 Apparently, also Sion Luz was 

involved in the business.379 Jan van der Neesen thought that this activity could continue, as in the 

same letter he wrote about the possibility of taking part in the Dutch trade in Venezuelan salt, which 

was thriving at the time.380 Dutch opposition could be circumvented by bribing the Grand Pensionary 

Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, whose sons were expected to visit Tuscany soon. Meanwhile, Abraham 

Luz tried to have the Riccardis take part in their family’s trade with Muscovy.381 

We have arrived now at the doorstep of the court. Jan van der Neesen and Sion Luz were both Medici 

agents, as we have seen, and obviously the Riccardis and the Corsinis had access to the Grand Duke. 

Ferdinand I kept abreast of what was going on in the Florentine trading environment, and he 

occasionally intervened in it, as when he co-insured with Riccardo Riccardi a ship coming from 

Syria.382 This probably explains why the letters sent by Quingetti and De la Barre to private merchants 

in Florence eventually ended up in the Mediceo del Principato record, along with documents sent 

directly to the Grand Duke or his secretaries. 

In the same months in which the Riccardis invested in the Dutch smuggling trade, around 1605, 

Ferdinand I decided to make Florentine expansion in overseas trade an explicit goal of his policy. 

Therefore, he tried to follow their line of action, but he acted on his own behalf and with his own 

money. As the private Florentine traders, he needed to hire ships and captains from Northern Europe. 

In order to do so, he could rely on his agents in the Netherlands.  

In the early summer of 1606 Jan van der Neesen bought a huge warship (“De Groote Leeuw”, later 

rechristened “Livorna”) from the Admiralty of Amsterdam.383 In this operation, he was assisted by 
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 82 

Luz, who was always in close contact with him384, and by Francesco Carletti, just before he left the 

Netherlands.385 Carletti, as we saw, could provide an informed opinion about the technical 

requirements of an expedition to the Indies, whereas the Luzes were well introduced in the 

Amsterdam merchantile environment: clearly, the Grand Duke took advantage of all the skills 

available to “his” men on the spot. Also Quingetti who, as we saw, was in touch with Florentine 

traders, played a part, and he insured the ship.386  

The “Livorna” was supposed to be used in the East Indies: Van der Neesen forwarded a nautical chart 

on the region,387 and recruited a skipper who had already sailed there.388 However, the purchase had 

been highly controversial, as it would feed competition for the VOC in the East Indies, and the 

Admiralty of Zeeland had criticized it from the very beginning.389 At the end of September, the States 

General sequestered the ship, ostensibly in order to use it in the Dutch war fleet.390  

At this point, Jan van der Neesen changed strategy. Up until that moment, he had formally acted on 

his own account, even though his connections to the Grand Duke were well known. Now, he openly 

stated that he had acted as a representative of the Grand Duke of Tuscany and the Queen of France, 

who was his niece.391 He also suggested to the Tuscan court that it takes reprisal against the goods of 

Isaac Le Maire, Marcus de Vogelaer and Dierck van Os, three shareholders of the VOC392 who had 

favoured the sequester393 and had business partners in Livorno.394 The Grand Duke did not follow his 

advice, but still, he tried to make full use of his diplomatic weight on the issue.395 

Throughout the autumn, Jan van der Neesen and Abraham Luz pulled all the strings they could, in 

order to get the ship released. They also managed to secure the assistance of the French ambassador 

Buzenval,396 even though the Dutch discovered that the participation of the Queen of France was 

fictitious.397 Finally, in December, the States General gave in, and the ship sailed to Livorno.398 
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However, the States General reminded the crew and the captain that they were officially forbidden to 

break the monopoly of the VOC.399 

We do not know what happened later to the “Livorna”. Apparently, in the end the Grand Duke decided 

that an expedition to the Indies was not worth the effort of quarrelling with the Dutch again. Most 

likely, the ship was joined to the fleet of the Order of Saint Stephen, and used in the Mediterranean. 

In the following years, however, Van der Neesen would keep on working as an agent of the Grand 

Duke in the Low Countries, and the Luzes would continue to assist his plans for naval expansion. 

These would gradually come to be more focused on the Atlantic Ocean. 

In 1608, as we saw, Tuscany started to negotiate with Madrid on many issues, all related to access to 

overseas trade. Over a few months, Ferdinand I demanded the permission to purchase Portuguese 

territory in Brazil and Sierra Leone, to have Tuscan ships sail directly to these areas, and to send a 

few skilled artisans to Goa. As we saw, during this period he also received a report by a member of 

the Luz family, about Dutch trade in Africa. Still in 1608, he also received two other projects, 

forwarded by the same person, which described how trade could be started with the East Indies and 

Brazil.400 In both cases, the ships had to be bought, insured and sent from Holland, even though they 

were to return to Livorno. Commerce with Brazil was actually seen as an opportunity to establish a 

sugar refining industry in Tuscany. It is clear that the author of this proposal was a Dutchman or 

somebody who lived in Netherlands, as he mentioned the fact that he could host the agents of the 

Grand Duke before they embarked. It is not clear, though, whether it was sent from the Netherlands 

or from Livorno.401  

Still in 1608, another report described Indian trade, and proposed to ask the King of Spain for 

passports, in order to undertake “il negotio che Vostra Altezza Serenissima ha in mente”, that is, the 

procurement of precious Indian stones for the church of San Lorenzo in Florence.402 This report was 

clearly linked to the dispatch of Florentine artisans to India in the same year. All the scholars who 
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have mentioned this project have assumed that his author was Francesco Carletti, even though there 

is no positive evidence on the issue.403  

These projects would not just remain on paper. In the same year, the Grand Duke took the matter in 

his own hands, and sent a full-fledged expedition to the New World.404 As he had done before, he 

relied on the expertise provided by the Northern immigrants in Livorno. However, this time, most of 

the people involved in this expedition had an English, rather than Dutch origin.   

The man responsible for the expedition was sir Robert Dudley (1573?-1649). He was the illegittimate 

son of Robert senior, earl of Leicester and courtier of Elizabeth I. As a young man, Robert junior 

organized an expedtion to the Guyana region and took part in an Anglo-Dutch raid on Cádiz. He 

seems to have acquired an extensive knowledge of navigation in these years. His hope for a career at 

the English court, however, was thwarted by his repeated, unsuccessful attempts to be recognized as 

a legitimate son and Earl of Leicester. In 1603 he left for the continent, converted to Catholicism, and 

eventually settled in Tuscany, where he was employed as a military engineer from 1606 onwards. He 

helped design the new port and fortifications of Livorno, as well as some new vessels and nautical 

instruments.405 

In 1608 Robert Dudley, on the Grand Duke’s behalf, charged the fellow English captain Robert 

Thornton, who had also recently moved to Livorno,406 with the task of travelling with two ships to 

the Amazon and the Guyana coast. The goal of the voyage was to trade in precious goods like 

brazilwood, drugs and gold. The responsible of the commercial aspects of the expedition was a certain 

Jan van Haarlem, who was credited with having previous experience in the region.  

Dudley had personally travelled to Guyana, and could provide Thornton with all sorts of useful advice 

on the practicalities of navigation in the region. However, the choice of Guyana as a destination was 

not only a result of his own personal experience. In fact, the area between the deltas of the Amazon 

and the Orinoco offered considerable opportunities for interlopers.407 It did not host any major 

European settlement, and as it lied on the border between the Spanish and the Portuguese possessions, 
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no country effectively policed the area. In this period Dutch, English and Irish merchants traded 

extensively in the region. They smuggled with the Iberian colonists, especially in the Northern part 

of the area, and purchased tobacco, dyes and precious wood from the indigenous population. Dudley 

and Van Haarlem only replicated, under the Tuscan flag, what was a normal activity in their countries 

of origin. 

Although we do not have many details on the origins of the crew, at least two clerks (Orazio Gennaini 

and Vincenzo Tronconi) were probably Italian, as well as a merchant involved, Orazio Erbucci.408 

Others were Northerners of Livorno, however. One of them was an Englishman called William Davis, 

who had been captured by the Order of Saint Stephen and was freed in exchange for his participation 

to the expedition. He wrote a short description of the travel, which he published later with the rest of 

his memoirs.409  

Under Thornton’s command, the galleon “Santa Lucia Bonaventura” sailed into the mouth of the 

Amazon, and then along the Guyana coast up to the Orinoco delta and Trinidad. It returned to Livorno 

in the summer of 1609.410 However, by then Ferdinand had died, and his successor Cosimo II did not 

try a second expedition. In the end, Ferdinand’s attempt to turn Livorno in a center of state-promoted 

oceanic trade under a Tuscan flag foundered. 

In the next section, we will investigate the reasons for this failure. Ferdinand had tried to rally around 

his project the dying tradition of Tuscan private interloping in the Iberian empires, and to connect it 

with the contacts and expertise provided by his new Dutch and English subjects of Livorno. He was 

ready to provide financial as well as diplomatic assistance, and to commit his own capital in the new 

trading ventures. In the end, however, when support from the Grand Duke was withdrawn, the 

merchants involved had no reason to follow his former plans, and they all went their separate ways. 

Their interests, and the requirements of Tuscan foreign policy, were too divergent to prevent such an 

outcome. 
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CONCLUSION 

In order to explain the unfolding and the development of Ferdinand’s cluster, we cannot essentialize 

Tuscan foreign policy, and take it for granted that colonial expansion was a desirable outcome, which 

could not be attained because of some inherent weakness. Instead, we have to investigate what were 

the different interests of the different actors of these episodes, what they did in order to pursue them, 

and how these actions interacted. 

Let us start from the most obvious vantage point, the head of the Tuscan state, Grand Duke Ferdinand 

I. Historiography has often assumed that the rationale of his actions were self-evident. He was an 

ambitious ruler, he pursued an aggressive foreign policy, so it is only natural that he tried also the 

path of colonial expansion. However, this was not necessarily an obvious choice, and it is important 

not to be blinded by teleology.  

When Ferdinand’s cluster effectively started, in 1605, there were not many precedents he could rely 

on. Spain and Portugal had successfully upheld their claims to the exclusion of other European 

countries from trans-oceanic routes for more than a century, and the English, Dutch and French had 

so far mainly limited themselves to a combination of smuggling and piracy. The EIC and the VOC 

had just been founded and, even though there were many reasons to guess so, nobody could know for 

sure whether they would be successful. There were many other ways to enhance Tuscan power, more 

in line with the traditions of the Italian states. 

As a matter of fact, as we saw, Ferdinand was not really enthusiast to pursue an expansionist policy 

overseas from the very beginning. The first times he was asked to help Tuscan trade across the oceans, 

he did so eagerly, but only as long as this entailed other positive side effects. This was the case with 

the offers from the Ximenes family and Giunta and Hulscher. In any case, Ferdinand did not start to 

move independently, but he had to be asked by private merchants first. Apparently, things changed 

after 1605. 

In the years immediately afterwards, Ferdinand’s policy on the topic was less linked to private 

lobbying. His negotiations with Madrid became more intense, and his collection of intelligence on 

overseas trade more systematic. I contend that this was an effect of the global spillovers of the Eighty 

Years’ War. Ferdinand saw that Florentine traders abroad were threatened, by Dutch privateering 

and, finally, also by Habsburg countermeasures, so he decided to act. There were new risks, as well 

as new opportunities. 
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There were also other factors at work, in any case. The need to retrieve hardstones should not be 

necessarily downplayed. The development of the stone inlay technique was not just a matter of taste, 

but also a way to enhance the cultural buoyance of the Medici court in front of friends and rivals. In 

fact, the European diffusion of this technique followed Tuscan diplomatic channels, so that it can be 

argued that it improved the international standing of the Medicis.411 Similar factors were also at play 

for the circulation of other exotic luxury objects. They surely did not condition Tuscan trading policy, 

but they provided opportunities and incentives. 

However, foreign policy had its constraints as well. In particular, for Tuscany it was impossible to 

challenge Spain too openly. Even at the height of Tuscan involvement in the French Civil Wars, 

relations between Florence and Madrid were cold and hostile, but never escalated to war. Spanish 

predominance in Italy would have made such an outcome extremely risky. As Brege correctly notes, 

this severely limited the choices available to Ferdinand I, as regards overseas activity.412 Overall, 

expansion in Brazil or the Indian Ocean had to fit within Tuscan foreign policy, which had many 

requirements to take into account. 

Let us now turn to the Florentine merchants. From their point of view, it was useful to enjoy 

diplomatic assistance from the part of the Medicis, and to be recognized as neutral in the Dutch-

Habsburg conflict. This is what Carletti had tried to do, when his ship was captured. Their status as 

Tuscan subjects could become a useful resource, in times of general war. 

Their presence overseas was mostly limited to the Iberian territories, where they had played a small 

subsidiary role for over a century, within their imperial structure. This had an important consequence. 

Tuscan or Tuscan-based merchants were interested in regions where the Iberians were already 

present, and where there was a settler population to trade with, rather than in territories where there 

was no working colonial economy already in place. For example, Brazil was already known to 

Ximenes, Texeira, Giunta and Filicaia, whereas Guyana, which was the target of a Tuscan trading 

expedition, was completely outside the Florentine trading network. And of course, they were not 

interested in fighting the Iberian incumbents, as the VOC did, as this would have been economically 

counterproductive. What they could ask for, was recognition for their neutral status, and the 

possibility to avoid stopovers and breaking bulk in the colonial motherland, as this would save time 

and money. 
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It is probably useful to take a look at a similar case. Throughout this chapter I have often suggested 

that the Italian presence overseas resembles, on a much smaller scale, the Flemish one. In 1973, Eddy 

Stols described the Dutch and Flemish early presence in Portugal and Brazil as an activity which 

thrived, but which was also completely subsumed within the Portuguese economy.413 At least in the 

Atlantic, interloping, as later scholars also remarked, was not a challenge to imperial structures, but 

one of their integral parts.414 Interloping did not necessarily evolve into the development of a 

competing overseas expansion and an alternative imperial structure. This could be the result of the 

interests of different actors, as, in Stols’s narrative, the “newcomers” from Zeeland and Rotterdam.415 

Overall, as also Christopher Ebert recently noted, the fact that the Dutch moved in the Atlantic from 

smuggling to trading companies was due to political causes, and not to economic ones.416 

We have already seen that it was not obvious that Ferdinand would desire naval expansion overseas. 

A similar consideration can be made for Tuscan merchants as well. They knew one way of accessing 

the overseas world, through the institutional structures of the Iberian empires. Transforming their 

presence, and send ships of their own to areas outside European colonial control such as Guyana, was 

not necessarily more advantageous. We should not see the move from a subsidiary presence in a 

foreign structure to independent trade as an upgrade, but only as an alternative.  

As regards foreign personnel, it is more difficult to see a coherent pattern in their interests and actions. 

From the perspective of Tuscan actors, they were certainly useful as a source of expertise, whether 

they were captains willing to sail under the Grand Duke’s banner, as Thornton, or middlemen for 

investments in the new booming sectors of the Atlantic economy, as the Luzes. However, they did 

not move in a coherent way. In Livorno, the Luzes were eager to help the Grand Duke in purchasing 

the “Livorna” but, as we saw, some other members of the local Dutch-speaking community were 

linked to its sequester.  

It was clearly only some foreigners who provided their expertise, when they were contacted by agents 

who worked more or less permanently for the Grand Duke, like Jan van der Neesen and Sion Luz. 

They did not act as a community, with a certain degree of internal solidarity and collective interests, 

as the Dutch-speaking merchants of Genoa would do forty years later, as we will see.  Rather, some 
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people worked for the Grand Duke only when they were asked to do so, and as long as they fitted 

within his broader strategy. 

Overall, it seems that Ferdinand and the merchants involved had different strategies, and could 

integrate them only up to a certain extent. Up until 1605 the drive came from private merchants, then 

it was managed by the Grand Duke. Merchants (both Tuscan and non-Tuscan, such as the Luzes) 

wanted to enjoy diplomatic support from the Medicis, but they did not want to direct their activity to 

areas outside Iberian influence, and neither them nor the Grand Duke wanted to openly challenge the 

Habsburgs. After the hectic phase of the late 1600s, the situation returned as before the cluster. The 

Medicis were ready to support Tuscan merchants overseas, but the latter were in any case integrated 

within foreign imperial structures, as this was the only way they could work effectively.  

In 1617  the Florentine Orazio Neretti – the same person who had helped Francesco Carletti after the 

death of his father, and whose ship had been captured by the Dutch in 1604 – wrote from Macao, 

after 38 years of stay in the Indies.417 He informed Grand Duke Cosimo II and his own relatives of 

his whereabouts, and that his cousin Giovanni Battista Soderini had arrived safe and sound to China. 

Moreover, as a token of his unbroken devotion to his original rulers, he presented the Grand Duke 

with two views of Beijing and Canton painted on bamboo panels, “che è un certo hornamento a modo 

di panni d’arazzo de quali Francesco Carletti saprà informarvi”. In exchange, he asked for a 

recommendation of the Grand Duke at the court of Madrid, so that he could be nominated a fidalgo 

of the Portuguese Order of Christ. Apparently, now the only way the Grand Duke could help “his” 

merchants was to help them enhance their Portuguese character, within a Portuguese institutional 

framework.  

  

                                                
417 ASF, MdP 5080, 8th January 1617. 
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THE GENOESE CLUSTER – I 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1647 the Dutch consul of Genoa, Hendrik Muilman, linked a group of Genoese investors with his 

brother Willem and another Amsterdam merchant. The society they formed, the Genoese East India 

Company (CGIO), secured a charter from the Republic of Genoa, bought two ships in the Netherlands 

and recruited some skilled Dutch personnel. What the consul had done was a blatant violation of 

Dutch laws, which forbade the employment of Dutch personnel by foreign India companies. In 1649, 

in the waters off Sumatra, the VOC captured the ships and their crew and the company was over. The 

capital was transmitted to another chartered joint-stock company, the San Giorgio Maritime Company 

(CMSG), which secured Portugal’s permission to trade with Brazil, and actually sent ships there. 

However, the company was economically not successful, and was not renewed after the expiration of 

its charter, in 1668.    

Despite their lackluster performance, the Genoese chartered trading companies, and the CGIO in 

particular, have not escaped scholarly attention. As in the case of Tuscany, local historians started to 

find sources on them at the end of the nineteenth century.418 The first scientific work on the CGIO 

dates back to 1969.419 A few years later Claudio Costantini dedicated a few pages to it, in what 

became a standard work of reference on the history of the Republic of Genoa.420 Also historians who 

were not specialists of Genoese history came to know the CGIO, whose story was incorporated in 

more general narratives of the Italian decline.421  

In the meantime, some Dutch sources on the CGIO had been used for an article in Dutch,422 which 

remained virtually unknown to the Italian public.423 It was only in 1988 that Sanjay Subrahmanyam 

first brought together the Italian historiography and the extant Dutch and Portuguese sources, and 

                                                
418 Luigi Tommaso Belgrano, “Opuscoli di Benedetto Scotto, gentiluomo genovese, circa un progetto di navigazione pel 
Settentrione alla China ed alle Indie Orientali,” Atti della Società Ligure di Storia Patria 5 (1867): 299; Luigi Tommaso 
Belgrano, “La Compagnia Genovese delle Indie e Tommaso Skynner,” Giornale Ligustico di Archeologia, Storia e Belle 
Arti 2 (1875): 121–36.Giuseppe Pessagno, “La grande navigazione al secolo XVII e la Compagnia delle Indie Orientali,” 
Genova - rivista municipale, August 1930. Belgrano’s latter article was also included in De Gubernatis, Storia dei 
viaggiatori italiani nelle Indie Orientali: con estratti d’alcune relazioni di viaggio a stampa ed alcuni documenti inediti, 
82–94. 
419 Danilo Presotto, “Da Genova alle Indie alla metà del Seicento. Un singolare contratto di arruolamento marittimo,” Atti 
della Società Ligure di Storia Patria 9 (1969): 71 – 85. 
420 Claudio Costantini, La Repubblica di Genova nell’età moderna (Torino: UTET, 1978), 315–19. 
421 Carlo M. Cipolla, Storia economica dell’Europa pre-industriale, 3 edizione, Universale paperbacks 1 (Bologna: Il 
Mulino, 1980), 372. 
422 N. P. van den Berg, “De Oost – Indische Compagnie der edelen van Genua (1648 – 1649),” Tijdschrift voor Indische 
taal-, land- en volkenkunde 24 (1877): 442 – 474. 
423 The only exception being an unpretentious picture book (Umberto Villa, La città marinara (Genova: Tipografia del 
Successo, 1903).), which was totally ignored by historiography. 
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produced what became the most authoritative account on the episode.424 Subrahmanyam was moved 

to this topic by his interest on the relation between European chartered companies and military power. 

As he claims that violence underpinned their economic profitability, the end of the CGIO at the hands 

of the VOC is a good example for his overall argument. A few years later, Thomas Kirk also 

incorporated the history of the company into his analysis of Genoese trade policy.425 It is arguable 

that Subrahmanyam and Kirk played a role similar to the one played by Braudel on Ferdinand’s 

cluster, and brought information on the Genoese attempts in front of an international audience.  

Despite its somewhat better outcome, the CMSG has always been much more neglected than the 

CGIO. Costantini was the first one to mention it,426 and shortly afterwards Giulio Giacchero, a 

brilliant amateur historian despite his sometimes overblown local pride, provided a brief but insightful 

analysis.427 In recent years, other works from scholars of Portuguese history added useful details.428 

However, the most complete description of the episode might still be my Master thesis.429 

Most of these works were made earlier than fifteen years ago, and were written by historians who 

focused on the internal political history of the Republic of Genoa, and who adopted the Genoese state 

structures as their vantage point. Such an approach was certainly reasonable: besides the obvious fact 

that state records are the clearest and most accessible source, the Genoese companies seem to fit 

remarkably well into standard accounts of the history of the Republic, as they were established in a 

moment in which many of its long-lasting economic and political characteristics, such as the 

alignment with Spain, seemed to be going to be reversed. Political and intellectual debates on these 

issues, then, have been considered the natural background of these enterprises.  

As a result, these attempts have been traditionally explained as tools to achieve political results 

(essentially, a strengthening of the state fleet), and have been detached from their economic context. 

If we are to follow many of the scholars who studied these enterprises, their promoters were not really 

concerned about trade, and they showed a remarkable degree of naivety and ignorance about the 

                                                
424 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “On the Significance of Gadflies: The Genoese East India Company of the 1640s,” Journal 
of European Economic History 17, no. 3 (Winter 1988): 559–581. 
425 Thomas Allison Kirk, “A Little Country in a World of Empires: Genoese Attempts to Penetrate the Maritime Trading 
Empires of the Seventeenth Century,” Journal of European Economic History 25, no. 2 (1996): 407 – 421; Thomas 
Allison Kirk, Genoa and the Sea: Policy and Power in an Early Modern Maritime Republic, 1559–1684 (JHU Press, 
2005). 
426 Costantini, La Repubblica di Genova nell’età moderna, 319–21. 
427 Giulio Giacchero, Il Seicento e le Compere di San Giorgio, Il periplo (Genova: Sagep, 1979), 484–87. 
428 Leonor Freire Costa, “Genoveses nas rotas do açúcar: a intromissâo em exclusivos coloniais portugueses (c. 1650),” 
in Génova y la Monarquía Hispánica (1528-1713), ed. Manuel Herrero Sánchez et al. (Genova: Società Ligure di Storia 
Patria, 2011), 915–32; Alessandrini, “Consoli genovesi a Lisbona (1650-1700 ca).” 
429 Tosco, “La Compagnia Genovese delle Indie Orientali e i rapporti fra Genova e le Province Unite nel Seicento,” 137–
49. 
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situation on the ground.430 This interpretation is consistent with that proposed by scholars of 

Ferdinand’s cluster. In Genoa as in Tuscany, attempts at overseas expansion have been considered as 

a way to enhance the political weight of the state. 

Only recently this view, which ultimately emphasised the eventual failure of the Republic in changing 

its political economy, has been challenged. As I mentioned in the first chapter, the recent 

historiography on the Genoese history has abandoned the somewhat teleological judgements on its 

course, and has gradually stopped framing it in terms of decline. This change has been stimulated by 

the similar trend in Italian historiography more generally, as well as by the more widespread use of 

private archives, which showed that the Genoese economy was much more lively and innovative than 

what had been previously assumed: many of the most innovative recent works on the Genoese history 

have relied extensively on these records.431  

This new approach is also gradually changing the picture of the navalismo as an ultimatley 

unsuccessful intellectual movement, as it was described by Costantini and, more radically, by Kirk. 

In a recent article, Luca Lo Basso has emphasized its insertion in a broader expansionary movement 

of Genoese trade.432 Even though that article did not really change the picture of the Genoese 

chartered companies in terms of factual details, it inserted them in this new frame of analysis. With 

time, this approach will probably evolve into the new paradigm of Genoese history. 

This is also the perspective on which I will insert my research. As I will show, the companies cannot 

be explained as just a tool for debate. Some of the promoters were mainly concerned with influencing 

the political debate. However, others were otherwise successful merchants, who knew what this 

business entailed. The actors involved were numerous. There were the state structures of the 

Republic, which could be influenced by a wide range of people, among and beyond the Genoese 

patricians who enjoyed full political rights. There were Genoese merchants, in Liguria and abroad, 

who had economic interests at stake, besides their possible ideological commitments. There were also 

Dutch traders, who most likely did not care much about the political debate in Genoa, if not in order 

                                                
430 Kirk, Genoa and the Sea, 133. 
431 See for example García-Montón, “Génova y el Atlántico (c.1650-1680),” 2014; Brilli, Genoese Trade and Migration 
in the Spanish Atlantic; Luca Lo Basso, “Traffici globali. Corallo, diamanti e tele di cotone negli affari commerciali dei 
Genovesi in Oriente,” in Reti marittime come fattori dell’integrazione europea = Maritime networks as a factor in 
European integration: selezione di ricerche / Fondazione Istituto internazionale di storia economica F. Datini, Prato, 
ed. Fondazione Istituto internazionale di storia economica F. Datini, Fondazione Istituto internazionale di storia 
economica F. Datini, Prato. Serie 2, Atti delle settimane di studio e altri convegni 50 50 (Firenze: Firenze University 
Press, 2019), 533–54. 
432 Lo Basso, “Diaspora e armamento marittimo nelle strategie economiche dei Genovesi nella seconda metà del XVII 
secolo: una storia globale.” 
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to benefit from it. Finally, also other states influenced what was going on. We need to consider all 

these actors, in order to make sense of this story. 

The part of my thesis which deals with the Genoese attempts is divided in two chapters, which, 

however, roughly maintain the threefold partition between background, attempts and conclusions that 

is visible in the other parts. In the first chapter, I depict the background of the Genoese attempts. As 

in the chapter on Ferdinand’s cluster, I consider two different scales of analysis, the global scenario 

of European overseas trade and the internal situation of Genoa, and I gradually zoom in on both.  

I start by describing overseas trade. First I expose its changes in the period comprised between the 

two clusters, and then what we know about Genoese participation in it. I move then to Genoa, and I 

summarise the political evolution of the Republic which led to the establishment of the Genoese 

chartered companies. This order is supposed to provide a counterbalance to most accounts of their 

history which, as I said, focus much more on the Genoese political environment than on their global 

background. I finally add another actor, that is, the Dutch-speaking merchant community of Genoa, 

which played an essential role in these attempts. 

After having prepared the ground in this way, in the second chapter I will focus on the factual history 

of the attempts. I will also dwell on the role played by foreign merchants in contemporary Genoese 

naval policy at large. Finally, in the conclusion, I will get back at many of the threads that I had 

exposed in the first chapter, in order to analyze how they influenced the story of the companies. 

THE PRECONDITIONS OF THE ATTEMPTS 

A NEW SEASON IN OVERSEAS TRADE 

In the last chapter, we saw how the period roughly corresponding to the reign of Ferdinand I witnessed 

the beginning of a structural crisis in global trade. Spain and Portugal could not successfully uphold 

their claims to a total control of European navigation routes overseas, and new players emerged as 

significant political and military actors. At the time of Ferdinand, they were little more than a group 

of ambitious and aggressive interlopers, but within a few decades, they created their own colonial 

empires. During the process, small niches opened up, or seemed to open up, for smaller actors. We 

already saw how Tuscan merchants and rulers came to think they stood a chance. Before exposing 

how Genoese actors tried to do something similar, I will describe how the environment they entered 

had changed, from the time of their Tuscan predecessors.433 

                                                
433 The bibliography is massive. I mostly used Cornelis Ch. Goslinga, The Dutch in the Carribean and on the Wild Coast 
1580-1680 (Van Gorcum, 1971); Niels Steensgaard, The Asian Trade Revolution of the Seventeenth Century : The East 
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Among the Habsburg overseas possesions, the Portuguese ones were the first to be seriously attacked 

by the new Northern competitors. The English and especially the Dutch East India Companies 

overran many Portuguese strongholds, such as Malacca or Ormuz, and drove the Portuguese away 

from areas as crucial as the Moluccas. Other losses were caused by Asian states, as when Japan 

banned Catholicism and cancelled all links with Portugal. Portuguese merchants continued to operate, 

more or less illegaly, in the former possessions of their state, but by the 1630s the leading naval power 

in the area was the VOC.  

In the Western Hemisphere, the centers of Spanish power were inland, on the highlands of Mexico 

and Peru, and it was impossible for foreigners to attack them as quickly and as effectively as the 

Portuguese outposts in Asia. Therefore, Northern interlopers had to limit themselves to piracy, 

smuggling, and to settlement in peripheral areas. We saw how Guyana was so vulnerable, that even 

Tuscany tried its luck there. The eastern coast of North America, little patrolled by the Spanish, was 

another weak spot. From the Habsburg perspective, worrisome as these operations were, they were 

not substantially harmful in the short run.  

After the resumption of war with the Habsburgs in 1621, however, the Dutch chose a more ambitious 

strategy. After a short occupation of Salvador da Bahia from 1624 to 1625, they captured Recife in 

1630 and conquered most of Northern Brazil. As a constant supply of slaves was necessary for 

Brazilian sugar production, they also expanded on the African coast, where they conquered the 

fortress of Elmina in Guinea. A few decades after the Portuguese control of the Indian Ocean had 

started to crumble, it looked like a similar process was taking place in the Atlantic Ocean as well. 

These events triggered a political crisis, which eventually broke down the unity of the Spanish 

Monarchy. At the end of the 1630s, Habsburg military might had not prevented the Portuguese from 
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losing ground on three different continents, and the advantages of a political union between Madrid 

and Lisbon seemed now questionable. As Spain faced war with France (after 1635) and an open revolt 

in Catalonia (after January 1640), prospective developments seemed bleaker than ever. Finally, in 

December 1640, a group of rebels seized power in Lisbon and proclaimed John of Braganza King of 

Portugal, starting a secession war with Spain. 

As they now faced a common enemy, the Netherlands and Portugal signed a ceasefire. However, by 

then the Dutch were more interested in further eroding Portuguese colonial possessions than in 

driving the Spaniards away from the Low Countries. The truce was then uneasy from the very 

beginning, and the fact that the Dutch conquered Luanda and São Tomé just before the agreed end of 

hostilities did not help in creating trust. After a few years, revolt broke out among the Portuguese 

settlers in Dutch Brazil, and the rebels were secretly but effectively helped by Lisbon.Within a short 

period, open war broke out again, on all fronts. Actually, the separation between Lisbon and Madrid 

made it much easier for the latter to sign a peace treaty with the Netherlands.  

In the end, the Dutch obtained some more notable victories over the Portuguese in Asia, and drove 

them out of Ceylon and Malabar. Eventually, the Portuguese managed to retain only some possessions 

in Western India, centered around Goa, in addition to Macao and Eastern Timor. However, in Brazil 

and Angola, the better knowledge of the situation on the ground provided by the Portuguese settlers 

tilted the situation in favour of Lisbon, and Recife was finally recaptured (1654). A peace treaty in 

1661 recognized the outcome. Broadly speaking, the Dutch had won in the Indian Ocean and the 

Portuguese in the South Atlantic.  

After 1640, Portugal was at war with both the Netherlands and Spain, at the same time. The conflict 

exhausted the resources of the country, which could not defend its empire by itself. In fact, Portuguese 

forces only won where their local supporters were strong enough to fend off for themselves, as Lisbon 

could help them only up to a limited extent. Brazilians were not the only ones who intervened, 

however. We have already seen how, in the late sixteenth century, communication lines with Brazil 

depended on the supply of ships and sailors from Northern Europe. Also during the Restoration War 

Portugal was in dire need of foreign vessels, men and capital. As we will see, both the English and 

the Genoese tried to take advantage of this situation. Overall, Portugal’s problems opened up new 

windows of opportunities for foreigners. 

The separation between Spain and Portugal had also other effects on the Atlantic world, which would 

become clear only with time, during and immediately after the Genoese cluster. The first one was 

that Spanish America, which had come to rely on the importation of black slaves provided by the 
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Portuguese, was now suddenly left in dire need of forced labour. This created a new niche for non-

Portuguese merchants, who exported slaves to Spanish America, as smugglers or as underwriters of 

an official contract with the Monarchy. As we will see, Genoese and Tuscan actors took advantage 

of this opportunity, along with Dutch and English ones. This period witnessed then the entry of new 

players into one of the crucial sectors of the Atlantic economy.  

A second important change was the spread of the plantation economy in the Caribbean. As I 

mentioned, in the first part of the century the Dutch, English, and French had occupied most of the 

Lesser Antilles. They were a peripheral and scarcely settled area of the Spanish Empire, and a 

relatively easy target. From there, they could smuggle with the Spanish settlers of the surrounding 

territories, or try to develop a colonial economy dependent on the motherland. However, a full-

fledged plantation economy was a difficult enterprise, which depended on the presence of machinery 

and specialized workers for the sugar mills. It also created a demand for a constant supply of slaves, 

as far more slaves died than were born on the plantations. In practice, the first plantation economy 

controlled by Northern Europeans was the Brazilian one, that the Dutch conquered when it was 

already working in full swing.  

In Brazil, the Dutch familiarized with the requirements and the management of a plantation economy. 

Their control was helped by the business links of the Dutch Sephardic Jews, who had long been 

involved in sugar production and trade, and had contacts with the New Christians who worked in this 

line of business in the Iberian colonies. After the defeat of the Dutch, at the hands of a Portuguese 

revolt with overtly antisemitic connotations, Sephardic Jews fled Brazil, and spread throughout the 

non-Iberian possesions in the Americas. They carried their know-how and their slaves with them.  

In the Caribbean, the English and the Dutch gradually started to build up a plantation economy, which 

was centered around the importation of black slaves and the exportation of exotic products to the 

motherland. The French started a bit later but, by chartering a French West India Company, the French 

prime minister Colbert tried to catch up.434 Smuggling was not abandoned, of course. Especially the 

Dutch, who had no real plantations in the Caribbean islands, but only a plantation colony in Suriname, 

specialized in this line of trade.435 In the first years, the English and French states fought hard to 

detach their colonists from their Dutch business partners. In any case, the development of plantation 

                                                
434 Pierre H. Boulle, “French Mercantilism, Commercial Companies and Colonial Profitability,” in Companies and Trade: 
Essays on Overseas Trading Companies during the Ancien Régime, ed. Leonard Blussé and Femme Gaastra, Comparative 
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colonies in the Caribbean brought new opportunities for Northern actors, no matter whether they were 

merchants, planters or mere investors.    

As in the first outbreak of Dutch and English activity at the beginning of the century, these countries 

had many emulators. Demand for exotic products was high in Europe, and avoiding deficit in the 

balance of payments was generally considered sound economic policy. Therefore, developing 

colonies was a possible way to limit imports, and possibly increase exports. Besides the French, who 

were not newcomers, properly speaking, many other countries tried to follow this strategy. Sweden 

briefly attempted the colonization of the Delaware valley, and established a foothold in Guinea.436 

Denmark, which had already established and abolished an East India Company before, re-entered the 

Asiatic trade, and later expanded in Guinea and the Caribbean as well.437 Brandenburg, for almost 

forty years, owned a fort on the Gold Coast, and found an agreement with the Danes to partecipate in 

their Caribbean colonies.438 Even the Knights of Saint John and the small duchy of Courland, in what 

is now Latvia, were briefly present in Africa and the Antilles. In the German-speaking areas, the 

Dukes of Bavaria and Hanau toyed with similar projects as well.439 

The middle of the seventeenth century, therefore, witnessed the opening up of opportunities for new 

players. Some of them were rising military powers, such as England or the Netherlands, but also 

individual traders, or less powerful states, stood a chance. In the Indian Ocean there was less room 

for newcomers, as the VOC effectively managed to corner many products. For the time being, only 

in the relatively open Indian market the English, French and Danish countered their dominance. 

Moreover, the sea lanes to Asia had more choke points (such as the Cape of Good Hope, or the 

Malacca Straits), which incumbents could easily control. The Atlantic Ocean, on the other hand, was 

more accessible, both geographically, and economically. Iberian America still offered opportunities 

to foreign interlopers. Elsewhere, a colonial economy could be created from scratch. In particular, 

the crisis of Portuguese control over Brazil and the slave trade left room for new actors. 
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The Republic of Genoa was a small country, whose military forces were relatively weak, and whose 

foreign policy had many constraints. Genoese traders had sometimes played an important role in the 

Atlantic, but they were hardly a major presence in it. Yet, in this period, the Republic tried to assist 

the activities of its merchants overseas, in a way that resembled what was happening at the time in 

North-Western Europe. In the following chapters we will see how this process unfolded, and what 

was its economic and political background. 

THE PREVIOUS GENOESE INVOLVEMENT IN TRANS-OCEANIC TRADE 

The very fact that the Genoese companies were established on the background of a prior involvement 

of Genoese actors in overseas trade is possibly contentious. As I said, most scholarship on the topic 

has stressed the inexperience of their promoters in matters of trade, and this ignorance has been 

considered the main cause of their eventual failure. Modern scholars echoed assertions of the time, 

as some of the promoters of these attempts presented them as a way to introduce new trades in 

Genoa.440 However, those people had a vested interest in presenting themselves as pathbreakers, in 

order to get political protection, and their statements should not be necessarily taken at face value. As 

I will show, some local traders had indeed experience in trans-oceanic commerce, and they played a 

role in the establishment of the Genoese chartered companies. 

These enterprises were the result of the common action of different actors with different agendas. 

Along with people who mainly wanted to put their money where their mouth was, and to support a 

political and ideological stance, there were also people who wanted more political clout for a kind of 

commercial activity that they were already involved in, and rational investors who wanted to profit 

from what seemed could turn into a successful enterprise. So far, I have found no evidence of conflict 

between these different groups, and between newcomers and incumbents in trans-oceanic trade. As 

these companies did not face many choices between different policy lines, during their short life, 

whatever fault lines there could have been did not come to light. In the following section, therefore, 

I will limit myself to describe what kind of expertise on trans-oceanic trade was available in Genoa, 

on the eve of the establishment of the companies. 

It is difficult to estimate, even in a very cautious way, who and how many people were involved in 

trans-oceanic trade in mid-seventeenth century Genoa. What statistical data we have mainly concern 

the overall traffic of the port, or the importation of certain basic goods such as grain.441 However, no 

                                                
440 See for example the document with which the CGIO promoters asked the Republic for a charter: “Non è molto tempo 
che qui in Genova si è formata compagnia di negotio di più persone, per aprire navigatione, e trafico di mercantie 
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441 Edoardo Grendi, La repubblica aristocratica dei Genovesi: politica, carità e commercio fra Cinque e Seicento 
(Bologna: Il Mulino, 1987). 



 100 

data have been published on the details of trade in colonial wares in this period. Even though they 

could probably be gathered through a cross-reading of certain archival records, such as some toll 

records or the documents on the quarantine of imported products, such a research would be extremely 

time-consuming.  

In order to investigate the topic, it is probably more fruitful to look at documents coming from private 

sources, such as account books or notarial records. Even though they cannot provide a global picture, 

they may give us some insights. Many of the surviving private archives of Genoese families have 

been opened to the public only very recently, and a thorough exploration of this material will require 

lengthy years of research. However, as I mentioned earlier, scholars have already started using them 

to modify our view of Early Modern Genoese shipping and trade.442 Also as regards this topic, private 

sources are likely to provide useful qualitative data. 

As the Florentines, Genoese people abroad had been involved in the Iberian trans-oceanic expansion 

from the very beginning. They provided financial capital and important skills, which comprised, in 

contrast to their Tuscan competitors, also a fair amount of seamanship. I have already described in 

the first chapter the general characteristics of the Genoese diaspora, and how it showed a remarkable 

tendency to integrate within the local environment. From the time of Columbus onwards, the Genoese 

overseas acted within the framework of the institutions of the Spanish and Portuguese empires.443 

The Genoese presence is more difficult to trace than the Florentine one. Genoa was less culturally 

relevant than Florence, and its role as a centre for the diffusion of geographical knowledge is harder 

to assess. It also lacked an equivalent of the Medici court, a central place for the collection of 

information and objects from overseas. There was no Genoese Sassetti or Carletti, whose 

observations on the wider world were preserved for posterity. As a result, the Genoese presence 

overseas is less visible, and it is more difficult to reconstruct its evolution.444 

However, the Genoese were present. The age of the Genoese chartered companies is actually enclosed 

between two periods in which Genoese presence in the Atlantic was exceptionally visible, as it 

entailed an official asiento with the Monarchy of Spain. As a result, there is public documentation 
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available on their activities, in addition to private sources, and scholars have been able to investigate 

them.  

 In 1631, the Genoese merchant in Spain Nicola Salvago purchased a part of the asiento on the slave 

trade, which gave him the legal right to import black slaves in Spanish America.445 Specifically, he 

bought the subcontract which allowed for their importation in Buenos Aires.446 This part of the 

asiento was an exception in what was otherwise a very centralized system, in which all slaves had to 

pass through a small number of ports in the Caribbean Sea. The importation to Buenos Aires of a 

limited number of slaves, for strictly local sale, had been authorized only in order to keep alive the 

small and isolated Spanish settlement on the Río de la Plata. Spanish authorities, however, knew only 

too well that this loophole would be exploited to serve also the area of Potosí, by then the richest city 

of the Americas, which was in dire need of buying slaves and European products and selling silver.447  

However, trading in the Río de la Plata area, and occasionally smuggle there goods other than slaves, 

was not the only option open to Salvago. In fact, the asiento also provided a legal justification for his 

ships to be present and smuggle in American waters, as far away as Hispaniola and Puerto Rico.448 

Moreover, he could help others in entering the trade. In 1633, he assisted a relative of his, Enrico 

Salvago, in being authorized in sending a ship from Genoa to Brazil, with a stopover in Lisbon. As 

the source is a legal testimony given in Genoa, we do not know whether Enrico had a proper 

authorization of his own, or whether he only used the papers of his relative’s asiento.449 In any case, 

the loophole secured by Nicola Salvago was used by other Genoese, such as Enrico Salvago and his 

business associates, which included the captain Vincenzo Uccello.450 Even after the end of the asiento 

in 1638, Genoese ships and people, originally involved in the slave trade, would keep on lingering 

for some years between Angola, Brazil and the Rio de la Plata451. Salvago’s activities had allowed 

some of his fellow citizens to enter the American market. 

One generation later, in 1662, two other Genoese businessmen, Ambrogio Lomellini and Domenico 

Grillo, signed the asiento for the whole slave trade with Spanish America. By then, the situation had 

thoroughly changed. The secession of Portugal had detached the Spanish colonies from their former 
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main providers of slaves, and greatly reduced the offer of forced labour. Grillo and Lomellini, in 

order to provide the number of people that the Monarchy asked from them, mobilized a large network 

of associates, which was only partially composed of Genoese. Actually, the shipment of slaves from 

Africa to the Caribbean was subcontracted to Dutch and English companies. From Dutch- and 

English-held Curaçao and Barbados, slaves were then transported to Spanish America. As in the case 

of Salvago, moreover, the asiento was a convenient cover for smuggling activities.452 

By browsing through the notarial records in the years immediately during and after the establishment 

of the chartered companies, one sees other evidence of trans-oceanic trade. In 1648, the captain 

Franco Uccello (who may have been related to the aforementioned Vincenzo Uccello) sailed from 

Genoa to New Spain via Cádiz. Among the people involved, there was also Giovanni Tommaso 

Laviosa, one of the directors of the CGIO.453 In 1650 at least two voyages were being prepared, under 

the command of captains Giulio Mainetto and Giovanni Battista Micheli, and both were directed to 

Brazil. These expeditions were financed by several investors, among which there were again Laviosa, 

Giovanni Battista Morando, a future shareholder of the CMSG,454 and even the Dutch merchant of 

Genoa Willem van der Straten.455 Two other merchants who would invest in the CMSG, Gioacchino 

Forno and Giovanni Francesco Sauli, also financed another voyage to Brazil, under captain Andrea 

Codeniola, in 1651.456 

As I mentioned earlier, in those years the Portuguese Restoration War created a huge demand for 

shipping services between Brazil and Europe. The Companhia Geral do Comércio do Brasil, a 

Portuguese joint-stock company which was given the task of organizing convoys towards the colony, 

was strongly interested in freighting foreign vessels.457 In 1654 the Genoese Stefano Pallavicini 

rented four ships to the Companhia Geral,458 and for the following years we have evidence of other 

ships following the same route459. Genoese traders also tried to expand into, or return to, the slave 

trade. In 1657 another shareholder of the CGIO, Giovanni Battista Piuma Campodonico, shipped a 

cargo of slaves from Angola460 to Cartagena de Indias.461 Among the people involved in this business 
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there was Francesco Maria Imperiale, who had invested in Micheli’s voyage seven years before.462 

In the hectic phase of the 1650s, Genoese captains and investors explored different avenues of trade 

in the Atlantic world.   

Despite the great variety of these activities, we can find some patterns in these voyages. They focused 

on two areas of the Iberian Atlantic, New Spain and Brazil. The voyages often consisted of going 

back and forth, from Genoa to America, with a stopover in the colonial motherland (Lisbon or Cádiz). 

This was probably both a technical stopover, and at least in some cases a way to recruit a Portuguese 

or Castilian nominal captain, as it happened with Enrico Salvago’s ship.463 Moreover, these ships 

could also stop in Portugal and Spain on the way back, and unload some goods for local merchants.464 

In fact, many of these ships and captains had sailed on the route from Genoa to Cádiz and Lisbon in 

the years before:465 the crossing of the Atlantic was almost the final leg of what was otherwise a 

routine voyage. 

These ships did not apparently try to hide from Iberian authorities. In the case of Salvago, they had a 

proper authorization to trade, whereas in the other cases we can only speculate on the ways they found 

to find a legal loophole or get around the law. In any case, they could rely on connivance in both 

Spanish and Portuguese ports, paid toll customs in Iberia,466 and had to fend off the enemies of these 

countries.467 For many practical purposes, they acted as Spanish and Portuguese ships, and played a 

subsidiary role in the trading routes of these countries. 

The presence of local Genoese communities in the Iberian peninsula facilitated these voyages. Two 

cousins of Giovanni Tommaso Laviosa were merchants in Lisbon,468 and they were in contact not 

only with him, but also with other Genoese traders, such as Giacomo Filippo and Gerolamo 

Durazzo469 or Paolo Geronimo Pallavicini.470 In Spain, as we saw, local residents Salvago, Grillo and 

Lomellini provided an entrance into Spanish Atlantic trade to investors hailing from their own city. 

Also Giovanni Battista Piuma Campodonico was a vezino (permanent resident) of Cádiz.471 Fifty 

years before, Carletti had vividly described how naturalized Florentines could broker the entrance of 
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fellow countrymen in the Atlantic trade. Similar mechanisms were likely at play for the Genoese as 

well.     

Things, however, did not always run smoothly. The fact that the Genoese had some local business 

partners does not mean that all local actors supported them, especially when they arrived in large 

numbers or entered a relatively new area. The contract between Pallavicino and the Companhia Geral 

was hotly contested by some Portuguese merchants.472 Besides the hostility towards foreign 

competition, and the fear that the Genoese would manage to escape custom controls, some Portuguese 

officials were also concerned that the Ligurians would corrupt the mores of the colonists by exporting 

useless and luxurious trifles.473 Piuma Campodonico’s travel was also a remarkable example of the 

difficulties that the Genoese could find. He had to wait in Luanda for more than one year, before 

being allowed to ship slaves from there,474 and when he landed in Santo Domingo his remaining 

slaves were sequestered by Spanish authorities, as they came from enemy (Portuguese) territory. Only 

after some years of legal battle the heirs of Piuma Campodonico, who had died in the meantime, 

managed to obtain the value of the cargo back.475 

Except in Angola, the Atlantic slave trade was structurally more open to interlopers than commerce 

in other areas of the Atlantic. It was more difficult, for prospective European monopoly-enforcers, to 

effectively police the area, and it was in the best interest of the African coastal states to have as many 

European competitors as possible.476 In light of this fact, and of the asientos that Genoese 

businessmen managed to secure immediately before and after, it is somewhat surprising to find 

relatively little evidence of slave trade. It is possible that traders based in Genoa had a comparative 

advantage in shipping European products, such as silk cloth or paper, both produced in Liguria and 

in high demand in America,477 rather than in providing shipping services between the two coasts of 

the Atlantic.  

We should therefore differentiate between two different instances of “Genoese” Atlantic trade. 

Traders in Genoa, who drew on their contacts within the Genoese communities in Iberia, could 

participate in the commerce between Latin America and the colonial motherland. It is possible that 

there were also some people of Genoese descent who took part in the trade between Africa and 
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America, or in the inter-American trade, but in these cases they were based on Atlantic ports. Back 

in 1650, the slave trader Piuma Camponico claimed that he had lived in the West Indies for seventeen 

years,478 and as we saw he was also a Spanish resident. In any case, the African and the inter-

American trade were less accessible, from Genoa, than that between Europe and America.  

Another trans-oceanic trade for which there is little evidence is the one with East Asia. It was a trade 

which was structurally less open to interlopers, and which Genoese people could access only through 

Portugal. Between the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, some Genoese traders sold coral to 

Indian merchants through Portugal, but it remains to be ascertained whether this happened in an 

earlier period as well.479 What we do know is that, in the middle of the seventeenth century, Genoese 

people could partecipate in this commerce by investing in Portuguese ships, along with Portuguese 

traders, or by insuring them. In 1649 Bernardo D’Amico, son of the CGIO director Nicolò, summoned 

some witnesses to testify on the voyage of a Portuguese ship en route from Goa to Lisbon,480 and a 

few months later, he had to hand in a receipt to a fellow Genoese, regarding the insurance of that 

ship.481 Similar cases would also happen in the following years.482 Insuring a voyage through exotic 

waters was a more common option than directly investing in it,483 and at times it could serve as a 

springboard for a more thorough involvement. The end result, providing financial backing to a risky 

enterprise, was the same.484 In any case, in this period, Genoese people and ships did not normally 

sail to the Indian Ocean.  

To sum up, Genoese participation in the overseas trade had different characteristics in different 

places. In the Indian Ocean it was limited and indirect, and did not apparently entail the accumulation 

of any specific human capital. In the Atlantic, the Genoese were admittedly a marginal presence, and 

yet they were present. Remarkably, they did not just invest, but they also sent at times ships and 

personnel, such as captains and sailors. This dichotomy had old roots. As we saw, already in the 

sixteenth century the Genoese had concentrated on the Atlantic more than on the Indian ocean.485 

This difference would also deeply affect the development of the CGIO and the CMSG. 
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 So far, the activities of the Genoese state, or the political situation of the Republic, have not entered 

the frame. All these trading ventures were influenced by the vagaries of the Portuguese Restoration 

War, or by the decisions of the Spanish administration, but apparently not by any choices of the 

Republic of Genoa. Its role in Genoese trade in the Atlantic looked like an immovable, background 

screen. Genoa was a key ally of Spain, so the Genoese were less threatening than other foreigners, 

and their deep involvement in Habsburg finances provided them plenty of opportunities to be present 

in their possessions. However, by the middle of the century, Genoese politics was changing fast, and 

its international positioning on the side of Spain was less obvious than before. In the next section, we 

are going to see how the evolution of the Genoese political scenario influenced the trading policy of 

the Republic. 

THE POLITICAL SITUATION IN GENOA 

The Genoese companies were promoted by people with different objectives. As we saw, some of their 

promoters were already involved in trans-oceanic trade, and wanted to give a new institutional 

framework to an activity they were already involved in. However, companies were also a way to 

achieve political aims, such as pursuing a different foreign policy or building up naval power. The 

connection between these two kinds of aims was not straightforward. In many cases, like the one of 

the Dutch West India Company, scholars have posited that the political or military aims of a chartered 

company were seriously harmful for the business interests of exisiting merchants.486 Before exploring 

how this relationship played out in the Genoese case, I need to expose what were the political 

constraints and objectives that stood behind it. This is what I will do in the following chapter.  

After 1528, the Republic of Genoa had linked itself with Spain, on both the political and the economic 

level.487 Though officially neutral, it relied on Madrid for its protection, and it facilitated the flow of 

troops, money, and information throughout the Spanish dominions, from Iberia to Italy, and from the 

Mediterranean to Milan and the Low Countries. Moreover, many Genoese bankers and galley 

managers worked for the Spanish state.488 These people were known in Genoa as assentisti, as they 

had signed a contract – asiento, italianized in assento – for their services. Such was the relevance of 

the provision of financial and shipping services for the Spanish Crown, that the Genoese patriciate 

actually specialized in these two activities, and neglected ordinary shipping and manufacture 
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The relationship between Spain and Genoa seemed to offer advantages to both parties. In Genoa 

itself, the growing disparity between those who managed to profit from the opportunities provided 

by the Spanish connection, and those who could not, created social and political tensions. However, 

criticism of the existing situation was mainly directed against the extent of the “symbiosis” with Spain 

and its internal social consequences, rather than against the alliance itself.489  

Relations between Spain and Genoa became more tense as the former entered a phase of economic 

and political crisis in the central decades of the seventeenth century. The first signs of the coming 

problems appeared in 1627, as Spain forced the Republic to accept an unsatisfying peace with the 

Duchy of Savoy and, at the same time, restructured its state debt. Even though Genoese bankers 

managed to weather most of the losses, which were transferred to smaller investors, the event helped 

the rise of a group of competing New Christian financiers. In the following years, the deteriorating 

military situation of Spain posed more and more doubts on the reliability, and indeed on the 

attractiveness, of its protection. 

In this situation, opposition to the Spanish alliance came to the fore. A small group of Genoese 

patricians had already started to advocate a more independent and assertive foreign policy. Their 

arguments, which were at the beginning mainly driven by factional rivalry, had later become more 

grounded on a different view of the Republic, which was supposed to develop a more solid and 

independent public authority. Citizens would have to serve the state according to a model of 

Republican virtue which was taken from a broader European tradition, and not following their own 

private interests.490 This entailed, of course, a sharp criticisms of the relations that the assentisti had 

established between their homeland and the Habsburgs.   

Meanwhile, the situation of Spain became worse and worse. In 1635 France had entered the Thirty 

Years’ War against Spain, thus providing a possible alternative to the small Italian states which did 

not feel comfortable with Spanish protection. The battles of Breisach (1638) and the Downs (1639) 

isolated the Spanish troops in the Low Countries, and in 1640 open revolt broke out in Catalonia and 

Portugal. Even though Spain managed to recover some of the losses in later years, in that moment the 

disintegration of its Monarchy seemed a concrete possibility.  

The deterioration of the Spanish situation reinforced the position of the repubblichisti. The possibility 

of a breakdown of the Habsburg Monarchy spelled disaster for all those who did business with it, and 

put into jeopardy the military protection provided to the Republic. During the 1630s, foreign 
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observers noted that a growing percentage of the people elected in the magistracies could be 

considered members of this repubblichista faction.491 In 1637 one of them, Agostino Pallavicini, was 

even elected Doge (temporary head of state) of the Republic.492  

The main proposal of the repubblichisti (also labelled, in this case, navalisti) was the build-up of a 

stronger army and navy. The Republic already possessed and managed on its own a small group of 

galleys. Its exact size, strength, and costs, however, had always been a topic for hot debate, between 

the repubblichisti and those who preferred to rely on Spanish protection. As it looked like the 

Republic had to fend for itself, naval reinforcement seemed now a more sensible option than before. 

A naval build-up had also other advantages, according to its promoters.493 The repubblichisti had 

long considered navigation, trade, and manufacture as morally superior to banking and galley-

management, because the former could provide jobs to large numbers of people, quelling this way 

social unrest, and seemed to be compatible with economic equality between the members of the ruling 

class. Moreover, as these activities did not depend so exclusively on Spain, they could provide more 

leeway for an autonomous foreign policy. Finally, naval trade, even when nominally peaceful, could 

easily turn into privateering or fights against privateers, and could therefore stimulate the military 

potential of the Republic.494 The repubblichisti drew a stylized image of Genoa in the Middle Ages, 

which was supposedly militarily and politically strong because it focused on commerce and 

navigation more than banking, and used it as a model for the future.  

Real politics, however, was messier than these lofty ideals. The institutional strictures of the Republic, 

which were specifically designed to prevent changes which did not enjoy a wide support, made it 

difficult to enact sweep and sudden reforms, even when the navalisti were temporarily in power.495 

Doge Agostino Pallavicini (in office 1637-1639) found quickly out that his capacity to steer state 

policy was limited. It would take years of political bickering to slowly reinforce the state fleet. In the 

meantime, therefore, reformers acted in two different directions.  

On the one hand, they kept on lobbying for an increase of the size of the state fleet, and for a more 

neutral (read, less pro-Spanish) foreign policy. On the other hand, they developed projects for private 
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enterprises, which should start naval rebirth on their own. These enterprises were supposed to be 

economically viable, but their aims were first and foremost political. To begin with, they would 

influence public debate, by showing what could be achieved through an implementation of the 

navalista programme. Moreover, they could also obtain what could not be acquired through the 

Genoese magistracies, that is, a strong fleet which would have been available for the defence of the 

Republic. In any case, the objective of naval power was paramount.           

Proposals aimed at increasing and improving both the navy and the merchant marine had long been 

popular in Genoa. They were the local version of a taste for projects which was common to many 

European countries. Projectors could have many different aims, from influencing public debate to 

asking for a state privilege on the use of a new technique.496 In any case, they reflected and circulated 

ideas on the functioning of the economy and the state.497 As projects were usually designed for 

specific polities, and quite often as measures to be adopted during a specific conjuncture, it is no 

wonder that they differed from place to place, and that in Genoa they focused particularly on shipping 

and the navy. 

Kirk has considered the Genoese projects as examples of a common “literary genre”.498 It is possible 

to extend this idea even further. A recent study has proposed that European projectors were united by 

a common language, more than by any specific idea.499 Genoese proposals tended to echo and recycle 

each other, and to widely use some specific commonplaces, such as the references to a glorious 

medieval past. Even when people proposed plans as novel as an agreement with Portugal for the 

Indian trade, this still could be framed as a return to the Middle Ages, as a hint to a widely shared 

rhetorical landscape.500 This explains why Genoese projects had a cumulative character, and how 

their characteristics were maintained over time.  

The spread of projects was a significant difference with Tuscany. In Europe, projectors operated 

where they could circulate economic ideas and put forward proposals for the improvement of the 

common good. This was possible, for example, in Spain or England, but not in Tuscany, where the 
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traficare, essendo loro per altro chiuso il trafico da tutte le bande, se le viene ad aprire per questa via (an agreement with 
Portugal) il maggiore del mondo.” 
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Medicis managed to censor effectively public debate, and where projects could only circulate within 

the channels of state administration.501 By contrast, in Genoa it was necessary to circulate proposals 

among the members of the ruling councils, in order to create a political consensus. These proposals 

circulated as manuscripts, among the nobles who enjoyed full political rights and beyond, and were 

often submitted to the boards and magistracies which were in charge of actually designing and 

implementing naval policies. In some cases, these projects did not remain on paper, and their 

promoters put their money where their mouth was.  

In their search for a private alternative to state action, the navalisti had one foreign model to rely on. 

From 1638 onwards (that is, after the first problems encountered by Doge Pallavicini), they started 

to propose a joint-stock company, which would provide ships for trade or privateering. In 1638 a 

company with these characteristics, the Compagnia di Nostra Signora di Libertà, was established 

with the purpose of arming some galleys, powered by free oarsmen. According to a later description, 

520 people invested in this venture.502 A project which was circulated immediately afterwards, for a 

further expansion of the company, explicitely hailed the Dutch chartered companies as its model.503   

The joint-stock company proposed by the navalisti was a hybrid object. The joint-stock organization 

itself was not new in Genoa, as the Casa di San Giorgio had been organized in this way since the 

fifteenth century. The project mentioned above indicated both San Giorgio and the Dutch companies 

as blueprints for the organization of the new venture.504 The main novelty, and the reason for the 

reference to the Netherlands, was its shipping purpose. San Giorgio performed many different 

functions in its history, but it never managed trade and navigation on its own.505 Shipping ventures, 

in Genoa as in the rest of Europe, were often jointly financed by many investors, who owned “shares” 

of the enterprise, but these enterprises had neither the complexity nor some of the characteristics, 

such as an official charter, of the India Companies of trade.506  
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A reference to the Northern European companies, moreover, was not just a neutral description. At 

the time, the stunning success of the VOC captured people’s imagination all over Europe.507 Even in 

Genoa, in the heart of the Habsburg-controlled international order, there were a lot of people who 

were interested in buying shares of the Dutch India Companies.508 Comparing prospective ventures 

to that amazing success story was certainly good advertisement. 

It was from a political point of view, however, that the joint-stock companies seemed particularly 

attractive. As I wrote before, the ships owned by a company could easily serve as a proxy for a state 

navy. Ownership divided in freely tradable shares seemed to be the best way to gather capital and 

support for the new projects, on a voluntary basis. In 1649, the navalista pamphleteer Giovanni 

Bernardo Veneroso explicitely pointed out how the Dutch companies enabled the United Provinces 

to increase their private and public revenues and conquer new lands, without any cost for the state.509 

Hopefully, a Genoese company would increase the naval power of the Republic without having to 

pass through the bottlenecks of its decision-making process.510 

The details of the new companies were open for discussion. In the beginning, attention focused on 

galleys, powered by free oarsmen. By the middle of the seventeenth century, galleys in the Western 

Mediterranean were mainly manned by captive oarsmen. However, this was a relatively recent 

development, and free oarsmen were still usually supposed to be cheaper and more efficient.511 A 

switch to free labour promised to be economically viable, and it would have allowed to bypass the 

close control of the assentisti on the slave market, as well as to revive naval traditions among the 

Genoese population at large. For this reason, the first Genoese joint-stock trading company, the 

Compagnia di Nostra Signora di Libertà, had the purpose of manning “free galleys” (galere di 

libertà), with workers recruited on the market.512 
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The company, however, despite an encouraging beginning, ended up with huge economic losses. The 

assentisti lobbied with Spanish and Genoese authorities in order to hamper the activities of the 

company, and the quick expansion of the galley sector raised up wages. The addition of a small group 

of “free galleys” to the state fleet a few years later was similarly unsuccessful. Politically as well as 

economically, it was difficult to take the place of the assentisti who were, after all, among the leading 

experts in the Mediterranean for the provision of galley services.513 The hopes of the navalisti, then, 

concentrated on different kinds of ships.  

The navalisti explicitely advocated for the importation of new ship designs from abroad. However, 

the term that they normally used, galeone, had a very general meaning at the time in Genoa. A 

Genoese galleon could weigh anything between 100 and 1000 tons, and it was characterized by being 

long, having a round hull, and being exclusively powered by wind.514 Such a wide definition was 

mainly meant as a negative one, as galleons were clearly distinguished from both galleys, and the 

small ships used for cabotage. The latter were the most common kind of ships in Genoa, as rich 

Genoese had specialized in galley-management, depriving the rest of the shipping sector of their 

investments.515 Moreover, at the end of the sixteenth century the “Northern Invasion” of Northern 

skippers had created new competition for local merchant marines throughout the Mediterranean.516 

The Genoese marine had come to lack relatively big and expensive ships that could be used for both 

trade and war, and navalisti now called for an increase in the numbers of these galleons. 

However, as with overseas trade, we should not overestimate the case of the navalisti. There was 

actually a shipbuilding tradition of galleons in Genoa.517 For example, the ship that Enrico Salvago 

sent to Brazil had been built in Voltri, close to Genoa.518  It was undoubtedly a small and weak 

tradition, and there was definitely room for improvement. Besides, it was difficult to be satisfied, if 

one’s benchmark was the Dutch marine in the seventeenth century. Nevertheless, the problem was 

not importing a totally new shipbuilding technology, but rather upscaling a pre-existing activity, and 

making it more steady.    

                                                
513 Maréchaux, “Instituciones navales y finanzas internacionales en el Mediterráneo de la época moderna: los asentistas 
de galeras genoveses al servicio de la Monarquía Hispánica (1500-1650).” 
514 Luciana Gatti, Navi e cantieri della Repubblica di Genova (secoli XVI-XVIII) (Genova: Brigati, 1999), 166–71. 
515 Grendi, “Traffico portuale, naviglio mercantile e consolati genovesi nel Cinquecento”; Grendi, “I nordici e il traffico 
del porto di Genova: 1590 – 1666.” 
516 Braudel and Romano, Navires et marchandises a l’entree du Port de Livourne, (1547-1611). For a critical 
reassessment, see Molly Greene, “Beyond the Northern Invasion: The Mediterranean in the Seventeenth Century,” Past 
& Present, no. 174 (2002): 42–71; Fusaro, “After Braudel: A Reassessment of Mediterranean Trade between the Northen 
Invasion and the Caravane Maritime.” 
517 Luca Lo Basso, “Entre galères et vaisseaux. Armement et constructions navales en Ligurie au XVIIe siècle,” Cahiers 
de la Méditerranée 84 (2012): 273–92. 
518 ASG, NA 6539, 23rd July 1635.  



 113 

From early on, projectors in Genoa asked for state support for the construction of galleons. Already 

in 1617, one projector, after deploring how the Genoese had been outcompeted by the Dutch, 

proposed to have the Republic build twelve galleons for trading purposes.519 The foundering of the 

projects related to galleys, in the 1640s, brought the galleons to the limelight. Galleons were not 

obviously militarily better than galleys, especially in the Mediterranean, which was characterized by 

a lack of strong winds and the need to change direction swiftly.520 The leading navalista Veneroso 

put his hopes on galleys, and found galleons mainly useful for logistical support.521 However, as big, 

round vessels were necessary for success in trade, as the Dutch example demonstrated, it was 

important to increase their numbers. Every proposal that promised to bring about more galleons was 

welcome.    

Galleons, joint-stock companies: the only ingredient which was missing to create the CGIO and the 

CMSG was the exotic destination of their ships. Up until the 1630s, no project of naval rearmament 

or commercial revival had ever mentioned the possibility of deploying ships outside the European 

and Mediterranean waters. The first mentions that were made, in texts which promoted and celebrated 

the navalisti and their policies, were intentional overstatements. Their programme would be so 

successful that they would “not just resume the Levant trade, but start one with the Indies as well”.522 

The only real proposal for an East India Company, before the actual establishment of the CGIO, was 

written after 1642.523 However, its details were extremely vague, besides the use of a joint-stock 

ownership. It is also clear that its author had no real knowledge of East Asian trade, as he showed a 

remarkable degree of naivety, in expecting to be able to rely on the benevolence of the incumbent 

trading powers. It is also characteristical of the priorities of the navalisti at the time that, even though 

the company was supposed to provide its galleons to the Republic in case of need, its main purpose 

was to constitute a source of income, for the construction of new galleys. In any case, this project 
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signals the moment in which references to the East India trade entered the rhetorical world of the 

Genoese naval proposals. 

By the middle of the century, then, the intellectual debate in Genoa had run its course, and had 

provided an ideological foundation for the Genoese chartered companies. There was a wide, but not 

general, political consensus on the need for naval rearmament and an increase of trade. This process 

would involve the development of a relatively novel shipbuilding tradition, centered on the 

construction of galleons. Joint-stock companies promised to be an easy way to gather private funding 

for these public benefits, and were expected to lead to naval and economic development. It was not 

obvious where these companies would operate, but it was conceivable to direct them to the East 

Indies, an area which was relatively unknown to Genoese traders. 

The provision of political advantages was surely an important incentive. However, not many people 

would put money in a project just because they read a well-written treatise. We saw how some 

Genoese traders had already some experience, and some stakes, in overseas trade. Besides them, 

however, there was another social component which played an important role in the life of the 

companies, and it is time to take a look at it. 

In fact, the Netherlands were not just an abstract model. Dutch ships arrived in scores in the Genoese 

harbour, as the navalisti noticed with envy and admiration, and some Dutch-speaking people had 

created a comfortable niche for themselves, brokering deals between their captains and their 

prospective Genoese clients. From the Genoese perspective, their expertise and contacts made them 

a potentially useful supply of human capital. The Dutch-speaking merchants themselves, on their 

side, noticed the evolution of the political debate in Genoa, and tried to take advantage of it. We 

should now, then, turn to the Dutch side of this story. 

THE DUTCH CONNECTION OF THE GENOESE COMPANIES 

In order to analyze the involvement of the Dutch-speaking community of Genoa in these companies, 

it is first necessary to understand what this community looked like. In this section I will describe it, 

with an eye to the characteristics that were most relevant for what concerns us now. In the beginning, 

I will analyze the political scenario in which it operated. Then I will describe its members, their 

commercial activities, and what social and economic bonds connected them with each other and with 

people beyond their community. As I will show, their internal cohesion and their relations with some 

specific Genoese traders were crucial for their actions. 
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Around the end of the sixteenth century, Dutch-speaking people had started to settle in different cities 

of the Mediterranean. These were small communities, composed of a core of long-term resident 

merchants and artisans and a more fledging presence of sailors and skippers. Genoa was one of the 

places where these people settled, and the early history of their presence has already been written.524 

By the eve of the age of the Genose chartered companies, in the 1630s, two important phenomena 

would impact their life. 

On the one hand, the overall traffic of the port of Genoa, which had been growing for a while, started 

to slump.525 This was due to the structural conditions of the Northern Italian economy at the time. On 

top of other problems, a bout of plague hit the region around 1630s, and strongly reduced demand of 

grain. This strongly affected Dutch merchants, who were deeply involved in its trade, and who had 

just overcome another period of crisis during the 1620s.526         

Dutch skippers and traders tried to cope with the situation by diversifying their shipping services. For 

example, in this period, many of them were arrested for smuggling salt.527 Trading with salt, in the 

Ligurian Sea, was a closely guarded monopoly of the Casa di San Giorgio, and offenders were 

supposed to be punished in an extremely harsh way, with a life-long sentence in the galleys and the 

confiscation of their ships.528 However, the actual implementation of these measures could and was 

subject to bargaining, and the repeated requests for leniency from the Dutch consul and the Dutch 

authorities were always successful. As long as the monopoly of San Giorgio was nominally upheld, 

Genoese authorities were ready to pardon offenders.529 

This leads us to the second change affecting the Dutch-speaking community in this period. In these 

years, the Republic of Genoa was anxious to develop closer political ties with The Hague. The Dutch 

were an important commercial partner, and smooth relations were in the best interest of both parties. 

Up until then, the Spanish alliance had prevented the establishment of strong diplomatic ties, but the 

growing estrangement between Genoa and Madrid made them both more feasible and more attractive, 

also as a way to put pressure on Madrid. In 1637, after Spanish galleys attacked a convoy of Dutch 

ships in the sea in front of the Ligurian coast, the Republic sent an official envoy to The Hague, to 
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express its solidarity on the issue. This was the highest point in Dutch-Genoese relations until that 

moment.530  

This development was also the direct result of the actions of the Dutch consul, Hendrik Muilman. 

Muilman, who had been present in the city at least since 1615,531 was a business partner of many 

important Genoese people.532 He could rely on a small group of friends among the patriciate,533 and 

he seems to have been perfectly aware of the political evolution of the Republic. For example, when 

the Dutch ships were captured in 1637, he reminded the Genoese authorities of the political offence 

that this represented.534 In those same years, the Genoese repubblichisti were claiming the whole 

Ligurian Sea, between Genoa and Corsica, as Genoese territorial waters,535 and Muilman bought their 

arguments in full, knowing that this would mobilize the biggest opponents of Spain in his favour.536 

A few years later, his Genoese friends helped him find a centuries-old legal loophole, that allowed 

him to obtain the liberation of a sequestered Dutch ship.537  

To put it shortly, Muilman knew which strings to pull, in order to bring the two countries closer. 

During the 1640s, he was able to claim that the members of the Genoese ruling Councils were always 

inclined to favour the Dutchmen.538 It was surely an exaggerated claim, but it conveys the confidence 

Muilman hoped he could deploy when dealing with the Republic. 

Muilman was at the head of an important community but, as I said in the first chapter, it is difficult 

to clearly define its borders. Even though the consulate had been originally erected for the specific 

assistance of sailors,539 its authority was later extended to all Dutchmen in general.540 Moreover 

Muilman, as all other Dutch consuls in the Mediterranean, depended on the Directie van de Levantse 

Handel, an organization which comprised all the Dutch merchants involved in this line of trade, and 
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organized their convoys.541 However, it was up to the consul on the spot to identify who was supposed 

to be represented by him and, most importantly, who was supposed to pay him duties.  

Sometimes the authority of the consul was contested. Once Hendrik’s son and successor Alberto 

Muilman went to court against the Spanish consul, on the issue of who was allowed to represent a 

Southern Netherlandish ship.542 Generally, however, Hendrik Muilman seemed to have had a more 

accomodating attitude, as he claims to have let people skip their payments.543 In any case, whatever 

records the Dutch consuls kept have been lost. Therefore, as I already explained, in order to gather 

data about the Dutch-speaking community of Genoa I mainly relied on notarial records, and 

specifically on those produced by the notary Bartolomeo Castiglione. 

If we look at Castiglione’s records between 1646 and 1653, and consider only the Dutchmen who 

notarized documents in more than one year, we find 39 names. Nine of them belong to captains. The 

fact that they happened to be in Genoa, and needed the services of a notary, in at least two different 

years, shows indeed a certain degree of familiarity with the city and its mercantile practices. It is 

possible that they regularly plied the same routes in the Mediterranean, and maybe some of them 

eventually came to settle in Genoa, or had family links there. Captain Giovanni Cristoforo Cheseler, 

for example, married Margherita Cunes, who was the daughter of a Dutch merchant of Genoa, but 

we ignore where the couple lived.544 However, it is better to consider the captains as temporary 

migrants, rather than long-term residents.  

If we leave those names out, we have 30 people who can be considered more or less permanent 

residents. Mainly thanks to the papers of a complicated trial for an inheritance, we can identify among 

them nine women, wives and daughters of these merchants. To put things into perspective, in the 

same period in Livorno, the “city of foreigners” par excellence,545 the Dutch-speaking community 

numbered around 70.546 For Venice, Maartje van Gelder has estimated an average presence of at least 

30 people, throughout the first half of the century.547 The presence of a high number of women shows 

that the Genoese community had a quite permanent character. As in Livorno, it could happen that the 
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Dutchmen of Genoa had also family links with the outside society.548 Among the nine Dutch-speaking 

women of Genoa, two had married an Italian.  

It was frequent, for Dutch ships, to stop both in Livorno and Genoa, and the two cities served similar 

functions in the Dutch trading networks of the time. It is not surprising, then, that the two communities 

were strongly connected, and that it happened often than two members of the same family were 

present at the same time in the two cities. As Pieter van der Straten was business partner of Jan Sautijn 

in Livorno,549 so was his brother Willem associated with Jan’s brother Samuel Sautijn junior in 

Genoa550 (Samuel and Jan were children of Willem’s sister Maria van der Straten).551 The two 

families eventually controlled the Dutch consulates in the area, as Francisco and later Pieter van der 

Straten were consuls in Livorno from 1640 to 1672 and Samuel Sautijn junior held the same position 

in Genoa from 1657 to 1662.552 Another example is Lamberto Smit, who was for a while an employee 

of Willem van der Straten in Genoa,553 and served as consul of Hamburg there.554 However, Smit had 

also lived in Livorno, and he died and was buried there.555 

The Dutch merchants of Genoa were connected by multiple family links, which sometimes dated 

back from a considerable amount of time. An example is the aforementioned connection between 

Samuel Sautijn and Willem van der Straten. The sister of Samuel’s grandfather Gillis Sautijn, 

Susanna Sautijn,556 was the mother-in-law of Guillaume Lancelot,557 whose son Alexander was a 

trader in Genoa.558 Also one member of the Van der Straten family, Thomas, was present in Genoa 

as early as 1606.559 Adriaan Hal, a Dutch merchant in Genoa, had married Elisabetta, the daughter of 

Giovanni Cunes,560 and one of his brothers-in-law (the husband of one of his wife’s sisters) was Philip 

Colijns.561 Both Cunes and Colijns were Dutch-speaking traders in Genoa. 
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At other times, connections passed through apprenticeships. Adriaan Schepel, for example, arrived 

in Genoa as a 14-year old clerk of Jacobo Maria and Thomas van Herten,562 and also Geremia Behem 

held a similar position under Hendrik Muilman.563 Later on, both Schepel and Behem became 

independent merchants. Probably many apprenticeships were started on the basis of pre-existing 

family or business relations. One Hans Schepel traded with Genoa and Livorno ten years before 

Adriaan’s hiring.564 

Oscar Gelderblom has written that, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Dutch-speaking 

community of Genoa came more from Holland than from the Southern Netherlands.565 However, if 

this was then the case, the situation had changed by the middle of the century. Both the Sautijns and 

the Van der Stratens had family roots in Brabant, and possibly the families Genis and Re (if their 

Flemish name was De Coninck) did so as well.566 Willem van der Straten was also one of the 

commission agents of the Antwerp firm De Groote, along with another Brabantine merchant of 

Genoa, Bernard Meertz.567 An interesting case is also that of Balthasar Bulgaro, the son of another 

Balthasar. Despite his Italian-sounding surname, he was described in Genoa as a Fleming.568 Most 

likely, he was the son of a Milanese trader of Antwerp.569 Hendrik Muilman, who came from 

Overijssel, must have been an exception in what was mainly a Brabantine colony.   

Unfortunately, we do not have a general description of the community, nor an estimate of its wealth. 

However, we can gather some data as regards some individuals. Among Castiglione’s records, there 

are many written depositions, and in cases in which merchants were called to serve as witnesses, the 

notary specified at the end their age and wealth. It was a very rough estimate, probably produced 

impromptu by the witnesses themselves, and more often than not it was a round number. Moreover, 

sometimes the ages in two different documents do not match. However, it can serve as a general 

yardstick. Among the twelve people who were called as witnesses, only two, Hendrik Muilman and 

Thomas Re, were older than 60. All the others were either born in the 1610s or in the 1620s. As 

regards the assessment of the individual wealth, the most common description was “habet in bonis 
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ultra aureos centum”. Only for Thomas van Herten, in 1646, the same source specifies that he had 

“ultra 200”.570 Finally, for Hendrik Muilman and Willem van der Straten the assessment totalled 

1000.571 We can infer therefore that, in the Dutch-speaking community, these two persons stood 

particularly out for their affluence. 

Unfortunately, most of the notarial documents of Castiglione specify only the amount of the money 

involved in the transaction, but not the goods that were actually traded. What we have on this regard 

is a more fragmentary evidence. However, some goods recur in the documents, and their importation 

to Genoa was apparently among the most important activities of these Dutch-speaking merchants. As 

in the beginning of the “Northern Invasion”, their main business lines seem to have been the shipping 

of cereal and the sale of freights. 

Muilman himself mentioned the importance of the cereal trade for the Dutch presence in Genoa.572 

Their involvement added political weight to their presence, and to his own activity. After the capture 

of 1637, the Genoese feared that importations of grain would stop,573 and in 1648, according to the 

Dutch consul, the arrival of Dutch ships saved the city and its territory from a famine.574 Moreover, 

Dutch ships did not only bring cereals from Northern Europe, but from Southern Italy as well, and in 

these cases they were sometimes rented by Genoese merchants. The Dutch traders of Genoa acted 

then as middlemen, connecting the Northern skippers with their Ligurian customers.575 Other bulky 

goods that could be delivered were wood,576 tar577 or preserved fish, such as stockfish,578 shad 

(salacca)579 or herring.580 

Apart from that, Dutch skippers – or the Dutch merchants acting on their behalf – could also just 

freight the vessel to somebody else, even another captain.581 As in the Netherlands, moreover, the 

property of a ship was often divided in shares, and Genoese and Dutch investors could jointly own 

and freight a vessel. For example, in 1649 Willem van der Straten, alongside with two Genoese 

businessmen, owned 19 shares out of 48 of a ship which was rented to the navy of the Republic of 

Venice.582 It was certainly not easy, for Dutch skippers, to get oriented in the Genoese market of 
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freights, and the assistance of fellow Dutchmen based there could be very important. Actually, a great 

deal of the documents I examined (120 out of 521) are powers of attorney, often given by Dutch 

captains to local Dutch-speaking merchants. 

It seems that rich trades were less common, as far as the imports to Genoa were concerned. The only 

exceptions were two colonial products, sugar and tobacco, which usually came from Brazil, at the 

time partly occupied by the Netherlands.583 In contrast, exportations were composed of more valuable 

goods. From Genoa to the Low Countries people sent coral584 or rice,585 and we know that the same 

products made up the bulk of the goods that the Antwerp firm De Groote shipped in the same period 

from Genoa to Amsterdam.586 Another important item handled by the Dutchmen of Genoa were 

citruses from San Remo.587 At the time, this town was specialized in the production of this kind of 

fruit, which was widely exported to Northern Europe.588 Silk, on the other hand, was shipped on 

Dutch vessels between Sicily and Genoa, but apparently not between Italy and the Netherlands.589 

These Dutch-speaking merchants, of course, did not only trade among themselves, but had many 

Genoese business partners. Some of them appeared more or less regularly in Castiglione’s records, 

probably as a result of their specialization in certain branches of business. For example, a certain 

Bonifacio Granara, who often traded in grain, had reasons to resort to Dutch ships.590 Gioacchino 

Forno, a dealer in spices and scents (aromatario), sold lemons on the Dutch market591 and probably 

bought sugar on it.592 The most remarkable example, however, is that of Giovanni Filippo Cattaneo, 

who had a family connection with Brabant. His father had spent a lot of time in Antwerp, and his son 

moved to the same city.593 He often dealt in Northern bulky goods such as cheese594 or wax595 (though 
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he also bought Brazilian tobacco).596 He was also a very active grain trader,597 and it is likely that he 

sold it to small villages in the hinterland of Genoa, against whom he often claimed credits.598 

This digression on the Dutch-speaking colony of Genoa was necessary, in order to understand the 

background of the Genoese companies. Even though only a few of its members played an active role 

in them, the community as a whole supported the CGIO. This company was a blatant violation of 

Dutch laws, and yet, despite the fact that preparations for the expedition were made openly, nobody 

dared to bypass Muilman, and to inform Dutch authorities.599 In a striking difference with what had 

happened in Livorno at the time of Ferdinand I, the promoters of the Genoese company managed to 

obtain the support, or at least the connivance, of the whole community. This testifies to a relevant 

degree of internal solidarity. 

Also the relations that these people established with the Genoese around them proved to be important.  

The Genoese promoters of the company, and the navalisti in general, needed access to Dutch expertise 

and goods, so they had a strong incentive to cultivate relations with members of this community. 

Probably, also the reverse was true, and people who were already in contact with the Dutch-speaking 

merchants were more likely to participate in the navalisti’s projects. Among the Genoese merchants 

just mentioned, Cattaneo was one of the directors of the CGIO, whereas Forno and Granara held 

shares of the CMSG.600 For a time, even the Dutch consul Samuel Sautijn, who was a shareholder 

from the very beginning,601 was a director of that company.602 Collaboration between members of the 

Dutch-speaking community and the Genoese host society was essential for these enterprises.  

Before concluding this section, let us spend a few more words on the specific merchants who played 

an active role in them. These were Hendrik Muilman, Jacobo Maria and Thomas van Herten, and 

Samuel Sautijn junior. As we shall see, Muilman was the leading figure behind the establishment of 

the CGIO. The Van Herten brothers were the addressees of a bill of exchange, sent by the captains of 

the ships of the CGIO during their travel.603 Samuel Sautijn, finally, as we saw, was for some time 

one of the directors of the CMSG. 

As we saw, Hendrik Muilman was very familiar with Genoa, as his family had been present there 

ever since the end of the sixteenth century. During his prolonged stay in the city he had the 
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opportunity to develop many business ties with the leading families of the patriciate. He was also 

active in charity, as another Fleming of Genoa, the artist Cornelis De Wael, dedicated to him two 

series of prints about blind and poor people, mentioning how Muilman used to support them.604 This 

probably helped him establish his social position, not only within the Dutch-speaking community, 

but in the city at large. 

Muilman went bankrupt in 1649, shortly after the establishment of the CGIO.605 We do not know the 

source of his financial problems, but they effectively forced him into retirement. After that date, he 

notarized only two documents by Castiglione, one to attest his debts to a Genoese magistracy,606 and 

the other one to register an arbitration he had brokered.607  

Before his bankruptcy, he seems to have dealt more with Genoese people than with fellow Dutchmen. 

If we look at the paper trail he left in Castiglione’s records, we can see that 41% of the documents 

dealt with business made with Genoese, whereas around half of them were about the settlement of 

the inheritance of the merchant Giovanni Cunes. Only two documents out of 32 concerned only 

Dutchmen. This testifies to Muilman’s embeddedness in the local environment. After decades in 

Genoa, he was possibly more in contact with local businessmen than with fellow Dutchmen. 

Sautijn and the Van Hertens had a remarkably different approach. For all of them, the number of 

documents which dealt only with fellow Dutchmen was above 40% of the total. In particular, they 

were given many powers of attorney by Dutch-speaking captains. We do not have many details about 

the background of the Van Herten brothers, nor about the nature of their trade. The only times 

Castiglione’s records mention it, they dealt with grain608 and cloth.609 

The situation with Sautijn is different. To start with, he had a conspicuous family background. As we 

saw, from both his father’s and his mother’s side, his relatives were highly familiar with trade in the 

Mediterranean. The activities of the Sautijns spanned also many different fields, such as the Russia610 

and the Portugal trade,611 and his uncle Hubert had even personally travelled to Brazil, when part of 

it was still a Dutch possession.612 Samuel’s maternal aunt Sara, moreover, was married to a scion of 
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the important Trip family.613 In Genoa itself, his uncle and business partner Willem van der Straten 

was the most important Dutch merchant along with Hendrik Muilman, as we saw, and in 1641, after 

spending 8 years in the city, he received a title of distinction from the Republic.614 

Some of the activities of the Sautijns, like the sale of ships, put them in direct contact with political 

authorities. We have indications that their dealings with them were often murky. Samuel’s father, 

also called Samuel, was barred from an official position in the Netherlands because he was thought 

to be an agent of the King of Portugal.615 Moreover, in 1630 he tried to cheat the Republic of Venice 

over a shipment of vessels and troops.616 Apparently, Samuel Sautijn senior had a taste for conning 

Italian republics, since in 1653 he tried to swindle the Republic of Genoa, which was using his 

services to buy some galleons in Amsterdam. His schemes were thwarted only by the intervention of 

the Genoese agent Giovanni Stefano Spinola.617 Also the activities of his brothers-in-law Francisco 

and Pieter van der Straten, consuls in Livorno, were not above any suspicion.618  

Being part of an important trading family, which was known for its affluence as well as for its frauds, 

offered risks as well as opportunities. In 1662 Samuel Sautijn junior, who by then, as mentioned 

before, had become Dutch consul in Genoa, was killed by two business competitors,619 Adriaan 

Schepel and Giovanni Battista Viganego, who enjoyed the protection of some Genoese nobles.620 In 

the period covered by the notarial records that I analyzed, Samuel Sautijn junior was still only a 

business partner of Willem van der Straten, and he took part in his thriving activities. The two dealt 

in the usual business lines of the Dutchmen of Genoa, such as trading in grain621 or acting as proxies 

of skippers.622 However, they were also involved in richer trades, such as those in marble,623 coral624 

or sugar.625  In any case, Sautijn’s business activities, risky as they could be, constituted a quite varied 

portfolio. 
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Overall, we can say that by the date of the establishment of the CGIO, the Dutch-speaking merchant 

community of Genoa was thriving. In particular, its consul had a remarkable degree of embeddedness 

in the local environment. He certainly had many contacts he could rely on, when looking for political 

cover in order to organize some business behind the back of the Dutch authorities. He was also aware 

of the evolution of the political debate in Genoa, which was favourable to the establishment of these 

companies.  

As Muilman could notice, there was a wide consensus about the development of a stronger navy. 

However, due to the strictures of the decision-making process in the Republic, this navy had to be 

built up and managed by a private company. There was a process of importation of naval technology 

going on, and Genoese people started to appreciate and use more widely galleons. The navalista 

momentum meant that the state could encourage and lead this process. There were, then, opportunities 

for profit in wait for people who had access to the biggest European market for ships and naval 

material. 

In the same period, a few Genoese people were involved in trans-oceanic trade, specifically with 

Iberian America. If they wanted to give a different institutional arrangement to their activities, they 

could profit from the new political climate. The Republic of Genoa was ready to back new enterprises, 

as long as they promised to foster naval and commercial development, and to fly its flag over far-

away waters. During the 1640s, some Dutch and Genoese merchants realized the existence of this 

opportunity, and tried to grab it.  
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THE GENOESE CLUSTER – II 

THE GENOESE CHARTERED TRADING COMPANIES 

THE CGIO 

In this chapter, we are going to see how the Genoese attempts to enter trans-oceanic trade unfolded, 

and how their different actors tried to influence their development. Along with the Dutch-speaking 

merchant community of Genoa and their Genoese colleagues, there were also political entrepreneurs 

in the Republic, who tried to turn into a different direction the foreign and naval politics of their 

country. Moreover, their interaction took place on the background of deep changes within the Atlantic 

economy. In the next pages, I will show how it produced the CGIO and the CMSG and, in between, 

how it also impacted other threads of Genoese history. 

The CGIO, the first company to be formed, is actually a clear example of how the people involved in 

the company had different motivations. Its establishment made sense only if one had very specific 

objectives in mind. We should then consider its promoters separately. 

From a political point of view, the CGIO fit well into the navalista aspirations of building up more 

ships and more naval power. As we saw, the navalisti were ready to consider an East India company 

as an opportunity to increase the power of the state, but the East India trade itself did not have any 

specific role in their projects. In contrast to the joint-stock format, which was supposed to make naval 

rearmament more politically palatable, the destination of the Indies was little more than a rhetorical 

hint. However, as the official charter of the company specified, a company could benefit the local 

economy, and revive the military glory of the Republic.626 In any case, whatever promised to bring a 

successful galleon fleet to Genoa was welcome. 

The main drive for the formation of the company came from Dutch merchants. According to a 

contemporary chronicle, the CGIO was first promoted by Willem Muilman, the brother of Hendrik.627 

Willem, as his father and brother, was specialized in the Mediterranean trade, and had even been a 

director of the Directie van de Levantse Handel.628 His only prior relation to the East India trade was 

apparently his involvement in the secondary market of VOC shares.629 However, his position in 

Amsterdam meant that he could recruit men and ships there, along with another Amsterdam trader, 
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Jakob van der Heuvel. Hendrik Muilman, in Genoa, acted as the link between the Genoese investors, 

who provided money and political clout, and the Dutch partners, who dealt with the logistical 

organization of the expedition. 

From a Dutchman’s point of view, an interloping East India Company was a sensible option. Even 

though the Muilmans were not East India traders themselves, they could easily find people who were 

interested in the venture, and they could tap into a wide pool of people with suitable expertise. 

Actually, Dutch interlopers were present in most of the early phases of the other European East India 

companies, which provided them with the opportunity to get around the privileges of the VOC.630 

Genoa was undoubtedly less powerful than France or Denmark, but it was possible to use its status 

as a neutral foreign state. In 1642 the Antwerpian painter Cornelis De Wael, who had been living in 

Genoa for twenty years, applied for Genoese citizenship so that his assets, which would otherwise 

belong to a Spanish subject, could not be seized by Dutch corsairs.631 If East India trade made 

economic sense, ply it under a Genoese flag could be a convenient solution. 

It was from the perspective of Genoese traders that the CGIO was a more hazardous enterprise. As 

we saw, Genoese traders were only indirectly linked to Indian trade. As regards the provision of 

human capital, the company totally depended on the Dutch participants, nor could it ever have been 

established without them. As a potentially profitable enterprise, it could and did attract Genoese 

investors, but they cared little about the destination, and could very well have put their money 

somewhere else. For them, the CGIO had a more contingent character than for the Dutchmen.  

Nevertheless, people in Genoa heeded the call from the Muilmans. Hendrik connected his brother 

with a small group of Genoese investors, among whom, according to the chronicle I mentioned, there 

were Scipione Buonvicino from Levanto, Giovanni Tommaso Laviosa and Giovanni Filippo 

Cattaneo. We do not know almost anything on Scipione Buonvicino, besides the fact that he was a 

merchant,632 but the presence of the two other people was significant. We have already seen that 

Cattaneo traded often with Dutch-speaking merchants, so it is not surprising that Muilman knew him. 

Besides, he was considered a “negotiante principale della presente città di Genova”, with fifty years 

of experience, and his participation probably lent credibility to the enterprise.633 Laviosa, on the other 

hand, was involved in trans-oceanic trade, both on his own and through his Lisbon-based brothers, as 

we saw. They were all merchants, and they were not known for their political positions. 
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These people sat on of the board of administrators of the company, which first approached the 

authorities of the Republic on 13th March 1647, in order to ask for an official charter and a fifty-year 

monopoly on the East India trade.634 The company, which had a capital of 100.000 scudi, was 

supposed to trade with Japan, “et altri luoghi liberi, e praticabili”. By then, however, Japan was not 

accessible anymore, as it had curtailed almost all foreign trade.635 The intent of the document was 

probably to clarify that the new company would not trespass the areas to which other European 

competitors claimed a privileged access. On 4th July, the Republic officially granted the charter, 

which established a thirty-years, rather than fifty-years monopoly, and the CGIO was effectively 

born.636  

By then, however, the company had already caught the attention of its competitors. It was the 

Portuguese who first got wind of the project. In July, their ambassador in The Hague, Francisco de 

Sousa Coutinho, warned the board of the VOC about the efforts of the Genoese. The VOC, which 

was caught completely unaware, agreed to collaborate with the Portuguese in order to eliminate their 

common Italian competitor,637 and soon the colonial authorities in Goa and Batavia were briefed 

about the issue.638  

The Portuguese acted on the basis of their claim to the exclusive control of European navigation to 

the Indian Ocean, one century and a half after the Treaty of Tordesillas. Their point was explicitly 

made in a letter that the King of Portugal sent to the Republic of Genoa on 14th September 1647, 

through his local agent Giovanni Giudice Fiesco.639 In this document, King John IV menacingly 

referred to his military might in the Indies, and tried to lure the Genoese into buying Asian products 

in Lisbon, with less danger and less expenses. On its part, the VOC acted on the basis of its claim to 

the exclusive right to employ Dutch personnel for the East India trade. As the CGIO bought its ships 

in Texel and manned them with Dutch personnel, it broke this rule. In particular, the leaders of the 

expedition, Jan Maes and Jan Benning, and the ships’ captains Hendrik Christiaensz and Harmen 

Voogd, were all either Dutchmen or had already sailed with the VOC.640 

The board of directors of the CGIO was notified by the Genoese authorities of the Portuguese threat. 

However, it decided to go ahead with the enterprise641. By then, Buonvicino, Cattaneo and Laviosa 
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had been joined by two other directors, Ugo Fieschi and Nicolò D’Amico. Fieschi was a soldier and 

ship captain, who had long served in the Spanish and the French navies. During the 1640s and 1650s, 

he held many positions in the Republic of Genoa, and he backed all the initiatives made by the 

navalisti. Overall, he was one of their prominent members.642 Nicolò D’Amico was a trader,643 who 

also freighted Dutch vessels.644 His son moreover, as we saw, seemed to have been involved in 

Portuguese colonial trade, up to a certain extent. Nicolò D’Amico had probably navalista leanings, 

as he backed their projects of naval rearmament as a member of the Giunta di Marina (an 

administrative council that dealt with trade and shipping) in the 1650s.645 D’Amico and Fieschi were 

much more present in politics and the administration than the other directors, and their presence 

connected the CGIO to the navalisti.  

Behind these people, there were other shareholders. We know the names of 34 Genoese investors,646 

and possibly some money arrived from other cities as well, as in 1647 the directors of the company 

had to nominate a representative in the exchange fair of Sestri Levante.647 A few of them had probably 

some experience of trans-oceanic trade. Among the shareholders there were the slave trader Piuma 

Campodonico,648 as well as Giovanni Francesco Sauli and Nicolò Spinola, two people who would 

invest in voyages to Brazil in 1650.649 Others were linked to the navalisti. Among the shareholders 

there were Giovanni Bernardo Veneroso, whom we already encountered as the author of the navalista 

pamphlet Genio Ligure Risvegliato,650 and Luca Giustiniani, who had similar views.651 Another 

shareholder, Emmanuele Brignole, was the nephew of the former Doge Giovanni Francesco Brignole 

and a cousin of Antonio Giulio Brignole Sale, both prominent repubblichisti.652  

If we consider both the shareholders and the directors, we can conclude that some of them were 

repubblichisti or navalisti, while some others were merchants, sometimes involved in trans-oceanic 

trade. D’Amico was both. In any case, it would be hard to conclude that this was a prevalently 
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navalista enterprise, and that its main purpose was to influence the political debate, as some scholars 

have argued.653 A combination of political and economic aims seems a more convincing rationale. 

The crew was composed for only two thirds by Dutchmen,654 and we know the name of one sailor 

who appears to have been Genoese, Giovanni Francesco Borzona.655 Life on board was regulated on 

the basis of written rules.656 On the ships there were also seven Genoese noblemen, who had the task 

of learning the trade. We do not know much about them, besides the fact that two of them were 

children of known repubblichisti (Agostino Centurione and Ippolito Invrea),657 and that three of them 

later deserted during a stopover in Spain. They all sailed on the two vessels of the company, the “San 

Giovanni Battista” and the “San Bernardo”, which left Genoa on 5th March 1648.658  

We do not have any data on the cargo of the ships. Some sources mention the value of some bills of 

exchange on board.659 However, one of the main comparative advantages of the Europeans in Asia 

was their supply of silver.660 Moreover, right at the time many Genoese were disinvesting their assets 

in Spain and were trying to move silver out of that country, so they needed to dispose of it.661 

Investment in an East India company would have been a possible solution for the need of the Genoese 

to invest their silver. Already in 1637, an anonymous Dutch observer had written that for this reason, 

the Genoese would end up investing in the Dutch India companies.662 It seems more likely, then, to 

suppose that the CGIO ships left Genoa with bills of exchange, but then converted them in silver 

along the way, possibly in Spain. The fact that the ships made two stopovers in Alicante and Malaga, 

shortly after their departure, reinforces this hypothesis.663  

Relations on board of the small fleet became quickly tense, between the Genoese and the Dutchmen, 

and between the Dutchmen themselves. When the deputy commander Jan Benning died, the two 

captains quarrelled about his succession, and in the end Jan Maes solved the issue by putting Harmen 

Voogd in irons. Apart from that, the voyage itself was quite uneventful. After leaving the 
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Mediterranean, the ships stopped in Sierra Leone and waited for the winter monsoon in the bay of 

Antongil, in Madagascar. By March 1649, the expedition had reached the coast of Sumatra.664 

The Portuguese thought that the CGIO ships were actually directed to Goa. If this is true, their arrival 

on the doorstep of the VOC would have been caused by bad luck and adverse winds.665 However, as 

the Genoese were aware of Portuguese opposition, it would have been extremely risky on their part 

to follow such a route. It is possible that their arrival in Indonesia did not happen by chance, but that 

they actually wanted to spend some time in a neutral port in the area such as Bantam. However, the 

reckless behaviour of the officers prevented such an outcome. After a quarrel with the port authorities 

of Tiku, Maes seized illegally some pepper, and the Sumatrans’ obvious reaction was to warn 

immediately the VOC about the presence of these interlopers. Eight ships were dispatched from 

Batavia to stop the Genoese crafts, which did not even try to put up a fight. On 26th April 1649, the 

vessels of the CGIO were escorted in Batavia.666 

The VOC barred all the Dutch personnel from serving a foreign company. Theoretically, the Genoese 

were then free to leave, but clearly they were too few and unexperienced to do anything.667 In the 

end, they entrusted their ships and cargoes to the VOC, which was supposed to transfer their value to 

Europe.668 By October 1650, the Genoese officers had come back home.669 

The CGIO and the Republic of Genoa contacted the VOC and the States General, in order to secure 

the restitution of the shareholders’ money.670 It was complicated, however, to organize its transfer. 

After appointing two attorneys in Antwerp671 and Venice,672 the Genoese finally resorted to the 

Amsterdam merchant Giovanni Battista Bensi.673 Though we do not know how the Genoese investors 

got their money back, it is sure that eventually the VOC paid.674 

That was the end of the CGIO. From the perspective of the Dutchmen involved, their attempt to get 

around the regulations of the VOC had utterly failed. Meanwhile, Hendrik Muilman experienced 

financial troubles. As we saw in the last chapter, he went bankrupt in 1649, and most likely his 
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investment in the CGIO did not help his business activities. Moreover, he resigned as a consul while 

the ships were en route. Officially he did so because of his old age, but it is possible that he also 

wanted to avoid embarassing questions from his superiors in The Hague.675 We do not know what 

were the repercussions for the other Dutchmen involved. In any case, they all found out that the VOC 

did not respect the Genoese flag enough to allow it to cover their business. 

From the Genoese perspective, the company was a disappointing experience, and did not entice the 

investors to try again. Even though they eventually got their money back, they had lost time and 

energy in the meantime. The East India trade was worth a try, when a nice opportunity showed up, 

but people were not eager to ply it. This is shown by a minor episode that happened a few years later. 

In 1657, the English captain Thomas Skynner asked for a Genoese flag, in order to sail to Sumatra. 

He did not demand any kind of financial support, and neither the Republic nor private investors were 

supposed to bear any cost. It is not surprising, then, that his request was gladly granted. When he 

came back, however, after signing a trade treaty with the pepper-producing Sultanate of Jambi, and 

asked for financial support, the Genoese pulled out.676 Apparently, they were interested in the Asian 

trade only as long as they did not have to spend on it. 

However, the political motivations that had favoured the establishment of a trading company 

persisted. In the following years, they would lead to the birth of the CMSG. Moreover, they would 

create more occasions for Dutch merchants to collaborate, or fight, with Genoese people over issues 

of shipping and trade. 

THE CONTINUATION OF THE NAVALISTA PROGRAMME 

In the last chapter, we saw how the ideological background of the CGIO was composed of projects 

with three different chacteristics. The navalisti wanted to have more galleons, to send them to exotic 

waters, and to create a joint-stock structure for their financing and management. The failure of the 

CGIO did not mean that these objectives lost relevance, and the navalisti kept on trying to attain 

them. The CMSG was a more realistic, and slightly more successful attempt in the same direction. 

However, this was not the only path which was open. As the promoters of the companies found out, 

a joint-stock company was not necessarily the best institutional framework to send ships across the 

oceans, and the construction of galleons could be stimulated by other means. Before, during and after 
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the life of the CMSG, people tried also to combine these three objectives in different ways. Moreover, 

these aims were not equally important, and one of them could be prioritized. In fact, as we will see, 

the navalisti were somewhat successful in fostering galleon building, but they did not establish any 

joint-stock company.  

The CMSG will be the topic of the next section. In this one, I will describe the other ways foreign 

merchants interacted with Genoese naval politics at the time. In fact, the navalista momentum 

continued, at least throughout the 1650s, while the Dutch-speaking community of Genoa transformed 

itself, taking advantage of the changes in the Mediterranean trade of the time. Meanwhile, changes in 

the international scenario created new conditions that favoured the development of shipbuilding. In 

the next pages, I will describe all these factors. 

Let us start with the Dutch. The signing of the Peace of Westphalia signalled a turning point in the 

history of Dutch trade. From then on, Spain and the Netherlands would be at peace, and Dutch ships 

would no longer have to face the harassment of the Spanish navy. The road to the Mediterranean was 

open, and freight rates to the region fell. This happened right at the time in which some of the local 

competitors of the Dutch were having problems of their own, as the English had just come out of a 

Civil War and Venice was at war with the Ottoman Empire over Crete. After 1648, the Dutch 

outcompeted them.677 

Dutch Mediterranean trade did not only grow, but also changed. Dutch access to the Spanish and 

Spanish American markets meant that their traders had now an easier access to exotic products that 

were added to their portfolio. Moreover, access to Ottoman and Spanish wool helped to upscale textile 

production, and cloth produced in Leiden out of Anatolian yarn became a staple item of Dutch 

exports. The traditional lines of business, based on bulky and cheap products, were retained, but 

overall Dutch activity in the region shifted to rich trades.678 

Meanwhile, the Dutch started to be more present in the Mediterranean also on the military level. This 

time the main enemy was no longer Spain, but England, against whom they waged war for three times 

in little more than twenty years. One of the goals of the conflict was the control of the Mediterranean 

trade, and as far as this sector was concerned, the Dutch won, after the battle of Livorno in 1653. 

Other enemies of the period included the Barbary corsairs and, after 1672, the French and their allies. 

The repeated presence of the Dutch navy in the region meant that diplomatic relations with 
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Mediterranean countries were still important, if not even more important than before. For example, 

the Republic of Genoa was asked for logistical assistance at times.679 

This situation was mirrored in Genoa, where a new generation of Dutch-speaking merchants emerged. 

Hendrik Muilman went bankrupt, and his son Alberto, who followed him as a consul, retired after a 

few years.680 The Muilmans’ place was taken by the Van der Straten – Sautijn family, and Samuel 

Sautijn junior became consul in 1657.681 His family was more specialized in rich and exotic products, 

as we saw. Moreover, they had a tendency to develop links with politically important people. They 

were the product of an age in which Dutch trade was more varied and more dependent on political 

support. 

In Genoa, the navalisti survived and even acquired more importance, as the international situation 

that had brought them to the fore continued after 1648. From the Genoese perspective, the most 

important factors were the military and financial problems encountered by Spain, and its state of war 

with France, which jeopardised navigation in the Ligurian Sea. As long as these issues were not 

solved, and they would not be until the Peace of the Pyrenees in 1659, Genoese patricians had a strong 

incentive to set out a new naval policy. 

In the meantime, even Spanish – Genoese relations were turning increasingly sour. A relatively minor 

dispute over navigation rights to the Spanish enclave of Finale, in 1654, even escalated to the edge 

of war, and the Republic shortly forbade its citizens from signing asientos with the Spanish Crown.682 

The main bone of contention was the exportation of silver out of the Iberian peninsula, which was 

stimulated by the efforts of the Genoese investors to diversify their assets, as the conditions of Spanish 

public finance worsened: throughout the 1640s, for example, the vessels of the Republic moved more 

than 16 millions of silver pieces of eight from Spain to Genoa.683 The later upward trend in the arrivals 

of American silver only encouraged these transfers.684 As these exportations were often unauthorized, 

Spanish authorities tried to prevent them, and even started to inspect state galleys, in order to look 

                                                
679 NA, SG 11913, 7th October 1652 e ASG, AS 2788, 20th February 1664. 
680 NA, SG 11914, 19th November 1656. 
681 NA, SG 6908, 26th March 1657. 
682 Thomas Allison Kirk, “La crisi del 1654 come indicatore del nuovo equilibrio mediterraneo,” in Génova y la 
Monarquía Hispánica (1528-1713), ed. Manuel Herrero Sánchez et al. (Genova: Società Ligure di Storia Patria, 2011), 
527–38. Calcagno, “La puerta a la mar”: il Marchesato del Finale nel sistema imperiale spagnolo (1571 – 1713), 361–
96. 
683 Gian Carlo Calcagno, “La navigazione convogliata a Genova nella seconda metà del Seicento,” in Guerra e commercio 
nell’evoluzione della marina genovese tra XVI e XVII secolo, vol. 2, Miscellanea Storica Ligure, 1973, 362. 
684 Michel Morineau, Incroyables gazettes et fabuleux métaux : les retours des trésors américains d’après les gazettes 
hollandaises (XVIe-XVIIIe siècles) (Cambridge University Press; Maison des sciences de l’homme, 1985), 262. 



 136 

for illegal shipments of silver.685 Even the Genoese who did business in Spain had now reasons to 

suspect Madrid.   

This new political situation created a new incentive for state-led naval development. Galleys were 

vulnerable to Spanish inspections, as they often had to come to the shore. Normal mercantile vessels, 

however, were too militarily weak to safely ship loads of silver through corsairs-ridden waters, 

between Spain and Italy. The only alternative was to carry them on galleons, which were powerful 

enough to protect them, and could moor and wait far from the shore, out of the reach of Spanish 

officers.686 For the first time, a wide consensus emerged on the need for galleons, and contrary to the 

expections of the navalisti, it did not require the establishment of companies. As even Hispanophile 

patricians rallied around the cause, the Republic could finally support the construction of galleons. 

The main reason for this wide support, as we saw, was the need to protect the smuggling of silver, in 

a moment in which the political situation stimulated divestments from Spain. However, the galleon 

fleet that was established, which managed a convoy on the route between Genoa and Cádiz, was kept 

also after the Spanish crisis subsided. It was only in 1680 that the convoy was abolished.687 It is 

possible that its activity, however contingent its start may have been, was fostered by the new season 

in silver trade that characterized the second half of the century.688 The increase in the Spanish 

importation of American silver stimulated its re-exportation to Italy, and then to Smyrna and the 

Ottoman Empire. Both Genoese and Dutch merchants seem to have engaged in this kind of trade,689 

and to have occasionally collaborated.690 It would be interesting to investigate further how the 

Genoese and the Dutch reacted to the new global conjuncture of silver trade. In any case, the need to 

protect it provided a new stimulus for naval development. 

Meanwhile, other changes in military techniques stimulated the construction of new ships. The 

Genoese rearmament programme coincided and interacted with two different processes. On the one 

hand the Venetians, quickly followed by the Ottomans, managed to combine effectively the use of 

galleons and galleys in the Mediterranean. Venice had started the Cretan War (1645-1669) using 
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galleons, rented from the Dutch and the English, as a logistical support for galleys, but eventually 

made the former the center of its strategy, and used them to blockade the Dardanelles. This started a 

period of experimentation, at the end of which both Venice and the Ottoman Empire produced their 

own galleons, and rather had galleys support actions led by galleons than the other way around.691 As 

a result, there was a new, strong demand for galleons in the Mediterranean. The Genoese shipyards 

benefitted from it, and provided warships to the Venetians.692 

On the other hand, the nature and function of warships was changing. Military use of merchantmen 

became less important, and states relied more extensively on a permanent fleet composed of ships 

designed expressely for war. This time, the stimulus was provided by the Anglo-Dutch Wars. The 

Netherlands started the war with a cruising fleet, composed of small and fast ships meant to protect 

merchantmen from corsairs, over long and extensive communication lines. Meanwhile, Cromwellian 

England had built an expensive fleet composed of bigger ships, that were no match in sea battles:693 

as the Dutch admiral Witte De With observed, the smallest English frigate could shoot farther away 

than the heaviest Dutch unit.694 The Netherlands had to imitate their rivals, and built up a permanent 

fleet of warships. An arms race started, and by the end of the century, the standard tool of naval 

warfare in Europe was a fleet composed of heavy, expensive ships specialized only in war.695 

This time, the Genoese found themselves in the middle of a process of technological change. At the 

end of 1651, while war loomed over the North Sea, the Republic decided to equip a flotilla of four 

galleons. In order to make haste,696 the ships were not built at home, but they were commissioned in 

the Netherlands, through the intermediation of a merchant linked to the Dutch-speaking community 

of Genoa, Samuel Sautijn senior.697 The ships were made according to the latest trends in 

shipbuilding, and the first two ones to be made, which measured around 40 metres in length and 10 

metres in width, were among the biggest ones present in the country.698 In the spring of 1653, as they 

were struggling to find suitable warships to fight the English, the Dutch decided to sequester them 

for their own navy.699 
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The sequester was not a fortuitous event. As it was discovered by the Genoese agent Giovanni Stefano 

Spinola, who was sent to the Netherlands to solve the issue, Sautijn had encouraged the Admiralty of 

Amsterdam to proceed, in order to receive commission money from their part as well.700 In any case, 

Sautijn was not merely importing new technology to a backward area. The kind of ships he dealt in 

was rather novel both in Genoa and the Netherlands, even though the Netherlands was undoubtedly 

better equipped to build and use it. The Republic of Genoa had accidentally positioned itself at the 

technological frontier.  

During the following years, the Sautijn family, as well as other members of the Dutch-speaking 

community of Genoa, continued to assist the naval evolution of their host country. It was unavoidable, 

as the Genoese still needed to buy ships and naval equipment from Northern Europe. Probably many 

Genoese did not trust much Samuel Sautijn junior after what his father had done, but he still supplied 

rigging and hawser to the Genoese navy,701 even though he had legal problems with his clients.702 

Moreover, Sautijn faced the competition of other Dutchmen in this line of business, and eventually, 

he was killed by one of them, whom he had superseded as a supplier of the Casa di San Giorgio.703 

Dutch immigrants played an essential role as suppliers, in this critical phase of Genoese naval 

development. 

However, important as they were, they were not irreplaceable. After a dispute over a consignment of 

naval wares, the Genoese authorities asked Sautijn to provide them with a new provision of rigging, 

and they explicitely stated that it was supposed to be made in Genoa.704 This could happen both 

because Genoese authorities did not trust Sautijn, or because they wanted to stimulate local producers. 

However, it also shows that Genoese–made rigging was considered competitive with that imported 

by Sautijn. A few years later, throughout the 1660s and the 1670s, when the Genoese navy had to 

replace the galleons used for its flotilla, it bought local ships.705 Little by little, a new naval 

shipbuilding tradition arose, and the Genoese started to produce galleons not only for themselves, but 

also for re-exportation.706 In 1717, 7,5% of the ships used in the Carrera de Indias had been built in 

Genoa.707 By the middle of the eighteenth century, the Genoese mainly produced ships for the 
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35. See alsoASG, AS 2335, 3 settembre 1653 and GAS, 5075, 90.2115, 11th October 1654. 
701 ASG, NA 7350, 31st January 1661. 
702 ASG, AS 1668, 25 maggio 1661. 
703 ASG, AS 1579, 29 dicembre 1661. 
704 ASG, AS 1668, 10th June 1661. 
705 Calcagno, “La navigazione convogliata a Genova nella seconda metà del Seicento,” 327. 
706 Gatti, Navi e cantieri della Repubblica di Genova (secoli XVI-XVIII); Lo Basso, “Entre galères et vaisseaux. Armement 
et constructions navales en Ligurie au XVIIe siècle.” 
707 Brilli, Genoese Trade and Migration in the Spanish Atlantic, 44–46. 



 139 

exportation.708 In a few decades’ time, the Genoese had stopped to depend on foreigners for the 

provision of galleons, and had successfully kick-started their own production. 

The outcome of this process illustrates how the strategies pursued by different actors could produce 

unexpected outcomes. On the one hand, the collaboration of some Dutch merchants with the Genoese 

naval authorities eventually made the community as such less necessary. In a sense, they were so 

successful that they created the conditions for their own replacement. On the other hand, the navalisti 

reached one of their goals, but not the others. It was mainly thanks to their efforts that the Genoese 

updated their naval technology, and started to produce galleons.709 Even though they could not change 

the policy of the Republic by themselves, they got the most out of the changes in the political scenario 

of their time, until they finally managed to create a widespread consensus over their pojects. However, 

this result did not turn the Republic of Genoa into an important naval power, and the state remained 

a marginal player in international politics. 

These changes were not brought about only by what was happening in Genoa, and they were actually 

mainly a reaction to European-wide and Mediterranean-wide phenomena. The Genoese benefitted 

from changes that were happening abroad, and that they could not control in any way. The main 

motors of change were on the one hand Venice and the Ottoman Empire, whose technical 

experimentation and demand for naval material stimulated the activity of foreign Mediterranean 

shipyards. On the other hand, the Anglo-Dutch wars stimulated an arms race, in which the navalisti 

had the chance to play a part. Genoa was a place in which these two different trends intersected. 

In a fast-changing world, neither the Dutch merchants, nor Genoese politicians could predict what 

the future would bring. The only thing that they could perceive was that a new military technology 

was spreading, and that more and more states wanted it, throughout Europe and the Mediterranean. 

It made sense to ride that wave, and eventually they all reached important results. The Sautijns and 

Van der Stratens continued their ascendacy in the world of Dutch Mediterranean trade, and the 

navalisti built a state fleet and fostered naval production. They managed to do so through a skillful 

adaptation to the opportunities that arose, more than through the careful application of a pre-ordered 

plan. This same combination of serendipity and interaction of people with different agendas would 

characterize the CMSG as well. 
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THE CMSG 

The CMSG resulted from the combination of the ongoing navalista programme, with a change in the 

military and commercial situation of Brazil, that favoured a greater and more official role for foreign 

traders. In comparison to the CGIO, the activities and timing of the CMSG were more closely related 

to what was going on in both Genoa and in areas where Genoese actors operated. In the following 

section, I will describe both environments, starting with the evolution of the situation in Genoa. 

As we saw, the capital of the CGIO was not lost, and eventually it was transferred back to Genoa. 

Meanwhile, the navalisti were continuing their ascendacy, and they were in the condition to try again 

their old strategy, and pursue naval expansion through a joint-stock commercial company. In 1653, 

the CGIO was transformed in a new company, the CMSG, which inherited the capital and the 

shareholders of the former one.710  

The new company obtained a loan, some toll privileges and the right to use its name from the Casa 

di San Giorgio.711 It also extended the CGIO monopoly on the East India trade to the West Indies as 

well.712 The monopoly was not enforced: once, in Brazilian waters, the CMSG ships encountered 

vessels belonging to a private Genoese trader, Stefano Pallavicini, but there were no signs of 

enmity.713 The charter was probably more meant as an official endorsement from the part of the 

Republic, which provided diplomatic assistance to the company. 

Even though the CMSG was the legal successor of the CGIO, the people behind it were not 

necessarily the same. Probably only part of the shareholders of the old company chose to retain their 

shares: we know only seven people who held shares of both companies. Even though we ignore the 

details, there was probably a new subscription of capital. At least seventy people, both rich patricians 

and commoners, were registered as shareholders.714 The board of directors remained initially almost 

the same, but Giovanni Filippo Cattaneo, who died in 1652, was substituted by Giovanni Bernardo 

Veneroso. As the company lasted for some years, the members of the board later changed, and we 

know the names of 13 directors. 

As the CGIO, the CMSG seems to have been financed both for economic and ideological reasons. 

Three shareholders (Giovanni Battista Morando, Gioacchino Forno and Giovanni Francesco Sauli) 
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had already invested money in private expeditions to Brazil, in the previous years. Besides them, 

however, there were also 13 people who were credited with having navalista leanings,715 and 2 who 

were suspected of being pro-French and anti-Spanish.716 The number of navalisti among the 

shareholders seems to have been slightly higher than in the CGIO (13 out of 70, or 18,5%, instead of 

5 out of 34, or 15%). Among the directors, however, the proportion was lower (4 out of 20, or 20%, 

instead of 2 out of 5). These numbers are too small to push the comparison too far. In any case, it is 

clear that the CMSG was not just a purely political enterprise.   

Among the shareholders there was also Samuel Sautijn, who would be appointed as Dutch consul in 

Genoa two years later717 and eventually, as we know, became one of the directors of the company.718 

He was perhaps also one of its suppliers since, as we saw, he traded in ship-building materials. 

However, he did not play any role in the purchase of the ships themselves, despite the fact that one 

of them was bought in the Netherlands, by the Genoese brothers Giovanni Battista and Orazio 

Isola.719 It is likely that this was related to the bad reputation that his father had acquired just two 

years before, when he had tried to swindle the Republic of Genoa. 

In the beginning, there was no discussion on the sector of trade which the company would engage in. 

However, the extension of the area of the charter to the West Indies seems to suggest an interest in 

the American trade, which was already plied by some Genoese. In the same years, developments in 

Brazil were opening up new opportunities for foreigners, and were making the use of a chartered 

company more attractive.  

During the 1650s, the Portuguese Restoration War was raging, and in Brazil and Portugal there was 

a widespread demand for additional shipping services. Private Genoese traders, as we saw, took this 

opportunity, but their arrival was not uncontested. A report of a discussion held among royal officers, 

on the advisability to expel from Brazil two Genoese merchants, Giovanni Giacomo Ghersi e 

Giovanni Paolo Ruffo, helps us to understand the issues at stake. These Genoese merchants had 

developed continuous trading relations with local sugar producers, who made their purchases on 

credit. They profited from their presence, as they could get a better price for their sugar and had an 

                                                
715 Besides the two directors Ugo Fieschi and Giovanni Bernardo Veneroso, there were Geronimo De Franchi, Marco 
Aurelio Rebuffo, Nicolò Doria, Nicolò Imperiale, Raffaele De Ferrari, Ottavio Sauli, Agostino Franzoni, Agostino 
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Cinque e Seicento; Bitossi, “il Genio ligure risvegliato. La potenza navale nel discorso politico genovese del Seicento.” 
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716 Giovanni Paolo and Giovanni Vincenzo Giovio, on which cfr. Bitossi, Il governo dei Magnifici: patriziato e politica 
a Genova fra Cinque e Seicento, 227. 
717 NA, SG 6908, 26th March 1657. 
718 ASG, NG 2311, 30th March 1658. 
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easier access to European products. However, these same reasons turned the Genoese into dangerous 

competitors for some Portuguese traders, and both Ghersi and Ruffo had “pessoas suas mal affectas, 

que requeirao que sejam enviados do Brazil”.720 

The Genoese presence could be considered both good or bad, depending on whom you asked. From 

the perspective of the Portuguese administration, their expulsion could lead to a decrease in total trade 

and toll rights: “V[ossa] M[agesta]de perdera seus dereitos, e o comercio emfraquecera”. The main 

problem, however, was that the Genoese were aware of the difficult position of their Portuguese 

counterparts, and that they had less to lose from a drop in trade relations. Therefore, “no tempo 

presente (em que he mais facil a dispensasao)” they were expecting a somewhat favourable treatment, 

and they could react negatively if they were not given it. 

The crisis of the Portuguese trading system opened fissures in the web of power and economic 

relations that underpinned it. The Genoese were never fully favoured or opposed by the Portuguese 

as such, but they had always friends and rivals in different sectors of the Portuguese society. Fault 

lines within the Portuguese colonial empire were the driving force in shaping the new opportunities 

that the Genoese were trying to take. 

This is shown by the main development in Portuguese Brazilian trade in this period, the establishment 

of the joint-stock Companhia Geral do Cómercio do Brasil in 1649.721 The company was supposed 

to supply heavier and more powerful ships, that would substitute the light caravels that had been 

prevalent in the Brazil trade that far, and to provide the military might that would drive the Dutch out 

of the country. In order to do so, the company was given monopoly rights on the trade of cod, flour, 

oil and wine, and organized convoys between the motherland and its colony. Its establishment 

favoured the interests of the great traders, who could buy the expensive shares of the new company, 

at the expense of the small traders, who could not, and of the Brazilian planters, who would pay 

higher prices for their imports. The presence of the company highlighted the fault lines that were 

already present, and that were also reacting differently to the Genoese presence. 

The company needed capital and ships. Foreigners could profit from it either by buying its shares, or 

by renting ships. As we saw, some Genoese had started doing the latter, and some individual Genoese, 

Florentine and Venetian merchants of Lisbon bought shares of the company.722 News on these 

opportunities reached Genoa, which is not surprising, since some of the shareholders and directors of 
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the CMSG were involved in Portuguese trade. In the fluid environments of Genoese politics, where 

patrician traders could easily sit in boards and magistracies, or had access to people who did, it did 

not take too long for the state administration to be involved. 

Eventually, it was mainly the English who profited from this window of opportunity, especially as 

they could exert a great deal of military and political pressure on the Portuguese administration.723  

However, also the Genoese stood a chance. Even though they had less to offer, the fact that their 

Republic was small and weak made them less threatening. They were also concious of this 

comparative advantage, which made a collaboration with them look relatively appealing, in the eyes 

of the Portuguese.724 

In 1655 the former repubblichista Doge Agostino Centurione725 contacted a Genoese cleric in Lisbon, 

in order to lobby for a Genoese involvement in the Portuguese colonial trade.726 As far as we know, 

Agostino Centurione himself was not a shareholder, but probably three other members of his family 

(whose exact connection with him we do not know) were, or had shares of the CGIO.727 More 

importantly, his own son Stefano had sailed on the ships of the CGIO.728 Agostino officially acted in 

a private capacity, but he let his letter circulate for comments among other Genoese magistrates. His 

actions indirectly involved both the CMSG and the Republic itself. 

Still in 1655, the board of the CMSG received a report on the ways Genoese investors could enter 

Portuguese colonial trade.729 There were different options, some of which were being already tried 

by people like Stefano Pallavicino, who was explicitely mentioned. One could either just loan money, 

or freight ships. There was also the possibility to engage in the slave trade, since, as we saw, the 

Portuguese Restoration War had detached Portuguese slave traders from the Spanish American 

markets. As they were neutrals, the Genoese could act as middlemen between the two parts. Finally, 

the Genoese could find a niche for themselves in the Indian Ocean as well. They could sell coral, 

which was in high demand in Asia, and which was fished and worked in the Mediterranean by 

Ligurians.730 From there, they could retrieve pepper, saltpeter and silk.  
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By 1655, the company bought its first ships, the “San Giuseppe”,731 which was an old galleon 

produced in Genoa, and the “Sant’Anna”,732 which was purchased in the Netherlands. In the 

following years they would sail on the route between Genoa and Lisbon733 and, occasionally, Genoa 

and Alexandria.734 However, its directors tried from the very beginning to enter the Portuguese 

colonial trade as well. 

The CMSG could draw on a pool of pre-existing human capital for this trade, and surely Laviosa, one 

of the directors, knew how to operate in the Portuguese Atlantic. However, a chartered company with 

an official backing of the Republic, which was supposed to enhance its naval power, was 

fundamentally different from a small, interloping enterprise. It was more complicated to operate it 

informally or under a Portuguese flag of convenience, and some form of official agreement with the 

Portuguese authorities seemed necessary. As we saw, the moment looked propitious for such a 

concession. Even though there was already a Genoese consul in Lisbon, in 1656 the Republic decided 

to appoint a new one, Carlo Antonio Paggi, who was thought to have the diplomatic skills that were 

necessary to negotiate a deal in favour of the CMSG.735 From the beginning, therefore, the activities 

of the company were linked to the diplomatic relations of the states involved. 

Negotiations were not easy. The Portuguese authorities were not fundamentally opposed to a Genoese 

presence, as we saw, but obviously they wanted to make the most out of it. The main bone of 

contention were the relations of the CMSG with the Companhia Geral. The latter had been 

established with the purpose of providing new warships and organizing convoys to protect the trade, 

so it was obviously interested in using the Genoese ships. However, the board of administrators of 

the CMSG did not want its ships to join the Portuguese convoys. Besides the obvious fact that taking 

part in a convoy implied forsaking every chance of being an early bird and imposing a more 

favourable price, there was a strong political risk. One of the advantages of the Genoese was their 

neutral status. However, if they were part of a Portuguese convoy, they risked to be dragged into a 

fight or even to be requisitioned for military purposes.736 The interests of the Companhia Geral, 
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which wanted to have more ships in its convoy, and of the CMSG, which preferred operating as a 

neutral and flexible actor, were diametrically opposed. 

However, neither the CMSG nor the Companhia Geral were monolithic entities. Both were also 

driven by the interests of individual people, and the Genoese found out that the latter could hijack the 

company, and lead it in a direction that was harmful for the shareholders at large. In 1660, the captain 

of the “Sant’Anna” Giovanni Agostino Germano wrote that his colleague Costantino Caffarella, 

Paggi and the Genoese shareholders of the Companhia Geral were supporting more the interests of 

the latter than those of the Genoese company.737 That same year the ships finally left for Brazil, bound 

to Salvador da Bahia and Rio de Janeiro, as part of a Portuguese convoy, and the outcome showed 

that Germano had a point.738  

According to everybody involved, the voyage was a financial failure. In the beginning, it was claimed 

that this was due to the bad sugar harvest in Brazil.739 However, Caffarella was later accused, and 

condemned, for embezzlement.740 Apparently, he had noted among the expenses of the company 

some money that he had lost for his own private business, and had signed some dodgy agreements 

with a German merchant of Lisbon, Jorge Musman. More importantly, however, he had been bribed 

by the Companhia Geral to ensure that the CMSG ships would sail with its convoy, neglecting other 

potentially advantageous deals with other merchants.  

The Genoese found out that a joint-stock company, despite its obvious advantages in terms of 

mobilization of capital, had also important drawbacks. Chief among them were its higher transaction 

costs. The shareholders in Genoa had to make sure that their agents on the spot did not make deals 

under the counter, to the detriment of the company as a whole. If Caffarella had been entitled to a 

significant part of the total profits (and losses) of the voyage, his business partners could have let him 

manage the venture as it pleased him, knowing that whatever was advantageous for him, would be 

advantageous for them as well. This, indeed, was the standard business practice in Genoese 

navigation at the time.741 As Caffarella was only an employee, however, someone needed to check 

him, and this was costly. This, actually, was one of the main concerns of the directors of all joint-
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stock trading companies.742 In order to set up a successful company, it was also necessary to import 

a new and more sophisticated kind of management. 

In the following years the CMSG ships sailed only in European and Mediterranean waters. However, 

even in this more familiar context, the company was marred by management problems. In 1663 

captain Germano, who had lost some money during a voyage to Amsterdam, fled to Livorno with his 

ship to escape the wrath of some shareholders. It seems that he was protected by some other members 

of the company, Giovanni Francesco and Giovanni Giacomo Ghersi, who were barred from leaving 

Genoa until the question was settled.743 This testifies to a high degree of internal division. When the 

original charter expired, in 1668, some of its members declared that they were willing to renew it.744 

However, they were most likely unsuccessful, as there is no archival trace of a second company.  

Meanwhile, negotiations on a formal agreement with Portugal on the subject of exotic trade 

continued. In 1661, as soon as Paggi had heard about the failure of the expedition to Brazil, he hurried 

to write to the Genoese government, in order to persuade it not to be deterred by it. After all, even the 

buoyant Dutch expansion had had a troublesome beginning.745 A few months later, he also managed 

to secure the draft of an agreement with the King of Portugal, which would allow Genoese ships to 

sail to his dominions in Asia.746 The Genoese would be exempt of customs duties, and in their place 

they would pay a lump sum and ship passengers and goods, on behalf of the Crown, for free. Most 

important of all, they would have the possibility to send silver to Asia, where it was bound to fetch a 

high price. This was supposed to sound especially attractive in Genoa, as right at that time, as we 

saw, Genoese bankers were disinvesting their money from Spain, and they were looking for new 

opportunities of investment.747 

However, the Republic was not interested in this project, and refused to pursue it. A similar proposal, 

advanced by Portugal through the Ligurian Jesuit Giovanni Filippo De Marini, was similarly turned 

down in 1665.748 These refusals testify to a continued Genoese indifference towards Indian trade, 

which the bad experience of the CGIO had possibly only reinforced. It was shared by all local actors, 
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no matter whether they were private interlopers, officials of a chartered company or members of a 

board of trade. The King of Portugal did not find any way to entice them to change their attitude. 

Things were different as regards Brazil, of course. The Genoese were still as interested in the area as 

they were before the establishment of the CMSG. However, the framework of a chartered company 

had not proved to be the best solution for this trade, both because of the need to find an agreement 

with the Crown, which had its own set of priorities, and because of the need to check the agents of 

the company itself. It is also possible that, after the signing of a peace treaty with the Netherlands, 

convoys became even less attractive than before. In a more peaceful environment, protection was less 

needed, and it was more important to prioritize the freedom of action that being an interloper could 

offer. In any case, Genoese activity to Brazil reverted to private trade.749   

There were different factors that contributed to the fact that finally the idea of a joint-stock chartered 

company was discarded. Besides the poor results of the CMSG, there were political and economic 

changes that made it less attractive. To begin with, after 1657 the Genoese society as a whole was 

busy with other, more pressing issues. Between 1656 and 1657, the plague ravaged Genoa, and killed 

half of its population, or 40.000 people out of a population that numbered around 80.000.750 Such a 

disaster probably did little to stimulate novel ventures. 

Meanwhile, political demand for a chartered company decreased. On the one hand, the navalisti 

reached one of their objectives, i.e. the establishment of a galleon fleet. On the other hand, the need 

for a new course in the Genoese economy was less felt, after Spain signed the Peace of the Pyrenees 

and stabilized its financial and military situation. Insertion in the Habsburg system became again the 

most alluring prospect, for the Genoese patriciate. The Spanish army could be relied on, in case of 

aggression, and Spanish finance still offered many opportunities.751 The navalisti slowly faded out of 

the political scene, and there was neither need nor calls for extravagant naval policies.  

In the conclusion of this chapter, I am going to recap the reasons of the short-lived Genoese 

infatuation with commercial companies, and their eventual demise. It is important to remember that 

a company was not, as some Genoese navalisti thought, a one-size-fits-all mechanism that provided 
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automatically commercial success and naval power. Rather, it was an institutional adaptation that was 

suited for certain aims and environments, and not for others. This is shown by the end of the company 

whose choices mattered so much for the CMSG, its Portuguese counterpart, the Companhia Geral. 

The company raised much opposition, which came to the fore after its main sponsor, King John IV, 

died in 1656. A wave of Inquisition processes hit many of its shareholders, and the company, smeared 

by accusations of Judaism, saw its trade monopolies revoked. The organization of convoys itself was 

a financial failure, and in 1664 the company was abolished and its assets nationalized.752 This political 

and economic failure, however, is only part of the story, because its main purpose had been to 

contribuite to the military effort of Portugal. From this point of view, the company fulfilled its 

purpose, and its ships took part in the reconquest of Brazil.753 After that aim was achieved, however, 

Portuguese actors, exactly as the Genoese ones, found the framework of a company too cumbersome. 

CONCLUSION 

The Genoese cluster could seem like a marginal episode in history. Nevertheless, it lasted twenty 

years, and took place in places as different as Italy, Brazil and Indonesia. Many different kinds of 

actors shaped it. As in the case of Ferdinand’s cluster, it is necessary to look at them separately. Only 

if we look at what spurred them to action can we understand why they decided to collaborate, at a 

certain point in history, and why they chose to stop doing that afterwards.  

In the case of Ferdinand’s cluster, I started my analysis with a top-down approach, and I looked at 

the motivations of the Grand Duke himself, in order to understand the actions of the Tuscan state. 

The personality and choices of Ferdinand I played an essential part in steering the course of Tuscan 

policy, as it is clear from the fact that his death effectively ended the cluster itself. In the case of 

Genoa, however, there was no individual person who played such a prominent role. The Genoese 

state, a Republic born out of civil strife, was expressly designed to prevent it. It is not so easy, then, 

to specify whom we are speaking about, when we speak about the Republic of Genoa. 

When I described the political rationales of the Republic, I often referred to the navalisti. It is useful 

to remember that increasing the power of the Republic of Genoa was never an uncontentious or 

obvious objective, but that only part of the patriciate – the repubblichisti – actually pursued it. It is 

also necessary, however, to bear in mind that the repubblichismo never led to the formation of a 

                                                
752 Freire Costa, O Transporte no Atlântico e a Companhia Geral do Comércio do Brasil (1580-1663). 
753 Leonard Winius, “Two Lusitanian Variations on a Dutch Theme: Portuguese Companies in Times of Crisis, 1628-
1662,” in Companies and Trade: Essays on Overseas Trading Companies during the Ancien Régime, ed. Leonard Blussé 
and Femme Gaastra, Comparative Studies in Overseas History ; Vol. 3. 82176764X (The Hague: Leiden University Press, 
1981), 119–34. 



 149 

formally defined organization, such as a club or an association, with a leadership and a clear strategy. 

Rather, it was a line of thought, that criss-crossed and interacted with the other fault lines of the 

Genoese politics of the time. If we look at it this way, we can reconstruct how it received more or 

less political support, in different moments, and for different reasons. 

The main objective of navalismo was to increase the military power of the Republic and, given the 

constraints of Genoese geography, and its long tradition of seamanship, it is no wonder that the 

attention focused on the navy. There were both new dangers to face, and new opportunities one could 

try to seize. The Spanish crisis made naval rearmament appear like a sensible option, even in the eyes 

of patricians who would otherwise not have had a taste for expansion. Meanwhile, the reshuffle of 

the international order during the middle of the century opened up new opportunities, and many 

Genoese came to think that, in this unstable environment, their Republic could carve out more space 

for itself.754 

As in the case of Tuscany, it was not obvious that the road to naval power should pass through the 

development of trans-oceanic trade. By the time of the Genoese cluster, it was clear that it was 

possible to challenge the Spanish and Portuguese exclusionary policies, and Dutch expansion had 

already become a model to be followed. However, colonial expansion was more seen as a tool to 

reach naval power, than as a desirable aim to be attained per se. Similarly, a joint-stock structure was 

only a particularly fashionable and trendy way to foster naval development. It was the latter that 

remained the paramount aim. 

The outcome of the cluster showed that the objectives of military power, naval development, joint-

stock companies and extra-European trade did not necessarily come together. In the end, the navalisti 

stimulated naval development, but this brought little naval power. The Republic remained a marginal 

player in European politics even though now, besides being an important banking and manufacturing 

center and having a busy port, it could also boast a shipbuilding activity of vessels other than galleys. 

Moreover, now that the threat of a dissolution of the Spanish monarchy disappeared, it was less 

necessary to develop a powerful state-controlled Genoese navy.  

Meanwhile, the joint-stock companies of trade had not really been successful at stimulating naval 

development. The CGIO and the CMSG, in the end, bought three ships in the Netherlands (two of 

which were eventually resold in Batavia) and refitted an old Genoese vessel. It was not an impressive 

result. By way of comparison, we can observe that during the Venetian-Ottoman War of Morea (1684-
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1699) the Venetians rented at least eight Genoese ships for their fleet.755 The Venetians’ ambition to 

preserve their power in the Eastern Mediterranean did far more, for the shipyards of Liguria, than all 

the Genoese dreams of colonial expansion. 

To sum up, after the 1660s it was both less easy and less desirable, for the Republic of Genoa, to 

stimulate its shipping overseas through joint-stock companies. Therefore, the broad political support 

that had stood behind the Genoese attempts gradually faded. Navalismo stopped being a powerful 

force in local politics, and there were no more calls for state-led naval development. 

Let us now turn to the merchants. As in the case of Ferdinand’s cluster, it is necessary to distinguish 

at least between Genoese and foreign (specifically, Dutch-speaking) merchants. However, as we will 

see, fault lines were more complex than a crude ethnic division. 

In Tuscany, the Dutch and the English were only a pool of available expertise, that did not decide the 

timing and the conditions of their involvement. They appeared only when they were summoned, by 

the Grand Duke and his agents, and then left the scene. The situation was completely different in 

Genoa, where the foreigners involved in the cluster had considerable more leverage and agency. 

This did not come without risks, as Dutchmen were not necessarily reliable. Even though his son 

lived in Genoa, and would apparently profit from a continued collaboration with the Republic, Samuel 

Sautijn senior did not prove to be a good agent. Just as he had tried to swindle Venice twenty years 

before, he tried to do the same with Genoa. In contrast, as we saw, the Grand Duke had his agents 

assess the reliability of Sion Luz, before collaborating with him. Sautijn’s scam shows that using the 

foreigners of Genoa as middlemen was not simple, as one had to check their competence and 

commitment beforehand. 

However, their collaboration offered advantages as well. As soon as their interests were aligned with 

those of the Republic, the Dutchmen of Genoa could work in a remarkably coordinated way. It is 

quite significant that their community offered its connivance to the CGIO. More generally, the CGIO 

could never have been attempted, had it not been managed by Dutchmen. By offering them more 

freedom of action, the Genoese could try to profit from more opportunities.  

Let us now turn to the Genoese. Again, a comparison with the Tuscans of fifty years before might be 

helpful. The Genoese were similarly embedded within the Iberian trading networks, and similarly 

exposed to their disruptions. Many of the Genoese ships which I mentioned that were active in the 
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Atlantic were attacked by the Dutch.756 Their main difference with the Florentines was that the 

Genoese did not just circulate their money and merchants, but occasionally their vessels and captains 

as well. As the Florentines, however, they found out that they needed to uphold their neutrality, and 

to appear as Genoese. 

In Florence, the path to take was relatively straightforward. As Texeira realized from Brazil, it was 

the Grand Duke the one who could intervene, and give a new, officially recognized institutional 

framework to the Florentine presence abroad. In Genoa, however, the political game was more 

complex: one had to convince many more actors, and to keep them involved over time. Besides, the 

joint-stock framework added another layer of problems, as it was difficult to coordinate the interests 

of all the partecipants of the company. 

The problems of the Genoese were not exceptional. Coordinating the actors of a joint-stock company 

was always troublesome, in Italy as in the regions of North-Western Europe where usually this 

institution is thought to have been most successful. For example, the Dutch West India Company 

disrupted the trans-national trading links that had sustained the activity of Dutch-speaking merchants 

in the Portuguese Atlantic before its foundation.757 It managed to obtain many military victories, most 

notably the capture of the Spanish silver fleet in 1628, but in the end its managements problems led 

to its defeat in Brazil.758 In the Mediterranean, the Dutch traders never transformed the loose syndicate 

of the Directe van de Levantse Handel in one company. The Genoese did not know it, when they took 

the joint-stock chartered company as a model, but that format brought with it many problems that had 

to be dealt with. 

The advantages and drawbacks of companies weighed differently in different areas. In Asia, it was 

relatively easy to keep out interlopers, and the seasonal pattern of trade made a central organization 

and coordination of trade easier and more attractive. The Atlantic, on the other hand, was a more open 

environment, in which multiple sea lanes could criss-cross each other and co-exist, and it was more 

difficult to patrol them. For example, many small Portuguese towns were in contact with Brazil, 

through a large number of small actors that spread over the different niches of the market.759 Only in 

time of war a company made sense, but not afterwards, as the parallel dismal ends of the WIC and 

the Companhia Geral show. As the Genoese were more present in the Atlantic than in the Indian 
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Ocean, it was structurally more unlikely that they would be able to organize their activities as a 

company.  

There is one specific detail that shows the problems the Genoese faced in rallying around the CMSG. 

The Genoese community of Lisbon would have been an obvious provider of know-how and personnel 

for the company. After all, it had helped private traders in entering the Brazil trade before. However, 

as Caffarella complained, they chose not to do so, and they prioritized their interests as shareholders 

of the Companhia Geral. The division between the Genoese in Lisbon and the Genoese in the 

motherland was one of the fault lines that it would have been necessary to bridge, in order for the 

company to be successful. 

The main advantages of a company were threefold. It could promise to bring about more naval power, 

and therefore obtain the support of the Republic of Genoa in a moment in which the navalisti held 

sway. It could gather more capital and more military means, in a moment in which navigation in the 

Atlantic was particularly dangerous, due to the Dutch-Portuguese War. Finally, as a chartered 

company legally recognized by both Genoa and Portugal, it could hope to defend its Genoese and 

neutral character better than isolated interlopers. After the end of the war and of the navalista 

momentum, all these advantages became less visible, and the drawbacks came to the fore. 

Afterwards, Genoese presence in Brazil probably remained significant, but it was never officially 

backed by the Republic. Its relative importance is shown by the fact that this trade could be used as 

a bargaining tool, in the diplomatic relations between Genoa and Lisbon. When a diplomatic crisis 

arose over the issue of a Genoese corsair who was serving the Spaniards against Portugal, the 

Portuguese diplomat Francisco Manuel de Melo threatened to retaliate against the Genoese traders in 

Brazil.760 As in the case of the Tuscan traders in the Portuguese Empire before and after Ferdinand’s 

cluster, their activity was undertaken on the sole basis of tacit tolerance, with no official authorization. 

The only support that the Republic of Genoa gave them was its neutrality, and a generally friendly 

stance towards Portugal, which made sure that Genoese traders would not be perceived as a threat.   

The structure of the Genoese trade in the Atlantic, just as the Tuscan one, made them also more 

inclined to find an accomodation with the incumbent powers. As it was mentioned, their main 

business was the importation of sugar and the re-exportation of relatively expensive manufactured 

items, such as paper and silk cloth, that catered to a rich Europanized clientele. It was definitely more 
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convenient to deal with the creoles that lived in foreign colonial empires, than to try to set up a 

colonial economy from scratch.   

The Genoese presence was probably not a marginal one, at least in some parts of the Atlantic. I have 

not been able to verify it, and it falls outside the scope of my research, but it seems that Genoese trade 

in the area underwent an expansion in the second part of the century.761 Probably this was the result 

of the renovation of the Ligurian shipbuilding industry, as well as of the Genoese role in the 

redistribution networks of Spanish silver, in an age in which more of it crossed the Atlantic. This 

activity would have been the background of the later Genoese insertion in the more marginal areas of 

the Spanish Empire.762 In any case, a French report on Cádiz in 1686 describes the Genoese 

merchants, overwhelmingly involved in the trade of silk and paper, as the second biggest participants 

in the Spanish American trade.763 

The evolution of Genoese trade in the Atlantic in the last decades of the century is beyond the time 

frame of my thesis, and the last paragraph was only a suggestion for future research. In any case, 

whatever the relative importance of the Genoese in the Atlantic was, it is clear that the end of the 

companies should not be necessarily conceptualized as a broader failure of the Genoese economy. 

Companies were not necessarily better than interloping, especially given the constraints of the 

Genoese economic and political structure. As their promoters discovered, institutional change was 

not a teleological process, bound to end in a certain way, but different institutional arrangements were 

suited for different needs and environments.   
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COSIMO’S CLUSTER 

INTRODUCTION 

In the second half of the 17th century, the Genoese were not the only Italians interested in the Atlantic 

trade. Many Tuscan merchants were based at that time in Amsterdam, Lisbon and Cádiz, and they 

were deeply involved in the colonial trade of these cities. The Medicis were aware of their actitivities, 

and meanwhile they kept an attentive eye to what was happening in the world. During the 1670s, 

Grand Duke Cosimo III decided to support more actively the business of Tuscan merchants overseas, 

and tried to negotiate an official trade treaty that could make them access foreign colonial empires, 

in an officially recognized way. As during the times of Ferdinand I, the court of Florence collected 

projects and plans, that bear witness to the seriousness with which the Grand Duke and his advisors 

approached the issue. 

Eventually, however, none of these projects materialized. The nature of Tuscan trade abroad did not 

change substantially after the intervention of the Grand Duke, and not even as small an expedition as 

the one of the “Santa Lucia Bonaventura” of 1608-09 came into being. Cosimo’s cluster took only 

place on paper, and only consisted of debates, plans and reports. This made it little visible, and partly 

explains why, of all the three clusters studied in this thesis, Cosimo’s one has received the least 

scholarly attention. 

This, however, is not the only reason. The study of Cosimo’s cluster has been deeply influenced by 

the historiographical reputation of this Grand Duke, who has been traditionally considered an 

incompetent and bigot ruler. His reign was described as an age of economic and cultural stagnation, 

the final decline of the Medici dynasty. Furio Diaz aptly titled a chapter of his history of Early Modern 

Tuscany “Cosimo III: depressione e oscurantismo di un regno senza prospettive”.764 This approach 

did not encourage scholars to take seriously the plans developed at his court. The eighteenth-century 

historian Galluzzi duly recorded them in a footnote, but then commented scornfully: “Pare un sogno 

che i Toscani nutrissero tali concetti in confronto della tenuità delle loro fortune”.765   

In fact, it was more likely that scholars who were somewhat external to this historiographical tradition 

would take notice of them. The late-nineteenth century Dutch historian Petrus Johannes Blok was 

deeply impressed by the enthusiastic attitude of the Grand Duke and his court towards the Dutch 

Republic. While Blok did not openly challenge the historiographical consensus on his reign, he tried 
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to put him in a better light. He also briefly noticed Cosimo’s projects on overseas trade, even though 

he did not provide any archival reference.766 Later on, Italian amateur historians, who relied on 

Galluzzi, occasionally referred to them.767 However, apart from these short mentions, made by a non–

Italian historian and non–academic ones, Cosimo’s projects remained virtually unknown.   

Things started to change when the reign of Cosimo III started to be seen in a more positive light. As 

Elena Fasano Guarini pointed out, the “black legend” had been developed by eighteenth-century 

historians like Galluzzi, who wrote under the new dynasty of Lorena and had a vested interested in 

belittling the accomplishments of the last Medicis.768 However, in the last thirty years scholars have 

started to detach themselves from the teleological judgments of the age of the Enlightenment. This 

revisionism, which was already visible in the article dedicated to him in the Dizionario Biografico 

degli Italiani,769 was sanctioned by a conference held in Pisa and Florence in 1990. As the organizers 

proposed (somewhat provocatively), Cosimo’s Tuscany could even be considered “un modello di 

assolutismo europeo”.770 

Revisionism has found an expression in many fields. For example, Cosimo’s “bigotry”, leaving aside 

the judgment on his own religious feelings, has been read as the continuation and development of the 

traditional religious policy of the Medicis, and as a way to enhance social stability.771 The new 

restrictions that he imposed on the Jews of Livorno, which limited their personal interactions with 

Christians, were not as new or as dramatic as they have been often portrayed. They could even become 

useful bargaining chips in the negotiations that Tuscany had to conduct constantly with the Roman 

Inquisition, in order to preserve the peculiar institutions of the harbour.772 Even the closer and more 

formalized links with Rome, which were lambasted by scholars such as Diaz, have been recently 

reappraised, as a way to “trattare alla luce del giorno col Sant’Uffizio”.773  
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Revisionism was not just applied to the policy choices of Cosimo III and his advisors, but also to the 

whole of the Tuscan economy of his time.774 In part, this is a consequence of a broader development 

in Italian historiography. As we saw in the first chapter, the seventeenth century in Italy is now seen 

more as a period of economic transformation and readjustement than outright decline, and the same 

applies to Tuscany. A period of relatively low demographic pressure after the plagues of the first part 

of the century helped to sustain real wages, and the development of the silk industry offset the final 

collapse of the wool manufacture. This rosier view of the Tuscan economy has concerned trade as 

well, and scholars found evidence of a Tuscan commercial recovery in the second part of the century, 

as I will explain later. 

The details of this recovery, however, are sketchy. Besides noting that it was based on the use of 

accomandite as a way to gather capital, and that Tuscans found a niche in growing markets for their 

products, the leading revisionist historian Paolo Malanima does not dwell on more structural 

explanations for this phenomenon.775 Moreover, and in a way which is crucially different from the 

Genoese case, Tuscan commercial expansion did not grow into a long-term phenomenon. Whereas 

Liguria, partly propelled by its trade, eventually became one of the centers of the Italian Industrial 

Revolution, Tuscany gradually fell out of the group of the richest parts of the Italian peninsula.776 

This makes it both more difficult and less attractive to study this short-lived commercial expansion.   

To sum up, research on Cosimo’s cluster has been undertaken only in the last thirty years, and it has 

never been pursued in a systematic way. People from many different backgrounds and with many 

different research objects have touched upon them, and they have not really engaged in a 

historiographical debate. 

At the beginning of the revisionist period on Cosimo’s reign, some broad reference works mentioned 

the issue.777 Different kinds of scholars followed. Paola Benigni and Francesco Martelli, two 

archivists who studied the life of two of the actors of Cosimo’s cluster, briefly touched upon it.778 
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More recently, two Italian scholars whose work focuses on relations between Italy and Portugal, 

Antonella Viola and Nunziatella Alessandrini, provided a few more details.779 Finally, the same 

negotiations were described a bit more at length by Tazzara, in the work already mentioned on 

Livorno.780  

Tazzara’s interpretation of this cluster is consistent with his reading of Ferdinand’s one. He reads this 

episode as a consequence of the “old dream of using Livorno as the base for a trading company”,  that 

in his view lacked an economic rationale. He considers it significant, however, as an example of the 

working method and the mercantilist outlook of Cosimo’s collaborators. The fact that discussion on 

these plans was centralized at court, and relied on the technical knowledge of a few selected experts, 

was a step in the direction of the centralization and rationalization of the provision of economic 

expertise to the state. In any case, Cosimo’s cluster is significant as a political phenomenon, and not 

for its economic implications.  

My interpretation of Cosimo’s cluster will be more in line with previous scholarship, compared to 

what I wrote about the other clusters. An assortment of plans and diplomatic negotiations is certainly 

more likely to be analyzed as an episode of political rather than economic history. As it will be visible 

from the sources I will mention, my vantage point will be mainly the court of Florence.  

Nevertheless, I also contend that there are economic factors to be considered. The fact that Cosimo’s 

cluster took place when and how it did was not just the effect of the decisions of the Grand Dukes 

and his collaborators. In fact, the cluster was also a reaction to broader changes going on in the world 

economy. Moreover, many characteristics of the plans I will mention acquire a particular significance, 

if they are put in comparison with the other clusters. Cosimo’s cluster may look like a dream, as 

Galluzzi put it, but it is a dream which fits remarkably well within a pattern of similar ones. 

The analysis of the background of the cluster will build on the similar descriptions provided for the 

other two clusters. I will start by recapping the significance of the changes in global trade brought 

about by the economic and political shifts of the middle of the century, and which had already offered 

a few new opportunities to the Genoese. As the dust settled on the Portuguese trading network, after 

the end of the long Restoration War, Lisbon and Florence found out that there was room for 

collaboration. 
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After that, I will shift my focus to Italy, and summarise what happened to the Tuscan trading network 

abroad, and to Tuscan commercial policy, after the end of Ferdinand’s cluster. I will then zoom in on 

Cosimo III. Cosimo was the heir of a dynasty which had constantly shown much interest for foreign 

countries, and after he ascended the throne, he tried to turn this intellectual interest into an object of 

policy, as Ferdinand I had done. As I will show, this was also thanks to the advice of one of the main 

collaborators of the Grand Duke, the Tuscan merchant Francesco Feroni, whose life trajectory and 

thoughts influenced Cosimo’s decisions. 

I will turn then to the proper description of the cluster. When the interests of Tuscan merchants were 

or seemed to be aligned with the requirements of Tuscan foreign policy, Cosimo III tried to promote 

them actively. Afterwards, as it had already happened seventy years before, everybody went their 

different way. The Grand Duke kept on being interested in the extra-European world, but not as a 

possible arena of Tuscan policy. Finally, in the conclusion, I will recap the historical significance of 

the cluster. 

THE PRECONDITIONS OF THE ATTEMPTS 

BUILDING A NEW ORDER 

Just ten years separate the Genoese cluster from Cosimo’s one. The actors of each cluster usually 

lived through the years of the other as well, and operated in a very similar world. However, things 

were not exactly the same, during the 1650s-60s and during the 1670s. The international scenario was 

changing quickly, and the differences that had emerged in a matter of a few years’ time influenced 

the unfolding of Cosimo’s cluster.781 

By and large, the processes that were already going on in the middle of the century continued, and 

became more important and more visible. At the time of their cluster, the Genoese witnessed a deep 

crisis of the Iberian empires, and the beginning of a reconfiguration of the Atlantic world. After some 

time, some questions which hung in the balance were finally settled. For example, Portugal eventually 

managed to take back control on parts of its empire, and a steady supply of slaves to Spanish America 

was ensured. During the 1670s, the Tuscans could see the beginning of the construction of a new 

order in the Atlantic. 

The main element of change was the fact that one imperial Iberian power could no longer successfully 

uphold its claims to the exclusion of other European navies from the extra-European waters. Portugal 
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and Spain were now separated under two different dynasties, and lost control on many areas. While 

the former incumbent powers retreated, new statal actors appeared, leading to a new season in 

imperial competition. 

In America, as we saw in the third chapter, Northern Europeans stopped being merely interlopers 

within the Spanish and the Portuguese empires. The development of colonies in the Caribbean and 

North America showed that it was possible to build other colonial economies. Of course, interloping 

was never abandoned, and the transition from interloping to the establishment of an independent 

colonial system was neither obvious nor irreversible. The Dutch, after managing a plantation 

economy in Brazil for little more than a generation, eventually came back to specializing on 

smuggling and trade with other colonies.782 The English, even while they established colonies of their 

own, kept on trading with Iberian America.783 However, more options were now available. 

In the Indian Ocean, the incumbent Iberian power, Portugal, had faced a much starker downsizing. 

In the first half of the century, all the way up until the signing of peace with the Netherlands, it had 

lost large parts of its Asian Empire. After 1661 the leading power was the VOC, with a few other 

European players sharing among themselves the rest of the seaborne trade between Asia and Europe. 

In sum, it was even clearer than in the Atlantic that there was now a plurality of European actors. It 

should also be remembered that, in Asia, non-European actors were a much more significant and 

important presence than in the Atlantic.  

The alternance of war and peace between European colonial powers changed also significantly in this 

period. Throughout the previous chapters, the Eighty Years’ War and its continuation, in the form of 

the Dutch-Portuguese War, until 1662 were among the main factors at play. When they made their 

choices, the Tuscans and the Genoese had to take into account the fact that the Netherlands, with its 

mighty seapower, was at war with Spain and Portugal. After the 1660s, however, hostility between 

the Dutch and the Iberian powers ended, and this was a permanent change. The main drive for war 

was now constituted by the rivalry between England, the Netherlands and France, with different 

combinations of alliances between the three. 

In sum, after the 1660s, and even more so during Cosimo’s cluster, it was clear that the state 

management of trans-oceanic trade was no longer a game played between one big incumbent and “the 

rest”. Competition took now a more complicated form, based on the presence of a plurality of actors. 
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While some of them were undoubtedly more important than others, there were many more states to 

take into account. 

This opened up different scenarios for small newcomers such as Tuscany or Genoa. Two main 

elements are to be taken into account. First of all, now that Spain and Portugal accepted the presence 

of other European actors beyond the oceans, it was possible to establish relations of collaboration 

with them. The viceroy of Goa Linhares had paved the way when, in 1635, he had sought peace with 

England in order to fight the VOC better.784 Afterwards, as we saw, independent Portugal had found 

an agreement with Genoa and England. Reaching an agreement with Lisbon – or Madrid, for that 

matter – was now easier than it had been at the time of Ferdinand’s cluster. 

Even in the absence of a formal collaboration, it was still possible to be at peace, with Portugal and 

Spain as well as with the other countries. In the meantime, the continuous alternance of war and peace 

between the main powers vying for supremacy opened up new possibilities for the neutrals. While 

belligerents had to face privateers and higher insurance costs, neutrals could step in their shoes. From 

the belligerents’ perspective, their presence could even be necessary, in order to keep communication 

lines with the colonies open.785 As the Tuscans and the Genoese alike recognized, their status as a 

small neutral power was valuable.  

Let us now focus more closely on what this new scenario entailed, for the main actors of Cosimo’s 

cluster. Tuscany did not enter a random sector of trans-oceanic trade. It actually mainly reacted to the 

requirements of others. Just as it had happened with the CMSG, Italian involvement was stimulated 

by the evolution of Portuguese trade.  

The Portuguese trading network changed substantially after the end of the Restoration War. Overall, 

Brazil had become the main asset of the empire. The Estado da Índia, however, was also able to 

recoup from its losses, and to adjust successfully to a situation in which it was no longer the main 

naval power in the Indian Ocean. As Glenn Ames noted, many of the fortresses and territories it lost 

consumed more money than the income they provided to the state. Their loss, therefore, reduced the 

administration costs, and allowed the Portuguese to focus on fewer but more profitable sectors.786 A 

smaller but thriving Asian trade, which left more space to private traders than before, and an 

expansion in Mozambique, accompanied and partly balanced the Portuguese focus on Brazil. 
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The recovery in Portuguese Asia was the result of careful decisions on the part of the central 

administration. Stronger central control increased the efficiency of the administration, and made sure 

that naval communications were faster and more reliable than before.787 The Portuguese decided to 

favour the activity of their Hindu merchant subjects, even if this meant partly forgoing the zealous 

support of Catholic privileges.788 Most importantly, Portugal decided to accept its downshifting to a 

secondary role, and to make the most out of its neutral status, when the rest of Europe was at war. 

Even when it had the opportunity to join an anti-Dutch coalition and to try to conquer back some of 

its former territories, it decided to prioritize the preservation of peace and a slow process of reform.789 

The Kings and regents of Portugal and their collaborators, in this period, were ready to adjust the 

institutional framework of their country to the new conditions. 

They were also willing to experiment. Just as the Italians, the French and all other Europeans, the 

Portuguese noticed the success of the Northern joint-stock companies of trade and tried to replicate 

their success.790 The first attempt to create a Portuguese East India Company, in the 1620s, had been 

quite disappointing.791 Later on, the Companhia Geral, economically weak as it was, managed 

nevertheless to support the Portuguese military effort, as we saw. In 1669, a new plan for an East 

India Company was aired.792 

A Portuguese peculiarity was the possibility to rely on New Christian capital. One of the advantages 

of the joint-stock companies was that they could gather their wealth, and in fact, both the 1669 project 

and the Companhia Geral entailed the protection of the shares from the seizure of the Inquisition, as 

a way to make investment more appealing for New Christians.793 However, New Christian 

involvement could also be a liability, as the companies themselves could be shunned as a Jewish 

conspirative project, harmful for Catholicism and for the common good. As it was described in the 

last chapter, antisemitism played a role in the demise of the Companhia Geral, and according to 

Ames, it was the main reason why the 1669 project was not followed up.794 

However, if capital was needed, Jews and New Christians were not the only options. The Genoese 

had shown that also Italians could establish a joint-stock trading company, if need was. It was at this 
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point that the path of the Portuguese crossed with the Florentines, who were themselves in the process 

of adapting to a changing world. 

A NEW ROLE FOR TUSCANY 

At the end of the second chapter, I left my description of Tuscan trade policy at the aftermath of 

Ferdinand’s cluster. The cluster itself was an attempt to pursue different aims. The Grand Duke 

wanted to collaborate with some Tuscan merchants, in order to solve the problems posed by the 

Eighty Years’ War and, at the same time, make the most of the opportunities provided by a volatile 

international situation. Moreover, Ferdinand’s cluster seemed to promise to increase Tuscan 

commercial development, centered on Livorno. In the next section I will show how these issues 

developed, after Cosimo II put aside his father’s plans. 

This section is composed of two different parts, as there were two different phenomena to take into 

account in the period I consider. On the one hand the Florentine trading network, which had already 

been in deep crisis by the time of Ferdinand I, underwent a process of decline and reorganization. 

Many Tuscan trading houses closed, and rich merchants turned to other kinds of investment; however, 

after the middle of the century, a new trading network emerged and thrived. On the other hand, the 

port of Livorno grew into one of the busiest commercial centers in the Mediterranean. This process 

was largely driven by foreign shipping and foreign merchants, and its influence on the rest of the 

Tuscan economy was relatively limited. In this section, I will delineate first the evolution of the 

Tuscan network, and then that of Livorno. 

During the first part of the seventeenth century, Tuscan merchants turned away from trade. Families 

that had made their money this way, like the Riccardis, decided to focus on land and the pursuit of an 

aristocratic lifestyle.795 This was the result of a more general crisis of the Tuscan economy, as 

manufactures and trade were less profitable than before, and was part of a general Italian, if not 

European, trend.796 Especially the woolen industry, once the linchpin of Florentine prosperity, 

downshifted dramatically through the first third of the century.797 Investment in commerce and 

manufactures continued, through instruments such as the accomandite, but usually it was no longer 

the main activity of the families of the élite.798 

This process led to a shrinking of the Florentine trading network, in size and geographical extension. 

By 1650, there were Florentine trading firms in only three places outside Italy: Alexandria, Dubrovnik 
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and Lisbon.799 Florentine involvement in extra-European trade was one of the many lines of business 

that were affected. This should come as no surprise: besides the general problems of the Tuscan 

economy, Florentine traders, who had been so ingrained within the Iberian trading networks, were 

obviously hit by their crisis. Ferdinand’s cluster had failed to solve that problem, and in its aftermath, 

Florentine commercial presence overseas started to crumble. 

Things changed, however, after the middle of the century. In a matter of little more than twenty years, 

the number of Tuscan trading houses increased to 66. Their location was quite different than before. 

The Florentine Levant trade hardly recovered, even though Tuscans there moved the focus of their 

activities from Alexandria to the booming trading center of Smyrna. By contrast, Tuscans 

concentrated on the Atlantic seacost of Europe, and Florentine trading firms were established in 

Cádiz, Lisbon, London and Amsterdam.800 When Cosimo III ascended the throne, Florentine 

commercial presence abroad was growing again. 

This new Florentine commercial network shared some of the characteristics of the old one. Tuscany 

exported its merchandise and its merchants. If the Florentine production of woolen cloth had declined, 

the city was still a producer of silken textiles, which could find a good market abroad.801 Moreover, 

as we will see, Tuscans could take advantage of their easier access to coral. Local merchants could 

also use their capital and commercial know-how to trade in other products, with no relation with the 

Florentine market, as the Carlettis had done during their voyage around the world. However, their 

comparative advantage was less strong than before and often, as some observers complained, 

Florentines had to learn about trade from foreigners.802 In any case, Florence still produced goods 

and people that could find a place abroad. 

Another element of continuity was that Florentines, as they had always done before, kept on using 

foreign carriers.803 As we will see, this was one of the main points of debate for those who wanted to 

design a different trading policy in this period. This characteristic was now more striking because, by 

the end of the seventeenth century, Tuscany hosted on its territory what was by now one of the main 

harbours of the Mediterranean. During the course of the century Livorno had completed its 

transformation from sleepy fishing hamlet first into a center of privateering and then into a busy 

commercial port. 
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During this period, Livorno overtook Venice and Genoa and became the biggest port in Italy, and one 

of the biggest in the Mediterranean. Its population grew as well, and reached 25.000 inhabitants at 

the beginning of the eighteenth century.804 Its rise was supported by a massive immigration, which 

continued to comprise a sizeable portion of foreign merchants. During this period, for example, 

Livorno hosted the second biggest Sephardic community in Western Europe, before Amsterdam.805 

In the original plans of the Medicis, Livorno should have contained the harbour facilities and little 

else, and trading activities should have continued to be concentrated in Pisa. However, such was the 

growth of Livorno that it crowded out its neighbour. By 1640, it was the commercial center of 

Tuscany.806  

This growth was mainly the result of foreign shipping, which was specialized in trans-shipment and 

redistribution of goods bound for foreign markets.807 Rules on the use of warehouses allowed 

merchants, for a very low fee, to keep their wares in Livorno while they waited for the best 

opportunity to re-export them. At the same time, the position of the port in the middle of the Italian 

Tyrrhenian coast and the Mediterranean, between the Levant and the Atlantic, within a small neutral 

state, turned it into a relatively safe place. Even before the official Grand Ducal proclamation of the 

neutrality of the harbour (1646), its rules on legal immunity and a constant if informal practice of 

religious toleration had made Livorno a welcoming place. 

Many different kinds of foreign ships entered the harbour. Northern Europeans, whose arrival in the 

Mediterranean had coincided with the rise of Livorno, were of paramount importance. Livorno was 

throughout the seventeenth century the main port of call for the Dutch in the Mediterranean.808 Dutch 

hegemony lasted until the middle of the century, when gradually they started to be taken over by the 

English.809 Mediterranean marines were also important, however. Genoese shipping was essential in 

linking Livorno with Spain.810 The Levant trade, which grew substantially during this period, was 

mainly plied by French ships, which were however partly financed by Tuscans, and used Livorno as 

their main basis.811 The Northerners who mainly used Livorno as a deposit and redistribution center, 
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and the Provençals whose fleet “di fatto, era al servizio del Granducato”,812 were the two extremes of 

the different ways foreign ships used the harbour.     

Foreigners were not the only ones to benefit from the new situation, as Livorno constituted, on 

different levels, a significant asset for the Grand Duchy. First of all, the life of Livorno was not 

completely detached from the economy of Tuscany. Tuscan imports and exports did pass through the 

harbour of Livorno, even though they did not set its pace.813 Moreover, the new city was also partly 

a center of industrial innovation. Its condition as a city without an established manufacturing activity, 

where the settlement of foreigners was favoured, meant that Livorno was the second city of Tuscany 

by number of industrial and commercial patents granted by the sovereign. It was a sign of significant 

dynamism, even though only the manufacture of coral eventually took off.814 The presence of Livorno 

was useful for the economy of the country at large. 

Moreover, Livorno became a useful asset in the foreign policy of the Grand Dukes. The countries of 

the navies which used its harbour had a vested interest in keeping it accessible, and in preventing 

other powers from occupying it. The Grand Dukes were more than happy to favour this attitude, as it 

ensured the preservation of their relatively small and vulnerable state. Therefore, after the first official 

proclamation of the neutrality of the harbour, the Medicis made their best to preserve the neutral 

status of Livorno. 

This was not always easy. During the First Anglo-Dutch war, the Tuscan administration explicitely 

banned any fighting between the Dutch and the English ships, within the harbour of Livorno and its 

immediate surroundings. However, tensions ran high, also because there were many warships in port, 

and the port remained open for the sale of the boot of privateers from both sides. On 30th November 

1652, many Dutch had gotten drunk celebrating Saint Andrew’s day, the main festive occasion for 

Catholic and Protestant Dutch-speakers alike in Livorno. The English took then their chance, and set 

free one of their ships that had been captured before.815 This amounted to a serious violation of the 

neutrality of the harbour, and in retaliation, Grand Duke Ferdinand II (1621-1670) ordered the arrest 

of the English naval commander Henry Appleton.816 Eventually, tensions increased so much that the 

Grand Duke expelled the English ships from the port, in the arms of the stronger Dutch fleet that was 

waiting outside, and that eventually won.817 Ferdinand II, however, did not want to be seen as partial, 
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and a few months later he ordered the arrest of the Dutch consul Pieter van der Straten as well, for a 

similar violation of the rules of the harbour.818 The message was clear: Tuscany would intervene, by 

force if needed, against anybody who would put its neutrality in jeopardy.   

In sum, after the failure of Ferdinand’s cluster, some of its aims had been attained through other ways. 

Florentine merchants could not rely on a merchant marine of their own, and operated abroad with 

only a very limited support from the Grand Dukes, as Orazio Neretti had done when he had contacted 

Cosimo II for a letter of recommendation. Nevertheless, this was enough, and the Florentine merchant 

network managed to weather the crisis and to survive.  

Livorno did not become the basis of a fleet operating regularly beyond the oceans. Nevertheless, 

every now and then, foreign merchants sent there ships coming from afar. The English brought sugar 

directly from Barbados,819 cod directly from Terranova,820 and sometimes even shipments of 

pepper.821 The case of ships going directly from Livorno to another continent was less usual, but it 

was not impossible. In 1660 a Dutch Sephardi led a group of fellow Jews from Livorno to Tobago, 

where they were expected to create a Jewish colony under the Dutch flag.822 The reason why Tuscan 

ships did not regularly sail overseas was that there were not many Tuscan ships to begin with, as trade 

in Livorno was mainly plied by foreigners. However, the harbour connected its country to the outside 

world. 

Apparently, state-led naval development was not the most promising path for the Grand Dukes. It 

was possible to attain separately the two goals of developing Livorno, and having Florentines trade 

abroad, without connecting them in a single strategy. The extra-European world was outside the scope 

of Tuscan foreign policy. However, this did not mean that the Grand Dukes were completely 

uninterested in it.  

FROM KNOWLEDGE TO POLICY 

Between Ferdinand I and the first years of reign of Cosimo III, the attitude of the Grand Dukes 

towards the world was similar to the one they held during the sixteenth century. On the one hand, 

there was a continuing strong intellectual interest. The Medicis were still avid collectors of 

geographical information and exotic objects. On the other hand, however, this interest did not directly 

influence policy. If anything, Tuscan foreign policy had to concentrate more on the Italian military 
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situation, as this deteriorated during the Thrirty Years’ War, and to focus even less on what happened 

beyond the Mediterranean and the Alps.823 When Tuscans went overseas, the Grand Dukes were glad 

to offer them patronage and support, but no political and military backing. Only after 1670 things 

changed, for a short while. In the next section, I will first describe the Medici attitude as regards the 

wider world for the larger part of the seventeenth century, and then how Cosimo III changed it. 

The paucity of studies on the Medicean cultural interest for the exotic makes it hard to give a general 

assessment on this topic. As Markey writes, “Medici's relationship with the New World in the 

seventeenth century remains to be written”.824 Indeed, it is possible that in this period, as Detlef 

Heikamp wrote, the Medicis were more interested in East Asia than in the Americas.825 In this case, 

they would have followed a general Italian trend.826 No matter what they focused mostly on, however, 

the Grand Dukes and their counsellors were ready to obtain objects and information, when they had 

the chance to do so. When the Jesuit Johann Grueber, who had lived for ten years in Asia, happened 

to pass though Florence in 1665, he was asked to provide a lenghty relation on his experience.827 A 

few years later a certain Anantapen alias Thomas Da Costa, a Christian Indian who had passed 

through Florence during a pilgrimage to Rome, expressed his gratitude to the Grand Duke by 

describing his travels.828 The court of Florence continued to be a collector of geograhical knowledge. 

One of the possible links of Florence to the outside world, as it happened before, were the pietre dure. 

We have seen that Ferdinand I could not sponsor an expedition of stonecutters to India, even though 

artisans acting more privately and discreetly clearly had a chance to travel there.829 It is also possible 

that Florentine stone inlay art influenced somehow Indian stone inlay, which was promoted and 

developed at the Mughal court in the same period.830 Even though the presence of Florentine artisans 

is not attested, some of the tiles they produced arrived to India.831 However, if there were any links, 

they were indirect. Artistic exchanges between Florence and Delhi did not lead to any diplomatic or 

commercial consequence.   
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Cosimo III was much more curious than his predecessors about foreign countries. His interest was 

aimed at European and extra-European lands alike, and could turn into sincere admiration. His deep 

Catholicism did not prevent him from appreciating England and the Netherlands, even though, in 

both countries, his sympathies lay with local Catholic minorities, that he tried to help and sponsor.832 

Similarly, his relation with extra-European lands was often mediated through Catholic 

missionaries,833 even though not exclusively so, as he relied also on English and Dutch merchants.834 

Cosimo mainly used Catholic lenses to see the world, but he was not bound by them. There were 

many different places from which the Grand Duke tried to retrieve information, objects, and even 

people, as we will see.  

Remarkably, Cosimo also travelled in person, far and wide through Europe. In the Early Modern age, 

it was common for young nobles to spend some time travelling abroad, as a formative and social 

experience. Members of ruling families had, as a rule, less time to spend on these activities, but in 

the seventeenth century they started to follow this trend.835 Ferdinand II had already travelled abroad 

during his minority, in Italy and to the Austrian Habsburg court. Cosimo did not just extend the length 

of his travels, which spanned from Ireland to Italy and from Germany to Portugal, but he also made 

them more varied, touring universities, trading houses and historical monuments.836 

The reason for these voyages was partly personal. Cosimo’s marriage with Marguerite Louise of 

Orléans was extremely unhappy. The princess had previously been in love with her cousin Charles 

of Lorraine, and after living in the glamorous French court she found Florence highly provincial. She 

despised and publicly humiliated her husband, and her father-in-law, Ferdinand II, could find no 

better solution than sending the Crown prince away for some time. This did not solve the problem, 

and in 1675 Marguerite Louise, by now Grand Duchess, would leave Cosimo and return to France 

for good. 

Cosimo’s personal problems notwithstanding, his voyages were an occasion to acquire useful 

experience and knowledge.837 It is telling that Cosimo paid a lot of attention to the social and 
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economic life of the countries he visited, as it is clear from the diaries kept by the members of his 

entourage. It was especially the United Provinces, the only country that he visited on two different 

occasions, that exerted a great fascination on the Crown Prince. By then, the Netherlands was at the 

zenith of what was later called its “Golden Age”, as Cosimo arrived in the years between the Peace 

of Breda with England (1667) and the devastations of the Rampjaar, its year of disaster and invasion 

(1672).838 The Crown prince was impressed by many aspects of the society and economy of the places 

he visited, and sometimes he used them as an explicit model for his government.  

The influence of his voyages would be visible throughout Cosimo’s reign. The Grand Duke would 

keep in touch with some of the people he met during his travels, who would send him, throughout the 

years, news, scholarly information, rare books and precious objects.839 Cosimo would also try to 

import some of the techniques he had learned to appreciate abroad, if possible by favouring the 

immigration of foreign technicians.840 For example, he relied on Dutch engineers in order to pursue 

the drainage of parts of Tuscany.841 He also tried to rejuvenate Florentine woolen industry, by calling 

Dutch technicians and buying Dutch weaving machines, that he distributed to a few Florentine 

producers.842 Foreign countries were not just an object of idle interest, but a potential source of 

economic innovation.  

There were different ways to import expertise from abroad. Besides calling foreigners to Tuscany, it 

was also possible to send Tuscans abroad, where they would learn the best foreign technologies and 

bring them back to Tuscany. Cosimo III sent skilled technicians for this purpose, paid their travel 

expenses and ordered his agents abroad to assist them. The best known example of this group of 

people is Pietro Guerrini, who studied military and civil engineering as well as the foreign textile 

industries.843 Another example is Cosimo Ciferi, who travelled to England and the Netherlands in 
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order to learn the local techniques of wool maufacturing.844 By relying on this kind of missions, 

Cosimo III, as some other Early Modern rulers did, tried to modify the economy of his country.845 

Another possible way to reach the same goal was to rely on Tuscans who were already abroad, and 

whose expertise could be put to use in their home country. This was especially the case for commerce. 

As colonies of Tuscan merchants were present in the most dynamic centers of European trade, there 

was a pool of available human capital to be tapped. Cosimo knew that, as he had met many members 

of these communities during his travels. In particular, in Amsterdam he had lodged by one of the 

most successful members of the Tuscan diaspora abroad: a man who had been Tuscan agent in the 

Netherlands for almost twenty years and had become one of the richest traders in that country. When 

he started his reign, Cosimo III convinced him to come back to Tuscany, so that he could advise him 

on economic matters. This man was Francesco Feroni. 

FINDING ONE’S WAY IN THE ATLANTIC MARKET: FRANCESCO FERONI 

Feroni was an atypical member of the Tuscan merchant diaspora. He did not come from an old 

mercantile family of the capital. Instead, he was born in the provincial town of Empoli, in 1614, as 

the son of a dyer.846 When he was young he moved to Livorno and then, as a factor of the Buonaccorsi 

family, to Amsterdam, where he settled in the beginning of the 1640s. At first, his main branch of 

activity was the trade between Italy and the Netherlands, as it might be expected from an Italian living 

in Amsterdam.847 However, as he became an independent merchant, he quickly expanded his business 

in other sectors. By 1651, for example, he was active in the Portugal trade.848 In 1650 he married 

Prudenzia Tensini, the daughter of one of the leading Italian merchant families of the city. The son 

of a dyer had successfully risen up through the social ladder, and become part of the merchant élite.   

In the same years, his career was to receive an additional boost from his political connections. From 

the early 1650s onwards, Feroni became the main agent of the Grand Duke of Tuscany in the Dutch 

Republic. We do not know how his links with the court of Florence started, but already in 1653 he 

presented the position of the Grand Duke in front of the States General, after the diplomatic incidents 
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that occurred during the period of the Battle of Livorno. This was quite a difficult and sensitive task, 

but apparently Feroni managed to perform it well. 

Feroni’s role put him in contrast with the Dutch merchants of Livorno, and with their relatives and 

associates in the motherland. As it was mentioned before, the Dutch consul Pieter van der Straten 

was briefly put in prison in this period, when a Dutch ship assaulted an English one inside the 

harbour.849 Moreover, he seemed to have profited in a murky way out of the sale of the boot of the 

Dutch victory at Livorno (1653) and of some Dutch warships, and he was surely accused by other 

local Dutch merchants of embezzlement.850 Feroni, in his letters to the Grand Duke, also accused the 

behaviour of Pieter van der Straten,851 and he said that he was inciting the Dutch community of 

Livorno against the local government, and the Italians in general.852 Thanks to his position in the 

heart of the Dutch trading system, Feroni could describe to the Grand Duke what was happening in 

his own territory, among the Dutch immigrants, and his description was far from sympathetic. 

We have seen that the Van der Stratens were among the most important families of Dutch merchants 

involved in the Italian trade. They were connected by family links to the Sautijns, and the two families 

came to control at the same time the consulates of Livorno and Genoa. Feroni had to deal with Samuel 

Sautijn senior in Amsterdam, and probably relations were sour with him as well, as in 1657 they had 

a legal litigation over a consigment of saltpeter.853 Despite his important position in Dutch-Italian 

trade, therefore, Feroni’s relations with the other main actors of this branch of business were far from 

peaceful. 

Meanwhile, Feroni’s commercial success continued. His next step was the Atlantic slave trade. He 

started to become involved in this commerce in the 1650s, but his big opportunity arrived when Grillo 

and Lomellini, after being granted an asiento, looked for partners in the Netherlands. In the early 

1660s he had contacts with the Genoese of Cádiz854 as well as with Portuguese Sephardim.855 He was 
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therefore the right man to connect his Genoese partners with the right businessmen, and besides, he 

could send shipments of slaves to the asientistas on his own behalf.856 

During his daily work, Feroni could see what were the possible comparative advantages for Tuscans 

in international trade. One of them, which was especially visible during the Anglo-Dutch wars, was 

their neutral condition. As early as 1653, when he freighted a Hamburg ship on behalf of the 

Florentine merchants of Lisbon Scarlatti and Pardini, he made sure to provide it with a Tuscan flag. 

As an additional measure of security, he had the captain swear in front of the Hamburg Senate that 

only Feroni, Scarlatti and Pardini owned the ship, and he asked the Grand Duke to grant a personal 

patent of protection as well. This would have made the ship so safe that it could have been freighted 

to Brazil.857 In the end, however, the personal patent was not granted,858 and the ship, after arriving 

in Lisbon, was sent to Venice.859  

Feroni had other occasions to consider how trading under a foreign flag was potentially dangerous. 

In 1654, the Genoese consul in Lisbon asked him to reclaim some sugar owned by Genoese merchants 

which was captured on Portuguese ships by the Dutch.860 However, sometimes even a neutral flag 

was not enough. When Feroni decided to come back to Tuscany, during the French invasion of the 

Netherlands in 1672, he put most of his belongings on his own ship “San Cosimo”, which had a 

Tuscan flag861 and was manned by non-Dutch sailors (Swedes, Danes, Germans and Italians).862 

Despite all this, the ship was captured by the French. The legality of the capture was dubious: the 

Tuscan agent in Paris was privately told that the French themselves recognized it, and that the seizure 

had taken place only because, at that point of the war, French privateers had been so unsuccessful 

that they were desperate to capture any ship.863 In any case, the episode did not deter Feroni from 

judging the neutral status of Tuscany as a valuable asset. 

During the last years of his stay in Amsterdam, and immediately after his return in 1673, Feroni could 

expose to the Grand Duke some suggestions for the development of Tuscan trade. By and large, he 

thought that Tuscans needed to have more merchant houses abroad, with skilled personnel, and native 

shipping. The country could then profit from its neutrality during the wars between France, England 
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and the Netherlands. As all these countries were fighting, Spain was left in need of silken textiles, 

and Tuscans could take their place.864  

When he advocated the establishment of merchant houses abroad, Feroni found a willing ear in the 

Grand Duke, as well as in other Florentine families. In 1671, he helped Francesco Riccardi and Folco 

Rinuccini open a house in Seville and Cádiz, with the full support of Cosimo.865 Of course, Feroni 

would also financially back the enterprise, either in his own name or through his children.866 His main 

contribution, however, was not the money itself, but the expertise he could provide in choosing, for 

example, the most reliable factors. These were men he had worked with and whose competence he 

could be sure of, such as Carlo Quaratesi, Giovanni Antonio Huygens867 and an Italian who had 

worked in Curaçao, arguably for the asiento, Antonio Del Rosso.868 Also after his return, he would 

continue to suggest possible avenues for Tuscan trade, and to look for the best people to assist it. In 

1674 he sent his own son Fabio to Ancona, to check which were the most reliable trading houses 

there, among Italians and Dutchmen alike.869 The retrieval of reliable businessmen was one of his 

main concerns. 

In Tuscany, he would also make suggestions for the improvement of the local textile industry. His 

impression, which drew on a comparison with the Netherlands, was that high wages had made Tuscan 

workers too lazy. Therefore, he wished for a higher cost of living, that would force people to work 

more industriously, even going as far as to suggest increasing taxes on living necessities.870 Moreover, 

he assisted Cosimo Ciferi in the voyage he made in the Netherlands to learn new techniques,871 and 

sent samples of foreign products to the court in Florence.872 Feroni’s expertise was wide – or at least, 

that was what he argued – and he could give an informed opinion on all sorts of economic activities. 

Finally, Feroni thought that it was highly advisable, for the Florentines, to develop a native shipping, 

so that they could transport Florentine wares more cheaply and in a more reliable way. As he pointed 

out in 1672, “sarà necessario nave propria acciò che l’altre nazioni per invidia non faccino pagare 

alle merci de signori Fiorentini noli eccessivi”. In particular, he considered the Genoese as both a 

rival, because, as he said, they were “nostri contrari per la vicinezza”, and as a model. His goal was 
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to make sure that the Florentines could “impratichirsi (…) per mare conforme fanno i Genovesi”.873 

His interest for using Tuscan ships, as we saw, dated back from the 1650s. During the third Anglo-

Dutch war, apparently, there were also other Tuscan merchants who wanted to follow in his 

footsteps.874 His advocacy for a Tuscan merchant marine was not an isolated stance, and a few years 

later it would influence Cosimo’s cluster. 

Sending suggestions from afar, however, was not enough. Cosimo wanted to give Feroni a position 

in his administration, and asked him to come back to Tuscany. He was ready to ennoble him and to 

sell him his farm of Bellavista, near Pistoia. It was an attractive path of social ascent, especially, as 

the Grand Duke’s secretary Apollonio Bassetti pointed out, because there was no way Feroni could 

ever acquire a title of nobility in the Netherlands.875 However Feroni, eager as he was to come back 

to his motherland, wanted to make the most out of the Grand Duke’s offer. The negotiations, 

therefore, dragged on for years. 

 Meanwhile, Feroni had to face other problems. On the one hand, there was often animosity between 

him and other Tuscan merchants in Amsterdam.876 On the other hand, as the years passed by and the 

asiento continued, problems started to arise with Grillo and Lomellini as well, and he litigated in 

court with them over the amount of money he was due. Especially this case was troublesome, as the 

Genoese asientistas, who had sent to Amsterdam their factor Stefano D’Andrea, could rally all the 

rivals of Feroni, be they Dutch,877 Portuguese878 or even the fellow Florentine Giuseppe Marucelli.879 

The last straw, however, was the French invasion of the Netherlands. 

In 1672 the Dutch Republic faced the joint forces of France, England and Münster. French troops 

invaded the country all the way up to Utrecht, and Pensionary Johan de Witt was lynched and, 

allegedly, partly eaten by an angry mob. Feroni, as many other observers, thought that the country 

could very well lose its prosperity for good.880 Bassetti, meanwhile, encouraged him to move to the 

relative safety of Tuscany. As he wrote, “in Val di Nievole sarà molto difficile che s’accampino mai 

eserciti”.881 However, the litigation with Grillo and Lomellini made it difficult for him to move, and 

the Dutch, faced with the danger of a general flight of foreign merchants, threatened to tax him heavily 
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if he left.882 The capture of the “San Cosimo” complicated the matter even further: as Feroni’s wife 

pointed out, all their furniture and linen were now in French hands, and they could not be expected 

to settle in Florence without them…883 

Finally, in the winter of 1673 Feroni left the country, against the wishes of some burgomasters but 

with a passport of the Prince of Orange.884 It was a hasty leaving, and his wife had to remain in 

Amsterdam for a bit more, in order to look after his business.885 From his thirty years in Amsterdam, 

Feroni brought back not only a considerable amount of wealth, but also expertise, which he would 

now put to use for the Grand Duke. He had learned how to move in the Atlantic market, which offered 

opportunities for newcomers, especially in the booming market for slaves. Tuscany could compete in 

that sector, and its neutrality was an asset, but first it had to improve its manufactures, marine and 

human capital.  

COSIMO’S ATTEMPTS TO ENTER OVERSEAS TRADE 

DETAILED PLANS, CAREFUL REVIEWS 

As Tazzara rightly notes, Cosimo’s cluster was charaterized by a remarkable degree of central control. 

Most decisions were taken at the court of Florence, where committees of experts, chosen and 

appointed by the Grand Duke and his direct collaborators, reviewed the advantages and drawbacks 

of the different proposals. There was no room for the wide latitude given to Jan van der Neesen or 

Sion Luz, let alone to the officers of the Genoese companies. 

This means that the best, if not the only perspective one can use to investigate Cosimo’s cluster is the 

court of the Grand Duke. It was here that proposals arrived and were vetted and, as soon as a decision 

was taken, it was from Florence that the appropriate instructions to experts and agents were sent. Also 

the process of negotiation with foreign powers, even if it was conducted abroad, was closely 

controlled from the court. The archival documents that I will use will be overwhelmingly Tuscan 

state papers. 

As Ferdinand’s cluster, Cosimo’s one started with proposals, sent to the court of Florence by people 

who stood to profit from them. These projects focused on two sectors, the Atlantic slave trade and 

the East India trade, and one of them specified what could be the specific Tuscan comparative 

advantages in such a venture. I will start my description with a review of these projects, and then 
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analyze how they led to a round of negotiations with Portugal on this issue. The options that came 

out of these talks were reviewed as carefully as the earlier projects, and in the end the proposed 

agreement was not pushed through. After that, I will show how two other episodes in which the Grand 

Duke showed a strong interest towards the extra-European world were detached from his commercial 

policy. 

The first proposals to be aired concerned Spanish colonial trade. Already in 1669 the Spanish 

ambassador in Madrid Vieri da Castiglione was forwarded an anonymous proposal, that asked for a 

trade treaty with Spain that would make it easier to export Tuscan goods to Spanish America through 

Cádiz.886 Apparently nothing came out of this, but soon afterwards Francesco Feroni, who was still 

living in Amsterdam, started to send more detailed proposals about the slave trade to Spanish 

America. In 1671, as the end of the Grillo and Lomellini’s asiento neared, he wrote to Florence to 

signal the fact that Spain wanted to sign a separate asiento for the provision of slaves to the Río de la 

Plata, and that Florentines could try to tender it.887 Two years later, after moving to Tuscany, Feroni 

came back on the issue, and proposed to establish a Tuscan company, for the management of the 

whole asiento.888 Also in later years, as it could be expected from a successful slave trader, he 

advertised this line of business.   

Feroni’s proposals revealed a certain degree of familiarity with the slave trade. He aimed for the Rio 

de la Plata, an area which had always been the soft belly of Spanish America, and which had been 

targeted by the Salvagos forty years before. Especially in the 1660s, smuggling in that area had been 

rampant, and it had largely involved the Dutch, as Feroni could see for himself in Amsterdam.889 

Feroni also focused on what characteristics could turn Tuscans into good slave traders. Besides being 

closer to Africa than Amsterdam, Livorno could export products that were produced in its hinterland 

or could be produced there, such as coral or glass beads.890 Livorno was indeed one of the main 

trading and manufacturing centers for coral in the Mediterranean,891 whereas glass beads were an 

Italian, specifically Venetian, specialty.892 Also the manufacture of other products, like cotton cloth, 

could be fostered, and overseas trade could turn into an opportunity to promote Tuscan manufactures 
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at large, as during the times of Ferdinand I. The slave trade had many peculiarities and offered many 

advantages to the people who plied it, and Feroni was the right person to dwell on them.  

Slave trade, however, was not the only option. In 1672, as the Netherlands faced its Rampjaar, Feroni 

forwarded from Amsterdam a project on East India trade on behalf of a group of unidentified Dutch 

merchants.893 After a prologue on the usefulness of a direct trade to the East Indies, they proposed to 

form a company of commerce based in Livorno. This company would collect 80.000 lire through 

bonds, and then buy a ship in the Netherlands. The vessel would sail directly to the Indies, and then 

it would come to Livorno. Feroni did not comment on the proposal, which looks like a classic case 

of use of a flag of convenience. Clearly some Dutchmen, who feared that their country would soon 

be conquered by France, were looking for a way to keep on trading in Asia under another flag. Just 

as Feroni was doing, they came to appreciate the neutrality of Tuscany. 

A joint-stock company for the East India trade was of course unprecedented in Tuscany, but its 

elements were not unknown. The court of Florence had long been collecting information about East 

Asia, as we saw. As regards joint-stock companies, as all other Europeans, Tuscans had been 

impressed by them. Throughout the seventeenth century, some people had proposed to the Medicis 

the creation of state-supported companies of trade, and even though their structure was hardly similar 

to a joint-stock company, they paid lip service to the model of the Dutch India companies.894 Later in 

the century, there was even a proposal for a real joint-stock company of trade, based on freely tradable 

shares, even though it was not aimed at exotic waters.895 It is doubtful how much these plans were 

actually remembered or taken into account at the time of Cosimo’s cluster because, as Tazzara shows, 

Medici officials often found it difficult to navigate their own archives.896 However, these documents 

show that the Florentine environment was receptive to these ideas. 

During Cosimo’s cluster, the Medicis could also gather much more sophisticated information on this 

kind of enterprise. Sometime between the second and the third Anglo-Dutch War,897 a Florentine 

merchant from Amsterdam, possibly Feroni, sent a general description of Dutch and Portuguese 
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trade.898 The report did not just list the goods that the VOC traded in, but it analyzed quite insightfully 

its governance. The real profits of the shareholders were not “quella grandissima cosa che si creda”, 

as the dividends were in line with other lines of trade.899 The people who stood to gain the most from 

the VOC were others, like the original investors, who had seen the face value of their shares increase 

fivefold, or the speculators on the secondary market. If Feroni was indeed the author, he knew it first 

hand, as he dealt in VOC shares during the 1660s.900 Most importantly, however, the directors of the 

company were profiting from their wages, and from the opportunities they had to do business on the 

basis of inside knowledge, offer patronage and exchange favours, a practice that “ha nell’Indie un 

largo campo da manifestarsi verso di chi gli ha promossi con larghissimi donativi.”901 Moreover, the 

VOC produced military successes and political power, even if this was hardly convertible in money, 

and more often than not led to expenses rather than profits.   

The anonymous Florentine writer had a quite shrewd perception of the Dutch India companies, and 

managed to get beyond a generic admiration for their striking success. Their activities did not bring 

profits straightforwardly to everybody involved, and the interests of their different actors were not 

necessarily aligned. Specifically, the companies brought power to the state, and gains to a small group 

of people, but their management of trade had drawbacks as well as advantages. It was a much more 

pragmatic view than the one that the Genoese themselves had, and much more corresponding to the 

actual practice of VOC management.902 It was this kind of attitude that would emerge from the 

discussions held at the court of Florence during Cosimo’s cluster. 

The project forwarded by the Dutch traders was not followed up. In the end, in Asia the VOC 

prevailed upon its enemies, and in any case, the destruction of the Dutch state was averted. Quite 

soon, however, Florentine people would have to ponder again the advantages and disadvantages of 

the different institutional frameworks for colonial trade. 

 In 1674, a group of Florentine experts on commerce was summoned together, in order to discuss 

how to enter Portuguese colonial trade.903 Among them there was Feroni, who, after moving back to 
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Tuscany the previous year, had become the main advisor on economic matters to the Grand Duke. 

Besides him, there were other merchants, four of which (Giulio Buonaccorsi, Francesco Tonesi and 

two members of the Martelli and Tempi families) had invested money in accomandite based in 

Lisbon, or were related to people who did.904 Their experience would prove to be decisive in the 

course of the discussion. 

Four different projects were aired at the time. Apparently, they came from an unspecified agent in 

Portugal, who thought that they were the options available, on which the Portuguese could agree.905 

A joint Portuguese-Tuscan company, based both in Lisbon and Livorno, could be established. 

Otherwise some Tuscan ships could be added to the Portuguese convoy to India, and pay the regular 

customs duties in Lisbon. Another option was to pay only a lump sum to the Portuguese customs, and 

to offer in exchange a similar tax exemption for the Portuguese merchants in Livorno. Finally, an 

agreement could be secured by offering to ship to India for free a limited amount of Portuguese 

soldiers, priests and administrators. The Portuguese had experienced first-hand how foreign ships 

could be necessary in these cases, as in 1662 the new Viceroy of Goa had to rely on the English fleet, 

in order to reach India safely.906 Not surprisingly, the projects specified that Tuscan ships would be 

neutral in case Portugal was involved in a war. 

The advisors of the Grand Duke were skeptical. All these proposals concerned Asia, and most of 

them, except the one on the company, required Tuscany to provide ships and sailors. From this point 

of view, they were quite similar to the offers that had been made to the Genoese ten years before: the 

requirements of the Portuguese had not significantly changed. At that time, as we saw, the Portuguese 

government was trying to foster its India trade, and in order to do that had even been prepared to offer 

some protection to New Christian investors.907 However, Tuscany had only a limited amount of 

suitable ships and sailors, and it would need to recruit them abroad. Moreover, as the Genoese, 

Florentines were more interested in Brazil than in Asia, but as they were already successfully 

interloping there, there was no need for a special agreement. It seemed there was no point in giving 

a different institutional framework to Florentine commercial presence in that area.908 

The only attractive result of a negotiation could be the permission to sail from Tuscany to Brazil 

without stopping in Lisbon, in one single leg, as this would save time and money. According to sone 
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of the advisors, the Genoese had been allowed to do that, even though Feroni correctly observed that 

this was not true.909 They were referring to the CMSG, even though, after some years, its memory 

had been mixed with that of the CGIO, as it was thought that the Genoese did not manage to travel 

to Brazil “perché da gli Olandesi gli furono levati i Piloti e gli altri Offiziali, e marinai Olandesi.”910 

Feroni supported the idea of paying a lump sum to the Crown of Portugal in return for this permission, 

and of focusing on Brazil. Especially the slave trade looked attractive to him. In the end, it was 

decided to ask for advice to Florentines who had worked in Lisbon, and had engaged in the colonial 

trade through Portuguese nominees.911  

Meanwhile, the Florentine consul in Lisbon Lorenzo Ginori started to negotiate on the issue.912 In his 

activity, Ginori was helped by a Portuguese priest, referred to as “padre Almeida”, who helped him 

navigate Portuguese politics.913 We ignore what linked Almeida to Tuscany, but apparently he 

occasionally brokered Cosimo’s patronage for other Portuguese people. The Grand Duke could make 

powerful recommendations at the Roman Curia, thanks to the long-standing links between the 

Medicis and Rome, and when he operated in behalf of Portuguese people, Almeida was involved.914 

As the Jesuit Antonio Vieira recognised, Tuscan friendship was valuable also because Tuscany “terà 

sempre um grande partido em Roma, onde a terceira parte dos prelados (entrando neste numero 

muitos cardeais e ministros) são vassallos do Grão Duque”.915 The Grand Duke could therefore use 

a wide array of patronage links and contacts for his purposes. 

In the end, Almeida’s and Ginori’s efforts were successful. The efforts of some Genoese merchants, 

who were afraid of prospective Florentine competition and therefore tried to sabotage the agreement 

through their friends at court, were apparently thwarted.916 By the beginning of the following year, 

there was a detailed project for a joint Portuguese-Tuscan company.917  

This company would be organized in freely tradable shares, that would entail the right to a part of the 

profits after every successful voyage. The company would have some privileges, such as an 
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exemption from custom duties, and a monopoly on the trade in some products, such as the import of 

pepper to Portugal or the export of tobacco and coral to India. Moreover, the ships of the company 

would be allowed to make stopovers in Brazil, Mozambique and Angola during the voyage. In 

exchange, however, the company would pay regularly a lump sum, and ship to Goa for free 

missionaries, viceroys, bishops, bailiffs and 200 soldiers every year.918 The details resembled those 

of the previous proposals. Clearly, the Portuguese had accepted that Tuscans could not provide many 

ships and sailors themselves, but still counted on their capital and ability to market their products. 

Most importantly, they were committed to redirect foreign investment where it was needed the most, 

in the Estado da Índia.  

Florentine merchants, in Florence and abroad, were asked to comment on this draft. Giovacchino 

Guasconi, a merchant who had made his fortune in Amsterdam, was slightly favourable. A single 

Tuscan-Portuguese company would limit the competition between the merchants of the two countries, 

and would raise capital more easily. If the subscription of shares were limited to Portuguese and 

Tuscan subjects, they would also have an opportunity to earn some additional money as dummies of 

foreign investors. Guasconi was not enthusiastic about Portuguese Indian trade, but drily commented 

that if the Portuguese still practised it, this meant it was still potentially profitable.919 Francesco 

Tonesi however, drawing on his personal experience, thought that this was not the case, and thought 

that the project was too ambitious. Therefore, he proposed to try to send only one Tuscan ship to the 

Indies, before establishing a full-fledged company.920 Overall, reactions on the project seemed to have 

varied between cold and only moderately warm. Florentines had not become more enthusiastic about 

the project in the course of the last two years. 

Meanwhile, negotiations were complicated even further. In 1676 the Jesuit António Vieira, who had 

long had a strong influence at the Portuguese court,921 proposed a marriage between the only daughter 

of the Portuguese regent (and later King) Peter II and a Medici prince.922 As he put it, a connection 

with a state smaller than Portugal itself was less dangerous than a marriage with a Bourbon or 

Habsburg prince, which could end up in the annexation of the country. Moreover, Tuscany could be 

a good partner for Portugal: besides using its leverage at the Papal court in favour of Lisbon, it could 
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also offer the use of the port of Livorno for its products. Stronger relations with Tuscany, and a 

prospective union of the crowns, would mean, of course, that Tuscans would be more likely to travel 

throughout Portuguese possessions. For Vieira this was actually a positive development, as they were 

industrious, Catholic and used to live under a monarch, so that they would not cause any trouble.923  

Vieira’s proposal was not accepted, apparently not even by the Braganzas themselves. Nevertheless, 

it was widely considered a possible option for some time. Still in 1679, the Theatine missionary 

Giuseppe Tedeschi wrote that rumour about this marriage had spread to Goa, where it had been 

received enthusiastically by the local Portuguese residents.924 In any case, there was now a stronger 

pressure towards allowing Florentine presence in the Portuguese colonial empire. 

In the course of 1676, therefore, the negotiations had run their course. Much was at stake. What could 

have been only an agreement on reciprocal customs exemption promised to turn into an important 

decision of foreign policy, which could theoretically unite the destinies of Tuscany and Portugal. 

Overall, as Lorenzo Ginori observed, the King of Portugal seemed to care more about the project than 

the Tuscans themselves.925 The Duke of Cadaval, one of the main advisors of the King, actually 

complained that Ginori could not operate autonomously, but had to rely on Florence for the final 

decisions.926 

The main  problems on the ground, however, remained. Tuscans were still more interested in Brazil 

than in India, and were not enthusiastic about being officially linked with the Portuguese. As the 

Medicis relied on merchants with first-hand experience, they were aware that interloping and indirect 

trade offered some advantages. Moreover, even if the Portuguese wanted to reach an agreement, this 

was not strictly necessary, from their point of view. If the Portuguese wanted to rent Tuscan ships, 

they could actually already do that, without having to rely on a chartered company. According to 

consul Ginori, in 1677 a ship from Livorno was almost included in the convoy directed to Goa.927 In 

the end, therefore, no agreement was made, and the Tuscan-Portuguese company remained on paper. 

AN ONGOING PERSONAL INTEREST 

The end of the negotiations with Portugal signalled a change of policy for the Medicis. From then on, 

they would stop trying to promote the presence of Tuscan merchants overseas. Of course, they still 
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promoted Tuscan trade as such, and kept on gathering information, objects and even slaves from the 

extra-European world, but they would not try any longer to connect these two aims.  

Nevertheless, Cosimo III had still the means to operate abroad. Some of his activities have been noted 

by historians, who connected them to his cluster. In particular, he re-established diplomatic relations 

with Russia, a country through which he collected information on Siberia and China. Later on, the 

Grand Duke managed to send some artisans to India, as his grand-grandfather Ferdinand I had tried 

to do. However, this did not mean that Cosimo wanted to send Tuscan merchants to India and China,  

as I will show. In this section, after dwelling on the interest for the exotic at Cosimo’s court, I will 

review these episodes. By doing so, I intend to clarify how the Grand Duke operated in favour of 

their merchants and how he did not.   

In the following years, Cosimo III would continue to collect information and objects on the extra-

European world. His methods were the same as before, as he relied on a wide range of people, inserted 

in patronage networks. Some wrote only from a single place, as missionaries, who described the 

places where they went. For example the Theatine Giuseppe Tedeschi, during his stay in Goa between 

the 1670s and the 1680s, wrote regularly to the Florentine court, in letters in which he described the 

country he was living in.928 Others were travellers, who were were asked to relate their experiences. 

This was the case, for example, of Lorenzo Bandinelli, a Livornese soldier who had enrolled in the 

VOC army and had taken part in the capture of Surabaya in 1677.929  

However, the Grand Duke was not interested only in information and descriptions, but also in objects 

and specimens. Their collection was due to an interest in botany and zoology that was widespread at 

the Medici court.930 For example, the Grand Duke relied on his Dutch contacts, such as the Dutch 

consul in Smyrna Johan van Dam, whose cousin Pierre worked for the VOC, to collect Indonesian 

shells.931 Eventually, he bought the collection of the famous naturalist Rumphius, which arrived 

through the intermediation of the publisher Johan Blaeu, one of the many Dutch intellectuals who 

were in touch with the Medici court.932 Cosimo also asked other correspondents, such as father 

Tedeschi, to collect shells. However, Tedeschi had to be reminded different times about what the 
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Grand Duke was looking for: he did not want the same kinds of shells that he could already find in 

the Mediterranean,933 but neither did he want exceptional or monstruous specimens. Cosimo was 

looking for ordinary shells, of the varieties that were common in India, “perché lo studio de’ nicchi è 

come quello de’ fiori, che tutti nel lor genere hanno una qualche dote di bellezza, o sia per la figura 

o pel colore”.934 Of course, his interest was not limited to shells, and fruits, such as coconuts, or seeds 

were also often sent to Florence, even though their expedition was much more difficult.935 

Some of the requests made by Cosimo were strictly related to his personal consumption, and the 

impression one gets from his letters is that they were driven more by his taste, rather than by any 

requirements of prestige or conspicuous comsumption. Galluzzi wrote that after his doctors told him 

to eat more vegetables, Cosimo III developed a passion for exotic plants and fruits, and had them 

imported to his gardens in Florence.936 As we saw, his correspondents were sometimes required to 

do that. The Grand Duke also received other products, like Portuguese quince jelly or tea.937 He was 

also deeply interested in exotic cuisine, and as early as 1675 he wanted to have a Brazilian cook, who 

could bake the sweets of his country.938 A few years later, his attention turned to Indian cuisine, and 

he requested some recipes from that land,939 despite the scepticism of father Tedeschi, who did not 

share his enthusiasm.940 In the end Tedeschi, who had been looking for a Chinese cook as well, bought 

for the Grand Duke a certain Eustachio, an African slave who was specialized in cooking sweets in 

the Indian way.941 Cosimo was extremely pleased to receive such a “professore di dolci”.942 Interest 

for the exotic was also expressed this way. 

I argue that this context, situated halfway between personal curiosity and intellectual interest, is 

essential in order to understand Cosimo’s relations with Russia. In 1685 the Russian court reaffirmed 

its friendly stance towards the Medicis, after the dispatch of some objects and agents. Some scholars 

have claimed that these diplomatic acts were aimed at fostering Tuscan trading relations not only 

with Russia but also, through Siberia, with China.943 However, it is doubtful that the expansion of 
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Tuscan trade was the main aim from the beginning, and there is no evidence that China was ever 

seriously considered as a possible trading partner. 

As the previous Russian declaration of 1603, which had been promoted by the Luzes, this one was 

the result of efforts made by people who were already active in Russian trade, and who wanted to 

receive a form of official backing for their business. This time, however, the middlemen were not 

Dutch merchants in Italy, but Florentine merchants who had moved north, to Amsterdam and 

Moscow. The main actor was Francesco Guasconi, a brother of Giovacchino, whom we already met 

as a Tuscan merchant in the Netherlands. Francesco Guasconi was born in 1640, and moved to Russia 

before 1666.944 From there, he supplied his brother, as well as other Dutch merchants, with Russian 

products. It was a line of trade particularly convenient for the Guasconis because, as we saw, the 

Dutch merchant marine connected Russia with Italy, which consumed caviar, grain and raw materials 

and exported luxury products.945 A contemporary Russian source even went as far as describing 

Francesco Guasconi as a “Dutch Italian merchant”.946  

During the 1680s, Francesco Guasconi became one of the suppliers of exotic information and objects 

for the Grand Duke. Cosimo III had already received some specimens of plants and news over Russia 

from Nicolaas Heinsius, a Dutch scholar who corresponded with him.947 In 1672, Heinsius promised 

to send him the text of a relation of a Russian embassy to China, which he was supposed to receive 

from Andreas Winius, a Dutchman, born in Russia, who had become a diplomat and imperial 

postmaster for the Czar.948 However, unexpected problems arose, and it was only in 1683 that Winius 

finally gave the document to Francesco Guasconi, along with a map of the route.949 In the following 

years, Francesco Guasconi dispatched other Russian or Chinese objects, either on his own or on 

behalf of Winius, such as ginger, asbestos or a portrait of the Qing emperor.950 The Grand Duke was 

especially interested in the regions that lied between Russia and China, and that were much more 

mysterious than each of this countries.951 Through a Dutch intermediation, therefore, Guasconi had 

become part of the network of the Grand Duke. 
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As the case of the cook Eustachio showed, Cosimo’s interest for the exotic was not necessarily limited 

to objects and information, and the Grand Duke could also request human beings from the lands that 

aroused his curiosity. As early as 1682, the Grand Duke asked for a Circassian slave,952 even though 

he later became more curious about far-away Siberian peoples, such as Jakuts or Tungusians.953 In 

order to obtain him, and following a suggestion from Francesco Guasconi, Cosimo decided to address 

directly the Czar, and to re-establish diplomatic relations with Russia.954 Of course, in his letter, and 

in the instructions he addressed to Francesco Guasconi, Cosimo did not just mention his desire for a 

slave, but dwelt more at length on the good relations between the two countries, and recommended 

the Tuscan traders in Russia.955 The Czars Peter and Ivan, who were then ruling together, replied with 

a letter in which they reaffirmed Russian friendship and their protection of Tuscan traders, some 

eighty years after the 1603 declaration.956 The Circassian slave did not arrive immediately, but by 

1692, when Giovacchino Guasconi inquired about his health and conditions, he was in Florence, at 

the court of the Grand Duke.957 We ignore what happened to him afterwards, but the human exchange 

was reciprocated, as in the same years Cosimo III sent to Moscow a young castrato singer, who would 

spend his whole life there and eventually wrote down his memoirs.958 

As these documents show, the promotion of Tuscan trade in Russia was not a priority of Cosimo III, 

and it was just a side effect of the Grand Duke’s desire for exotic slaves. This did not mean that the 

episode was economically irrelevant, and Francesco Guasconi did not just maintain its clientelary 

relationship with the Grand Duke, when he obtained a solemn declaration from the Czars. Afterwards, 

relations between Tuscany and Russia became actually closer. Under Peter the Great more and more 

Russian nobles started to visit Italy, so the financial intermediation services provided by the 

Guasconis became more important indeed.959 For them, therefore, good relations between Tuscany 

and Russia represented an opportunity for profit. The 1685 letter was not revolutionary, as different 

Russian embassies sent to Western Europe during the seventeenth century had already been received 

in Florence, but it signalled a high point in the relations between Russia and Tuscany.960  
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This episode is revealing on many different aspects. As regards Russian trade, we can see that there 

was a positive feedback between the Grand Duke and Tuscan merchants abroad. The former was 

ready to support them diplomatically, as far as he could, and the latter tried to accommodate to his 

wishes and interests. However, their initiative was not a part of a broader strategy on trade developed 

or controlled at court, as it had happened with the negotiations with Portugal. As regards China, there 

is no trace of a commercial interest, and Cosimo was essentially moved by geographical and 

ethnological curiosity. We should not underestimate this aspect, when we analyze his actions. 

This emerges also from the one episode in which the Medicis actually sent envoys to India.961 In 1689 

Cosimo III decided to donate a monument to the tomb of Saint Francis Xavier, in Goa. The 

mausoleum was made in Florence, using the typically Florentine technique of stone inlay, and then 

disassembled, shipped to India and reassembled there, under the supervision of two Tuscan artisans. 

One of them reported the details of his travel in a written relation for the Grand Duke, and brought 

back to him seeds of exotic plants for his botanical garden. This episode confirms the interest of 

Cosimo III for India, which was visible in his religious devotion as well as in his passion for botany. 

It is possible that among his motivations there was also the desire to promote the image of Tuscany 

abroad, in the same way as objects decorated with inlays of hard stones were usually part of the 

diplomatic gifts sent by the Grand Dukes to other European rulers.962 However, there is no evidence 

that Cosimo tried to use this occasion to develop commercial contacts, nor trading seems to have been 

among its motivations. 

CONCLUSION 

As for the other clusters, there are different explanations that can be given for Cosimo’s one, 

depending on the different actors that are considered. This is true even if, in this case, the actions of 

Cosimo III and his advisors played an overwhelming role. In this section I will consider first the 

Grand Duke and then the merchants. I will then also dwell at some length on the differences with the 

other clusters, that led to a different alignment of interests. 

From the point of view of Cosimo III, the aims of the cluster were relatively straightforward. We saw 

how he had tried to import to Tuscany economic activities that he had seen during his travels, and 

overseas trade was among them. He had ample opportunities to witness it first hand, as he visited four 

bustling centers of colonial trade, Seville, Lisbon, London and, twice, Amsterdam.963 In the 
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963 Cosimo III de’ Medici and Hoogewerff, De twee reizen van Cosimo de’ Medici, prins van Toscane, door de 
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Netherlands, he listened eagerly to Dutchmen who had travelled to the Indies.964 No wonder that, just 

as he tried to copy the Dutch woolen production or bonification techniques, he also tried to reproduce 

the colonial trade of other countries. 

However, the kind of formal and direct partecipation in overseas trade that Cosimo sought for 

Florentine merchants was not necessarily the best or easiest option. Florentine trade, just as at the 

time of Ferdinand I, was geared towards colonial markets that were already fully formed. Tuscan 

traders were based in the hubs of foreign colonial empires, such as Cádiz or Lisbon, and exported 

products like silk that catered to wealthy customers. This restrained Tuscan options, as they had to 

find an agreement with an incumbent colonial power. Portugal was ready to let the Tuscans in, but 

only as long as they fulfilled certain requirements, such as directing their activities to Asia or 

providing ships and sailors. In the end therefore, as the advisors of the Grand Duke found out, 

reaching an agreement was not worth the effort. 

Cosimo’s attempt to change the form of his support to Florentines merchants abroad, therefore, lasted 

even less than Ferdinand’s one, and in the end it was cancelled. From then on, the Grand Duke would 

support them in different ways, more in line with previous practice. Besides providing patronage and 

well-placed recommendation letters, Cosimo III would also try to take a more active role, by 

stimulating certain manufactures, and helping the movement of skilled personnel within the Tuscan 

trading network. However, he would no longer push for a change of the institutional setting of their 

trade through diplomatic means. 

There are different examples of the ways the Grand Duke could try to foster the activites of Tuscan 

merchants. In 1676, for example, Giovanni Francesco Poltri, who worked with Lorenzo Ginori in 

Lisbon at the head of a trading firm that pooled money from other Florentine merchants,965 asked for 

a recommendation letter from the Grand Duke. Soon there would be a public tender for the trade in 

brazilwood, and Poltri thought that he could increase his chances of winning, with a letter addressed 

to the confessor of the president of the board that was going to oversee the process.966 By doing so, 

Poltri was following in the footsteps of other Florentines, like Orazio Neretti, who had asked Cosimo 

II’s help in order to get a Portuguese honorary title, or Baccio da Filicaia, who had written to 
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Ferdinand I for a similar purpose.967 The ability of the Grand Duke to provide favours and 

recommendations and mobilize a patronage network extended beyond the boundaries of Tuscany, 

and Florentine merchants overseas could try to profit from it.  

In other cases, Cosimo III could play a more active role. In 1675 Giovanni Francesco Bartolini wrote 

to the Grand Duke to announce that he wanted to leave Lisbon, where he had been working for the 

Ginoris for the “erezione di questi negozi”.968 Apparently, Cosimo III had been the “primo motore” 

of the fact that he had transferred to Portugal, but now that his business there was over, he wanted to 

receive the Grand Duke’s approval before moving away.969 Maybe he went back to Madrid, where 

he was trading on behalf of some other Florentines three years before.970 It is not clear how much 

influence the Grand Duke actually had in influencing Bartolini’s decisions, but it is clear enough that 

he sought to bring Bartolini’s skills where they were needed. This was in line with the suggestions of 

Feroni, who had complained about the shortage of good Florentine traders, and tried to find them and 

have them move throughout the Tuscan trading houses.971 It was another way to foster Florentine 

commercial presence abroad. 

Finally, state support of manufactures could positively affect the activities of Florentine traders. 

During the 1670s, the Genoese Niccolò Perosio set up a firm in Livorno with the aim of producing 

silken ribbons. The Grand Duke strongly supported it, through monetary subsidies,972 a permission 

to carry weapons for self-defence,973 and even acts of moral suasion, which prompted Florentine 

nobles to invest in the venture.974 It was a classic way of fostering the importation of new 

manufacturing techniques, which used the same methods Italian polities had been using for 

centuries.975 However, Perosio’s venture was peculiar, as his production catered specifically to 

America, through the intermediation of Florentine firms of Cádiz.976 Actually, sometimes payment 

for the ribbons came in the form of barter, with American products such as sugar or indigo.977 Also 

the improvement of Tuscan manufacture could therefore have an impact on Florentine interactions 

with the overseas world.   
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In this context, in which the Grand Duke had many different and effective ways of helping them, the 

reaction of the Florentine merchants was understandable. There were already other ways of profiting 

from overseas trade, in a more indirect and secure way. Merchant houses like that of the Ginoris were 

making their fortune by trading in colonial products within Europe.978 Even if this was not enough, 

finding a Portuguese or Castilian dummy in order to trade overseas did not look complicated, 

according to the advisors of the Grand Duke. Florentine merchants reacted to the proposals of the 

Grand Duke, but they had no particular incentive to follow them.       

In fact, a major difference between Cosimo’s cluster and the others, was that the former did not arise 

from the need to solve any specific problem, but it was just a reaction to the existence of a possible 

opportunity. Nothing was threatening the main actors of the cluster, who could continue their 

activities as they did before. There was no gloomy story like those of Carletti or Piuma Campodonico 

taking place before, no letter like that of Diogo Texeira that called for a strong reaction.979 There was 

just the lure of a potential improvement, but no substantial crisis to address, and this probably explains 

why in the end the cluster did not lead anywhere.  

Another feature of this cluster, which derives from its top-down origin, was the virtual absence of 

foreign actors. In the Genoese cluster, Dutch merchants had exercised a strong agency, and at times 

they had played a leading role. In Ferdinand’s one, they were essential providers of human capital. 

By contrast, foreigners have been almost absent in the previous pages. As it was mentioned above, 

when Florentine merchants faced the prospect of recruiting sailors and ships abroad in order to sail 

along with the Portuguese to the Indies, they considered that as a nuisance to be avoided. It is 

especially striking that Sephardim, who played such a large part in the economic life of Livorno, and 

had such an extensive network of contacts, were apparently not involved. The Florentine Christian 

merchants who advised the Grand Duke did not look for collaborators beyond the boundaries of their 

own group. 

It is possible that Feroni’s influence played a role in this choice. Specifically, he was not the best 

person to find collaborators within the Dutch-speaking community of Livorno, as he had repeatedly 

fallen out with its main family, the Sautijn – Van der Straten. More generally, it is true, he did not 

seem to have had a talent for collaborating with people, as it was probably clear from the previous 

pages. Also the Grand Ducal secretary Bassetti recognized it, when he advised him that “chi vuol 

viver tra li huomini e non nel deserto convien che salvi qualche rispetto umano”.980 More to the point, 
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980 ASF, MdP 4261, 4th October 1672. 



 192 

Feroni seems to have always been skeptical about the possibility that foreigners could be trusted in 

serving the Grand Duchy, and he believed that they could never be fully loyal to their country of 

adoption.981 Such an approach did not foster the establishment of useful connections across ethnic 

boundaries, for the service of the Medicis.  

Whatever the influence of Feroni’s personality on the cluster, the limitations in number and variety 

of its actors was a result of its centralized origin. Serendipity and demand from actors on the ground 

were a relatively minor force. As Tazzara noted, in the age of Cosimo discussion on economic policy 

was more structured and orderly than before, and this allowed for a more reliable mobilization of 

economic knowledge and competence.982 However, this made Tuscany also less prone to bet on 

hazardous enterprises such as entering overseas trade. A more competence-based economic policy 

was also a more predictable one. 

There is one final way in which Cosimo’s cluster is representative of the policies of the Grand Duke. 

Many of his policies were meant to streamline the administrative process through a combination of 

formalization and simplification. The institutional setting of Medicean Tuscany, just like that of every 

European state of the Ancien Régime, was made up of a mixture of competing laws, rules, and 

informal agreements that did not necessarily correspond to the letter of the law. In this context, the 

Grand Dukes traditionally operated on this setting by managing the exceptions and the loopholes 

within the system, which were a way to deal flexibly with different political demands.983 So, for 

example, the religious toleration of Livorno was based on tacit agreements with local authorities that 

sometimes openly violated the letter of the law, and its commercial rules were built upon a process 

of constant bargaining on the ground, which continuously added exceptions and precedents.984 

During the age of Cosimo III, this approach started to change. In order to come back to the previous 

examples, the new religious regulations of the Grand Duke aimed to impose an admittedly stricter, 

but formalized and stable set of rules as a basis for religious coexistence.985 Also the new rules of the 

porto franco of Livorno, issued in 1676, made the collection of customs revenues easier and more 
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effective.986 It was a way to achieve state development through simplification.987 At least the first half 

of Cosimo’s reign was characterized by such an approach.988     

The discussion of the plans on Portuguese trade at court tell a similar story. The Grand Duke tried to 

formalize Tuscan presence overseas, and substitute the framework of a company, legally established 

and recognized, to interloping and indirect partecipation. However, the benefits of simplification and 

formalization were not uncontested. In this as in other contexts, it could be more effective to strike 

deals under the counter and operate through unwritten rules and informal agreements. 
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CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I am going to give a general assessment of the attempts, drawing on the partial 

conclusions that I reached in the preceding pages. The Tuscan and Genoese states interacted with 

merchants in many different ways: nevertheless, there are patterns that are often visible. The Tuscans 

and the Genoese started from a somewhat similar situation, and were presented with a similar set of 

incentives, opportunities and options. However, the different institutional landscapes of the two 

countries meant that they reacted to them in different ways. In the end, they both gave up the idea of 

building up a formalized, state-protected commercial presence overseas. The collaboration between 

merchants and states passed through the fault lines of ethnicity or statehood. To put it another way, 

Tuscan, Genoese and Dutch merchants acted the way they did because that appeared to be a more 

profitable course, and their home and host states could influence them only up to a certain extent.  

In the first section, I will point out some characteristics of overseas trade, that influenced the 

unfolding of these attempts. It is important not to be led by teleology, and to consider the pursuit of 

these clusters as inherently desirable. In fact, what the promoters of the clusters did was not 

necessarily the best line of action, from both a political and an economical point of view. There were 

many other ways Tuscans and Genoese could profit from overseas trade, without their states having 

to play an active role.  

More generally, different lines of business were amenable to different institutional frameworks. In 

the second section, I will expose how the previous history of the Tuscan and Genoese trade hindered 

the unfolding of the attempts. Also in this section, I will describe what were the structural 

characteristics of Tuscan and Genoese overseas trade, and expose how and why they came into being. 

In the third section, I will finally come back to the attempts, and I will delineate why they came into 

being when they did, what aims their promoters tried to reach, and what they were trying to react to. 

It is this combination of negative and positive incentives that, as I will show, explains their history 

and their eventual failure. I will then offer some tentative explanations of the implications of the 

different approaches that they experimented with. 

Afterwards, I will dwell on a comparison between the states of Genoa and Tuscany. The institutional 

framework of these countries deeply influenced the unfolding of the attempts. Generally speaking, 

Genoa had looser decision-making merchanisms, that involved more actors and that made it slower 

to change its commercial and foreign policy. However, it also meant that the Genoese state could 
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react more flexibly to new opportunities. In Tuscany the Grand Dukes could pursue a more coherent 

policy, but this came at the expense of some rigidity. In the final section, finally, I will recap the 

significance of the history of these attempts, as regards relations between states and merchants. 

A NOT SO OBVIOUS PATH 

Before drawing a general conclusion, it is necessary to restate a concept that is perhaps obvious, but 

which must nevertheless be always borne in mind. It would be easy to consider the failure of these 

clusters as a failure of the Tuscan and Genoese states and economies as a whole. However, if we pay 

a closer attention to what were the aims of the promoters of the clusters, there are reasons to nuance 

our judgement. From the perspectives of the ruling élites as well as from those of the merchants 

involved, state-led commercial expansion was not necessarily the best option. We must, therefore, 

take a look at what were their aims, and consider if there were any possible alternatives. 

From the point of view of the private merchants involved, the obvious alternative was the continuation 

of what they had done before. Some of them, like some of the promoters of the CGIO, had not taken 

part in overseas trade before. Some others, however, had already accessed it. In some cases it was an 

indirect partecipation, as they traded goods that were moved overseas, but only before or after they 

crossed the oceans. This is, for example, what Italian merchants did in Cádiz, where they imported 

goods bound for Latin America and bought American wares for re-exportation. Others, as we saw, 

actually entered the overseas markets themselves, in a more or less illicit way. For them, the main 

outcome of the clusters was not simply accessing a new environment, but changing the institutional 

setting that regulated their activities. 

In this case, the actors of the cluster aimed at saving time and money. If they violated local rules, as 

the Carlettis had done, they were in a precarious legal situation. Even if they were fully legally 

authorized in doing what they did, there was always room for improvement. For example, the 

obligation to stop in the colonial motherland, on the way to America, was a source of expenses and 

delays, and it might be profitable to travel in one single leg all the way from Italy. Not surprisingly, 

this point was constantly raised by Italian negotiators, from Ferdinand I to Cosimo III. Another 

possible improvement was to be able to appear as neutral, during the wars that affected trans-oceanic 

trade in this period. In any case, travelling under a Tuscan or a Genoese flag was not attractive per 

se, for merchants of these countries. It was the legal requirements and consequences that such a travel 

entailed that really mattered. I will come back later on these aspects. 

The situation was comparable, if we take the viewpoint of the ruling élites of Tuscany and Genoa. 

The attempts were desirable for two different reasons. On the one hand, they would positively affect 
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the trade of their subjects, bringing private profits as well as public benefits, in the form of tax 

revenues and commercial spin-offs. The wording of the legal privilege granted by the Genoese 

government to the CGIO explicitely mentioned that the company “emolumenta nationi Genuensi et 

vectigalibus nostris est allatura.”989 On the other hand, however, the attempts would also bring power, 

which could take many forms.  

Power could be simply meant as prestige, which improved the international positioning of the state 

in face of friends and competitors. The same document mentioned that the CGIO would be “antiquam 

Ligurum gloriam quasi postliminis restituens”. Thirty years later Giovacchino Guasconi, while 

mentioning the fact that partecipation in a prospective company could be restricted to Tuscans and 

Portuguese, framed this concept in a similar language.990 However, the political benefits of the 

attempts could be more concrete, and consist in the development of a stronger navy. 

This case was particularly visible in Genoa. The main goal of the navalisti was to stimulate naval 

rearmament, and as far as they supported the companies of trade, they did it with this purpose. The 

pamphleteer Giovanni Bernardo Veneroso had said quite explicitely that what he appreciated about 

the Dutch India companies was how they had lead to the build-up of massive naval forces.991 In the 

end, these people reached their goals, but they passed through another channel, state-owned galleon 

fleets. In any case, the companies were not an end in itself, but a suitable way to reach some other 

objectives. This was also the case for Ferdinand I and Cosimo III. Also for them, state-led commercial 

development overseas was a means, not an end in itself. 

The pursue of political and military power, in any case, did not happen in the void. Even though some 

people among the Italian élites liked the idea of overseas expansion, they had to balance this ambition 

with all the other requirements of their foreign policy. Specifically, both Tuscany and Genoa had to 

keep reasonably good relations with Spain, and their main strategic interests were located much closer 

to home. There were easier and more traditional ways to enhance the political positioning of Florence 

and Genoa on the international stage. Only when some specific windows of opportunities opened up 

would their élites consider it feasible to pursue power and prestige through the establishment of trans-

oceanic connections.   

To summarise, from the point of view of the merchants, institutions were resources, that offered 

different advantages and drawbacks. Up to a certain extent, individuals could try to maximize their 
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benefits by choosing between them. As Roberto Zaugg said while describing the shifting self-

identifications of foreign merchants in eighteenth-century Naples, laws were “available resources of 

social interaction”.992 When Tuscan and Genoese merchants tried to sail overseas under the flag of 

their country of origin, they did it for self-interest rather than any form of patriotism. The same 

mechanism is also visible for the Dutch interlopers who tried to take their chances by using Italian 

institutions in order to trade overseas. From the merchants who approached Feroni with plans for a 

Livorno-based India company, to the Dutch-speaking community of Genoa that was ready to fly in 

the face of the VOC rules, they were not committed to use the legal resources available to Dutchmen 

just because they were Dutch. Subjecthood conditioned their choices, but it was not a destiny. 

Even though the perspective of the Iberian actors has not been very present throughout this thesis, it 

appears that similar considerations could be extended to them as well. Literature has emphasised that 

their institutions were closely enmeshed with merchant networks, and were shaped by their needs and 

demands.993 In the case studies I examined, we have seen how the Portuguese governor Coutinho had 

reached out to a foreign prince (i.e., the Grand Duke of Tuscany), in order to maintain the commercial 

links established by the Texeira family.994 Fifty years later, the attitude of the Portuguese 

administration on the Genoese presence in Brazil took into account and balanced many different 

private interests.995 When Italian merchants wanted to enter this world, they had to insert themselves 

into local networks, and to rely on some form of local support. However, a closer look at the Iberian 

structures they approached would probably show that the latter also acted on the basis of fault lines 

which were more complex than a simple dichotomy between locals and foreigners.  

Finally, from the perspective of Italian ruling élites, commercial expansion overseas was not an 

obviously sound policy. When states supported it, it was because it was expected to bring some 

benefits. More generally, political objectives are always potentially disputable. Genoa, where the 

development of the military power of the state was actually a hotly contested objective among the 

ruling élite itself, was perhaps an extreme case. However, even if one assumed that one’s country 

ought to develop its power, the build-up of naval presence overseas was not necessarily a sound 

strategy, especially for small countries such as Genoa or Tuscany. It could be so, only if some other, 

more contingent factors made it look like a realistic enterprise. 
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THE ITALIAN PATH DEPENDENCE IN OVERSEAS TRADE 

Let us take a closer look at what conditioned the choices of the actors of the cluster. As we saw, there 

was already a pre-existing Tuscan and Genoese involvement in overseas trade. This conditioned the 

unfolding of the attempts, as their actors were both more willing and better prepared to engage in 

certain branches of business rather than in others. In particular, Tuscans and Genoese were specialized 

in operating in colonial America, selling luxury wares to its creole population. This path dependence, 

in the long run, made them less likely to pursue successfully the attempts I described. 

As far as they engaged in overseas trade, both Genoese and Tuscans specialized in Iberian America. 

This does not just mean that some Genoese and Tuscans traded there, but also that, even if quantitative 

data is hard to come by, they seemed to have traded with Iberian America more often than with other 

areas of the world, such as, for example, Africa, East Asia, or parts of America outside Iberian control. 

In the case of the Genoese, this was the result of a long-standing interest, that dated from the times 

of Columbus. In the case of the Florentines, also Portuguese Asia undoubtedly attracted many 

Florentines, at least until the early seventeenth century, even though, by the age of Cosimo III, 

Tuscans as well seemed to have chosen the Atlantic. It would be interesting to verify whether similar 

considerations can be extended to all Italian merchants in general. Venetians for example, even 

though they were obviously specialized in Asia, were not completely detached from the Brazilian 

market, as we saw in the case of the capture of the “Ponte”.996 In any case, Iberian America drew the 

attention, and the capital, of some Italian traders in this period. 

This in itself is hardly surprising. Throughout the period considered in this thesis, Iberian America 

was the biggest colonial market controlled by Europeans. Not only was it massive, but it was also 

expanding, in a period in which the European economy was going in an opposite direction. It was 

also a varied market, with a complex social stratification, that could absorb many different kinds of 

inputs and offer many products. In my thesis, I have not often relied on the works of Ruggiero 

Romano, as readers might have noticed. Nevertheless, I find no better way to express this concept 

than to quote his considerations on the trade of Spanish America in the seventeenth century: “Le cifre 

e le considerazioni che ho presentato qui, che potrei agevolmente moltiplicare, ci aiutano a 

comprendere non tanto la debolezza spagnola e la forza inglese e olandese (argomento importante, 

ma che non concerne tuttavia la storia interna dell'America) quanto la capacità di assorbimento del 
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mondo ispano-americano. Infatti tutto il problema è questo. L' "Impero spagnolo" d'America mostra 

un appetito straordinario durante tutto il XVII secolo.”997 

Not only was Iberian America an attractive target per se, it was also more suited to the activities of 

the Italian traders, if we take into consideration their comparative advantages. By the seventeenth 

century, Italian manufacturers had largely specialized in goods that catered to a wealthy clientele. 

Silk production became the main industrial activity in Florence in this period, as it had also 

traditionally been in Genoa.998 When the Portuguese administration discussed whether it should allow 

the Genoese to access the slave markets in Angola, it was noticed that they would export “tellas, 

passamanes de ouro, cedas, e outras cousas semelhantes”, which would damage the colonists’ 

finances and mores at the same time.999 Some decades later, according to a French informer, the 

Genoese of Cádiz exported almost only silk, other kinds of precious textiles and paper.1000  

It would be possible to provide more examples, but the general point is clear: the Italians’ strong 

point was selling products that catered to a wealthy clientele, composed of the creole élites of Iberian 

America. They would have had a harder time in selling the same products outside the boundaries of 

colonial America, or to the lower classes of colonial America for that matter. Carletti had said it 

clearly: “E starebbono freschi li mercanti che caricano le flotte che di Spagna vanno a queste Indie 

con tante diversità di merce, se il ritratto di esse, che importa li milioni d’oro, s’avesse a cavare di 

mano dell’Indiani.”1001 

Another comparative advantage of the Italian traders was the international positioning of their states. 

We have already seen that the Genoese, due to their long alliance with Spain, were given a relative 

degree of freedom inside its dominions.1002 Tuscany pursued a more independent policy, but in any 

case, from the last years of Ferdinand’s rule onwards, they were also solidly inserted within the 

Habsburg-controlled international order.1003 Both states, in any case, were less threatening than other 

possible interlopers of the Iberian empires, such as the French or the Dutch.  

Moreover, Genoa and Tuscany managed to keep reasonably good relations even with Spain’s 

enemies, such as Braganza Portugal. For Lisbon as well as for Madrid, Tuscan and Genoese 

interlopers were better than the alternatives.  Seventeenth-century Italy was not an entirely peaceful 
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region, and both Tuscany and Genoa had to face major threats during the century, mainly from other 

Italian middle or small powers such as Savoy or the Papal States.1004 However, the peninsula was 

relatively insulated from many conflicts that took place outside of Italy, and this gave local actors a 

relative freedom of action, when they dealt with non-Italians. There was no obvious reason they 

should have represented a threat in the eyes of Portugal or Spain. As a consequence, in respect to 

other European actors, Tuscans and Genoese were better placed to find an agreement with Spanish 

and Portuguese authorities, and to direct their efforts to their territories.  

By contrast, both Tuscans and Genoese were comparatively weaker as regards navigation. Tuscans 

had always to rely on other carriers, and even if the Genoese built and equipped ocean-going vessels, 

so much so that they could supply vessel-hungry Portugal, they still faced many difficulties in this 

activity. In any case, this was hardly their comparative advantage. This was a major difference with 

the Dutch, who had used their experience as providers of cheap and reliable freights as a starting point 

for their activities overseas.1005 Compared to them, Italians were less able to travel overseas 

independently.  

To summarise, all these elements led Tuscans and Genoese to the Iberian empires, and made it harder 

and less attractive, for them, to redirect their activities to other parts of the world. As Robert Thornton 

showed, Tuscans could organize trading expeditions to Guyana. However, how could they have sold 

there their silken textiles, to customers that had no pre-existing knowledge, let alone demand, for 

them? And how could they have stood the competition of the Dutch, English and Irish traders that 

were already familiar with that area?1006 The parts of America that were of interest to the Genoese 

and the Tuscans were Mexico, Peru and Brazil, not the regions where the Dutch, the English and the 

French would create their empires. 

If we accept this frame of analysis, however, there is an obvious question that needs to be solved. 

Throughout the cases analyzed in this thesis, East Asia was apparently outside the commercial 

interests of the Italians. The Genoese only established an East India company on the basis of Dutch 

expertise, and refused Portuguese offers to direct their activities there, as the Tuscans did ten years 

later. Why should this have been the case? After all, Italians were well placed to supply the only two 

European wares that were in strong demand in Asia, silver and coral. 
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During the Early Modern age, American silver flowed to Asia, especially to China, either through the 

Spanish Philippines or through Europe. This process was not constant, and it was much more massive 

in the beginning of the seventeenth century, during Ferdinand’s cluster, than fifty years later, when 

prolonged arbitrage and the havoc which accompanied the succession from the Ming to the Qing 

dynasty strongly reduced Chinese demand.1007 However, still in 1662 the Genoese consul in Lisbon, 

Paggi, claimed that sending silver to Goa was bound to offer arbitrage profits.1008 Right at that time 

the Genoese were disinvesting their silver from Spain, so re-exportation to Portuguese India should 

theoretically have appeared as a sensible choice. 

A similar and even stronger case can be made for coral. Red coral was fished in the Western 

Mediterranean, often by specialized workers from the Ligurian coast. Livorno was one of its main 

manufacturing centers, where it was polished and carved before being exported throughout the 

world.1009 In Asia, it was one of the few European merchandises that found a ready market.1010 Both 

the Genoese and the Tuscans had therefore a comparative advantage in supplying it. As a Genoese 

prospector wrote: “Questo negotio dei coralli si stima riuscibile, mentre la natione genovese è la 

prima mano in chi perviene né ha occasione di cercarlo da altri, potrebbe pagando a prezzi ragionevoli 

ristringerlo tutto per la compagnia, la quale potrà guadagnare in esso quanto volesse, essendo questo 

assolutamente il miglior genere che vada all’Indie.”1011 

Why, then, did the Genoese and the Tuscans not specialize on Asia? I can offer only tentative 

explanations. For one thing, specialization on the Atlantic might have crowded out people and 

resources from other sectors, especially in the Genoese case, where the trading network shifted to the 

Atlantic early on. More importantly, working through the Iberian colonial structures was less safe in 

Asia than in America. Francesco Carletti had successfully operated within the Portuguese trading 

network but, as he found out for himself, the latter was seriously disrupted by its many European and 

Asian enemies, throughout the seventeenth century. In Asia, therefore, there were less opportunities 

for embeddedness within someone else’s colonial structure. Moreover, we have to consider that, from 
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a European perspective, the Atlantic was a more “open” space, which was less easily controlled by 

incumbents and which allowed for the participation of more actors.1012 This certainly helped people 

who moved without a strong political backing, such as these Italians.  

In any case, more research is needed, in order to see how exactly trading links between Italy and the 

extra-European world were maintained. In the commercial environment of the Indian Ocean, there 

was a demand for some Italian products: however, these were carried by other Europeans who, 

together with local traders, such as the Indian merchants from Goa, were apparently fully capable of 

marketing them in Asia.1013 In the Americas, Italians found a niche for themselves in the trans-atlantic 

trade, but it remains to be ascertained what other roles, if any, they played in the local economy. The 

apparent ease with which the Carlettis engaged in inter-American trade, and the credit relations that 

Genoese merchants established with Brazilian sugar planters, seem to suggest that their activities 

extended beyond the ports involved in the trans-continental trade.1014 The details of their 

embeddedness in America, however, are still to be fully explored.  

In any case, it is clear that the involvement of Tuscany and Genoa overseas depended on many 

different factors, some of which were beyond their control. How Genoese and Tuscans reacted to 

them, and the branches of activity in which they specialized, conditioned their later history. This path-

dependence led them to collaborate with the Spanish and the Portuguese within their American 

colonies, and eventually to give up their projects of establishing a more autonomous commercial 

presence in the region, under the protection of their own states of origin.  

INCENTIVES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

So far, we have seen under what conditions the attempts could be desirable, and what factors 

influenced the choices of their actors. Let us now take a closer look at what caused the attempts 

themselves. Only if we understand their proximate causes, we can understand why they unfolded the 

way they did. In the end, their prospective costs were higher than those of the problems they were 

supposed to solve, and this sealed their end. 

Every now and then throughout this thesis, I have hinted at the fact that the main factors that 

stimulated the start of the attempts can be divided in two categories. On the one hand, the promoters 

of the attempts needed to solve some problems, that prevented them from keeping on doing what they 

had done so far. On the other hand, the promoters had the reasonable expectation that, if they adopted 
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change, they would get some benefits. Usually both kinds of factors were at play, even if they were 

logically different, and could appear independently. We should bear in mind, in any case, that 

changing the way one worked was a difficult, long and expensive process. The Genoese found it the 

hard way when, after the Brazil expedition of the CMSG, they discovered that a joint-stock company 

entailed the need for a more careful check of its agents. In order to import a new kind of business, 

one needed strong incentives. Depending on whether one was reacting to a problem or pursuing an 

opportunity, we can define them as “negative” or “positive” incentives.   

This was plainly visible in the history of two of the models of the Italian attempts, the Dutch India 

companies. Their creation was a reaction to some problems, and a way to seize some new 

opportunities. The Dutch started to interlope in the East Indies only after they were embargoed from 

the Portuguese market of Asian products, which was definitely a negative incentive, and this led to 

the creation of some joint-stock companies, the so-called voorcompagnieën, or “pre-companies”. In 

order to avoid competition and to be able to wage war in Asian waters, the voorcompagnieën were 

later merged into one company, the VOC. Some of its defining characters, however, such as the 

permanence of the company and its capital, were defined only later, and were caused by the fact that 

the Dutch state had the “positive incentive” of using the VOC as an instrument of war against the 

Habsburgs.1015 The creation of the WIC, by contrast, depended more on the desire to attack Spain and 

to replicate the stunning success of the VOC (a positive incentive), than on any specific problem that 

Dutch Atlantic trade was facing at that time (negative incentives).1016 

The most important implication of this way to classify the rationale for the start of an enterprise is 

that it allows us to read it not as straightforward story, that proceeded in one specific direction from 

the very beginning. No one knew for sure in advance that a company structured as the VOC would 

work. Rather, we are speaking about complex processes, in which people were trying to solve 

different problems, sometimes more than one problem at one time, and were working with a trial-

and-error approach. This led obviously to many “bad” choices, that did not bring fully into reality the 

expectations of their promoters. In fact, the WIC has always been considered an ill-fated reprise of 

the VOC.1017 The Genoese and Tuscan attempts can be considered under a similar light, as an attempt, 

admittedly not so effective in the end, to cope with some problems and reach some goals. 
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What were the positive incentives? I have already mentioned this issue in the second section of this 

chapter. The Italian ruling élites were trying to increase the power of their states, to project it overseas 

and, in the Genoese case, to stimulate local shipbuilding. In addition, the formalization of a pre-

existing interloping presence offered to reduce risks and costs. The main advantages were the 

reduction of travel times, through the avoidance of long stopovers in Iberia, the reduction of legal 

risks, as soon as one’s presence was fully legitimized, and the exploitation of the Tuscan and Genoese 

neutral status. This would improve Genoese and Tuscan trade overall. 

The negative incentive was the crisis, or better still, the crises, in different moments, of the Spanish 

and Portuguese colonial networks. This was especially clear during Ferdinand’s cluster. The Grand 

Duke started to act only when Florentine traders like Carletti were, at the same time, threatened by 

Dutch privateering and by Habsburg countermeasures. Also the Genoese, when they established the 

CMSG, were reacting to a situation of uncertainty and warfare in the Atlantic, that made their 

neutrality more valuable. By contrast, the CGIO and Cosimo’s cluster were not a reaction to any 

particular problem, but were just a way to seize an opportunity when it was available. 

In the end, these factors were not very strong. The crises of the Iberian networks subsided, and even 

though Habsburg problems led to a temporary stop of Florentine presence overseas in the first part of 

the seventeenth century, this was part of a broader decline of Florentine commercial presence abroad. 

In any case, after the end of the clusters, many of their actors kept on doing what they had done before 

them, which means that the problems that brought about their start were not existential ones. Genoese 

traders kept on going to Brazil after the CMSG, and Tuscan traders kept on engaging in the Brazil 

trade even after plans for a company foundered. This explanation should not be pushed too far, and 

transformed into sour grapes: at least in some cases, success in the attempts would have brought 

benefits to their promoters indeed. However, we should also bear in mind that Genoese and Tuscan 

trade survived their failure. 

To summarise, states and merchants were responding to some negative and positive incentives. The 

negative incentive was the political crisis of the colonial framework that so far, in the perspective of 

the actors involved, had worked. The positive incentives were the desire to make Tuscan and Genoese 

trade more secure, and the Tuscan and Genoese states more powerful. These incentives were not 

powerful enough to make Tuscans and Genoese push ahead with their plans, after their first projects 

and attempts had failed.  
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BETWEEN COMPANIES AND FREE AGENTS 

Let us now focus a bit more closely on what linked all these plans.  As I said in the first chapter, the 

projects discussed in this thesis are very heterogeneous, but there are some patterns that emerge 

nevertheless. The criterion according to which I selected them was the presence of a form of support 

on the part of the Genoese and the Tuscan states. However, that support could take many different 

forms. Ferdinand I tried to negotiate a trade treaty, if not even a purchase of territory, that would have 

allowed his subjects to trade with extra-European lands with the full and formal consent of the 

Habsburgs. Moreover, as in the case of the “Livorna” and later of the “Santa Lucia” expedition, the 

Grand Duke was also ready to commit his own money for this purpose. In the other later clusters, 

however, attention focused on the establishment of a joint-stock chartered company.  

Trade treaties and joint-stock companies stood in opposition to a different kind of activity, which was 

the one plied by some Genoese and Tuscan subjects before. I have referred to it in many different 

ways throughout this thesis, but probably the easiest way to describe it is to call the people who 

practiced it as “free agents”, who did not primarily operate within the framework of a monopoly, even 

though they could collaborate with one.1018 In the Atlantic Iberian trade these “free agents” had to 

take into account laws and regulations that restricted the options available to foreigners, and quite 

often they had to go against the letter of the law, even though they played a more structural role than 

the simple use of the word “smuggler” would imply.1019 From my perpsective, it is important to note 

that their activity was usually not an object of policy, on the part of their home states. Moreover, their 

business was organized on a much smaller scale than that of a joint-stock company. 

Scholars have debated on the implications of the activity of the “free agents”. Even though these 

people have been traditionally seen as an aberration in a restrictive system, now historians tend to see 

them as a constituent part of it, in all Early Modern colonial empires, as I said in the first chapter.1020 

They surely added some flexibility to it, as the limits of their activity could be negotiated and 

modified, up to a certain extent, on the basis of the economic and political contingencies. As a French 

agent said about the trade plied by foreigners on the Carrera de Indias through Spanish 

intermediaries, “La Tollérance ou plutot la tacite permission que le Roy d'Espagne laisse si facile à 

tous les Estrangers de commercer aux Indes sous le nom de ses sujets paroist plutost estre l'effet d'une 

fine politique que celuy de la corruption et du mauvais gouvernement de son Estat, il (…)  donne à 
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Sa Majesté Catholique l'avantage de pouvoir tousjours ruiner quand bon luy semblera le Commerce 

de celuy des Estrangers dont elle ne sera pas satisfaite (…). 

The characteristics of this kind of “free trade”, however, stand out if we compare it with the 

alternatives, from the Italian perspective. Apparently, Spanish and Portuguese authorities were ready 

to discuss a formal toleration of the Italian presence. However, in order to renounce to the degree of 

flexibility they had enjoyed before, they asked for other concessions, like a support of the Companhia 

Geral and the Estado da Índia, or a stronger stance against the Turks in the age of Cosimo II. To put 

it another way, such a formalization would have implied that local actors would enjoy less power and 

autonomy in front of these foreigners, so it is not surprising that this request had a high political cost.  

However, there was also another issue at stake. By the middle of the century the joint-stock companies 

of trade, which some Florentine merchants had looked with interest when they had been founded, had 

proved their potential. In the eyes of contemporary Genoese and Florentine policy-planners, they 

were apparently the main avenue to promote and formalize trans-oceanic trade. Modern scholars have 

followed in their footsteps, and a time-honoured tradition, which was enshrined in the studies of Niels 

Steensgaard, has seen them as a way to internalize protection costs, making it easier to promote a 

“rational” decision-making and an advantageous combination of military and trading activities.1021 

These caracteristics would have ensured the long-term economic success of the North-Western 

European countries.  

It is important to stress that this view has not gone unchallenged. More recent scholarship has stressed 

also the inefficencies of the joint-stock companies, or at least the fact that they were not always, and 

as regards all aspects, the most efficient option.1022 Their management could be cumbersome and 

costly, they had a difficult time in coordinating their agents and monitor their behaviour, and many 

people had a chance to profit from inside knowledge at the expense of the overall efficiency. The 

debate on merchant diasporas I referred to in the first chapter is also, partly, a debate on the strength 
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of informal, trust-based institutions such as small merchant firms only linked by a shared ethnicity, 

vis-à-vis the formalized joint-stock companies.1023 

Seventeenth-century Tuscans and Genoese considered joint-stock companies as a useful institution, 

long before economic historians did, because of a combination of contingent and structural factors. 

The transformations that the trans-oceanic trade underwent during the century made it appear as a 

sensible choice to copy from the most successful newcomers. In Genoa as in many other places the 

Dutch became a “model”, and the VOC was part and parcel of this fascination, which was spread 

among European élites.1024 Even the Portuguese tried to copy their rivals.1025 In the Genoese context 

there were also some more specific and contextual reasons that favoured the establishment of a 

company, as I explained. In any case, whether it was because of a reaction to political changes, or 

because of the imitation of the VOC, the second half of the seventeenth century witnessed a European 

diffusion of this model.1026  

More generally, companies were characterized by having a charter by the government, and by 

drawing on a large stock of shares. The former element was supposed to provide them with political 

clout, and the other would provide more easily their necessary financial means. This, in turn, could 

provide a better military protection. Genoese and Florentine observers clearly perceived that 

companies, regardless of their economic results, were also an extremely powerful tool of naval 

warfare, and therefore of foreign policy. 

However, as the Genoese and the Florentines found out, companies had also other characteristics to 

take into account. The Caffarella case showed that it was difficult to monitor their employees: 

companies involved a different kind of principal-agent relationship than the one Genoese people were 

used to.1027 Fifteen years later the Florentines, during their negotiations with Portugal, found out that 

the political benefits of companies came with requirements, on the side of Lisbon, that they were not 

ready to commit to.1028 Moreover, as the writer of a report on the VOC had pointed out to Cosimo 

III, companies were surely beneficial to their state and their directors, but not especially profitable.1029 
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Overall, companies entailed many relations that had to work smoothly, in order for them to succeed: 

principal-agent relationships with the employees, and political relations with foreign countries, whose 

support or at least tolerance (as the fate of the CGIO showed) was indispensable. A different foreign 

policy was a necessary precondition for a “simple” trade treaty as well. As they could not align the 

interests, or in any case coordinate, so many actors, Italian policy-makers had to give up. For the 

merchants as well as for the Italian authorities, the world of the “free agents” turned out to be a better 

option than formally authorized trade, whether through a trade treaty or through a joint-stock 

company.  

It remains to be ascertained what were the long-term consequences of this course of action. The object 

of this thesis was to analyze the relation between merchants and the Genoese and Tuscan state 

structures, as they took place on the ground, and not to study the advantages and drawbacks of free 

trade and companies per se. Leaving aside other considerations, a proper comparison of these two 

options would require the analysis of more prolonged and successful case-studies. This section was 

little more than a suggestion for future research. In any case, the comparative analysis of the different 

institutional forms of trade cannot leave out of the frame these cases, in which the path which later, 

correctly or not, could appear as more successful, was the road which was not taken.  

GRAND DUKES AND REPUBLICS 

Let us now move to a comparison between the two different states that I considered, the Grand Duchy 

of Tuscany and the Republic of Genoa. Even though the Tuscan and the Genoese attempts shared a 

similarly dismal fate, they evolved quite differently. This was due to the pre-existing differences 

between the two countries. First of all, their economic preconditions were dissimilar, and in particular, 

in contrast to Genoa, Tuscany lacked a well-developed seafaring tradition. For the moment, however, 

I want to dwell on the other important difference that separated the two countries, that is, their 

different institutional framework. As I will show, this heavily affected the clusters themselves. 

Overall, the Tuscan attempts were characterized by a higher degree of central control than the 

Genoese ones. In Genoa, the attempts took place in the form of chartered companies, that received 

some privileges and support from the Republic, enjoyed a wide public support, but which were not 

directed by state structures. By contrast, in Tuscany the public administration, and especially the 

Grand Dukes, played a more prominent role. Ferdinand’s cluster consisted of plans addressed to the 

Grand Duke, two attempts made by people on his payroll to send a ship and some people to the Indies, 

and a naval expedition, again organized and financed by the Medicis. Cosimo’s cluster was made up 

of plans, debates and negotiations that took place or were organized at court. I contend that this was 
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the result of the basic institutional difference between Tuscany and Genoa, that is, that one was a 

monarchy and the other was a republic. 

In Tuscany, political power was more concentrated than in Genoa. The power held by the Grand 

Dukes was undoubtedly limited, not so much by the formal survival of many of the organs of the old 

Republic of Florence, whose staffing and functioning was closely monitored by the Medicis anyway, 

but rather by the relatively weak hold that the state exerted on society and on its own bureaucracy. 

Nevertheless, any major political development had to pass either through the hands of the Grand 

Duke himself, or through those of a few collaborators.1030 Contact with the Grand Duke was mainly 

mediated by chains of patronage, that connected people in the society, through one or more patrons, 

to the center of power. Of course, the Grand Duke did not, nor could he, control all political processes. 

Some of them were more or less automatic, such as the slow sedimentation of the rules on Livorno 

described by Tazzara.1031 However, even that process had been started and authorized by the Medicis 

themselves. Any major change in the involvement of Tuscany with the overseas world had to be 

permitted, if not formally supported, by the Grand Dukes. 

In Genoa, power was more diffused. The Republic, of course, was hardly democratic: the number of 

patricians with full political rights was in the order of hundreds, within a polity whose total population 

was in the order of hundreds of thousands. Moreover, not all patricians were equal, and power was 

effectively concentrated within the richest ones.1032 However, there was not one single person, or 

family, whose support was indispensable. In a sense, everybody was replaceable, and even the 

powerful assentisti who loaned money and rented galleys to the King of Spain could not avoid the 

rise of the navalisti. The structure of the Genoese political system, which required often large 

majorities within the governing councils, was actually designed to impose the necessity of a wide 

consensus for every important decision. Actually one of the rationales for the establishment of a joint-

stock company, as we saw, was the desire to sidestep this problem. In Genoa projectors had to face a 

decision-making process which involved many more actors than in Tuscany. 

This influenced the information networks that were available in the two countries. In Tuscany, agents 

and consuls corresponded to the Grand Duke, usually through the intermediation of a secretary, and 

                                                
1030 Litchfield, Emergence of a Bureaucracy; Franco Angiolini, “Dai segretari alle ‘segreterie’: uomini e apparati di 
governo nella Toscana medicea (metà XVI secolo - metà XVII secolo),” Società e Storia 58 (1992): 701–20; Franco 
Angiolini, “Principi, uomini di governo e direzione politica nella Toscana seicentesca,” in Ricerche di storia moderna IV 
in onore di Mario Mirri, ed. Giuliana Biagioli (Pisa: Pacini, 1995), 459–81. 
1031 Tazzara, The Free Port of Livorno and the Transformation of the Mediterranean World. 
1032 Rodolfo Savelli, La Repubblica oligarchica: legislazione, istituzioni e ceti a Genova nel Cinquecento (Milano: 
Giuffrè, n.d.); Costantini, La Repubblica di Genova nell’età moderna, 134; Bitossi, Il governo dei Magnifici: patriziato 
e politica a Genova fra Cinque e Seicento. 
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the information they provided was concentrated in one single place. Patronage as well as information 

networks converged to the court in Florence. By contrast, in Genoa there were different networks that 

were active at the same time, and which could be mobilized independently.1033 When the former Doge 

Agostino Centurione lobbied for Genoese trade in Lisbon, he used his own private network, at the 

service of his fellow navalisti and of the Republic as a whole.1034 Networks, as all other elements of 

politics, were less centralized in Genoa than in Tuscany. 

As a result, in Tuscany decisions were quicker to make as well as more vulnerable. By relying on his 

own information and patronage networks, the Grand Dukes could decide relatively quickly to make 

decisions and implement them. Opposition could be silenced, sidestepped or limited to a stance of 

passive resistance. However, decisions could also be cancelled just as quickly. When Ferdinand I 

decided to turn the projects and information that he had collected into reality, he could do it in a 

matter of a few years. However, his death cut immediately short all these efforts, as his successor 

decided to cancel this line of action.  

By contrast, in Genoa decisions were much slower to make, as they required the slow building of 

consensus. There was no sudden change that signalled that the Republic would start following the 

advice of the navalisti, but only a slow change in the outlooks of the members of the ruling boards 

and councils, one member after the other. The decline of their ideas was similarly slow. Genoese 

politics was “stickier”, and political change was slower to come by but more resilient. 

This loose mechanism allowed more room for serendipity in Genoa. External, unexpected inputs 

could fit within broader policy, because policy was constantly negotiated, and was not planned in 

advance by one or a few actors.This is evident from the CGIO: it was a project that could have never 

been planned and expected in advance, but which resulted from the initiative of a group of foreigners, 

spontaneously collaborating with some Genoese private merchants. The Republic only took the 

opportunity to sponsor it. The mobilization and retrieval of expertise from foreigners was then easier, 

as it could pass through more channels.  

By contrast, in Tuscany projects had to fit within a more rigid framework provided by the Grand 

Duke and his collaborators. Foreign expertise could be mobilized, but only when it was specifically 

asked for, as when Sion Luz, stimulated by the Grand Duke through the intermediation of Jan van 

                                                
1033 Carlo Bitossi, “La circulación de la información y el proceso de toma de decisiones en una república oligárquica: 
Génova entre Francia y España en 1679,” in Repúblicas y republicanismo en la Europa moderna : (siglos XVI-XVIII), ed. 
Manuel Herrero Sánchez (FCE, Red Columnaria, 2017), 371–94. 
1034 See above, p. 143. 
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der Neesen, recruited a ship and its crew on the Amsterdam market.1035 In Tuscany, policy was more 

coherent than in Genoa, as it was more controlled from the center.  

FINAL REMARKS 

What were the effects of this difference in institutional organization? Is it possible to say that one 

model was more successful than the other? Unfortunately, it is not possible to answer clearly. Surely 

the Genoese attempts achieved more results than the Tuscan ones: the CGIO and the CMSG sent 

expeditions overseas, even though they were not profitable, whereas Cosimo’s cluster limited itself 

to some projects and negotiations. However, the comparison between Genoa and Tuscany cannot be 

pushed too far, as there are some aspects that escape a clear-cut dichotomy.   

In fact, Tuscany and Genoa were detached not just by their institutional structure, but also by other 

elements. Throughout this period, Genoa could rely on a local shipbuilding industry and on a limited 

number of mariners and captains, with expertise on overseas navigation. Tuscany, by contrast, always 

had to cope with the fact that it lacked a proper merchant marine, as Feroni complained.1036 This 

conditioned the unfolding of the Tuscan attempts, and it affected the freedom of action of its 

promoters. Independently from its institutional structure, Tuscany played at a disadvantage. 

Nevertheless, also the respective institutions favoured Genoa and penalised Tuscany, as far as the 

attempts for the development of trans-oceanic trade were concerned. The description of these attempts 

showed that no single actor could predict in advance how they would develop, and that it was 

necessary, for the different people involved, to remain committed to them throughout the process. 

Therefore, a mechanism that allowed for a broader participation by many different kinds of actors, 

whose rationales for participation were similarly varied, was arguably more prepared to respond to 

unexpected opportunities and pitfalls.  

The CGIO, which was promoted by Dutch-speaking merchants pursuing their interests, was more 

successful in keeping secret its operations and binding the loyalties of a whole group of people than 

the similar attempt made by Ferdinand I to use Dutch human capital for his own Indian ventures. We 

should remember that trans-oceanic trade was an activity exposed to sudden and unexpected losses: 

it is estimated that 17% of all vessels built by the VOC were eventually destroyed by shipwrecks.1037 

Therefore, incentives had to be continuously present, in order to overcome the unavoidable setbacks. 

                                                
1035 See above, pp. 81-82. 
1036 See above, pp. 174-175. 
1037 Jan de Vries, “Connecting Europe and Asia: A Quantitative Analysis of the Cape-Route Trade, 1497-1795,” in Global 
Connections and Monetary History, 1470-1800, ed. Dennis Owen Flynn, Arturo Giráldez, and Richard Von Glahn 
(Ashgate, 2002), 99.  
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With their more flexible and acephalous organization, the Genoese were better placed than the 

Tuscans in giving the right incentives for this kind of trade. 

It is important not to push this element too far. Tuscan institutions were not necessarily worse than 

Genoese ones in incentivizing trade, generally speaking. The growth of Livorno, the “masterpiece of 

the Medicis”, as Tazzara put it, clearly demonstrates it. In that case, the Grand Dukes managed to 

strike a successful balance between committing themselves to a clear, general line, and letting 

subordinate actors define the details through a more or less spontaneous process. However, promoting 

trans-oceanic trade was a different matter. An entirely new activity had to be promoted, and nobody, 

neither in Florence nor in Genoa, could know in advance what form it would take. It was in this case, 

and not necessarily in others, that the more flexible and bottom-up Genoese approach was more suited 

than the opposite Tuscan one. 

To summarise, this thesis showed how the alignment of interests of different actors could take form, 

in the development of commercial policy. It was neither the rulers who could steer the merchants 

independently of their pre-existing abilities and preferences, nor only the merchants who had the 

agency to start a new course. Rather, it was an interacting combination of incentives, which differed 

between different people and different situations, that could, or could not, commit all the actors 

involved. In a fast-changing world, these alignments did not last long, and this was the main reason 

why these attempts lasted only for a short while and were not repeated. 

Foreign merchants could provide human capital, both to their home and their host states, but this 

provision could take place in many different ways and occur through many different channels. There 

were no clear frameworks that could work in every situation, and incidental circumstances were the 

main factors at play. More importantly, merchants’ behaviour did not structure itself along ethnic or 

political fault lines. The Dutch-speaking merchants of Genoa were ready to favour the political 

agenda of the navalisti, whereas the Genoese merchants of Lisbon could prefer to favour a Portuguese 

institution. Florentine merchants were more than happy to enjoy the political support of their Grand 

Dukes, but did not intend to shift the focus of their activities to Guyana or India in order to fit within 

their plans. When foreign merchants collaborated with states, either their home or their host ones, 

loyalty was a relatively minor element at play. The pursuit of self-interest was always the paramount 

factor. 
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APPENDIX 

 
THE PARTECIPATION OF THE REPUBBLICHISTI IN THE GENOESE COMPANIES 
 

SURNAME	 NAME	
CGIO	
SHAREHOLDER	

CGIO	
INSURER/LENDER	

CMSG	
SHAREHOLDER	

REPUBBLICHISTA		(OR	
NOT)	

Approsio	
father	Giovanni	
Francesco	 	  1	 	

Asplanati	 Ferrante	 	  1	 	

Airolo	 Agostino	 1	 	 1	 	

Balbi	
Francesco	
Maria	 	  1	 	

Bo	
Giovanni	
Battista	 1	 	   

Boero	
Giovanni	
Francesco	 	 1	 	  

Borzone	
Giovanni	
Antonio	 	  1	 	

Bremaschi	 Bremasco	 	 1	 	  
Brignole	 Emmanuele	 1	 	 1	 	

Brignole	 Giovanni	Carlo	 	  1	 Bitossi	2009	

Brignole	 Rodolfo	Maria	 	  1	 	

Bronzi	 Bernardino	 	 1	 	  
Buonvicino	 Scipione	 1	 	 1	 	

Carmagnola	 Geronimo	 	  1	 	

Castiglione	 Giacomo	 	  1	 	

Castiglione	 Bartolomeo	 1	 	   
Cattaneo	 Alessandro	 	  1	 	

Cattaneo	 Lorenzo	 	  1	 	

Cattaneo	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	    

Cattaneo	
Giovanni	
Filippo	 1	 	   

Cattaneo	Pinello	 	  1	 	

Cebà	
Lazzaro	
Giovanni	 	  1	 	

Cebà	
Grimaldi	 Nicolò	 	  1	 	

Centurione	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	 	

Centurione	 Carlo	 1	 	   
Centurione	 Barnaba	 1	 	   
Cernessi	 Cesare	 	  1	 	

D'Amico	 Nicolò	 1	 	 1	
backs	the	navalisti	while	
in	the	Giunta	di	Marina	

D'Amico	 Bernardo	 	  1	 	
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Da	Passano	 Ansaldo?	 	  1	 	

De	Ferrari	 Raffaele	 	  1	 Bitossi	1990	p.	230	

De	Ferrari	 Giovanni	 	  1	 	

De	Franchi	 Girolamo	 	  1	
(Geronimo),	Bitossi	1990,	
p.	230	

De	Franchi	 Marco	 	  1	 	

De	Mari	 Iacopo	 	  1	 	

De	Vanni	 Geronimo	 	  1	 	

Della	Torre	 Francesco	 	  1	 	

Di	Negro	
Giuliano	
Agostino	 	  1	 	

Doria	 Filippo	 	  1	 	

Doria	 Nicolò	 	  1	

(considered	anti-
Spanish),	Bitossi	1990,	p.	
230	

Durazzo	
Giuseppe	
Maria	 	  1	 	

Durazzo	 Giovanni	Luca	 	  1	 	

Durazzo	
Carlo	
Emmanuele	 	  1	 	

Durazzo	 Jacopo	 1	 	   

Ferrari	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	 	

Fieschi	 Ugo	 1	 	 1	 DBI	

Forno	 Gioacchino	 	  1	 	

Franzone	
Paolo	
Geronimo	 	  1	 	

Franzone	 Agostino	 	  1	 Bitossi	1990,	p.	234	

Garbarino	 Geronimo	 1	 	   
Garbarino	 Maria	 	    

Giovo	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	 	

Giovo	
Giovanni	
Vincenzo	 	  1	

(visits	a	French	agent),	
Bitossi	1990,	p.	227	

Giovo	 Giovanni	Paolo		 	  1	
(visits	a	French	agent),	
Bitossi	1990,	p.	227	

Giustiniani	
Giovanni	
Antonio	 	  1	 	

Giustiniani	
Giovanni	
Giorgio	 	  1	 	

Giustiniani	 Alessandro	 1	 	 1	 	

Giustiniani	 Luca	 	 1	 	 Bitossi	1990,	p.	234	
Giustiniani	
della	Rocca	 Michele	 	  1	 	

Granara	 Bonifacio	 	  1	 	

Grimaldi	 Alessandro	 	  1	 	

Grimaldi	 Agostino	 	  1	 	

Grimaldi	
Giovanni	
Giacomo	 	  1	 	

Heuvel	 Jakob	van	der	 	 1	 	  
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Imperiale	 Nicolò	 	  1	
(author	of	a	navalista	
work)	Bitossi	2009	

Laviosa	
Giovanni	
Tomaso	 1	 	 1	 	

Laviosa	 Ottavio	 1	 	   

Lercari	
Francesco	
Maria	 	  1	 	

Lomellini	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	

filo-Spanish,	Bitossi	1990,	
p.	2321038	

Morando?	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	 	

Muilman	 Hendrik	 	 1	 	  
Muilman	 Willem	 	 1	 	  

Negrone	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	 	

Pallavicini	 Agostino	 	  1	 Bitossi	1990,	p.	234	

Paolini	 Bernardo	 	  1	 	

Passano	 	   1	 	

Pichenotti	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	  1	 	

Pigna	 Nicolò	 	 1	 	  
Pinelli	 Filippo	Maria	 1	 	 1	 	

Pluma	
Giovanni	
Battista	 1	 	   

Posso	
Giovanni	
Matteo?	 	  1	 	

Rebuffo	 M.	 	  1	
(Marco	Aurelio),	Bitossi	
1990,	p.	234?	

Sangallo	 Cosimo	 	  1	 	

Sauli	
Francesco	
Maria	 	  1	 	

Sauli	 Ottavio	 	  1	 Bitossi	1990,	p.	231n	

Sauli	
Giovanni	
Francesco	 1	 	   

Sautijn	 Samuel	 	  1	 	

Scalia	 Nicolò	 1	 	   

Scaglioso	
Giovanni	
Bernardo	 1	 	   

Schiannio/Sc
hiattino	 Nicolò	 1	 	   

Serra	
Giovanni	
Tomaso	 	  1	 	

Serra	 Agostino	 	  1	 	

Serra	
Giovanni	
Agostino	 1	 	   

Serra	
Pietro	
Francesco	 	    

Sopranis	 Raffaele	 	    
Spinola	 Giovanni	Pietro	 	  1	 	

                                                
1038 Even though, according to the Dutch consul Muilman, he was also a friend of the Dutch. NA, SG 11913, 29th June 
1647. 
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Spinola	
Francesco	
Maria	 	  1	

apparently	filo-Spanish,	
Bitossi	1990	p.	286n	

Spinola	 Napoleone	 	  1	 	

Spinola	 Nicolò	 1    

Spinola	

Giovanni	
Francesco	
Giuseppe	 1    

Spinola	 Cristoforo	 1    

Veneroso	
Giovanni	
Bernardo	 1	 	 1	 Bitossi	2009	

Vignali	
Giovanni	
Antonio	 	 1	 	  

Villavecchia	
Giovanni	
Battista	 	 1	 	  

 
The names of the investors mainly come from the notarial documents mentioned in the thesis, written 
by Bartolomeo Castiglione and Gerolamo Camere. When I had other sources that mentioned other 
investors, as those regarding the Dutch ones, I integrated those pieces of information. Moreover, I 
assumed that all known directors held shares. 
As regards the political leanings of the investors, my main reference has been Carlo Bitossi, who 
classified many Genoese nobles of the time on the basis of what is known about their opinions. His 
main source were lists compiled by Spanish and French diplomats of the time. If somebody visited 
the French agent Sabran, while he resided in Genoa, it is probable that he was anti-Spanish, even 
though this did not authomatically mean that he was a repubblichista. Finally, some of the investors 
were actually credited with being pro-Spanish. Others are discussed more at length by Bitossi himself 
in an essay on the navalisti. 
The documents that support the idea that Nicolò D’Amico was a navalista are those mentioned in the 
footnote n. 19 of the fourth chapter, that is, ASG, AS 1573, 6th May 1650 and ASG, AS 1667, 30th 
December 1658. 
 
Works cited: 
Bitossi 1990: Carlo Bitossi, Il governo dei Magnifici: patriziato e politica a Genova fra Cinque e 
Seicento, Genova, ECIG, 1990. 
Bitossi 2009: Carlo Bitossi, Il Genio Ligure Risvegliato. La potenza navale nel discorso politico 
genovese del Seicento, in Francesca Cantù (edited by), Linguaggi del potere nell’età barocca, Roma, 
Viella, 2009, pp. 81-112. 
DBI: Mariastella Giovanna Cappina, Ugo Fiesco, in Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, vol. 47, 
Roma, Istituto dell’Enciclopedia Italiana, 1997, pp. 533-535. 
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MAPS 
 
ITALY IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
 

 
From Corey Tazzara, The Free Port of Livorno and the Transformation of the Mediterranean 
World, Oxford University Press, 2017, p. 6. 
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THE GRAND DUCHY OF TUSCANY IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
 

 
From Furio Diaz, Il Granducato di Toscana: i Medici, Torino, UTET, 1987. Please note that this 
map refers to the beginning of the reign of Ferdinand II. By the time of Cosimo III, the Duchy of 
Castro had already been annexed by the State of the Papal States. 
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THE REPUBLIC OF GENOA IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
 
 

 
 
Map of the Republic of Genoa (excluding Corsica) by the Dutch cartographer Joan Blaeu, around 
1640. Downloaded from website Geheugen van Nederland  
(https://www.geheugenvannederland.nl/nl/geheugen/view?coll=ngvn&identifier=KONB01%3A299 
), on 9th September 2019. 
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HISTORICAL GUYANA 
 

 
 
Original work, obtained with ArcGIS from the layer “World Physical Map” 
(https://services.arcgisonline.com/ArcGIS/rest/services/World_Physical_Map/MapServer).  
 
Please note how Ferdinand I, just as the Dutch, English and Irish interlopers of the same period, 
directed his efforts towards a region that lay between the Portuguese and the Castillian parts of 
Habsburg America, and as a result was not efficiently patrolled. 
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THE INDIAN OCEAN AT THE TIME OF THE CGIO 
 

 
 
Original work, obtained with ArcGIS from the layer “World Physical Map” 
(https://services.arcgisonline.com/ArcGIS/rest/services/World_Physical_Map/MapServer). 
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