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The gradual worsening of social inequalities within the urban communities was
without any doubt the principal factor in the growing antagonisms that gave birrh
to Lutheranism as a protest against nascent capitalism. Fugger and Welser, on the
other hand, believed that the wealth of the few brought about the well-being of
the majority. But as our understanding of the ways in which profits were distibured
amongst the diffesrent groups in German soclery becomes greater, it becomes cleur
that Luther’s zeal in putting the blame for the weakening of the Empire on the
growth of usury was an cxaggeration, just as the moral stance of the Augsburg
entrepreneurs was utoplan. During the XIVth and X Vih centuries the living stan.
dards of the German population made considerable progress. Yet in conrast o
this positive development, and in particular the increase in real wages for the
workers, there were also a number of adverse factors at work which often assumed
predominance. The new eapitalists succeeded in freeing prices and interest rates,
and thereby brought about the min of the pillars of the medieval moral economy.
They had learned how to profit from regional variations and changing economic
conditions by dismanding the strucrure of protecuionist legistlation. Marun Luther’s
criticism of Jacob Fugger was partly right, but Fugger was not entirely in the wrong:
it was possible 1o grow rich if that was what one desired, burt at the same time
the German people were deprived of 2 considerable part of the fruits of their labour
and in ways that were much more evident than under the seigneural regime. The
identification of the clergy, of the bourgeois towas and the middling and higher
nobility as parasites did the rest: it liberated the revoludonary energy of the prasancs
and artsans and in 1525 produced the final, vivid and brief explosion before Ger-
many retutned once more te a sort of prolongation of the Middle Ages that lasted
unti} the Thirty Years War,

The commercial companics found a ready response to their appeals for invest-
ment and to their monopolist tendencies amongst sections of the bourgecisic thar
were far removed from trade (ship-builders, metal workers, merchant manufac-
turers, rentiers) and through agreements berween them prices were kept at the
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highest levels possible. Such behaviour was severely criticised both by canon lawyers
and by the public authorities, and long before the appearance of the Reformatio
sigtsmundt the leaders of urban protest had been demanding the abolition of these
companies. The evenss surrcunding the guild revoles in Constance in 1425 and
1429, show that 1t was the retail food sellers who were quickest to rake offence
at speculative operarions affecting grain and meat, and they were in turn close
to the popular consumer . They demanded that commercial operations should
be carefully distinguished from actions designed to manipulare credit, and some
went 50 far as to demand the eliminadon of all intermediaries in the distribution
of the fruirs of the soil. At that particular moment commerce was also the target
of the moral theology of the Church, which also helped blacken the image of the
merchant. There was already an awareness of the distincrion between competinion
and monopoly, and the larter was denounced as one of the most pernicious forms
of dominartion through the working of the market (Margeherrschart). Amongst those
who denounced the ‘engrossers’ mention should be made of ene parricularly in-
fluential individual, the schoolmaster Konrad Summenhart. But although the State
warched carefully over trade, the greac financiers still condnued to grow ever richer,
either by exploiting poverty or else by conunuing te artract the investments of
the princes which served to dispel the opprobrium directed against the merchants.
Charles IV provided a good example of this pracuce of ‘Don’t do what I do’ when
he invested the proceeds of the fines from the Imperial cities and towns of Fran-
conia and Swabia which, together with those of Nuremburg, reached the fine sum
of forty thousand florins in the city of Prague.

In the South, the acuvities of the commercial companies were more varied than
in the North and it was here that individual forrunes often exceeded a hundred
thousand florins {in Augsburg and Nuremburg). Those of the leading entrepreneurs
of Frankfurt, on the other hand, rarely rose above forty-five thousand florins on
average. In the Hanseatic towns the ceiling fell 1o some thirry thousand florins,
and capiral was composed mainly of immovables and rents. In every town there
was 2lso 2 marked disunction berween those few whose wealth was drawn from
big business and the far less respectable majority whose fortunes were made out
of the needs of the urban population, through speculation or whar roday we would

U lts 15 for this reason thao Kiaus d. secutown's thesis {Zunfiburgerschafr und Parnziat,
Studien zur Sozialpeschichte der stadt Konstanz im 14 und 15 Jibrbundert. (Sigmaringen,
1981 ff. 73, 124 {f, & 137ff) scems misleading. The aurhor wics at all costs to relate the
popular revolts in this typical middle-sized town, which were led by 2 milkman, 2 butcher.
z wine merchant and a jeweller (whose goods were worth more than 5,000 florins) to the
development of an anti-patrician political awateness. (Bishop Johana Windlock, who was
the candidate of CHartes IV, had forciblv added the guild corporations to the municipal
council and the patricians had tried to create an zlternative power base, irs leaders continu-
ing 1o meet separately in a house known as Katz). However A. Scuutie, Geschichre des
mittelifterlichen Handels un Verkebrs mwischen Westdeutschland und ltalien argued as long
age as 1900 that the essential ethic of the world of the craft shop was anti-monopolist.
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call loan-shartking. The municipal councillors of Hamburg in the final quarrer of
the XVth century, for example, had two and a half times as much cash tnvested °
in rents as in commercial operations . In addition. municipal loans were generally
much less rewarding in western than in eastern Germany. In the former there was
a greater preference for life annuities which generally yielded in the order of 10%
a vear, whereas in the latter permanent rents were more common and although
they carried higher risks the returns were also greater. In the XiVth and XVth cen-
wuries urban loan stock in Cologne and Luneburg provided an average. non-indexed,
yvield of 8 1/3%. It was, therefore, more advantageous to invest in the east, where
the average interest rates in many regions ran ar between 12 and 13 1/3%. The
accumulation of urban rents in different places became major business for many
capitalists, and the burgermeister of Rothenburg in 1408 held investments in 120
different towns. Even Cologne took advantage of this facility between 1351 and
1370, although as a resulr incurred debts amounting o three tumes the income
registered on Its balance sheet, However the decline in fiscal revenues provided
some justification for the szle of interest - bearing loans which 1 view of the cur-
rent inflation and demographic crisis did not constitute as heavy a charge as the
crude figures provided by these operations might suggest. Berween 1370 and 1392
loans worth 768,000 marks were ratsed on the Cologne market, three-quarters of
which were guaranceed by the city (the rest were covered by third parties). Large
packages were then sold at Lubeck, Mainz and Augsburg, indicaring the extstence
of a national marker in rent stock. But since the big capiralists were able to find
perpetual rents elsewhere, the interest rates in Cologne fell ro about 50 51/2%.
This resulted in a democtatization of holdings, and the majority of the rents wers
held 1n small packages of between only one and f{ive florins! The result was that
the municipal treasury (Szatséammered} came to play the role of 2 modern sav-
ings bank. : :

But this system was not able to sustain the impact of rapidly changing economic
conditions nor the competition of the indusirial capitalism in south-eastern Ger-
many. When in 1474-5 the Duke of Burgundy laid seige to Neuss, Cologne was
forced to sell more reat stock in two years than it had done in the previous fifry
(1,301,000 marks}). By 1474 the floaung debr amounted to 1,754,000 marks and
the annual interest payment charge to 121.000 marks. However, the worst dif-
ficulties had nor ver arrived. In addidon to the competition from investments in
mining and manufactunng, there was growing social tension in the wwn particularly
berwesn the merchants who began demanding a morarortum on the city’s debrs
and the artisans who were incensed at any suggestion thar interest pavments be
suspended. By 1512 the debrt had reached the amazing figure of 3,243,000 marks
and the bankruprey of the city's finances brought destruction to hundreds of savers.

Nuremburg was able to find a happier solution to 1ts need for liquidity. Here

P H. Rewcke, Forschungen wnd Skizien zur Geschichte Hamburgs, (Hamburg, 1951},
pp. 201-20.
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murnicipal debts took on a different character from those of Cologne, since Nurem-
burg had undertaken to get rid of its fiscal debits by purchasing its ‘freedom’.
The redemption of the annual tribute on the Jews, for example, which was in the
region of 7,000 marks cost only 80,000 florins paid to the Imperial exchequer.
Purchase of the castle of Hohenzollern emancipated the city from the intetference
by a family whose ambitions had now turned elsewhere. The struggle with the
latter did have heavy financial consequences and by 1458 the city's debe had risen
10 733,000 livres, but by the first half of the XVIth century it had been possible,
due to the prosperity of the ciry's merchants, to ammortize the debr.

It was within the conrext of this political and financial situation that the fiscal
systems of the German towns took shape. In general terms, these systems were
less constraining and less capricious than their French counterparts, which had been
caught up in the avaricious schemes of Louis XI. However, the social classifica-
tons Iindicated by the tax records which provide the medicval historian with his
basic source {the registers of tax pavers with or withour declarations of personal
wealth - Sreuerfisten - and the municipal registers for ptovision of salt - Salzbiicher)
suggest that there was greater social inequality in the incidence of taxaton in Ger-
many than in France. Fostunarely, the irregular but immensely valuable informa-
tion provided by generally extremely wordy town councillors serves to throw further
light on the structure of the urban populations. Itis from these ‘tmpressions’ that
it becomes possible to start drawing up the social staristics of late medieval Ger-
many *.

The most difficult groups to reconstruct are indeed the poor and above all the
middling sectors { Unserschichten and Mittelschichten). I this respect the research
carried our by Frich Maschke and Jurgen Sidow ? is extremely valuable, although
it is concerned with the south-western regions only. It is also evident that the defini-
tion of social thresholds is exrremely difficult, even if in general terms we can agree
that the middling orders lay below the patnciate 2nd were composed of Individuals
who enjoved the rights and title of burgers: in other words it was an estate in its
own tight. But the frontiers of poverry, on the other hand, have o be related o
prices of subsistence needs which change with economic conditions, so that the
interpretation of ‘inferiority’ may hold many surprises, However, in general terms
it can be said that anvone with assets lower than a 100 florins was likely to form

3 M. Keuexgenz, Dewtsche Wirtschafisgeschichre 1, (Munich, 1977}, pp208-9

4 On the methodological question see: E. Mascuxe Die Schichiung der mitrelidterlichen
Stadtbevéléerung Deutschiands als Probiem der Forschung in Melinges en ['honneur de
Fernand Braude! 11, (Toulouse 1973), pp367-79; W. Hersorn, Die Pofitische Fubrungss
chicht der Stady Kiln in Spitmistelafier. Rhein Archiv, 100, 1977 pp59/93/99/420: M.
Tocu, Die Nuremberger Mittelsichichren tm 15 Jabrbundert, Schriftenrethe des Stadrarchivs
Nitrnberg 1978 1-X20OIXIII.

v Geselliehaftiiche Unterschichien m den :z:dwe;tdear:céan Stidten [Collogue
Schwabisch-Hall 1966) Seurtgart 1967, pp 26. 28/9.31. 34. 40/41, 102/3, 179: Stidtische
Mazelschichren (Biberach colloquium 1969} 1 1972, pp 441f, 53/4, TIf, 14243, 150, 162.
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part of the ‘Inferior’ social orders of XVth century German towns.

The first thing to strike one about the social composition of many of these towns -

1s the high concentraton of arrisan and manufacturing wotkers (Handwerksknechte
and Hanawerksmégae). In the second half of the XVth century they represented:

18.6% of the 20-21,000 inhabirants of Nuremburg
17 % of the {(+) 9.000 inhabirants of Basle

23 % of the 5.500 inhabitants of Baurzen

15 % of the 5,300 inhabitants of Nordlingen

In the case of the textile town of Bauzen, the gabelle registers show thar they
were distributed in three roughly equal groups: one third owned nothing (Haé-
nets), and paid no taxes: a big third owned the minimum property ; a smaller
third paid relatvely high taxes. As a result there were some 800 weavers amongst
the mass of 3.200 poor citizens, who formed 59% of the town’s population in
1460 and 51% in 1545 This was a heterogenecus group which included pro-
tetarians, the sick, the unemployed and a variety of social ourcasts, in other words
every caregory of unfortunates whose possessions never exceeded 100 florins and
often fell back inco the depths of misery with goods valued at less that 10 flonins
(37% of the poor in 1460, 34% in 1545).

_ At Basel berween 1453-4 there were three beggars and three blind men in the
0-10 flotin category, showing that they were all suuctural rather than conjunc-
taral poor, and there must have been many more like them than the sources sug-
gest. Everywhere there were many priests to be found amongst the poor. Berween
the mid-XVih and the mid-XVIth cenmuty, at 2 ime when it was necessary 1o in-
vest between § and 10 marks 1o receive an income of half a mark a year, the benefice
of the curé of Erbach was worth 40 flotins a vears. At Friburg, with a populauon
of abour 6,000 in 1500, half the inhabitants were listed amongst the economically
inferior classes. Amongst then we find 77 secular priests {one for every 40 poor
citizens), while there were exactly one hundred benefices to provide for the needs
of this episcopal town. This serves to show thar the living standards of the parnsh
clergy bore little relation to cultural artainments, sicce the university matricula-
tion registers indicare that 95% of parish priests had completed advanced theological
studies either in Germany or abroad.

Behind the growing discontent of the mass of the utban population, there were
2 number of complaints that recur time and time again: the wages of the
joutneymen fixed by the guild councls, the obligations of residence in the
household of the master craftsman. the absence of reference to any normal farnily
life. Solirude was in fact the great curse of the bulk of the urban population. The
grear economic curse, on the other hand, lay in the combinatoen of unemploy-
ment and 'moonlighting’. In cases where the workers were able 1o exert sufficient
pressure, the larter received official sanction with the concession of the right o
sell direcdy on the marker (this was the case at Ulm in 1346 when the domestic
linen weavers were granted the right to sell their products).

Bur was there any possibility of copying the hero of Mezer Helmbrechs and nis-
ing up through the ranks of urban society by frequenting the Great? Whatever

$39
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might have been the case in the book, this did happen but with greater difficulty
than that experienced by the hero. Berween 1350 and 1500 in south-western Ger-
many, 80% of entrants into the bourgeaisie did so through marriage, and therefore
freely. Bur there were other means of social promotion available in the rowns, In
those towns that were engaged in long distance trade, the workers’ guilds {both
wage-earners and independent craftsmen} and the service guilds (warehouse and
carrving trades) enjoved the right to burger status. [n the case of Cologne. these
amounted to 5% of the population, while in the Hansearic towns there are fre-
quent references to women workers who owned stock in the municipal debrt.

The diversity of the urban populations is therefore surprising and considerable.
Friedrich Blendiger, for example, studied 54 districts in Augsburg in 1396 and
discovered that there were 3,617 individuals subject to tax payments, including
forcigners and Jews: only slightly less than half of the total population (49.6%),
in a city where the Hadnits scemed 1o be legion. Amongst those who paid the
tax on personal wealth, he identified six separate categories:

Those paying less than 3 florins 40.2%
Those paying 3 to 10 flerins 4.75%
Those paving 10 to 20 florins 2.6%
Total % of the middling orders 47.5%
- Those paying 20-30 flerins 1.6%
Those paying 50-100 florins 0.3%
Those paying over 100 florins 0.2%
Toral % of che upper orders 2.1%

These figutes on the disuibuvon of taxes amongst the middling and upper orders
only parttly reflect the extent of the priviliges of the bourgeosie, since 646 burgers
paid no taxes at all. On the other hand, many of the larger conuiburors were not
bourgeois. In which case, what was the bourgeoisie? What meaning does the rerm
‘middiing orders’ have?

Peter Eitel has argued thar in the case of Upper Swabia the former be defined
as all those who were not patricians and who were able to exercise their craft or
trade as freemen (Zunftbirgertum) or whose ancestors were publicly recognized
to have enjoved the rights of burgers (Birgerrech?). They were neither patrnicians
nor ordinary tewnsmen (Bewosner) therefore, but members of kin groups
strengthened by communal solidaricy. But there was also a genuinely middling
class, composed primarily of arusans, whose borders were on one hand the Haé-
nizs and on the other those who paid taxes of ten florins and more. There was

¢ The tax threshold of 20 flonins represented a fornine of 1200 florins. For 1558, a vear
for which we have complete fiscal records, the numbers of Habnits - which had increased
considerably since 1475 - began 1o decrease. In 1558 they were 47.4% of the toral §770
potential tax pavers listed: of the 5 474 listed in 1712 they would form only 27.3%. The
maximum seems to have been reached around 1604 when 10,069 houscholds were listed
on the register: see Stadt. Murrelseh. cir sopra p. 334

340




Lconomec Change. Taxation and Social Mobility in German Towns in the Late Midale Ager

also another much narrower middling group consisting of merchants and certain
noble crafts (Herrenziifte), who paid raxes of berween 10 and 20 florins. Within .
this milieu the solidariues were genuine, probably more so at Augsburg than
Nuremburg since tn the latter case the regulations of 1368 rook the precaution
of emphastzing the legal natre of the community (Schwurgemetnschait).

If membership of the middling orders (and the plural is obligatory) was defin-
ed either by birth or accession through labour, through marriage or through coop-
ton, in short by recognition of status, there still survived a cermain fraterniry of
the street or of 2 particular wrade, with the result that the 17.9% of the popula-
tion that figured amongst the non-tax payving bourgeoisie - but who were
nonetheless quite distinct from the Hebmzr - and who represented the "Ol-
Augsburgers' in distress, sull retained political represenrartion in the town and in
the Empire. On the other hand, when we turn to the weavers, we find that within
this socio-occupational group of 550 persons (a lictle under a tenth of the total
heads of families in the town, which in 1475 numbered 4,485) 2 full half were
Habnits.

Thanks o the survival of quite exceprional documentary sources - the Sa/z
Registers, the tegisters of the Common Penny and the Book of Armoury - 1t is
possible to reconstruct the property - owning classes of Nuremburg with much
greater precision and 1o see that they constituted a much more homogeneous and
compact group than in Augsburg, although the wage earners and proletariar were
also much more set apant from municipal life”. Here in Nuremburg older
solidarities seem to have been forgotten more quickly, and the newcomers who
grew rich 1n large numbers from the mining and mertal working industries tower
over an anonymous mass of Hzbnsts and bumbler middling folk whose kin systems
were in decay.

In the period for which we have studied the Book of Armoury (1408) and the
Sa/t Book (1443) Nuremburg had berween 35.000 and 40,000 inhabitants. The
two sources indicate respectively the existence of 2.238 and 3.400 notables, either
pauician or bourgeois, both exercising considerable influence. In Nuremburg it
required only the demonstration of wealth to achieve the status of notable. Some
12,000 to 17,000 inhabitants, including women and children. emerge as being
well off + 2 considerabie number - and stand our from a smaller popular class chan
might be expected. From the two documents thar we have used. there emerges
the picture of a large spread of middling fortunes - but it must be emphasized

T Cf Werner Scuurruess, Seaat Mitelseh, op. cit., pp. 14213 and W. von StROMER,
Oberdeutsche Hochfinanz, op. cit., pp. $29-535. The Sak Book registered the distribution
of the forced stock-piling of salt (according 10 wealth, individuals were obliged o keep
berween 1 to six cakes of salt to guarantee the city's needs in case of war). The Common
Pesxny (0.1% per annum on private wealth declared at over 500 florins) was in theary a
permanent 1ax after; 493 (see below). For the same purpose as che 3alt Book. the Book
of Armourics (Harmischbucher) iisted the military equipment {Pawzer) owned by all the
wealthier citizens.




Jean-Prerre Cuviilier

thar this middling status was in the context of an overall prosperity that had no
equal in the Empire - above which there was a much narrower pyramid of the
very rich.

I I]
Oweners of Armory ! Cwners of Blocks of Salt

L ®) L9 12 (8P) 6
i 8

3 (P 6 11 (5P} 5
8 (6P 5

7 (19 P} 4 176 (26 P.) 3
61 (30 P) 3

206 2 798 2

!
1,031 : ; 2,403 1

The central fearure of the upper sections of this society lies in the fact that the
bourgeois (Burger) wete intermixed with the patricians (indicated by P on the table),
or clse were indistinguishable in their life styles®. Buc this patriciate owed it
distinctiveness to the fact that it consuruted the municipal bourgeomsie (Birger
vom Rat) with the result that its power was dependent on institurional status ($tzn4)
and not on 1ts strength as a class. It is significant that in the three upper caregones
of column II, individuals are named, as is the case in column I for the owners
of armour and weapons, whereas in the lower categories of the assessment for the
salt tax we find on the other hand Aousebolds, which are listed by district and
by street. It is also surprsing that amongst the 91 nchest families in Nuremburg
in 1408, 59 were described as pacricians, whereas a generation later the salt ax
register indicated that there were 199 wealthy families, of which 39 were parri-
cians. In fact, the meaning of these differences depends on how we wish to incer-
pret these registers of wealth, and there was something of a conflict berween the
registers of owners of salt and of weapons. Werner Schulthetss has suggested that
many men of patrician status were not In possession of more than one or two cakes
of the much sought after and prized salt, and for that reason did not register their
names on the list. as for example the two wealthy non-parricians Berrold and En-
dres Tucher who in 1450 declared assers of 25,000 florins. Weapons and armour
were something else, and formed the basis of the city’s army; 2,238 property owners
being responsible for providing 2,709 sets of military equipment. The soldiers’

% In theory there was one patrician and one commoner {Gemayn). But heading the latrer
were the Honourables (Efrbare) forming an obere Mitteischicht or an upper middle class!

These social structures onby tock tangible form whea they were expressed in instutional
rerms.
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milirary hardware provides a better guide o wealth than the precautonary attemprs
to create reserves of salt - again with needs in time of war in mind.

Although it was composed of only one-fifth of the total personnel of the in-
surutions of higher finance, the parriciate completely dominated the city’s institu-
tions. They totally controlled the Litle, or executive Council, and in the Great
Council were flanked by the so-called ‘Honourables’, that is 10 say non-patrician
bourgeois who were selected on the basis of landed property and reputation by
the heads of the different districts of the city (Vierredmeister): in 1431 they
numbered 230, among whom we find many of the richiest individuals registered
in the Salt Book. Therefore in Nuremburg wealth (Rewchzum) conferred civic status
and dignity (Retswiirde)®. This complex bur rigid system - the patriciate closed
1ts ranks mn 1321 as can be seen from the curtous example of the municipal ball
to which lawyers, doctors, and artists might occasionally be invired bur never per-
sons of lower social order - was completed by the inclusion of the represencatives
of eight of the guilds on the Little Council. Yer the pre-established nature of the
patriciate is indicated by the fact that only one of these guilds represented a metal
- working industry in the lists char were finalized 1n 136819, despite the fact that
Nurembuzg was the capital of the mewal - working industries and crafes.

Before 1495-97 the diversity of fiscal regulations is such, and the variatuons in
wealth taxes from one city to another $o great, thar together with the absence of
continuous series of fiscal records it makes it virrually impossible to attempt a general
reconstruction of the strazifications of urban society on the basis of municipal
finances. However some comparisons and generalizations can be made, and we
shall mention at least a few of those that are suggested by the detaled but in general
extremely self-effacing monographs that are availabie!!

First of all, a general quantitative framewotk. In the XVth century, the pover-
ty threshold lay below a declared estare worth 150 marks (229/230 grams of gold)
in Liibeck, or less than 100 florins in Augsburg. But irrespective of the monetary
systems used, where was the threshold berween the middie class and the upper
class? The relative proportions between levels of poverty and wealth varied greatly

® W. von STROMER, Qberdentiche Hochfinanz, op. cit., pp. 293, 525/30.

10 The invitation made to Durer to becomne 2 member of the Nodides Normmburgenses
must have struck him as grotesque, since he wrote from Venice: ‘it 1s only here chac [ am
a lord' (Hier bin ich ein Herr), of H. H. Homuan in Untersuchungen zur geselischafilichen
Struktur der mirrelaiterfichen S1idgte 2nd edn 1974 (Vortrige und Forschungen, XI. Sigmai-
ingen}, p. 77.

"1 Summary of the dara. gmng the thresholds between one group and another {lower,
medium and upper) for various towns: H. Ausw & W. Zown, Handbuch der deutschen
Wireschafis - und Sozealgeschichte |, (Swunegare, 1971), p. 377 which also (pp. 297-8) gives
an excellent description of muaicipal finances and examnines the examples of Augsburg and
Frankfurt in derail. See also A. von Branpor, Libeck, Hanse, Nordeurpa. Cologne. (Vien-
na}, 1979, pp. 226-31, for Libeck and Regensburg, and Braxor 2gain on Libeck. Wunder
on the south-west, Brunngr on Vienna and Hamburg in Unsersuchungen. op. cit., pp.
113-7, 211-3, 227-8, 278-81.
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from one city 1o another: at Litbeck, Rostock and Augsburg the ratio was about
one to four (150 marks: 600 marks): at Dresden, Gorlirz, Mulhausen, Hall, Con-
stance. Esslingen and Heilbronn one to five: and ar Frankfurr and Basel one o
ten. The same divergencies are to be found in the distribudion of tax payers at
Libeck and Augsburg at abour the same dates (1460 and 1475):

Libeck ]I Augsburg

|
E
Upper bracket |
% 22.3% 8.5%

{ + 600 marks or + 500 florins)

Middle bracker
{between 150 and 600 marks, 38.5% 5%
berweent 100 and 500 florins)

‘Lower bracket
{less than 150 marks or 100 flofins) 39.4% 36.5%

Bur even if we atrempr to compare what is more strictly comparable, it is alse
clear that there were enormous differences in the relationship berween social class
and fiscal burdens within z single town over tume. If we rake for example the mid-
dle class of Rostock, which one muight expect to be reasonably stable and contdnuous,
we find that it provided 55.1% of tax payers in 1409, 28.6% in 1482, 21.4%
in 1533, With the single excepdon of Basle where the stability of the different
social groups berween 1446 and 1475 was remarkable, the composition of the dif-
ferent soctal groups over time varied considerably. In Rostock, for example, there
were more wealthy people berween the early XVih century and the firsc year of
the XVith century, bur also greater numbers of poor (in fact their number nearly
doubled). However, it is possible to discern one more general distinction - the
gap berween the distibudon of wealth and income was less in the Hanseauc towns
and in the middle - sized cittes than in the cradles of the new industnial produc-
non {fustian cloth and meral working).

Was this because the economy and the structure of municipal inscrutions found
a reflection in the stratification of sociery? Where large forrunes were ded either
10 long - distance trade or to mining or to manufacwuring or o banking - and
if we leave aside the legal professions and the insututions like abbeys which were
registered as juridical bodies - then a mass of normally bachelor journeymen found
themselves faced by 2 small minotity in whose hands lay virrually the entire capiral
wealth of the town. At the same ume, the wpe of strucrure operated by the groups
that dorminated the municipal government also served o strengrhen such disparicies,
and in that sense Augsburg was even more inegalitarian than Nuremburg or
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Frankfurt, and Constance. a major cenue of international rade, was more hicrar-
chical than Heilbronn or Regensburg, an ancient city in which the fiscal groups -
were highly intermixed.

In the case of the latter, as Karl Bosi has shown in his recent monograph based
on the Sa/t Book of 1374, the distribution of the fiscal burden was still based on
the topographical system of the XIth cenrury and related 1o the roval. the clerical
and the commercial districts of the city (regrus pagus, pagus cleri, pagus mer-
catorunt). However, 1n this case the king, the bishops, the monastries and religious
foundations were still the most important elements in the city’s economic life,

In Constance the average personal wealth in 1460 was 470 florins. bur fell
340 ac Hall, 245 ar Esslingen. 225 at Hetlbronn. And as proof that the existence
of thresholds of wealth at 100/150 and at 500/600 florins was one of those fic-
tions which both local and imperial administrators chose to use to minimise the
differences berween different social classes and to guarantee the success of raxes
on urban wealth we have the distribution of wealth declared (A) by families (F)
across the social ladder in Swabia in the mid-XVth century reconstructed by Gerd
Wunder!?; :

Constance was both a capirtal city and a major commercial cencre. It had more
tax pavers and slightly more taxes than other cites, although the lower classes were

Constange Hall f Heilbrona ! Essiingan
E A F A | E A F A
+ 5.000 fl. 30 (2%} 13 {1%) 3(0.3%) 1{0.1%)
P70 (39%1 57 {28%) 13 {11%) 5 (2%)
| |
1.000 -35.000 113 (8% 49 (5% 31 (4% 41 (4%}
P38 (37%) 109 (32% 60 {32%) 8i(31%1
{ ! ' !
100 506 (51% sz qaa%,] 550 {66} 536 (48%
18 {2%) I116%) 2 {12%)% 15 (8%

12F = the number of families: A = assers declared (the flgures are rounded upwards
and given in thousands of florins). Headquarters of the Great Company Ravensburg in 1473
were similar to Constance where 143 families {10% ) held 76% of the wealth of the aty.
In Ravensburg from the 987 tax payers whose total assers amounted to 450.000 flotins, T0%
of this amount was owned by 20 heads of families. Cf Stdar Mersedsch. (see note 5. pp. 1201
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both more numerous and more impoverished than elsewhere. The majoricy of these
were wage carners and domestic weavess. whose wealth disappears when conrrasted
with that of the great merchants (Handelsherren). At Heilbronn and Esslingen
on the other hand rhe poor were better off, and it was primartly the petite bourgeoisic,
the groups of those paying taxes berween 100 and 150 florins, that held nearly
half of the city's wealth: many of these were artisans 2nd owners of small vineyards.
Not only were largerforrunes rare herte, but large capital also played a small pan
in the city's economy, This was due to the fact that Esslingen’s expansion had
come 10 an end while thar of Heilbronn would not take place until the XVIth
century. The powerful and wealthy also had less influence 2t Hall than in Con-
stance. and the poor were also less miserable there. The middle class of the ‘bet-
ter' artisans made a smaller contribution than at Heilbronn or Esslingen, but still
twice as great as in Constance.

Did involvement in grand commerce make z city more free?. Centainly - but
did 1t also make for the well - being of the majority {say 85-90%)? This seems
unlikely, since we must remember that a capiral of 500 florins would only provide
an annnual income of 25 florins. Above that one had to pay 8 or 10 florins in
rax. At z time when, as we know from that excelient source for the realities of
life in western Germany, Johannes Butzbach, a ‘quintal of rye costs about half
a florin’ {1496} then a degree of comfort could be achieved with such 2n income.
Bur with less than 100 florins - although fortunately this fell below the tax threshold
- a family was quickly reduced to mere subsistence levels. The income of a typical
building worker, which was about 10kg of rye in equivalent, was therefore of con-
siderable importance within such 2 family budger, and the marterial divisions bet-
ween small producers and temporary of permanent wage-eatners are therefore
extremely difficult to establish. Nonetheless the esumare that some 80% of the
income of the poorer social groups went on purchasing food when bread was dear
seerns 1 be fully jusufied. This was declared to be the case, and 1e was also linked
to the increase in interest rates on loans, in the petitions addressed to the municipal
councils of Frankfurr {1355), Constance (1425-1429}, and generally in Swabia
(1437-38). The great protest movement which accompanied the Diet of Nurem-
burg which was then amplified by Luther berween 1522-3 was essentially direcred
against the merchant companies which monopolized and hoearded subsistence
goods!.

But nonetheless, the general calm of the urban masses once che years 1350 to
1375 had passed is astonishing. The guild revolts in Nuremburg i 1348 (led by
the armourers), in Danzig in 1378 and 1416 (led by the brewers), at Aachen in

'» Wages which were free in two senses of the word (both juridically and with regard
to the means of production) were o be found in the XVith cengury in the mining indusery:
of A. Lavee. Studren uber den erzpebirgischen Sifnerbau von 1470 bir 1546, (Berlin, 1974),
pp. 112 &

i+ E. ScHMAUDERER, Studten zur Geschichte des Lebensmitilwissenschafi, Vieneljahrschr.
fur Sez. u. Winschaftsgesch. LXII 1975, pp. 189 ff.
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1427 and 1450, Mainz in 1444, Brunswick in 1443, hardly reuched them. It was
only as a resule of the demagogy of the patrician of Aachen, Evchorn - somewhar -
in the Florentine style! - that caused a popular riot to take place in the city when
Evchorn took offence ar the absenteeism of the town counciilers. But elsewhere
the aretsan guilds had succeded in gerring rid of exclusively patrician councils dur-
ing the course of the XIVth cenrury, and had generally been assisted by the monar-
chy as had been the case in Thuringia (Erfurt. Nordhausen and Mulhausen) where
Charles IV had flirted with the idez of rebuilding part of the roval domatne around
the freed cities - a project that was only partly realized.
Did the public order that characterised Ausburg in the early XVIth century
- owe much to the chariry and public aid policy adopted by the Fugger and their
wealthy supparters? Like the Monts of Milan, Genoa and Venice special insuru-
tions had been created ro provide for the sick and the poor. The Hachsterter found-
ed 2 ‘Foundadon of Our Lord God', the Welsers a 'Bank of St Ulrich’, and the
Fugger their Fuggeres which was modelled on cerrain chanitable msurutions in the
Netherlands. Yer in the Golden City the gap berween rich and poor remained
huge. In 1509 there were 4,990 taxpayers on the register, of which the Habmizs
and middling fortunes {that 15 up to assets of 3,600 florins) comprised 4,868.
Therefore, the city was dominated by only 132 famuilies, of whom 39 declared for-
tunes valued 2t berween 200,000 and 2 million florins! Let us make the comparison
once more with Lubeck - although the same could be said for Frankfurt: the guild
_aristocracies who in Augsburg had fortunes ranging between 10,000 and 200,000
florins were more aumerous in Lubeck bur their wealth was less (200 families,
average wealth 3,000 to 5,000 florins}, and their occupations revealed the persistence
of a classical medieval urban economy of consumption and redistribution - they
included merchants, bur zlso master-bakers, goldsmiths, and others.

Was it because of this flood -of gold that three princes were to fall madly in
love 1n Augbsurg? Albert I, son of Ernest of Bavaria, met Agnes, the daughter
of a barber called Bernauer, there in 1428, Another Wirtelsbach, the Elector Palatine
Frederick I the Victorious. fell in love there, too, in 1471 with Clarz Totr the
daughrer of a municipal admunistracor. Eighry years larer the Archduke Ferdinand
of Habsburg met Philippine Welser there. The daughter of Franz Welser and niece
of the illustrious Bartholomius. she had been born in 1527 in an excellent piace
- the Wine Marker (Weinmarkzt). In fact, loans were made only to the rich. Jacob

\* Particularly ar Edfurt which at the close of the XVth century was ‘capical of a hua-
dred villages'. Cf Europiische Stadegeschichre in Mittelalter und frither Neuzeir, ed W.
Macpemav. (Weimar. 1979}, pp.130 ff. Oa Acues. of E. Meuthen Der gesedischaritche
Hintergrund der Aacoener Verpassungskimpfe... s, Aach. Gesch. Ver, DUIV.LXXY,
196243, pp.299-392.
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Fugger would like to have us believe that he lozned only w the poor. Sull today
on the other side of the Maximilianstrasse. near St George and the Schlossermauer,
can be seen the architecrurall remains of the Fuggerer, now paradoxically called
the 'Houses of the master-craftsmen’. The worker cities of the past serve to re-
rnind wus that their wealthy beneficianes always tied their well - organized chariwable
operations to massive monumental demonstrations of their purpose!s,

' G v. Powatz. Awgrburger Naufleste ant. cit. in Augusta 955-1955. Forschungen und
Stndien zur Kultur Wirtschaftsgeschicnte Augsburgs ed. H. R, (Augsburg, 1933), pp.
115-6. Cf also Zom in H. Avew & W. Zowy, Handbuch, op. cit. {sec note 11) p. 484,
For more information on these famous women see the biographies in Lebensbilder aus dem
Bayerischen Schwaber 1-11. ed. G. v. Powrz.
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