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The Exception

Giovanni Zoncha sold cloth in Venice between San Marco and the Rialto, close to the heart of the merchant world around the Mediterranean. He was restless in 1563 and twenty years old. He felt the need to travel, to go north to the heart of the other merchant world that was opening across the oceans: to Antwerp in the Spanish Netherlands.

He stayed for four years, writing home about what he found. He liked the less confining rules: no need to give up butter, eggs and cheese for Lent, and he could walk in the streets at any time with whatever weapons he liked, ‘so if you carried a cannon nobody would say anything’. He listened to the Protestant talk but worried that the Inquisition might come soon. Most of all, he liked the girls, even the daughters of the grandees, the primi della terra, and their wonderfully open ways. You sat at dinner between two girls who sometimes kissed you, and when you’d eaten you went to sit on the ground in your girl’s arms. You talked about anything at all without a language in common, and went walking without anyone to watch you. The girls even knocked the boys’ hats into the river just like equals.1

Zoncha thought he’d found a world of liberty, very different from courtly, formal Venice but in a city which was at least its equal. Antwerp seemed to be inventing a new way to be rich, cultured and easy at the hub of the ever-expanding world that Europe knew.

The very idea had worried Venetians all century. They had reason for concern, because their life and business were still organized around the Mediterranean and the trade routes that fed into it through the Red Sea. Antwerp was already dealing with India across the oceanic route that rounded the Cape of Good Hope, and with Brazil and America across the Atlantic by way of Seville and Lisbon. It belonged to a new world and a new system.

One by one the Venetian ambassadors reported home. By 1506, Antwerp was doing more business than its neighbour towns, and the explanation was the open trade fairs twice a year when the city was crammed with traders.2 By 1525 the Ambassador Gasparo Contarini saw that the great rival Bruges had lost its business to Antwerp. True, most of the business in the rising city was done by foreigners but the locals, Contarini reported, were making money anyway by renting out their houses.

He noticed how the tide came up from the sea and turned back the river waters so that the biggest ships – the caravels and galleys – could easily dock by the walls of Antwerp.3 Some of them had battled round from Venice itself. The city lay upstream on a deep river with a sheltered anchorage, so the caravels could come in from India or Africa or America to the River Scheldt and their cargo could go out by the branches of the Rhine to the Alps and Northern Italy and beyond, or else by the North Sea and the Baltic Sea. The goods were paid for with the silver and metals that came from the mines in south Germany by water. Rivers and sea were easier than taking the rough roads in heavy Hessian carts, especially in winter and worse yet in wet winters, with ‘ways … so foul that a double number of beasts could hardly draw half a carriage weight’, with ropes rotten from ‘long lying in the fields’ and horses weak from a diet of stubble. The river at Antwerp might sometimes clog with ice, but at least the sea was as open as storms and the ever-present pirates would allow.4

At mid-century, the Venetian Ambassador Navagero wrote home that ‘there is in Antwerp the trade of the whole world.’5

His successor Marino Cavalli explained all the cities of Flanders and Brabant to the Venetian Senate in 1551 by finding equivalents in Italy, so Leuven was learnèd just like Padua, Ghent as big as Verona and Brussels as well positioned as Brescia. In all this ‘huge equivalence’ it was Antwerp that corresponded to Venice ‘very well in terms of trade’. Cavalli was staggered at the number of businesses dealing in money and every other kind of merchandise, amazed at how there seemed to be some deep well of deals. There was no man ‘however lowly, however lazy, who can’t be rich in his place and make deals in the markets of Antwerp’. Flashier young men who spent all they could and even more could go to the merchants who, ‘looked after anyone for 12 per cent per year’.6

Money was a business in its own right, Federico Badoero reported in 1557.7 The Duke of Alba, he noticed, came marching into the Netherlands to stamp out heresy and pacify the Dutch rebels with 14,000 scudi to his name. He left with 40,000 ‘through money invested in Antwerp’. Badoero found it ‘hard to believe the scale of the business – maybe more than 40 million in gold each year, which is in constant motion’. The cost of money was high, even for the Spanish King Philip II, but not the highest in all his lands; in Antwerp he might pay 24 per cent, which seemed shocking against the 14 per cent rates in Spain, but almost painless compared to the 40 per cent he had to pay in Naples just to get his hands on tax money before it was collected.

What’s more, this machine for making riches was also the inescapable hub of all kinds of trade. Paolo Tiepolo, even though he was being ambassadorial in Flanders in 1563 only because Philip II was there with a war to fight, saw clearly that ‘All the merchandise, from abroad as well as from their own country, comes through Antwerp where there’s a crowd of merchants which makes that city more celebrated, more famous than any other, the market almost all Europe has in common.’ Tiepolo reckoned the city was enough to explain how the Emperor could – usually – pay for his wars.8

And now comes the paradox, if you came from Venice: Antwerp was rich but refused to make a fuss about it. Badoero saw all the dealing, all the schemes to corner goods in the market. He watched the ‘variety and quantity of essential, useful, decent and comfortable goods that come and go by land and sea’ and he named Antwerp ‘the largest marketplace of the world’. Yet the city itself did not seem a superlative. ‘Everyone has a house well equipped with everything necessary, but paying more attention to saving money than spending it on showy things.’ The one thing he did notice about the houses was their scrupulous cleanliness. Other people, not coming from a city of palazzi, were more impressed. In 1520 the great Albrecht Dürer was taken to see the burgomaster’s new house, ‘large beyond measure … extraordinarily beautiful large rooms … a very large garden; in short such a noble house as I have never seen in all German lands’.9

The real difference was that Antwerp was short on self-consciousness about courtly manners, holy rules or even what came to table. Badoero noticed that women’s clothes were ‘very modest’, although in other ways modesty had its limits; he was surprised that men talked to other men’s wives, and even ‘told immodest jokes in front of unmarried girls’. Giovanni Zorcha could have told him that things went even further if you were twenty.

As for the food, ‘they cook once a week, food so cheap it would be hard to live more poorly …’ As Badoero said: ‘They don’t overdo eating very much’; he added, but ‘when it comes to drink they get drunk every day and the women in many places not much less than the men.’ This was not a perfectly general rule. ‘The men are so drunk,’ Badoero wrote a bit later, ‘that running businesses is left to the women.’10

Until the late fifteenth century, Antwerp had been just one more river port. It had a trade fair twice a year but no royal court to justify its standing, no national government, no army and no navy for trade or war, not even a bishop. It was no city state with a famous dynasty like Milan or Florence; it was a Spanish possession.

And yet the Serene Republic of Venice, a power unto itself, watched Antwerp as an equal. Antwerp became a world city, a centre of stories published across Europe, a sensation like nineteenth-century Paris or twentieth-century New York, one of the first cities where anything could happen or at least be believed. Other cities up and down the North Sea coast showed the power of kings or dukes or emperors, but Antwerp showed only itself: a place of trade, where people wanted or needed to be, or couldn’t afford not to be. It was famous on its own terms.

It hardly fitted into the vast Hapsburg idea of a special destiny to become Daniel’s Fifth Empire, the very last world order in history, stretching from the Americas to the boundaries of Ottoman territory. It did business with the Portuguese, who had much the same ambition but moving south to Africa and east to India and China and Japan. Philip of Spain liked to be depicted in the chariot of the sun, bringing true faith to the whole world. The Portuguese planned to do the same but with different metaphors.11 The business of those empires was holy as well as commercial, dynastic as well as practical. Antwerp was quite different. It was not at all secular but it managed a pragmatic kind of tolerance. Its business depended on foreign traders so it had no interest in abolishing the heresies to which so many of those traders were attached. It was a city but it tried to pursue its own interests.

This makes Antwerp a kind of pioneer. As the French scholar Henri Lefebvre wrote: ‘In the 16th century, in western Europe “something” of a decisive importance happened.’ It was ‘not an event you can date, nor a change in institutions, not even a process that can be measured in economic terms like the growth of such and such production, the opening of such and such a market. The West tipped over: the town overtook the countryside in practical and economic terms and in social importance.’

It was a huge and abstract shift, but it was the everyday business of Antwerp, in dinnertime talk and in practical policy. Its citizens were trying to work out what it meant to be part of this most unusual city and also how to survive the unfriendly armies down the road. Music, pictures, language and schooling became commodities, not dependent on patrons but on finding a market: becoming portable, in other words, a matter of exchange. A single broker more or less kept the imperial regime afloat even though he had been banned from the Exchange for cornering the city’s cash and threatening to stop trade dead. A single dealer in property planned and reshaped the city as he wanted and the city had no political will to control him.

Lefebvre saw exactly what was happening; as he wrote: ‘Money rules the world …’12

There is an Antwerp nowadays in the same place, a port that is vast and essential and a city of lovely baroque monuments and the memory of the great Rubens. This city has nothing much to do with this book. Cities don’t move much and they’re not built to hide, and even when they fall you can still make out the pattern of the roads that aim for them like targets. But cities are not just physical facts. Cities are what happened there, the idea and the uses of the place, and how citizens and outsiders saw and understood it, which has as much to do with a particular time as a particular map reference.

This book is about Antwerp in very exceptional years, what used to be called a ‘golden age’. There is a tiny industry in arguing about which years, and the argument will never end, because it is entirely artificial. The glory time may have started with a fourteenth-century revolt, or the docking of the first Portuguese spice ship around 1501, and perhaps it ended with the startling iconoclasm in 1566 when the altars were pulled down, or when Calvinists took power in 1577 and Antwerp joined the hot war against the Spanish, or in 1585 when they lost the war and the city’s river was blockaded.13 It all depends on what you mean by glory.

My book begins with the coming of the Portuguese spice ships and ends with the iconoclasm and its long aftermath. Glory to me is the time when the city could be particular and individual, not just another place marker on one of the maps that the Emperor Charles V loved to make to show where he ruled.

Sometimes historians try to define an age by economics, sometimes by institutional change, but really it is a question of legend: what people know, what people talk about and what they remember. You can’t ask the people who were there, because golden ages are over and finished by definition; we talk about them to show how human life has been on a dizzying chute of decline ever since. When the poet Hesiod started the metaphor more than two millennia ago he was living, he said, in an age of iron, which came long after gold, silver, bronze, and proper heroes. A thousand years later the philosopher Boethius knew his golden Arcadia had long ago shut down, and the only places with the same ways, where man and animals lived together peaceably, were the edges of Scotland and Ireland. Boethius was much republished in Antwerp during the glory years.

There was also nostalgia for the old Germanic tribes in the forests, simple forefathers being woodsy and bloody. In 1596 the Antwerp geographer Ortelius produced his aurei saeculi imago, or picture of a golden age, which is not at all like the golden age we imagine from museum shows and coffee-table books. Ortelius shows corpses hanging in the woods, men trapped face down in mud to drown, the brutish kind of justice of old tribes; he shows families in tents without walls alongside covered wagons, women watching men learning war, funeral fires burning horses alongside men, and an elastic kind of marriage where a man usually had only one wife unless he really needed more. The golden age in the minds of Antwerp’s citizens was almost the exact opposite of the civilized golden age we imagine they were living in. ‘Golden’ is our word for any period that produced things we still value – pictures, buildings, books, music, riches – but Ortelius saw civilization as where we end up when the golden times are long gone.14

The name of Antwerp was familiar all along the trade routes that came together in the queue of ships at its docks: it was city as celebrity. Its stories went out with the English wool on its way to Hungary and the Levant, with traders taking German copper and silver to Africa to exchange for gold and slaves, with the ships sailing back to Asia after dropping their cargoes of pepper, diamonds and spices. They carried the idea of the city and everything that moved through its streets: prices, rates, arrangements, knowledge and medicine and theology, all seen and reported across the trading world. Everything could be read. The deals were watched for clues to politics and war, who was buying guns and armour, who was raising what kind of money to pay troops and where. Naturally, there were spies.

In Italy, in Pavia, the mathematician Girolamo Cardano wrote how Antwerp exceeded all the towns around in size and riches and crowds, was the most famous emporium of Europe and ‘an incredible gathering of men and merchants from England, Spain, France, Germany, Italy’.15 In France, in Agen, the bishop Matteo Bandello considered Antwerp ‘the market for all the Christians of Europe and beyond’.16 In Colmar, in Alsace, the clerk Georg Wickram wrote a novel in which young Lazarus is assembling his qualifications to get married, and he’s told to travel and learn French, which means Antwerp, where ‘you can find schools that teach any language’. He has to ship out to Brabant to become a ‘noble and skilful man’. He is given the regulation warnings against brazen women and getting into fights, and wicked young men in taverns. And then his ship docks and Lazarus sees the city for the first time and he finds it splendid, buildings unlike anything he had ever seen.17

Antwerp mattered to English Protestants who needed English Bibles, just as its ships and smugglers would later take Jesuit books to the Catholic English. It was the essential turntable for Portuguese Jews making the exhausting trek from Portugal to some kind of freedom in Ferrara or Salonika or Istanbul; along the way they almost rebuilt Israel on a Mediterranean island. The word Antwerp was on the prints shipped to the Americas that guided local painters covering the walls of the new Christian churches.18 It was where a man turned if he had the ill luck to catch syphilis, because many people knew about the famous China root but only Antwerp doctors knew how to use it.19

The city was a story that took its substance from what people heard and knew about it, and it was famous for dealing in every kind of information, not just the books produced there in prodigious numbers. The alchemist Paracelsus came to Antwerp in 1519, and reckoned he learned ‘more at the marketplace than in any German or foreign schools’. The magus John Dee made a note in the margin of a book in his library that Antwerp was the ‘emporium totius Europae’20 – a great shop of a city, where all Europe came to do business in secrets as well as spices and wool and silver. He was there in 1562 and ‘already I have purchased a book for which a thousand crowns have been by others offered and yet could not be obtained.’21

The new world of knowledge depended on the city’s trade routes – for exotic specimens and unfamiliar stories, but also to raise the money to buy enough paper to print books and to distribute them. The new world of trade by ocean routes was unthinkable without Antwerp, as much for providing the currency of the slave trade as for bringing Europe the cloves, ginger, cinnamon and pepper that people craved. When the brilliance died down and the city lost its uniqueness, when it was once more just another useful port within the territory of the Hapsburgs, its ideas stayed alive even as they moved north: dealers who sold art, music printed for the people, a new kind of city deliberately built around canals, the idea of taking shares in an enterprise, thinking about the world and its relationships in abstract and financial terms.

Antwerp was trying to invent itself and the future at the same time.

Walk off the Vrijdagmarkt square, go round the corner into Holy Ghost Street: there’s a bar with good chips at one end and a knicker shop at the other. There are plain black metal gates with a letterbox that almost lets you see what lies beyond. If you’re invited, you go through the gates and right out of the world of cars and streetlights. You stand for a moment in a wide arcade which runs along one side of a courtyard. There’s a carriage door onto the high street which once let in the business of the house. The arches of the arcade look onto the carriageway that runs by the roses and mulberry trees, past the chapel off to the left. Ahead is a merchant house with the obligatory high tower which marks the home of a man who had ships to watch on the river.

In the glory years this used to be the home and the headquarters of a German banker. The shell is still there, adjusted a little, worn and restored, but the same in its essentials. At first that seems natural enough: it is a house full of pride, standing in a city which has been a great port for five hundred years, which has a famous monumental past. You can’t miss the unfinished cathedral which came to its present magnificence by 1521. The line of the old streets still opens wide where a market used to be and narrows into lanes, the high street is where it always was between the great market and the old wharves. There are lovely stone and brick façades surviving, the guild houses on the Grote Markt, the very occasional tower from a city that was once famous for towers, squares which have been in use for centuries even if the square for hiring your fancy clothes is now used mostly for parking.

The evidence of the city’s greatest years is reduced to islands, clues or accidental survivals. The time when Antwerp defied its rulers, or tried to ignore them as much as possible, has been screened off by another story: the power of the Hapsburg machine, finally and successfully imposed from Madrid. Lovely baroque and very Catholic churches replace an assortment of heresies. The city which valued heretics is gone with the coming of an Inquisition, then a Calvinist regime, then the Spanish insistence on clearing out dissidents. What we can visit now and admire came later, with a bureaucracy fit for purpose, a religious culture which tried to be homogeneous, a city behaving itself inside an empire. It is a magnificent city, but not a world city any more.

It is not like Amsterdam, where the lights at night are so artfully low along the canals that you could almost imagine that tomorrow there will again be barges bringing goods to the merchants’ houses. It is more like Rome, where Mussolini edited the most famous parts of its past, temples and the forum, and smashed down the more complicated parts in the interests of a usable story. It is very like Paris, but that is not obvious at first. The boulevards that Baron Haussmann planned in the nineteenth century deliberately abolished the swampy, edgy, wretched remains of the mediaeval city, the streets so narrow carts could barely pass, the citizens inclined to tear up paving stones in times of riot. Each boulevard is a statement: Paris is under control.

Antwerp, too, was interrupted.

Adriaan Hertsen’s mother did her best for him: she married well and she married often.

She was born into the power networks of sixteenth-century Antwerp, sister to Aart Schoyte, who was alderman and sometime burgomaster intra muros, which means the city’s ambassador in the outside world and manager of the legal calendar at home. She married Jacob Hertsen, who was burgomaster in his turn, and Adriaan was their child. When Jacob was gone, she married into the Van der Dilft clan, and when she’d buried that husband she married into the Van de Werve clan, who were lords of a dozen towns. The boy Adriaan had all the friends he needed to be a great man.

He worked at it, of course. He trained to be a lawyer in Orléans, which had famously taught popes before him. He was pious, a member of the Table of the Holy Ghost, which cared for the poor. He was a responsible citizen, ready to defend the city walls as head of the Militia of the Old Longbow. For three years he was burgomaster intra muros just like his uncle, and like his uncle he was also an alderman, almost every year from 1512 to 1530.

Adriaan had a house to match his importance. When he died in January 1532 every room had to be counted and catalogued, even the back rooms, and his two country houses as well. Chase the pages of the inventory through the law ledgers of Antwerp and we can wander again through those rooms, see the cupboards, beds, chairs and folding tables, the toys and dolls for his children, the diamonds, glass when it was still almost a luxury, and tapestry on his bedroom door when tapestry was art often finer and usually more expensive than paintings.

Adriaan had gold and he had silver, more than sixty-eight kilos of silver. There were paintings above fireplaces, but also in trunks. There were portraits, which is understandable when a man’s connections are so important. There was a set of bellows in his bedroom decorated with a naked Venus. There were a good many holy pictures to show his devotion, and pictures of power or at least of the Emperor Charles V, whose coronation was kept in the chapel alongside a head of St John mounted on a crown, his peace with the French in a room behind the chapel and his triumphant entry into Bologna in a chest alongside various church paraphernalia. The inventory, page by page, is a picture of a man serious and comfortable with family, with power and with his particular God.

It shows his substance, too. His townhouse had bathhouses, a bakery, several kitchens, a warren of cellars and even a room to piss in, a pis kamerken; and he had two country houses near the city, a small stone cottage and a house with eight rooms which was not as splashily ornate as the townhouse but still decently comfortable. He had official positions and a fine estate.22

And yet he hardly has a story, because of what’s missing. He held power in a city famous through the world that Europeans knew, but he left only one exact inventory with all the life missed out. There are sparse mentions in the records of the aldermen, so we do know some of the property he bought after 1514. We have clues to the kinds of objects that delighted him, because he owned them. We have no last will and testament, so no clues to which possessions he valued most, what they meant to him, what sort of person he thought should take them on. He had books, but the only one we can identify is the Bible, so we don’t know what he read or what he thought, or why he owned coats of arms for Bavaria and Cleves.

We know nothing for certain about the house itself. Probably, but only probably, it had three floors, long wings and outhouses and a garden or a courtyard. We don’t know its name in a city where great houses had names, or the street or even the quarter where it stood, although we can guess at the first quarter, which was the richest district. We can be sure of only one thing: the house is gone. Most things still standing along the streets of Antwerp come from a later and less exceptional time. They are lovely, but they tell, quite literally, another story.

Documents do go astray after five hundred years. What’s remarkable about Antwerp is that the brilliant years of the city are much like Adriaan Hertsen’s house: sometimes inventoried, obviously dazzling but with such gaps it is hard to make a proper account. Notaries did not have to lodge their records with the city, so those records are scattered, if they survive at all. Antwerp had a history of violent spasms which were not good for archives. Worst of all, mutinous Spanish soldiers in 1576 ran the citizens to the walls, filled the streets with dead bodies and set fire to the new town hall. Whole stacks of the city’s records went up in smoke, enough to make the ordinary methods of civic history very difficult.

What survives is often not enough to make secure statements about basic issues like names, crimes, taxes, events, disputes, how to find company for the night, exactly who sold what and where. It would help to have the facts about who joined guilds, what went through the docks, how elections worked, how the city was financed and what it spent. Some remarkable scholarship has tried and still tries to answer those questions, but it can’t repair all the damage. Instead, we have to make a mosaic out of songs, paintings, doodles on civic documents, books to teach languages and books to teach manners, laws that tell us about what happened so often it had to be banned; out of how diplomats and foreigners saw the city and how it was used. We need novels written at the time in Alsace and by the River Garonne on the other side of France, we need the archives of Seville, Lisbon, Florence, Venice, London, Zurich as well as Antwerp.

Then we can begin to see the boisterous life of the city that the Duke of Alba once denounced as ‘a confusion and a receptacle of all sects indifferently’: Babylon itself.23
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Shadows on the walls. The crowd jostles to get closer to the light. They have orders to stand back from the fire and on no account to pitch stones into the hot metal, but there is fascination in the red from embers in the rough furnace by the wall, and the gold and white of hot metal as it pours into the ground and settles in the pit. There is light in all the wrong places.

It is dusk on an April evening in 1507, just after vespers, in the yard of the great Church of Our Lady that will become the cathedral of Antwerp.

This night is not quite a firework show, although it is a show; you don’t make so many rules for onlookers if you don’t expect any. It is not exactly a ritual, because all the official blessings come later, and it is not part of some calendar, because nothing quite like this has happened for more than seventy years. If you want to be literal, it is one stage in a process of manufacturing. People have come out to watch and celebrate in any case. Twenty-eight men are competing to work the bellows, to see who can force the most wind into the fire.

Tonight the city is casting a new great bell: Carolus, named for the future Charles V who will rule the Netherlands, the Duchy of Brabant and so the city of Antwerp.

The bell will sound out the official history of the city, event by event. It will ring for the birth of princes, the election of popes and the arrival of cardinals, for the sight of fire in the narrow streets, for the safe return of ships that have made the pilgrimage to the Holy Land, and for the executions which put an end to killer bankers or indiscreet sodomites. In 1542, when Maarten van Rossum arrives to lay siege to Antwerp for his French allies, Carolus will ring to tell citizens to grab arms and get to the walls to resist him, on pain of being left out on a scaffold in the square of the Grote Markt. It will ring when unpaid and mutinous Spanish troops turn on the city in 1576, burn the archives in the town hall, go looting and breaking and herd the citizens into the water; and when in 1583 the French inflict one more fury. But when the fireships come up the river in 1585, and the Spanish take back the city and end its part in the revolt of the Netherlands against Madrid, there will be no bells, no celebration for the end of the Calvinist Republic of Antwerp, not even bonfires unless a few Italians light them. History will be back under the control of an empire.

For the moment, the bell belongs to the city. Days before it is cast, carts rattle through the streets to collect donations of tin sheets, metal pots, old candlesticks, even bits of old bells. A few people insist on giving silver but that is sold off separately because the bell is to be bronze, which requires only copper and tin. The bellmaker Guillaume de Moer comes with his brother and two workers, and finds it necessary to inspect the metal very carefully indeed, which means the city is obliged to stand him a great deal more food and drink than they expected.

It takes nine days to dig the great pit. De Moer and his helpers assemble iron to reinforce the mould that will fill it. They use hundreds of eggs to grease the mould along with hemp smeared thickly with lard. Then they build the furnace under the walls of the church. There is a mass of ash for the floor of the oven, cartloads of good clay to form it. They light and nurse the fire and they set the metal to melt.

The workers get cheese, bread and beer during all their work; the two main assistants get two meals each day; but naturally the magistrates of the city have a banquet with wine. The smith who has worked on the bell says he has lost money and demands a tip.

Two men are left in the dark churchyard. They watch the pit as the metal cools.1

There were great bells in Antwerp before Carolus. There was Orrida from 1316, whose name means rough, ghastly, likely to make a man tremble. It was the voice of local authority in one of the inland ports in Brabant, not as grand as Bruges, not royal, not holy. The city grew, and the announcements had to carry wider and wider, so Orrida was replaced in 1439 by a greater bell, called Gabriel, named for the messenger angel. It was almost five thousand kilos of bronze. It took three strong men just to start it swinging.

By 1507 Gabriel was not enough. The city was growing denser and more crowded year by year: more and more people coming from other towns, from the countryside and from other nations. It would soon have a population less than Paris but more than London, with everything a capital city has except the seat of power. The English were there selling wool and cloth, buying armour and jewels and taking loans to keep their government working. The Portuguese moved there from Bruges when Bruges lost the favour of the Emperor. Their ships first came up from Lisbon with spices and pepper in 1501. They also brought diamonds from Golconda, pearls from around India, gold from Africa to buy silver and copper from the south of Germany for use in the African trade to buy human slaves. Antwerp was becoming a hub, a marketplace, a crossroads. The Italians came from Genoa and Florence and Lucca, the Spanish were everywhere, the Germans came in two varieties: from the northern trading towns in the Hanseatic League and also from Augsburg and the other mining towns. There had long been two great fairs each year in the city, but now trade filled the whole year.

Such a city needed an even larger bell, six and a half tonnes of metal that would take sixteen men to put it in motion: Carolus. It was a presence, a matter of intense pride. When the Emperor Charles was at the gates of the city in 1549, about to present his son Philip to the city, the town clerk Cornelius Grapheus claimed that it would be hard to find another bell like it for size or density or sweet resonance, that it ‘filled the whole city with grand, sweet melody’.2

It carried Charles’ name because the King undoubtedly commanded enough troops to control Antwerp when he could spare them from his various wars and when he could pay them; but he couldn’t pay them without loans from the merchants of Antwerp. He hated heresy, but needed the tax income from a fine assortment of heretic traders from all round Europe: Lutherans in particular, and the new Christians from Portugal still suspected of being Jews, and later Calvinists who went out to the fields to hear sermons and ended with control of the city. When he offered Antwerp’s magistrates a bishop in 1563 they filed petition after petition to convince him that they really did not need one; a bishop would bring the Inquisition, upset the foreign merchants and ruin everything.3

‘Antwerp has as her lord and prince the Duke of Brabant, margrave of the Holy Roman Empire,’ as the Florentine merchant Lodovico Guicciardini wrote, ‘but with so many and great privileges, obtained from antiquity onwards, that she governs and rules herself almost in the way of a free city and republic.’4 Over the years those privileges had been demanded, withdrawn, made conditional; they were a means of manipulation. The city insisted on them, but on occasion the Emperor took back permission to print a simple history of Flanders if the privileges were even mentioned.5

Whatever the order of the city, bells sounded it out. Unofficial bells were not allowed. Every day the morning bell announced the opening of the gates. Bells said when workers should be at work and when workshops should shut down at night. The fancy trades, the printers, the goldsmiths, the dyers and finishers of fine cloth all had to pay attention. When the new Exchange, the Beurs, was ready in 1531, bells in its two bell towers opened business in the morning and closed it in the evening. A man had to be present when the bell sounded or people would think his credit was suspect, might even decide he was bankrupt.

Bells were more than order, they were also music on the streets among all the other songs and racket. It was usual since 1480 to play tunes on the bells in joyful moments, with the bell-ringer using his hands and feet to pull cords that ran directly to the clapper and avoided the inexact rhythm of making the clapper swing inside the bell. It was something new, something ‘learned from a fool’. ‘Andreas Franciscanus’, most likely secretary to a diplomatic mission from Venice, wrote in 1497 that in Antwerp ‘everyone goes in for music, and they are so expert at it that they even play handbells so harmoniously and with such full tone that the handbells themselves seem to sing … any tune they wish.’6 When the Netherlands divided on religious lines and the Calvinists came to rule, Jacques Rieulin, the man who played the city bells, was told to play only hymns and psalms.7

At night the diefclocke, the thief bell, shut the gates and closed down the streets with the shouts of bugles for emphasis. The city got dark, and the darkness was insecure.

The city’s reality never quite matched its great name and its ambitions. Pigs rooted round the grandest houses, along with geese, ducks and stray dogs; we know they were always there because the city tried again and again to ban them. New rules in 1582 still allowed the use of alleyways between houses for horses, oxen and other beasts; but if you were moving animals, you had to be told to go directly to the nearest field with the least damage possible. In 1557 there were special orders that nobody was to interfere with the dog catchers when they were out killing.8

The city paid three kinds of night worker: ‘mud-minders’, who collected what houses and workshops threw out, ‘dust-masters’, who picked up the dry debris from crumbling buildings so the city could use it again, and ‘tenants of the cesspit’, who checked the city’s pools and pits of sewage and emptied them when the levels were too high.9 Those buildings leaning into the street might fall, and the stench of shit was everywhere. In times of plague, which were common, the city tried to clean up streets that were ‘very filthy’. People had to be told not to throw out skins and entrails from domestic animals, the barber surgeons were not to throw blood on the roadways, there was a polite suggestion that the gutters by houses could in fact be cleaned, that dung from the constant rush of horses and carts could be cleared away. There was a hopeful rule banishing any animal with a ‘nauseating smell’.10

The old city had streets almost too tight and bent to hold all the business of the new city as it grew. They were lined with doors down to the cellars and vaults which undermined the roads; a wife could pop up suddenly at your feet. They were overgrown with canopies, galleries and jetties that jutted out one above another, so people ‘with wagons and horses could pass only with difficulty’, as the city complained in 1532. Some people built benches on the street itself along with small huts and sheds. The canals that threaded through the city were also overbuilt with galleries and with loos that stank the water. The ships that moored there were regularly flooded by water from the guttering on the buildings above.

Shops spilled onto the same streets, their goods stored in the dark inside but sold outside in the light, shown in cupboards on the walls, on shutters, on trestles; you have to be able to see goods, after all, which was hard inside because glass was too thick and rough to let in enough daylight and the more usual glazing was oiled cloth. Besides, a deal seems more public in the company of the streets, and passing witnesses were supposed to keep a dealer honest.11

Shops were for more expensive goods, for gloves or shoes, for gold or pewter; visitors had to know where to find what they wanted. For daily stuff – food, drink, and fuel such as straw and wood – there were markets, sometimes along streets or canals, sometimes a jumble of stalls in a square. The goods were laid out on a trestle or on a sheet on the ground. Once a week there was a ‘free’ market when growers and makers from outside the city could come and sell directly, and naturally they sold close to the city gates or else door-to-door along the poorer side streets.12 There was a rush of business alongside the grander trades.

Cobblestones wore down under the heavy Hessian carts carrying goods from the docks and there was never quite enough money to replace them. The people of busy Arenbergstraat complained that ‘the street is not paved, so that when it rains and especially in the winter people can barely leave the house.’ On dry days they said the passers-by stirred up a lot of dust.13

In the city’s richest years, the town hall was a stone Gothic pile among the houses on Grote Markt with spiked bars over its windows, a flock of stone birds on its pinnacle, niches for holy statues which were not all full, and with its own wooden gallery among other wooden buildings. It was so unimpressive that a new wooden town hall had to be built in 1549 to greet Philip II properly, a political kind of stage set. The only open spaces with a chance at seeming grand were markets like the Meir, with wood canopies over the shops and elaborate paintings of flowers and people and extra curlicues on some of the façades.

To be exceptional, the city was going to need exceptional uses, and the people who could imagine them.

A SHIP TO JERUSALEM

Dierick Paesschen dreamed of owning a ship, and he came to Antwerp to find one. He left a small German town to find a place where things were possible, even improbable things, and Antwerp had that reputation. When he arrived in the first years of the sixteenth century, Antwerp had no actual marine of its own, no galleys like Venice or caravels like Portugal; its ships were chartered from ports to the north, Middelburg or Amsterdam. Dierick Paesschen still saw the city’s uses. He knew it might not have ships, but it had all the necessary conditions for them: money, passengers, insurance and optimism.

He needed a special vessel made for passengers and not for bales and crates. His ship had to be grand enough and heavily enough armed to take pilgrims on the fashionable journey to Jerusalem, to get past the Barbary pirates at the west end of the Mediterranean and the Ottoman war fleets in the east and convince the passengers that, most likely, they would survive.14

Paesschen worked his way. He began with marriage to a woman rich enough to need a formal marriage agreement to protect her property. When he sailed out for the first time she went with him, and so did his father-in-law; this was family money, after all. To get his ship, he sold first a mansion called Wyngaert in Antwerp and then the house at the back called Egypten. The price of houses in Antwerp was always going up.

He put out flyers in German, Latin and French promising a cruise which would stop devoutly at Santiago de Compostela on the way down to the Mediterranean, then at Rome and finally at Jaffa. He made a contract that no stop would be longer than promised; he wouldn’t wait for goods, because his business was passengers. He guaranteed wine, food and a space on the ship seven feet by seven uncluttered by goods. Fares were payable when the ship came back to Antwerp. He told the barber Antoine Robyns that any passenger who did not come back would pay only half-fare.

He was all ready by the start of 1511, but the river was not. The Scheldt was iced shut and it held tight his whole future, the ship called the Salvator, until 11 February. All he could do was wait while his money ran short and shorter. It took four more days for the ice to loosen enough so that on 15 February he could make a grand show of a banquet on the Salvator, a civic celebration. Keen city dignitaries came to celebrate a new enterprise, even the Margrave himself, the local lord and the frontier representative of the Holy Roman Empire. The ship was alive with fluttering flags. Eleven days later Paesschen got round to issuing a receipt for the impressive catalogue of guns he was borrowing from the city, of which the least were two dozen muzzle-loaded arquebuses. Once that was official, the ship could finally weigh anchor for Jerusalem.

The voyage went well. Some of the pilgrims were back in November by the land route from Rome. The ship itself made a glorious return on 24 March, to a shouting crowd and the sound of gun and cannon fire. Paesschen led the pilgrims to the Church of Our Lady and handed over an official present from the Knights of Malta: two great iron balls that hung for years in the high vault.

The city adopted him and he needed the way it worked. He’d paid for his ship on the back of the notion that property could be an investment to sell as well as hold. He depended on customers rich enough and pious enough to give up their time to go far away from home, and distance sold better in a place where people were already used to distant, profitable connections. It helped that money was available in Antwerp, that the city council was a lender. Antwerp bought an annuity in 1493 from Arnold van Berchem, for which he mortgaged three farms, and made a note that he wanted the money so his oldest son could make the journey to Jerusalem.15

Within a year Paesschen had a rival, Wilhelm van der Geest, who was building his own great ship for the Palestine run. Paesschen’s money situation was fragile; his wife had died, perhaps through sheer exhaustion from the first voyage, and he was losing a battle with his father-in-law over her estate. He did manage a second voyage in 1515, but by 1516, things were even more difficult. He sold one house, mortgaged another and managed to get his Salvator out of port in April. Within days it had run aground on a sandbank off the English coast. All the passengers were safe, most of the cargo was salvaged and he even managed to fish some of the cannon out of the water.

Again he was saved by Antwerp, which had no ships but did have a business insuring ships. Evidently that business paid out for Paesschen. He tried everything all over again. He married again, although this time his wife was not as rich. By 1518 he had financed and built one more ship, ‘the largest ever seen at Antwerp’, and he loaded it with passengers for the Holy Land. Again, he sailed past the obvious obstacles and landed at Jaffa so the pilgrims could make their way overland to Jerusalem. As they stepped ashore, Ottoman guards arrested them, treated them like spies, since they came from the rival Hapsburg empire, and spelled out how much it would cost them to see home again. There was no choice, so the passengers paid. They came back by way of Venice, which had friendlier connections with the Turks. The ship followed safely but the voyage no longer seemed secure for paying pilgrims.

It took three more years to sink Paesschen entirely. His ship was commandeered to lead a war fleet meant to protect the herring ships, and soon after edging out of harbour, the weather turned foul and the fleet broke up. Paesschen’s ship went down off Yarmouth. Nothing could be salvaged and many of the crew were lost. Paesschen’s fortunes also went down. He turns up in the archives selling off another house, then going back to sea, but not on his own account. His second wife, left onshore, ran out of money and resources, and he died back in Antwerp in 1526.

He imagined how to use the city. He saw houses as a source of money. He saw how the insurance business put away the damage of shipwreck and disaster so his risk could be calculated. His private schemes produced civic pride, the invention of the Antwerp merchant marine with two large ships, and for this he was properly honoured in a city which always needed new businesses. More, he did all this on a fragile financial base, proof of the optimism all around him, the hopeful idea of investment.

That optimism was likely to be tested, again and again.

FIRESTORM

One night in 1534, the Church of Our Lady caught fire. There had been days of rain without a break, the fields around the city were under mud and water, and still all the magnificence of the Church of Our Lady went up in flames. It was the ‘most famous tower in Europe’, holy music echoing from its high roof, full of ‘gifts of enormous opulence’ from gold to marble; it had a secure place in the routine of the city, being the site of the labour market where men went to find work each morning, and the place where guilds went to worship and to show off all the gold and the music that proved their virtue and success. And yet suddenly it was, as Cornelius Grapheus wrote in his eye-witness poem:16 ‘a horrid mass of smoke that made the night darker, that blocked out the light of a full moon’.

There was the rustle of fire, then the urgent clanging of bells, then flames burst through the roof of the church. The doors were flung open to let in people with
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