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      INTRODUCTION

      

      The Republic of Geneva was a political sport in European history. No other city won its independence in the sixteenth century, and then succeeded in preserving it for over two hundred and fifty years ; even if Geneva had not won a permanent niche in European history as the seat of Calvin’s experiments and later as Rousseau’s point of departure, the city would still hold a certain particular interest for the student of European government. Of course, the political peculiarities of Geneva are subordinate to her worldwide fame as the Calvinist Rome, and at some crucial junctures the city owed the preservation of her precarious independence to this religious reputation. But the chain of cause and effect can just as easily operate in the opposite direction ; the new and tiny urban republic provided Calvin with the ideal political base for his experiments, and probably colored Calvin’s interpretation of economic and social issues. The complicated interrelations of Calvin and Genevan politics undoubtedly form the single most important theme of any study of the Alpine city’s sixteenth-century history, and it is to this problem that we shall return at the end of the essays.

      But the essays themselves are addressed to different questions in the political history of sixteenth-century Geneva, questions quite different from those answered in the innumerable textbook accounts of the rise of Calvin. Sadoleto, Castellio, Ami Perrin and the ‘Libertines, ’ and above all the interminable histories of Michael Servetus : there is no point in returning to such commonplaces of Reformation history in this study, when perfectly adequate surveys summarizing the best ancient and modern scholarship may be found in such accounts as John T. MacNeill’s History and Character of Calvinism
 (Oxford University Press, 1954). All such accounts are oriented towards the history of the Reformation rather than the history of Geneva, and consequently give a rather uneven version of the latter. Certain aspects of Calvin’s adopted city have been studied with that dour and microscopic precision which is a notable quality of Genevans in particular and of Calvinists in general. Certain other aspects have been almost completely ignored, even by local historians. Yet the relevant records exist, and deserve study for the light they shed on the government of a unique European state as well as for some incidental information they may provide about Calvin in Geneva.

      

      The specific questions which these essays investigate therefore concern the understudied aspects of sixteenth-century Genevan government, from the establishment of the Seigneurie de Genève
 in 1536 to the death of Theodore Beza in 1605. The ways through which the city managed to stay fiscally afloat, the day-to-day operation of local institutions, and the evolution of Geneva’s governing class during the first crucial generations of independence and Reformation ; themes which illustrate the political history of an early modern European city, typical in some respects, unique in others. The value of these studies would be much greater if a comparative bibliography for other urban republics could be completed. Such an approach would enable one to drew lines of demarcation between what was Genevan and what commonplace ; or between what was typical of urban oligarchies and what of monarchies. But such considerations are unfortunately beyond the bounds of these studies, and we have been able to give only a few indications of comparative institutions in the regions surrounding Geneva : the Duchy of Savoy and the Bernese territories in Vaud. This approach is a valid one, because the horizons of Geneva’s civil government (as opposed to her pastors) seldom went further than Lyon, Berne, or Turin.

      These studies originated as part of a dissertation for Princeton University under the direction of Dr. E.H. Harbison, whom I should like to thank here for his constant aid and encouragement. My debts to the various specialists in Genevan history are even greater : to Dr. Robert M. Kingdon of the State University of Iowa ; to the alert and sympathetic staff of Geneva’s Archives d’Etat, MM. Gustave Vaucher and Louis Binz ; to a group of Genevans who have contributed in various ways to enrich my understanding of Genevan history, and especially to the young Chartistes
 whose studies are frequently cited here, Jean-François Bergier and Alain Dufour. Without their suggestions and criticism, this work would have many more errors of fact and perspective.

      E. William Monter

, 
Department of History, 
Northwestern University, 
Evanston, Illinois, U.S.A.
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      Chapter I 

GENEVAN PUBLIC FINANCE

      A city’s financial records provide a remarkably rich and varied picture of her municipal life. Everything is here, expenses of war and peace, the urgent and the banal, curiously juxtaposed in these official registers just as in the minutes of the Councils. Geneva’s finances were always a matter of vital interest to her magistrates. The sheer bulk of surviving records, larger and more complete than those on diplomatic or even on ecclesiastical affairs, bears eloquent testimony to this. Row upon row of thick registers, many of them colorfully bound in copies of missals or bulls or some other “useless” relic of the episcopal era, most of them prepared expressly for the scrutiny of the Republic’s auditors, repose in the thick-walled grotto beneath Geneva’s old Maison de Ville
. And unlike other types of historical records, they have remained undisturbed by generations of local scholars ; the nineteenth century regarded them as beneath notice, and the twentieth century is only slowly overcoming this attitude. The fiscal history of Geneva in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries remains virtually a tabula rasa
.

      There are no major gaps in Geneva’s financial records, and the story they have to tell of the infancy of the Republic is highly illuminating. It is also maddeningly complicated, since there are often as many as four interdependent public accounts in operation at the same time ; disentangling the borrowings from one treasury to another, evaluating the various units of account before attempting to reduce them to a common denominator, the florin de Genève
, then recoiling before the new difficulties posed by treasuries who received and disbursed in grain more often than in coin — the margins of error involved in all these calculations will easily explain why the totals at which we have arrived for annual expenses are approximations. To further add to these difficulties, Genevan audits occured at irregular intervals before the 1570’s and 1580’s, when balances began to be struck and examined in January for nearly all the important treasuries. Finally, there is a strong suspicion that several of the earlier records were systematically falsified. When all these difficulties are added together, the habits of the ancien régime
 which refused to prepare annual budgets (Geneva’s first such appear in the early eighteenth century) become understandable. But the twentieth century can only think fiscally on such terms, and we have organized our account accordingly.

      There are other problems connected with this essay which also require clarification. This is a fiscal rather than an economic study ; it examines budgets, including donations and disbursements appearing in treasury audits which never involved any transfer of coin, or even of a lettre de change
. It is a bookkeeper’s history, nothing more.

      *
**

      
        (a) The Chrysalis Years
, 1536-1566

        From the dawn of independence, Messieurs de Genève
 had a certain reputation for poverty, a reputation which they candidly recognized and eventually used in soliciting foreign aid.1
 The causes of this reputation are not far to seek. Their predecessor, Geneva’s bishop, had generally considered his see a mediocre one ; one notes, for example, that Pierre de la Baume had an extremely difficult time in 1522 trying to raise 3,960 écus capital and interest for a papal bull which permitted him to hold an abbey in plurality.2
 The bishop of Geneva had collected the lion’s share (usually two-thirds) of municipal tolls and taxes, plus the lucrative revenues of justice ; but the principal source of his income and that of his chapter were their various properties within his diocese, and various rents and taxes paid by peasants inhabiting those lands.3



        The bishop had been incomparably richer than the commune of Geneva. Ordinary municipal income, even when the fifteenth-century fairs had raised the city’s commerce to its apex, seldom attained a thousand florins per annum. The special taxes which the city authorities later imposed, the gabelle on wine in 1477 and on salt in 1519, seldom yielded more than five thousand florins annually. However, these tiny figures do not comprise the most important part of the history of municipal finance in episcopal Geneva. The commune’s major expenses were a series of “free gifts,” extorted principally by the Duke of Savoy, in return for privileges chiefly connected with the city’s four annual fairs. Sometimes, as in 1456 or 1459, the commune had met these demands by borrowing from the local branch of the Medici bank. But a really expensive “gift,” such as the 9,376 florins which the Duke extracted from the burghers of his most prosperous city in 1464, necessitated a property tax (in this case, of 1 ½ %) upon the city’s liquid wealth.4



        Far and away the greatest of these exactions was the indemnity of 48,000 florins imposed on Geneva by the Swiss Confederation in 1475, during their war with the Burgundians (to whom the Duke of Savoy had been allied). The commune sought several methods to meet this demand. They inaugurated a sales tax on wine, they imposed a property tax in 1477 far heavier than in 1464, this time of one-tenth ; but they still had to borrow 16,000 florins du Rhin
 at Strasbourg in order to meet the Swiss on time. This debt of 1475, an unexpected by-product of the ruin of the grand designs of Charles the Bold, unbalanced Genevan civic finances for a long time afterwards. No sooner was it greatly reduced than the Swiss presented new claims, upon the conclusion of the abortive combourgeoisie
 with Fribourg in 1519. The Bernese priced their alliance at four thousand écus ; Geneva’s commune inaugurated a new sales tax on meat, and met the demand for immediate payment by a forced loan of 24,000 florins from the more solvent citizens in 1520.5



        The financial history of the old commune thus reveals a small and inelastic annual income, just balancing the small expenses of municipal government, which was occasionally disturbed by severe demands which could only be met by direct taxes on all the city’s inhabitants (excepting the clergy) and by forced loans from the wealthier merchants. This latter practice was common in Geneva as in all other European cities, being the only method which the commune’s authorities possessed to raise money rapidly.6



        At Geneva, this pattern was radically altered by the attainment of independence in 1536. The economic life of the city, which had slowly been improving since the turn of the century, was only slightly affected by its political change, but the fiscal authority of the new city-state was completely different from that of the old commune. The effects of Geneva’s civic revolution were seldom so obvious and complete as in this sphere : Messieurs
 de Genève
 succeeded to the revenues of their predecessors, the bishop and the cathedral chapter. The new government immediately discovered all the ancient sources of revenue, all the tithes and tolls and charitable donations yielding annual revenue, and at once began to collect them themselves. Geneva was “secularized” with a vengeance in 1536, and one immediate consequence was an astronomical increase in municipal revenues. In finance, as in ecclesiastical polity, as in the administration of justice, the Republic was faced with novel problems which required the construction of novel machinery.

        If Geneva’s income had risen greatly, so had her expenses. The war for independence had filled the period from 1534 to 1536 with a multitude of special expenses : payments to soldiers, the costs of razing the city’s faubourgs
 and relocating their inhabitants, of rebuilding the fortifications, and the costs of numerous diplomatic embassies. In 1534, Geneva’s magistrates had met these extraordinary expenses principally through confiscations of property belonging to various “enemies of the city.”7
 But in 1535 and 1536, these expenses became the responsibility of the Council’s Treasurer, Claude Pertemps. His books paint the following picture :8



        
          RECEIPTS
          
            	(fol. 1-3)
            	
Herrages
 (old debts, plus a tax from lands of St.-Victor)
            	fl. 2,620½
          

          
            	(3v
-4v
)
            	
Fugitifs rentrées
 (fines on 39 citizens who fled during 
war, ranging from 10 to 100 écus)
            	fl. 5,253
          

          
            	(5-7)
            	
Divers
 (includes 1,697 fl. from special treasury for confiscated 
property ; 537 fl. borrowed at Basel ; 1,900 fl. 
borrowed at Berne ; booty confiscated from churches, 
including clocks ; 47 fl. of profit on salt sold ; plus 
other sales of confiscated lands and goods)
            	fl. 16,561
          

          
            	(7v
)
            	“burjois” fect l’an 1534
 (ten)
            	fl. 106
          

          
            	(8-8t
)
            	“burjois” fect 1535 et 1536
 (thirty-one)
            	fl. 593
          

          
            	(9)
            	
Vieux “burjois” rendus
 (renewal fees for 19)
            	fl. 68
          

          
            	(9v
-12v
)
            	
Droyts deniers de la ville deux ans de 1535 et 
1536
 (rents of houses, shops, market-stalls, taxes on 
wine, meat, salt, plus two years’ revenue from episcopal 
lands at Jussy)
            	fl. 10,739
          

          
            	TOTAL fl. 35,532
          

        

        
          EXPENDITURES
          
            	I. EXTRAORDINARY EXPENSES
          

          
            	(fol. 21-56)
            	
              Livrées pour 1535

            
            	fl. 11,460
          

          
            	(56-98)
            	
              Livrées pour 1536
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