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The fifteen case studies assembled in this volume were conceived as a
supplement to the relevant issue of the European Science Foun-
dation’s series on the origins of the modern state in Europe from the
thirteenth to the eighteenth century. The purpose of the earlier publi-
cation was to assess the interaction between state finance and eco-
nomic systems, and its influence on state-formation. A comparative
perspective was adopted to allow for an appraisal of ‘national’ fiscal
history within its wider context, and the emphasis was on highlighting
general tendencies rather than exploring the peculiarities and distinc-
tive features of the processes under scrutiny. By contrast, the present
studies take a discussion of theoretical models of the modern fiscal
state as the conceptual point of reference, and give close and detailed
analyses of its early modern European variants. While the broader
approach of the general series prohibited any commitment to one
particular terminating date, the period of time under consideration in
this volume ends in 1815 to acknowledge the crucial importance of the
Napoleonic Wars, which by virtue of their economic impact and fiscal
pressures marked a watershed in the development of the modern fis-
cal state. There are two complementary studies each on medieval and
early modern developments in the ‘core’ European states, including
England/Great Britain, France, and Castile. The following nine stud-
ies examine the fiscal structures of the Holy Roman Empire, the Low
Countries in the Middle Ages, the United Provinces (1579-1806), the
Swiss Confederation, the Papal States, Venice, the Italian States,
Poland-Lithuania (up to the Partitions), and Russia (1200-1815).

The first contribution, by W. R. Ormrod, outlines the develop-
ment of the English fiscal system from the changes wrought on
Anglo-Saxon government by the Norman conquest to the transfor-
mation of the ‘domain state’ from the late thirteenth to the late fif-
teenth century. Ormrod depicts the successive stages of this devel-
opment, the first of which was characterized by the retention of ele-
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ments of the centralized Anglo-Saxon governmental system to which
were introduced the military, political, and fiscal powers of conti-
nental feudalism. The centralizing impetus of the transformed sys-
tem, as epitomized by the creation of the Exchequer, was cut short by
the rising costs of war in the reign of Edward I (1272-1307), which
necessitated the summoning of parliaments and furthered fiscal gov-
ernment by consent. The resulting circumscription of royal powers of
taxation became, in Fortescue’s definition, the distinguishing trait of
the English as compared to the French feudal system. Arbitrary tal-
lages on crown land and the towns, and penal taxes on the Jewish
population until its eviction in 1290 constituted the basis of royal
finances in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The end of the ‘do-
main state’ was brought about by the combination of a number of fac-
tors. These included, most notably, spiralling war expenses, thir-
teenth-century inflation, the agrarian crisis of the late thirteenth and
early fourteenth centuries, which was exacerbated by the devastating
impact of the plague of 1348-9, and the restrictions on royal privi-
leges, such as the auxilium, scutagium, and dona, which the political
élites began to impose through the medium of parliaments. General
taxes began to be levied on the clergy, initially with the consent of the
Pope, and, after 1330, by negotiation with Convocation. Further relief
to the crown came from tolls and customs duties and extraordinary
subsidies. The levying of direct taxes remained theoretically linked to
military emergencies, but as a result of extended warfare between
1290 and 1450, this restriction became ineffectual. However, the end
of the Hundred Years War in 1453 brought a reversal of this develop-
ment and a return to the domain-based fiscal system that outlasted the
subsequent internecine war. The ‘fossilized tax structure’ (p. 40) of the
late Middle Ages, combined with changes in textile production and
trade which entailed a decline in the taxable wool trade, caused a
steady loss in royal revenues. As regards the distribution of the tax
burden, there were considerable differences among the towns, most
of which were undertaxed, and between the north of the kingdom
and the heavily burdened middle and southern counties.

Patrick O’Brien and Philip A. Hunt demonstrate that, following the
intermezzo of Stuart finance based on excises, and the tax exactions of
the revolutionary regime, some successful reforms were implemented
by the Restoration government. In particular, the problem of ‘fiscal
pluralism’ resulting from the existence of a plurality of revenue-col-
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lecting bodies was essentially checked after 1660. Henceforth, 90 per
cent of the royal revenues were accounted for by the exchequer. Tax
farming was gradually abolished in favour of a system of crown offi-
cials, but the positive effects of this change were severely curtailed by
the persistence of patronage. Moreover, smuggling was rampant and
drained away the revenues from customs. The impact of warfare from
the late seventeenth century onwards triggered the development of
the modern fiscal state with its heavy reliance on indirect taxes and
public credit. The aggregate taxes in 1690 made up 2-3 per cent of the
national income, but this figure doubled and then trebled over the
next three decades. By the time of George III’s reign, the share of indi-
rect taxes had risen to 80 per cent, while increases in direct revenues
towards the end of the eighteenth century were the result of Pitt’s
reforms. Bonney’s introductory statements on the exceptional
achievement of the British state in terms of fiscal extraction (p. 3) are
supported by the statistical information in this chapter, which draws
attention to the fact that urbanization, structural changes in domestic
production, and accelerated industrial growth enabled the British
government to impose on its population the highest per capita taxa-
tion in Europe at the time of the French Revolution (p. 63).

The French case is discussed by John Bell Henneman Jr. and
Richard Bonney. Starting with an outline of the fragmentation of gov-
ernmental and fiscal powers in the twelfth century, Henneman gives
an account of the rise of the French fiscal and political state in terms
of a successful expansion of royal power, which was significantly
boosted by territorial acquisitions after 1204. The costs of warfare,
especially after the onset of the Hundred Years War, the collection of
ransoms for crusading monarchs (Louis IX and John II), and the con-
current wish to keep down non-aristocratic interests at the general
assemblies of the mid-fourteenth century persuaded the aristocratic
élites of the need to negotiate for a system of regular taxes that were
effectively, though not intentionally, permanent. The anti-fiscal reac-
tion in 1379-84 which followed Charles V’s military successes testifies
to the resilience of the feudal argument for the temporary and vol-
untary nature of fiscal contributions. In the long run, however, the
crisis of the fourteenth century made a lasting impact in strengthen-
ing royal governmental authority and contributing to the stabiliza-
tion of the fiscal system. The latter enabled Charles VIII (1483-98) to
embark on his military campaigns in Italy.
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Bonney’s outline of the advanced fiscal system of the French
crown in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries demonstrates that
the fiscal dilemma of the revolutionary regime was started by the
National Assembly’s decision in 1789-90 to abolish indirect taxes
without compensation, and that the ensuing difficulties were exacer-
bated by the administrative blunder of the revolutionary regime
which dismantled the system of intendants on which tax collection in
the provinces relied.

The complementary analyses by M. A. Ladero Quesada and Juan
Gelabert, which deal with Castilian finances up to 1808, highlight the
vicissitudes of Castilian royal finance: for most of the period under
consideration, it remained tied to the contractual encambezamiento
system of taxation. The public credit system based on short-term
loans (asientos) and government bonds ( juros) meant that an increas-
ing share of royal income from indirect taxes and the sale of titles and
offices was pledged to debt service. The monarch’s fiscal powers
were further impaired by repeated state bankruptcies in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, which undermined the crown’s credit
with its Italian and Portuguese bankers. The series of economic and
fiscal reforms which began with the introduction of a land register in
1749-56, and involved the creation of the ‘Banco di San Carlos’ in
1782 could not solve the problem of spiralling public debt. The crisis
was precipitated by the wars against revolutionary France, and sub-
sequently against Britain, which sparked off a series of tax revolts in
the provinces.

The following four contributions deal with the German,
Burgundian, Dutch, and Swiss territories. Wim Blockmanns’s study
of the Low Countries initiates the reader into the intricacies of the
Burgundian dual fiscal system operated by the court and regional or
local receivers. Eberhard Isenmann, Marjolein t’Hart, and Martin
Körner show that urban units such as the Imperial towns and Freie
Reichsstädte, the Dutch towns, and the Swiss city republics developed
sophisticated instruments for creating and sustaining public credit.
These fiscal sub-systems operated below the level of, or semi-inde-
pendently of, the overarching fiscal structure of the composite states
of which they formed a part.

Further case studies examine the fiscal system of the papacy as
proprietor of jurisdictional rights and services and the fiscal admin-
istration of the papal lands (Peter Partner, ch. 11), the transformation
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of the ‘Serenissima’s’ extensive fiscal administration in the republic
and on the terra ferma (Jean-Claude Hocquet, ch. 12), and the fiscal
techniques developed by the various governments of Naples,
Tuscany, and Savoy. Particular attention is given to the enlightened
administrative and fiscal reforms in Austrian Lombardy and the
Grand Duchy of Tuscany.

Eastern Europe and Russia are brought into focus in the contribu-
tions by Anna Filipczak-Kocur and Richard Hellie. The first high-
lights the obstructive impact of aristocratic resistance in general, and
of the Lithuan nobility in particular, to any reforms that could be con-
strued as an infringement of provincial autonomy. Politically moti-
vated resistance thus prevented the setting up of an adequate tax and
credit system, and entailed continued reliance on extortionate direct
taxation of the rural population. The Russian case is notable for the
profusion of bureaucratic activity: more than 100 government chan-
celleries with strictly defined departmental duties were created
between 1550 and 1800. By contrast, the development of the fiscal
system lagged behind: no national debt structure was created in the
seventeenth century, and the mingling of state and court accounts
continued until the 1760s. The subsequent changes and the spell of
reform activity under Alexander I helped usher in the ‘sophisticated
tax state’ by 1815 (p. 481).

As mentioned, the purpose of this supplementary collection of
essays is to give a fuller and more differentiated picture of the solu-
tions developed in response to the fiscal demands of medieval and
early modern state formation. Some objections might be made to the
editor’s preliminary observations on the ‘predatory’ nature of all but
the Swiss and Polish tax systems if the findings, for example, for the
Holy Roman Empire are taken into account. In assessing the applica-
bility of models of the modern fiscal state, the British case is justly
singled out on account of its refined system of public credit which
proved its viability by sustaining the fiscal burdens of military
defence. To acknowledge the exceptional nature of the British fiscal
achievement is not to deny the relative adequacy, sophistication, and
considerable resilience of such fiscal instruments as were developed
by some of the Italian states, the United Provinces, and the Imperial
towns. There are thus complementary and equally profitable ways of
interpreting the results of these highly instructive studies.
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