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Markets in late medieval northwestern Europe: 
The organization of exchange in a commercializing world

by Jessica Dijkman

Middle Ages, markets, fairs, transaction costs, weights, measures

The development of a dense network of formal markets authorized and supervised by central or local author-
ities in late medieval northwestern Europe is closely related to the commercialization that characterized the 
region in this era. Seen from the perspective of New Institutional Economics, these markets facilitated exchange 
by reducing transaction costs in more than one way. Firstly, they lowered search costs by attracting concentra-
tions of buyers and sellers. Secondly, they reduced the security costs: as controlled environments for exchange 
they offered protection to the person and property of buyers and sellers. The legal status of fairs in particular 
facilitated contract enforcement, promoted a speedy adjudication of commercial conflicts and provided im-
munity from arbitrary arrests. Finally, markets lowered information costs. They offered systems to promote 
the transparency of price formation, varying from the regulation of food prices to prohibitions on speculation 
and auctioning systems; they also allowed for better supervision of product quality, especially of perishable 
foodstuffs; and they acted as focal points for systems for the control of weights and measures. Thus, late medie-
val markets answered to what buyers and sellers required: they provided the basic conditions for accessible, 
transparent and equitable exchange. 

Märkte im spätmittelalterlichen Nordwesteuropa. Die Organisation von Austausch  
in einer sich kommerzialisierenden Welt

Mittelalter, Märkte, Messen, Transaktionskosten, Gewichte, Maße

Die Entstehung von dichten Netzwerken formaler Märkte, die durch zentrale und lokale Autoritäten geneh-
migt und überwacht wurden, ist im spätmittelalterlichen Nordwesteuropa eng verbunden mit der Kommer-
zialisierung, welche die Region während dieser Epoche charakterisierte. Aus der Perspektive der New Insti-
tutional Economics ermöglichten diese Märke den Austausch bei einer Reduzierung der Transaktionskosten 
und dies nicht nur auf eine Art und Weise. Erstens verringerten sie die Suchkosten durch die Konzentration 
von Käufern und Verkäufern. Zweitens reduzierten sie die Sicherheitskosten: durch das kontrollierte Umfeld 
des Austauschortes boten sie Sicherheit für einzelne Personen wie auch für den Besitz der Käufer und Ver-
käufer. Der rechtliche Status der Märkte ermöglichte im besonderen Maße die Durchsetzung von Verträgen, 
eine schnel le Klärung von kommerziellen Konflikten und die Immunität vor willkürlichen Verhaftungen. 
Schließlich gewährleisteten Märkte auch die Reduzierung von Informationskosten. Sie boten Systeme an, 
welche eine transparente Preisbildung förderten. Dies reichte von der Regulierung von Lebensmittelprei-
sen bis zum Verbot von Spekulation und Auktionssystemen. Sie ermöglichten auch die bessere Überwachung 
der Produktqualität, besonders bei verderblichen Lebensmitteln. Und sie dienten als Kristallisationspunkt 
von Kontrollsystemen zu Maßen und Gewichten. Somit stellten spätmittelalterliche Märkte das bereit, was 
Käufer und Verkäufer grundsätzlich benötigten: Bedingungen für einen offenen, transparenten und fairen 
Austausch.
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Introduction 

The commercialization of northwestern Europe 
between the 11th and the 15th centuries was accom-
panied by the development of a dense network of 
formal markets: weekly markets and annual fairs 
held at a specific place and time, supervised by kings, 
lords or local authorities. Cause and effect are diffi-
cult to disentangle. The rise of markets can be seen as 
the consequence of interrelated processes of urbani-
zation, specialization, and commercialization. It can 
also be argued, however, that the existence of such 
organized arrangements for exchange acted as stimu-
li: they promoted trade, encouraged specialized pro-
duction, and nurtured the growth of towns (Brit-
nell/Campbell 1995; Hatcher/Bailey 2001, 
121-173). This contribution focuses on the second 
part of this reciprocal relation: the way in which 
late medieval markets in northwestern Europe – 
England, the Low Countries and northern France 
– affected the feasibility and efficiency of exchange. 
Northwestern Europe witnessed rapid and intense 
commercialization in this period, which makes it 
an interesting region for an examination of this 
subject. Moreover, especially for England, Brabant 
and Flanders, Holland, and Normandy a wealth of 
detailed historical research is available (amongst oth-
ers: Bautier 1953; van der Wee 1963; Musset 
1976; Britnell 1993; Masschaele 1997; Sta-
bel 2001; Theiller 2009; Dijkman 2011; Davis 
2012; Gelder blom 2013). 

The theoretical starting point of this contribu-
tion is derived from New Institutional Economics 
(NIE). Markets, in the perspective of NIE, can be 
seen as bundles of institutions: rules, practices and 
customs that influence the behavior of individuals, 
in this case their decisions to engage in exchange 
or to refrain from doing so. They do so by affecting 
transaction costs: the costs – in the widest sense of 
the word – of exchanging goods (North 1991). 
Medieval markets are credited with three main 
contributions towards lowering transaction costs. 
Firstly, the concentration of exchange in time and 
place made it easier for buyers and sellers to meet, 
thus lowering search costs. Secondly, markets re-
duced what can be summarized as security costs. 
Because markets were public places supervised by 
the authorities, they offered, at least partially, pro-
tection of the person and property of buyers and 
sellers. Visitors to the market enjoyed the advan-
tages of trading under fair and equitable condi-
tions, legal enforcement of contracts, and freedom 
from arbitrary arrests (Arnoux 2010, 32-33). 
Finally, medieval markets also reduced informa-
tion costs. Partly this was because concentration of 
trade allowed for a better comparison of the quali-
ty and value of goods. In addition to this, however, 
supervised markets also provided systems for reg-
ulating weighing and measuring, price formation, 
and product quality: aspects that engendered trust 
between buyers and sellers (Davis 2011, 81). 

Obviously, this does not mean that all trade was 
conducted through the marketplace: in fact, the 
majority of transactions probably took place else-
where. Large-scale transactions between producers 
and merchants frequently bypassed formal markets, 
as did peddling or exchange of daily necessities be-
tween neighbors. In cases like this the benefits of 
markets were outweighed by disadvantages such 
as distance or the constraints imposed by regula-
tion (Britnell 2006, 112-114). Nevertheless, 
the contribution of supervised, formal markets to 
commercialization in the medieval period was sub-
stantial. The next section first outlines the develop-
ment of the network of weekly markets and annual 
fairs in medieval northwestern Europe in the late 
Middle Ages that helped to reduce search costs. 
Subsequently the contribution of these markets to 
the other two types of transaction costs mentioned 
above – security costs and information costs – will 
be discussed in two consecutive sections. Conclu-
sions follow.

A network of markets

In many parts of Europe the high and late Middle 
Ages witnessed a marked increase of the number of 
markets and fairs. Some of these trade venues had 
important roles in the international trade in luxury 
products. In the late 12th and early 13th centuries 
the cycle of consecutive fairs in the Champagne re-
gion dominated the long-distance trade in Flemish 
textiles to markets in Italy (Bautier 1953, 105). 
Similar international fairs existed in the English 
Midlands (Wedemeyer Moore 1985) and in 
Flanders (Verlinden 1963, 134-137). Although 
the fairs of the Champagne region declined in the 
14th century, new international fairs emerged else-
where, for instance in Chalon, Geneva, Lyons and 
Frankfurt (Verlinden 1963, 137-143). The late 
Middle Ages also witnessed the rise of many small-
er fairs that formed important nodes in the rising 
interregional trade in specialized agrarian and in-
dustrial products such as livestock, dairy products, 
and various textiles (Epstein 1994). Other late 
medieval fairs catered for private consumers, pro-
viding them with products that were normally not 
available locally. In the middle of the 15th century 
the small town of Brielle in Holland, for example, 
had a fair where consumer items such as shoes, 
mercery, jewelry, leather belts, plates, and furniture 
were sold (Dijkman 2011, 52). 

Weekly markets providing urban consumers with 
various foodstuffs and locally produced manufac-
tures were common in even the smallest towns. In 
large cities such retailing markets were held more 
than once a week, with specific times, or specific 
spaces, devoted to the trade in specific commodi-
ties (Stabel 2001, 808-809). Urban markets also 
served as central points for the trade in raw ma-
terials from producers to local manufacturers. In 
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Exeter, for instance, a significant part of the sales 
of hides and skins by butchers and tanners to the 
town’s leather craftsmen took place at the weekly 
market (Kowaleski 1995, 306). Some specialized 
urban markets developed into permanent trade 
venues for the wholesale trade between local pro-
ducers and merchants, such as the cloth halls in the 
Flemish towns. A few cities developed as veritable 
commercial nodes in international trade: 14th and 
15th century Bruges, frequented by merchants from 
all over Europe, is a prime example of that last cate-
gory (Murray 2005, 216-258). 

Until the 12th century, in northwestern Europe 
fairs and markets were often informal gatherings of 
people, for instance near churches (Sawyer 1986, 
670). From the 12th century onward, however, they 
increasingly came to be seen as formal, public in-
stitutions that required the authorization of the 
ruler. Reviving Carolingian precedents, sovereigns 
claimed the right to install markets and fairs as a 
royal prerogative. The license to actually hold the 
market or fair and enjoy any revenues it might gen-
erate – market tolls, fines, levies on weighing and 
measuring – could be exercised by the king himself, 
but in many cases was granted to a lord or local 
community (Britnell 1993, 15-19; Arnoux 
2010, 34-35). 

The procedure to initiate the issuing of a market 
license as it evolved over time usually started with 
a request by the prospective holder of the license, 
but, at least in England and Normandy, also came 
to include a formal investigation to prevent new 
markets and fairs from damaging existing ones. The 
main factor taken into account was the distance to 
other markets held on the same day, which should 

be at least six miles; another was the expected ca-
pacity of the new market to generate new trade. 
Holders of pre-existing market licenses who felt 
their interests were not sufficiently protected could 
take their case to court (Masschaele 1997, 59-
67; Theiller 2005). 

Based on information from accounts, charters, 
and court rolls, historians have been able to trace 
the formation of a network of markets and fairs in 
northwestern Europe in the high and late Middle 
Ages. This network gradually filled out as more 
and more markets and fairs emerged. The process 
appears to have been a general one: it has been 
recorded for England (Letters 2013) but also 
for Normandy (Musset 1976; Theiller 2009), 
Luxembourg (Pauly 1996), Holland (Dijkman 
2011, 42-48) and Guelders, in the east of the pre-
sent-day Netherlands (Benders 2001). Pace and 
timing, however, varied. Options for interregion-
al comparison are largely restricted to fairs, as for 
this type of trade venue reliable quantitative data 
are more widely available than for weekly markets. 
Fig. 1 presents the numbers of fairs first recorded 
between 1100 and 1500 in three regions: East An-
glia in England, and Holland and Guelders in the 
northern Low Countries. 

The rise of fairs took off in East Anglia earlier 
than it did in Holland or Guelders: in fact, most 
parts of England witnessed a veritable explosion of 
new markets and fairs early on, between 1200 and 
1350 (Britnell 1981). In Holland the entire 14th 
century was the period when most fairs made their 
first appearance, while in Guelders the pace of their 
emergence appears stable throughout the Middle 
Ages. 

Fig. 1. Numbers of fairs 
first recorded between 1100 
and 1500 in East Anglia, 
Holland and Guelders 
(index figures, year 1500 
= 100) (Benders 2001, 
664-666; Dijkman 2011, 
43; Letters 2013, tab. 1). 

Markets in late medieval northwestern Europe: The organization of exchange in a commercializing world
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Three interrelated caveats apply. Firstly, the 
historical sources are usually more reliable for 
the late than for the high Middle Ages, not only 
because the quality of registration improved with 
time but also because the oldest markets and fairs 
emerged in an era when formal authorization was 
not a prerequisite. Secondly, variations between 
regions may not always indicate differences in the 
level of commercialization but can also reflect 
different political and social structures. The early 
peak in the granting of market licenses in Eng-
land, for instance, is at least partly explained by 
the fact that here royal jurisdiction over markets 
and fairs was firmly established at an earlier date 
than elsewhere. Finally, many medieval markets 
and fairs, especially those that were established 
relatively late in time, were short-lived, falling 
into decay within a few decades or even years af-
ter their emergence. Recordings of newly found-
ed markets and fairs therefore have only limited 
value if their continuity cannot be established, 
which is not always easy (Masschaele 1994; 
1997, 167-173).

Towards the end of the Middle Ages in some re-
gions a point of saturation may have been reached; 
in England the market network – although not 
necessarily total trade volumes – even showed signs 
of contraction (Britnell 1993, 156-160). In Nor-
mandy, after 1400 new market licenses were only 
granted to trade venues that demonstrably filled 
a gap in long-distance trade routes (Theiller 
2009, 41-42; 2017, 23). The specialized, regional 
fairs of the late Middle Ages mentioned earlier fall 
into the same category: they, too, fulfilled a role 
in new lines of interregional trade. At the same 
time, the late Middle Ages saw a marked rise of 
trade venues other than formal markets: retailing 
in shops or private houses, catering of travelers at 
crossroads, or wholesale trade in inns or at quays 
(Dyer 1992; Britnell 2006). Although formal 
markets by no means ceased to exist, the era of their 
greatest growth had come to an end. But what was 
it, besides their mitigating effect on search costs, 
that had made them so popular and successful in 
the first place? 

Security costs

An important element in the explanation is 
closely related to the status of markets as public 
institutions that offered the protection of the au-
thorities to buyers and sellers. Here, the ‘peace 
of the market’ reigned, symbolized by the mar-
ket cross present in the marketplace (Huvelin 
1897, 345-352). Fairs in particular enjoyed the 
advantages of a specific legal status that guaran-
teed the safety of all visitors. This included pro-
tection from theft and robbery, but also from a 
variety of legal setbacks that put the person and 
property of foreigners at risk. In medieval Europe 

the legal position of foreigners was usually weaker 
than that of locals. In English towns, for instance, 
foreign merchants encountered various obstacles: 
they might be forced to sell part of their goods to 
locals, faced restrictions regarding the duration of 
their stay, and needed pledges to vouch for their 
respectability (Davis 2012, 159). In addition, 
merchants faced the consequences of what in the 
academic literature has been termed a community 
responsibility system (Greif 2006, 318-338). Al-
though scholarly opinions differ on the exact role 
of this system and its relation to individual liabil-
ity, there is general agreement that under certain 
conditions merchants could be held responsible 
for fellow guildsmen or townsmen that did not 
honor their obligations or pay their debts (Bo-
erner/Ritschl 2002).

The legal regime of the fair solved these prob-
lems in two ways. First, fairs formed islands of 
immunity: the sovereign guaranteed fairgoers free-
dom from harassment and encumbrances, includ-
ing arrests and confiscations because of previously 
contracted debts, for the duration of the fair and 
the time it took to reach it and return home again. 
A case in point is 13th century England, where the 
king frequently provided royal safe-conducts to 
foreign merchants visiting the international fairs 
of that country (Wedemeyer Moore 1985, 159-
160). Such privileges were not restricted to interna-
tional fairs: visitors of less important fairs enjoyed 
them as well. To which extent they also applied to 
weekly markets, however, is less clear. In princi-
ple, weekly markets were also public institutions 
that enjoyed the sovereign’s protection (Huvelin 
1897, 338-345). It has been claimed that freedom 
from confiscation for previously contracted debts 
was restricted to fairs alone (van Houtte 1953, 
180), but some weekly markets – those of ’s Her-
togenbosch (Brabant) and Amsterdam among 
them – were also advertised as being ‘free’: they too 
offered immunity from arbitrary arrests (Dijkman 
2011, 39). 

The actual keeping of law and order was usual-
ly left to the license holders: the lords or commu-
nities that organized the fair. They used various 
means to this end. The bishop of Winchester, for 
instance, employed guards to maintain order at the 
fair grounds and to watch over a wooded stretch 
of the road from London, while the count of the 
Champagne region refused subjects of neighboring 
lords who did not protect the safety of passing mer-
chants access to his fairs (Wedemeyer Moore 
1985, 160, 286-287). The urban authorities of the 
cities in the southern Low Countries used a similar 
strategy; they relied on the pressure exerted on lo-
cal lords by merchant communities faced with the 
prospect of exclusion from the fairs of Bruges or 
Antwerp (Gelderblom 2013, 143). 

Secondly, fairs also offered adjudication of 
justice in a manner suited to the needs of buyers 
and sellers. Both at the Champagne fairs and at 
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the English fairs special courts were installed for 
this purpose. The lex mercatoria applied by these 
courts varied in substance, but offered a common 
framework of procedural rules to ensure a speedy 
resolution of commercial conflicts (Basile et al. 
1998, 179-185). Proceedings at the fair courts 
were quick and efficient: for the duration of the 
fair the court was almost permanently busy hear-
ing witnesses and passing justice on a variety of 
cases, including conflicts about sales and con-
tracts, to allow traders to conclude their legal 
business before they had to take to the road again 
(Wedemeyer Moore 1985, 165-166). At the 
Champagne fairs it became customary to have all 
contracts entered into at the fairs registered by 
the gardes de foire. Originally functionaries of the 
count of the Champagne region, the gardes soon 
assumed responsibility for the enforcement of 
these contracts throughout Europe. Kings, lords 
and urban governments were pressured into co-
operating through the same mechanism described 
earlier: if they did not, their subjects or burgess-
es would no longer be given access to the fairs 
(Bautier 1953, 118-126). In the Low Coun-
tries, special fair courts did not exist: the regular 

urban courts also administered justice at the fairs. 
They too, however, adopted procedures suited to 
the needs of the visitors of the fair, including the 
registration of contracts entered into at the fair 
and the financial obligations ensuing from them 
(Gelderblom 2013, 88-89). 

At the end of the Middle Ages the compara-
tive advantage of the special legal status of fairs 
began to fade as other mechanisms to ensure the 
security of merchants developed. In Holland, ur-
ban governments started to object to the special 
legal regime imposed during the fair because, as 
the authorities in Alkmaar claimed in 1345, it left 
the town ‘lawless’. What they probably meant was 
that the immunity offered to fairgoers was abused 
by people who tried to evade honoring their obli-
gations and paying their debts. The count of Hol-
land apparently acknowledged the validity of the 
argument and granted Alkmaar the right to apply 
the regular urban laws instead (Dijkman 2011, 
39-40). In England the special status of fairs was 
eroded in other ways. The Carta mercatoria issued 
by Edward I in 1303 allowed foreign merchants 
freedom of trade and speedy justice, not just dur-
ing fairs but at all times, placing them on an equal 

Fig. 2. Fair scene, early 
15th century (Thomas III 
de Saluce, Le Chevallier 
Errant, BnF Mss Français 
12559, f. 167r).

Markets in late medieval northwestern Europe: The organization of exchange in a commercializing world
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footing with citizens (Barron 2004, 93). How-
ever, anti-alien feelings resurfaced from the late 
14th century onward, fueled by animosity over the 
export of English wool, culminating in the hosting 
laws of the late 1430s that assigned all foreign mer-
chants to an English merchant who was to keep a 
close eye on their commercial activities. Only the 
Germans Hanse and a few other privileged groups 
under the king’s protection were exempted (Bol-
ton 2017). 

The most marked development of new modes 
of accommodating the needs of foreign merchants 
on a permanent basis took place in the large inter-
national trade centers of the southern Low Coun-
tries. In the 13th century, the count of Flanders 
offered privileges to merchant communities fre-
quenting Bruges, including protection from con-
fiscation of their goods. In the 14th century hostell-
ers offered a variety of services to alien merchants: 
besides offering lodgings, they provided storage 
capacity and brokerage services, and stood surety 
for their guests. When in the 15th century foreign 
merchants settled permanently in Bruges, some 
merchant communities (or ‘nations’) were allowed 
to establish their own compound in that city. They 
were also given the legal privilege to adjudicate 
commercial conflicts between community mem-
bers themselves, based on the laws and customs 
of their home country. Consuls appointed for this 
purpose by the merchants or their ruler served 
as judges in lawsuits, but also performed services 
such as recording contracts. In 15th and 16th centu-
ry Antwerp similar facilities were made available; 
in fact, the duke of Brabant and the city authorities 
made deliberate attempts to lure the merchants of 
the German Hansa, the English Merchant Adven-
turers and merchants from various Italian cities 
away from Bruges by offering them privileges that 
reinforced their legal position (Gelderblom 
2013, 22-23, 49-51, 109-117). 

Under certain conditions the immunity offered 
by periodic fairs and markets continued to be 
of value. In the late 15th and early 16th centuries, 
many towns and villages in Holland experienced 
serious financial problems. As a result, travelers 
from indebted communities risked arrest for the 
debts of their town of village. This in turn gave 
rise to the issuance of a series of explicit safe con-
ducts of visitors to fairs and also to weekly markets 
(Dijkman 2011, 40-41). Admittedly, these were 
extraordinary circumstances. On the whole, on 
the issue of security the advantages of formal mar-
kets – certainly of fairs, and perhaps also of weekly 
markets – over alternative trade venues diminished 
as at the end of the Middle Ages new mechanisms 
for the protection of the person and property of 
buyers and sellers developed. What, then, about 
that other contribution markets made to lowering 
transaction costs: their impact on the costs of ob-
taining reliable information on quality, quantity 
and price? 

Information costs

In part, late medieval markets – and in fact 
modern markets as well, at least until very recently 
– owed their information advantage to the concen-
tration of buyers and sellers in one place. The con-
gregation of customers and traders in a busy market 
place made it easier for both parties to inspect and 
compare the wares on offer, assess their value and 
perhaps also the trustworthiness of the other party, 
and settle on a suitable price to be paid or asked. 
Price formation in particular was a function of 
formal markets that also benefited informal trade 
outside the marketplace (Blondé et al. 2006, 15). 
Medieval markets, however, also contributed to 
lowering information costs in another way, which 
was, again, related to their position as controlled 
trade environments: they offered mechanisms for 
price regulation, quality control, and reliable sys-
tems of weighing and measuring. 

Price regulation and product quality
Prices were only rarely set at fixed levels in the 

absolute sense of the word. Not just merchants, 
but also the general public and even medieval 
theologists acknowledged and accepted that pric-
es moved up and down with demand and supply 
(Davis 2012, 223-224). In various ways, however, 
authorities attempted to restrict profiteering and 
mitigate price extremes, especially of basic food 
stuffs. Very common were regulations aimed at 
preventing regular price formation mechanisms 
being thwarted or corrupted: prohibitions on ac-
tions such as intercepting goods on their way to 
the market (a form of collusion between buyer and 
seller), or buying with the intention to resell at a 
higher price, can be found in many parts of me-
dieval Europe (Davis 2018). Other rules focused 
on stabilizing market prices throughout the day 
or week. In the towns and cities of 14th and 15th 
century England, local officials set prices for grain 
and fish when the market opened, perhaps after 
negotiations with the traders of these products. 
The price they arrived at was binding for the re-
mainder of the day (Britnell 1996). Similarly, in 
Leiden and Delft (Holland) grain merchants were 
obliged to sell their grain during the week for the 
price it had fetched on the Saturday market (Un-
ger 1916, 59-60). 

Over time, new arrangements developed that 
gave a wider berth to free price formation on the 
condition that this happened in public and in a 
controlled environment. A good example is pro-
vided by the sea fish auctions that emerged in the 
coastal towns and villages of medieval Holland and 
Flanders in the late Middle Ages. Regulations from 
15th century Brielle – the fair of this small fishing 
town in Holland has already been mentioned – 
specify the procedures for the auctioning of her-
ring, salted and packed in barrels at sea, in some de-
tail. The auctioning system used was a descending 
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price auction: the price was lowered in steps until 
one of the bidders claimed the transaction by call-
ing out ‘mine!’ Fishermen were expected to public-
ly auction at least half of the catch. All sales were 
registered, and selling at a lower price than the val-
ue determined at the auction was not allowed (de 
Jager 1901, 160-166). This suggests the interests 
of fishermen and shipowners prevailed over those 
of their customers. In contrast, in England the 
auctioning of fish was seen as opposed to the goals 
of a public policy aimed at protecting consumers 
(Britnell 1996, 11).

Another aspect of the role of markets in reduc-
ing information costs was their contribution to 
quality control. For industrial products, especially 
in export industries, guilds were instrumental in 
reducing the considerable information asymmetry 
between producers and buyers in distant places by 
setting and maintaining quality standards, often in 
the shape of urban trademarks. These trademarks 
were enforced through inspections of workshops 
but also of the finished products offered for sale 
(Pfister 2008, 26). The buyers of perishable 
foodstuffs and prepared food were usually locals, 
but they too were in need of reliable information 
on the products they bought. One point of concern 
was the possibility of fraud: there were many ways 
in which goods of inferior quality could be offered 
as first choice products to unsuspecting buyers. A 
second concern regarded foodstuffs that presented 
health risks, with fresh fish and meat as main sus-
pects. Urban authorities tried to tackle such risks 
by setting rules, but that alone was insufficient: 
actual supervision and enforcement were need-
ed. This, of course, was much easier to organize 
when trade was concentrated in one place. In late 
14th and early 15th century Exeter, for instance, the 
meat trade was concentrated at a designated mar-
ket place, the Fleshfold. Its two wardens, elected 
every year together with the other urban officials, 
supervised slaughtering and carried out inspec-
tions of butchers’ shops and of the meat offered 
for sale. Offenses – and there appear to have been 
quite a few – were brought before the local court  
(Kowaleski 1995, 188). 

Weighing and measuring
Perhaps the most conspicuous element of medie-

val trade regulation was the control exerted over 
weighing and measuring. Dependable systems of 
weighing and measuring ensured reliable infor-
mation on quantities sold and purchased and were 
thus able to create trust between buyers and sellers. 
It is hardly surprising, then, that various aspects 
of metrological control stand out in the medie-
val sources. It should be added that regulation of 
weights and measures was not exclusively linked to 
formal markets: standards, once set, applied every-
where, at least theoretically. For the daily operation 
of markets, however, metrological control was of 
great importance. 

Fig. 3. The sale of mut-
ton, late 14th century
(Tacuinum sanitatis, Bib-
liotheca Casanatense Ms. 
4182, f. 138).
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Just as the right to establish fairs and markets, the 
right to set and enforce weights and measures was 
considered to be a royal prerogative. Again, how-
ever, the ability of sovereigns to actually exert this 
right depended to a significant extent on power. In 
the early Middle Ages both the Carolingian rulers 
on the continent and their Anglo-Saxon counter-
parts in England had promulgated laws prescribing 
the use of uniform, well-defined weights in their 
lands, but in both cases it is unlikely these laws 
were generally observed (Kula 1986, 161-163; 
Britnell 1993, 25). Sources from the 11th and 
12th centuries suggest that by then local customary 
measures were commonly used: grain purchases 
made in Norwich and Abingdon by officials of 
the king of England in the late 12th century, for in-
stance, were expressed in the local measures of these 
towns instead of in the national measures (Brit-
nell 1993, 25). 

In most parts of Europe renewed attempts to 
install central control and harmonize weights and 
measures only took place in the 15th and 16th centu-
ries, and even then their success was limited (Kula 
1986, 116-117). Common, however, was the vol-
untary adoption of the weights and measures used 
in important commercial centers (Dijkman 2011, 
218-219). In the late medieval towns of Brabant, for 
instance, weights based on the Cologne mark, and 
later also the mark of Troy (or Paris), were widely 
used (van der Wee 1963, 72-74) and in Holland 
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applied everywhere, their enforcement, too, was 
not restricted to the formal market – even though, 
as will be shown, the local marketplace does appear 
to have acted as a focal point. Enforcement relied 
on a combination of mechanisms. The first step 
was the availability of reliable prototypes. In Eng-
land, from the late 13th century onward standard 
weights and measures marked with the king’s seal 
were distributed over the country to serve as bench-
marks (Davis 2012, 191-193), On the continent, 
providing prototypes was the responsibility of the 
local authorities. In Antwerp, the city had copper 
weights fabricated in 1400-1401, probably to re-
place the stone weights used previously. In 1441 a 
specimen of the urban grain measure was displayed 
in public in front of town hall: not coincidental-
ly also the location of the city’s main marketplace 
(van der Wee 1963, 67). 

The next stage was the regular inspection of all 
weights and measures used by traders. Weights and 
measures that conformed to the standards were 
marked as such by stamping or sealing them; the 
ones that were found lacking were confiscated and 
destroyed. In Dordrecht (Holland) the first refer-
ence to such an inspection dates from the late 13th 
century (Dijkman 2011, 227). English sources 
explain the proceedings in more detail. The local 
courts of 14th and 15th century Clare and Newmar-
ket, two small market towns in Suffolk, frequently 
discussed cases related to the use of false or unsealed 
weights or measures. The owners were usually fined 
only modestly, although serious offenses received a 
less lenient treatment (Davis 2012, 331-334). 

Even if weights and measures themselves were in 
good order, more was needed to ensure the relia-
bility of the information on quantities bought and 
sold. In several cases additional instructions were 
given regarding the procedures of weighing and 
measuring. In Amsterdam, for instance, urban ordi-
nances of the early 15th century provide detailed in-
structions on the measuring of salt. The salt meas-
ure had to be placed firmly on a horizontal surface, 
once it was filled it had to be leveled with a strickle 
(the straightness of which had to be checked on a 
daily basis), and subsequently it had to be emptied 
by turning it upside down carefully and completely 
(Breen 1902, 19-20; Dijkman 2011, 201, 225). 
Weighing techniques also required special atten-
tion. The use of the auncel, a one-legged weighing 
instrument comparable to the Roman statera, was 
frowned upon as it could easily be tampered with. 
In England the auncel was officially banned in the 
middle of the 14th century, although some traders 
apparently continued to use it for small goods even 
in the 15th century (Davis 2012, 195, 334). 

This takes us to the next step in the series of efforts 
made to guarantee the reliability of weighing and 
measuring: the introduction of public facilities and 
officials. Public balances were gradually installed 
in towns everywhere in northwestern Europe, usu-
ally on or near the marketplace. In England, this 

Jessica Dijkman

Fig. 4. Balances and 
weights, Germany, 1485
(Zeughausinventar von 

Landshut (U. Besznitzer), 
Heidelberg University Li-

brary, Cod. Pal. germ. 130, 
p. 057v - CC-BY-SA 3.0).

many towns adopted the grain measures of either 
Delft or Amsterdam, both important grain trade 
centers, for the wholesale trade in grain (Dijkman 
2011, 213). Only in Angevin England national 
standards for weights and measures were intro-
duced from the early 13th century onward, bearing 
testimony to the early rise of a strong central state. 
Yet even here the introduction was a complicat-
ed and time-consuming process, taking the better 
part of two centuries. Moreover, even in England 
uniformity remained incomplete, as is demonstrate 
by the fact that in Exeter and in Winchester grain 
bushels were in use that were significantly larger 
than the statutory bushel (Beveridge 1928, 526; 
1965, 12-17). 

Whether weights and measures were set locally 
or nationally, their enforcement was to a significant 
extent a local responsibility. Even in England royal 
officials shared this task with lords or boroughs (Da-
vis 2012, 193). As standard weights and measures 
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was reinforced by national legislation: from 1429 
onwards a public balance was compulsory for all 
towns, boroughs and cities (Davis 2012, 192). 
On the continent the initiative lay with the local 
authorities, but they do not appear to have been 
negligent or backward in this respect: in Holland, 
at least, even small towns such as Monnickendam 
and IJsselstein had a public balance by the end of 
the fourteenth or the beginning of the 15th century 
(van Mieris 1753, 390; Fruin 1892, 38-40).

In continental towns and cities, balances were 
usually operated by urban officials. Many towns also 
employed sworn officials for measuring, at least for 
important sectors of wholesale trade. The measur-
ing of salt in 15th century Amsterdam, mentioned 
earlier, was done by sworn measurers, as was the 
measuring of grain. The Amsterdam measurers were 
united in a guild that participated in the responsi-
bility of maintaining and verifying standards (Dijk-
man 2011, 228). In English towns, urban weighers 
and measurers are not as much in evidence, possibly 
because of the greater role of royal officials, certainly 
in port towns (Zupko 1977, 59-64). Urban meas-
urers for corn and salt did operate in early 14th cen-
tury London, however; around that time the city 
moreover acquired the right to appoint the officials 
handling the king’s balances (Zupko 1977, 62-63; 
Barron 2004, 39). 

As with security, the advantages of formal mar-
kets regarding metrological control faded over 
time as general mechanisms for the supervision 
of weights and measures took shape. The market, 
however, did serve as focal point: at the market-
place prototypes were displayed and facilities such 
as a public balance were established. 

Conclusions

Between the eleventh and the 15th century, 
northwestern Europe witnessed the emergence of 
an increasingly dense network of formal markets: 
places that formed supervised, controlled environ-
ments for exchange of commodities. By no means 
all trade was conducted through these formal mar-
kets: expressed in volumes or monetary value, ex-
change in others settings must have been at least as 
important. Nevertheless formal markets fulfilled an 
important role in the process of commercialization 
that characterized medieval northwestern Europe. 
They not only lowered the costs of finding interest-
ed buyers or sellers, but also helped to reduce trans-
action costs in two other ways. 

Firstly, formal markets, exactly because they were 
public, supervised places, reduced security costs by 
offering protection to the person and property of 
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Fig. 5. Auncel being used 
for weighing wool, 1547
(Der furnembsten, not-
wendigsten, den ganzen 
Architectur (Walther 
Hermann Ryff ), Sächsische 
Landesbibliothek, Staats- 
und Universitätsbibliothek 
Dresden, Optica.31, f. 333r. 
Deutsche Fotothek record 
ID 88960212).
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all who did business there. This is especially clear in 
the case of fairs; however, the special legal status of 
fairs became less important as towards the end of 
the Middle Ages alternative mechanisms for con-
tract enforcement and the adjudication of foreign 
traders developed. 

Secondly, formal markets, again based on their 
character as controlled environments for ex-
change, lowered information costs by providing 
arrangements for the control of prices, product 
quality, and weights and measures. While for qual-
ity and price control the formal market appears to 
have retained its central position, it partly lost that 
role for metrological control. Partly, since impor-
tant ele ments such as the display of prototypes and 
the location of the public balance remained con-
nected to the marketplace. It was what medieval 
buyers and sellers expected: markets were, after 
all, supposed to be controlled places of exchange, 
supervised by the authorities in the interest of the 
general public. 

Bibliography

Arnoux 2010
Arnoux, M., Verité et questions des marchés médie-
vaux. In:  A. Hatchuel/O. Favereau/F. Aggeri (eds.), 
L’activité marchande sans le marché? Collection 
Économie et gestion (Paris 2010) 27-43.

Barron 2004
Barron, C. M., London in the Later Middle Ages: 
Government and People 1200-1500 (Oxford 2004).

Basile et al. 1998
Basile, M. E., Bestor, J. F., Coquillette, D. R., Dona-
hue, C., Lex Mercatoria and Legal Pluralism: A Late 
Thirteenth-Century Treatise and its Afterlife (Cam-
bridge 1998).

Bautier 1953
Bautier, R.-H., Les foires de Champagne: recherches 
sur une évolution historique. Recueils de la Société 
Jean Bodin 5: La Foire, 1953, 97-145.

Benders 2001
Benders, J., ‘Item instituimus ibidem singularis an-
nis nundinas’: fairs in the principality of Guelders, 
1294-1543. In: S. Cavaciocchi (ed.), Fiere e mercati 
nella integrazione delle economie europee, secc. XIII-
XVIII. Instituto Internazionale di Storia Economica 
‘F. Datini’ Prato 32 (Florence 2001) 645-667.

Beveridge 1928
Beveridge, W. H., A statistical crime of the seven-
teenth century. Journal of Economic and Business 
History 1, 1928, 503-533.

Beveridge 1965
Beveridge, W. H. (ed.), Prices and Wages in England 
from the Twelfth to the Nineteenth Century (Lon-
don 1965).

Blondé et al. 2006
Blondé, B., Stabel, P., Stobart, J., van Damme, I., Re-
tail circuits and practices in medieval and early mod-
ern Europe: An introduction. In: B. Blondé/P. Sta-

bel/J. Stobart/I. van Damme (eds.), Retail Circuits 
and Practices in Medieval and Early Modern Europe. 
Studies in European Urban History (1100-1800) 9 
(Turnhout 2006) 7-29.

Boerner/Ritschl 2002
Boerner, L., Ritschl, A., Individual enforcement of 
collective liability in premodern Europe: Comment. 
Journal of Institutional and Theoretical Economics 
158, 1, 2002, 205-213.

Bolton 2017
Bolton, J. L., London and the anti-alien legislation of 
1439-40. In: W. M. Ormrod/N. McDonald/C. Tay-
lor (eds.), Resident Aliens in Later Medieval England. 
Studies in European Urban History (1100-1800) 42 
(Turnhout 2017) 33-47.

Breen 1902
Breen, J. D. (ed.), Rechtsbronnen der stad Amster-
dam. Werken der Vereeniging tot uitgaaf der bronnen 
van het oud-vaderlandsche recht, 2nd ser., 4 (The 
Hague 1902).

Britnell 1981
Britnell, R. H., The proliferation of markets in Eng-
land, 1200-1349. Economic History Review 34, 2, 
1981, 209-221.

Britnell 1993
Britnell, R. H., The Commercialisation of English 
Society 1000-1500 (Cambridge 1993).

Britnell 1996
Britnell, R. H., Price-setting in English borough mar-
kets, 1349-1500. Canadian Journal of History 31, 1, 
1996, 1-15.

Britnell 2006
Britnell, R. H., Markets, shops, inns, taverns and 
private houses in medieval English trade. In: B. 
Blondé/P. Stabel/J. Stobart/I. van Damme (eds.), 
Retail Circuits and Practices in Medieval and Early 
Modern Europe. Studies in European Urban History 
(1100-1800) 9 (Turnhout 2006) 109-123.

Britnell/Campbell 1995
Britnell, R. H., Campbell, B. M. S., Introduction. In: 
R. H. Britnell/B. M. S. Campbell (eds.), A Commer-
cialising Economy: England 1086 to c. 1300 (Man-
chester 1995) 1-6.

Davis 2011
Davis, J., Market regulation in fifteenth-century Eng-
land. In: B. Dodds/C. D. Liddy (eds.), Commercial 
Activity, Markets and Entrepreneurs in the Middle 
Ages (Woodbridge 2011) 81-105.

Davis 2012
Davis, J., Medieval Market Morality: Life, Law and 
Ethics in the English Marketplace, 1200-1500 (Cam-
bridge 2012).

Davis 2018
Davis, J., The ethics of arbitrage and forestalling 
across the late medieval world. In: S. Middleton/J. 
E. Shaw (eds.), Market Ethics and Practices, c. 1300-
1850 (Abingdon 2018) 23-45.

Dijkman 2011
Dijkman, J., Shaping Medieval Markets: The Organ-
isation of Commodity Markets in Holland, c. 1200-c. 
1450. Global Economic History Series 8 (Leiden 2011).

Weight&Value_Band1.indb   320 22.08.19   16:54



321Weight and Value • Vol. 1 • 2019

Dyer 1992
Dyer, C., The hidden trade of the Middle Ages: Evi-
dence from the West Midlands of England. Journal of 
Historical Geography 18, 2, 1992, 141-157.

Epstein 1994
Epstein, S. R., Regional fairs, institutional innovation 
and economic growth in late medieval Europe. Eco-
nomic History Review 47, 3, 1994, 459-482.

Fruin 1892
Fruin, R. T. (ed.), De middeleeuwsche rechtsbronnen 
der kleine steden van het Nedersticht van Utrecht 3. 
Werken der Vereeniging tot uitgaaf der bronnen van 
het oud-vaderlandsche recht, 1st ser., 13 (The Hague 
1892).

Gelderblom 2013
Gelderblom, O., Cities of Commerce: The Institu-
tional Foundations of International Trade in the Low 
Countries (Princeton 2013) 1250-1650.

Greif 2006
Greif, A., Institutions and the Path to the Modern 
Economy: Lessons from Medieval Trade (Cambridge 
2006).

Hatcher/Bailey 2001
Hatcher, J., Bailey, M., Modelling the Middle Ages: 
The History and Theory of England’s Economic De-
velopment (Oxford 2001). 

van Houtte 1953
van Houtte, J. A., Les foires dans la Belgique anci-
enne. Recueils de la Société Jean Bodin 5: La Foire, 
1953, 175-207.

Huvelin 1897
Huvelin, P., Essai historique sur le droit des marchés 
et des foires (Paris 1897).

de Jager 1901
de Jager, H. (ed.), De middeleeuwsche keuren der 
stad Brielle. Werken der Vereeniging tot uitgaaf der 
bronnen van het oud-vaderlandsche recht, 2nd ser., 2 
(The Hague 1901).

Kowaleski 1995
Kowaleski, M., Local Markets and Regional Trade in 
Medieval Exeter (Cambridge 1995).

Kula 1986
Kula, W., Measures and Men (tr. R. Szeter) (Prince-
ton 1986). 

Letters 2013
Letters, S., Online Gazetteer of Markets and Fairs in 
England and Wales to 1516. Available online: http://
www.history.ac.uk/cmh/gaz/gazweb2.html (acces-
sed 24.06.2018 (2013)).

Masschaele 1994
Masschaele, J., The multiplicity of markets reconsid-
ered. Journal of Historical Geography 20, 3, 1994, 
255-271.

Masschaele 1997
Masschaele, J., Peasants, Merchants and Markets: In-
land Trade in Medieval England 1150-1350 (New 
York 1997).

van Mieris 1753
van Mieris, F. (ed.), Groot Charterboek der graaven 
van Holland en Zeeland en Heeren van Vriesland III 
(Leiden 1753).

Murray 2005
Murray, J., Bruges, Cradle of Capitalism 1280-1390 
(Cambridge 2005).

Musset 1976
Musset, L., Foires et marchés en Normandie à l’épo-
que ducale. Annales de Normandie 26, 1, 1976, 3-23.

North 1991
North, D., Institutions. The Journal of Economic Per-
spectives 5, 1, 1991, 97-112.

Pauly 1996
Pauly, M., Foires luxembourgeoises et lorraines avant 
1600. In:  P. Johanek/H. Stoob (eds.), Europäische 
Messen und Märktesysteme in Mittelalter und Neu-
zeit. Städteforschung 39 (Cologne 1996) 105-141.

Pfister 2008
Pfister, U., Craft guilds, the theory of the firm, and 
early-modern proto-industry. In: S. R. Epstein/M. 
Prak (eds.), Guilds, Innovation and the European 
Economy, 1400-1800 (Cambridge 2008) 25-51.

Sawyer 1986
Sawyer, P., Early fairs and markets in England. In: B. 
L. Anderson/A. J. H. Latham (eds.), The Market in 
History (London 1986) 59-77.

Stabel 2001
Stabel, P., Markets and retail in the cities of the late medie-
val Low Countries: economic networks and socio-cul-
tural display. In: S. Cavaciocchi (ed.), Fiere e mercati 
nella integrazione delle economie europee, secc. XIII- 
XVIII. Instituto Internazionale di Storia Economica ‘F. 
Datini’ Prato 32 (Firenze 2001) 797-817.

Theiller 2005
Theiller, I., La creation des marchés hebdomadaires. 
Quatre documents normands des xive-xve siècles. 
Histoire & Sociétés Rurales 24, 2, 2005, 105-121.

Theiller 2009
Theiller, I., Markets as agents of local regional and 
interregional trade: Eastern Normandy at the end 
of the Middle Ages. In: V. Pinilla (ed.), Markets and 
Agricultural Change in Europe from the 13th to the 
20th Century. Rural History in Europe 2 (Turnhout 
2009) 37-46. 

Theiller 2017
Theiller, I., Marchés licites et illicites: une dualité 
nécessaire à la fin du Moyen Âge? Rives Méditer-
ranéennes 54, 1, 2017, 19-29.

Unger 1916
Unger, W. S., De levensmiddelenvoorziening der Hol-
landse steden in de Middeleeuwen (Amsterdam 1916).

Verlinden 1963
Verlinden, C., Markets and fairs. In: M. M. Postan/E. 
Miller (eds.), The Cambridge Economic History of 
Europe 3: Economic Organization and Policies in the 
Middle Ages (Cambridge 1963) 119-153.

Wedemeyer Moore 1985
Wedemeyer Moore, E., The Fairs of Medieval Eng-
land: An Introductory Study. Studies and Texts 72 
(Toronto 1985).

van der Wee 1963
van der Wee, H., The Growth of the Antwerp Market 
and the European Economy (Fourteenth-Sixteenth 
Centuries) 1 (The Hague 1963).

Markets in late medieval northwestern Europe: The organization of exchange in a commercializing world

Weight&Value_Band1.indb   321 22.08.19   16:54



322 Weight and Value • Vol. 1 • 2019

Zupko 1977
Zupko, R. E., British Weights and Measures: A His-
tory from Antiquity to the Seventeenth Century 
(Madison 1977).

Address of the author

Jessica Dijkman
Utrecht University, Department of History and 
Art History
Drift 6
3512 BS UTRECHT
The Netherlands

j.dijkman@uu.nl

Jessica Dijkman

Weight&Value_Band1.indb   322 22.08.19   16:54




