
1. Introduction

This paper attempts to set the context and the main research questions of a larger research 
project concerning the monetary structures and policies of Medieval and Renaissance Venice. 
At this stage, the project has as a case study the island of Crete, which was a Venetian colony 
for more than four hundred years. The research aspires to analyse the monetary structures that 
existed in the island at the time and how those affected the economic life of the people who 
lived in or even passed through the island. 
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The project focuses in particular on the effects that the parallel circulation of various types 
of currencies had on the economy, having as a starting point the major distinction between 
currencies of high value (white money) and low value (black money), which was common not 
only in Crete and in Venice but also throughout the entire European continent at the time. 

The next section describes the features of the monetary system of the Venetian era. Section 
three presents the case of Venetian Crete as a colonial economy. The framework of the larger 
research project is explained in section four and the main research questions are discussed 
in section five. Section six explores the importance of this monetary system and case study 
today, and the implications for future research are described in the last section, seven, instead 
of conclusions. 

2. Black, white and other monies in the Medieval and Renaissance Mediterranean 

A typical characteristic of medieval and renaissance monetary systems on the Mediterranean 
coasts and the European continent in general, is the multiplicity of monetary instruments 
in circulation. For example, in the same economy, we could see foreign and local currencies 
circulating together, even used at the very same time to calculate the value of a transaction or 
the main payments of a loan. The distinction between legal and non-legal tender meant that 
authorities could also accept foreign currencies and deny their own currencies as means of 
tax or fine payments. The above coincided with the co-existence of both minted and virtual 
currencies, i.e. accounts could be done in a different currency from the one the payment was 
made in, while currencies that were literally minted might be used as virtual units of account in a 
transaction (Antoniadi 1967, Bacharach 1994, Stahl 1985, 2000, 2007, 2016, Travaini 2006, Tucci 
2001, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 2004, Liata 1996: 13-82, 119-169, Mazarakis 2004, Mueller 1980, 
Papadaki 2000, Ploumidis 1972, 2006, Tsiknanis 2005, Spufford 2014). 

This variety and multiplicity of monetary instruments coincided with a variety of fake, forged or 
illegally minted currencies. Apart from coins minted by legal mints beyond the volume of coins 
set by authorities, various mints that were under the control of local lords minted currencies 
following (copying) the matrices of the legal tender currencies. In some cases, currency wars 
erupted among competitor trade cities attacking the trust shown in the currency of a competitor 
city. Forgery of currency and fake coins of all types were all over the place and even the assigned 
authorities proceeded with debasement of their own currency (Stahl 2000, Liata 1996: 171-198, 
Mueller 1980, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 2004, Ploumidis 2006).  

A major distinction in this very complex monetary situation is that between gold and silver 
themselves and between precious (gold and silver) and non-precious metals (copper and/or 
other mixed alloys). In other words, there was a plurimetallic or multimetallic monetary system 
with the two most precious metals, gold and silver, as coin bases, on the one side, and the lower-
priced metals like copper, mixed alloys and metal alloys which contained a low quantity of silver, 
on the other side. 

Within this context, the currencies were distinguished into two major categories: low-value 
currencies and high-value currencies. The low-value currencies could be virtual or physically 
minted and they could contain no silver or a low percentage of silver, which resulted in their 
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oxidation and dark colours ‒ this is why they were generically termed “black money”. The high-
value currencies could also be virtual or physically minted but they contained a high percentage 
of high quality silver or gold. The latter did not lose or were not perceived to lose their metallic 
brightness, which is why they were called white money (Stahl 1985, 2000, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 
2004, Ploumidis 2006, Hocquet 1979, Mazarakis 2004, Mueller 1980, Spufford 2014). 

The practical aspect or feature of these two broad currency categories is that white money, 
as high-value money, was used in major transactions, such as trade (especially international 
trade) and wages of highly skilled labour. Black money, on the other hand, was used in small 
transactions and was the currency type preferred for most people’s everyday activities (Stahl 
2000, 2007, Mazarakis 2004, Liata 1996, Mueller 1980, Spufford 2014). 

3. The case of Venetian Crete

I chose the case of Venetian Crete to study the phenomenon of black and white money in the 
Middle Ages and investigate the monetary system(s) that were used in the island at the time, 
due to various reasons: 

One reason was the advice of an anonymous referee in 2011 to look for black money in the 
Middle Ages in order to understand how parallel currencies today are functioning or are expected 
to function. It seems that in some cases the parallel circulation of both low- and high-value 
state currencies in late Middle Ages had serious implications for the class structure of ascending 
capitalism (Gemmill & Mayhew 1995, Gullbek 2005, Mueller 1980). 

Another reason is that I needed a case study within the territory of contemporary Greece. 
The third reason is that Crete, given its geographical, climatic and cultural position in the centre 
of the Eastern Mediterranean Sea, was an ideal case as it has always been a trade connection 
point for Europe, the Middle East and North Africa. Moreover, for Crete, due to its good climate 
conditions and resources, one could not easily attribute economic or financial problems to lack 
of resources and limitations of an environmental character (although I would not preclude those 
either).

Aside from the above, I wanted to study the Venetian monetary system not from the point 
of view of the metropolis but from the point of view of the colony, of the people who lived, 
produced, traded or even ruled the island while living with the locals. It seems that even the 
Venetian colonisers and the Venetian local administrators were not very happy with the policies 
of their own metropolis (Detorakis 1994: 153-175, Maltezou 1997, Norwich 1989: 230-242). 
Crete officially became a Venetian colony in 1204 during the Fourth Crusade and Venice acquired 
practical control of the island in 1211. The Venetians held the control of the island until 1645, 
when Chania was conquered by the Ottomans, and the control of Candia/Herakleion and its 
suburbs until 1669. In fact, the Venetian rule of Crete exactly coincides with the transitional 
period between the Middle Ages and the modern era, i.e. between the feudal system and 
capitalist economic structures (Detorakis 1994: 143-244, Norwich 1989: 542-560). 

That Venetians as administrators were very good at keeping archives and documentation 
provides proof that Venetian economic history and Crete were linked for over 400 years.  
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Some of the documents are in Crete, but a major part of the Venetian archives lies in Venice, 
and this research project aspires to investigate the original documentation concerning monetary 
policies. In that sense, I am grateful for the resources the island provides to researchers like 
myself and I hope that this study will demonstrate the contemporary relevance of this unique 
material to contemporary research. 

4. The research framework

Venice for several centuries had no “white money” as such and adopted the silver grosso in 
about 1194, i.e. about ten years before Venice became a Mediterranean Empire with colonies 
from the Italian mainland to Istanbul, Crete and Cyprus and various trade points all over the 
Mediterranean Sea. Whether the adoption of the silver grosso was directly related to the Fourth 
Crusade military expenditures is debated, however it seems that it facilitated the expansion of 
Venice (Travaini 2006, Stahl 2000). About 90 years (1284) after the adoption of the silver or first 
white currency of Venice, the Venetian authorities adopted the golden ducato, a coin of high 
quality gold metal which was never debased and was issued/minted until the end of Venice as 
a separate state.

Apart from the silver grosso and the golden ducato and their various issuance series, the 
Venetian monetary system also had other currencies, physically minted or virtually circulating. 
All were of lesser value and were regularly debased or abandoned as issued currencies by the 
Venetian authorities. Their instability of value and public trust contrasted with the stability of 
fineness and value of the precious-metal-based currencies, particularly the ducato (Papadopoli 
1871, 1893, Stahl 1985, 2000, 2007, 2016, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 2004, Mazarakis 2004, Mueller 
1980, Spufford 2014). 

Within this historical framework, I do not take the “veil theory” of money for granted. If money 
is not a veil of economic activity but one among many factors that interact with the activity 
and conditions that individuals and social groups face, then how would this complex monetary 
system work in reality? 

I attempt to understand the monetary system in Venetian Crete through a historical materialist 
lens, using post/de-colonial theory, feminist, ecological and other critical approaches, with the 
aim of seeing the monetary instruments in their articulation among themselves but also with 
their coeval modes of production. Special focus is placed on the effects of this monetary system 
on the most disadvantaged social groups and on nature. Of major interest are phenomena or 
problems that seem to defy existing monetary theories, particularly mainstream ones, with the 
intention of setting additional frameworks for research on monetary economics in the future. 

5. The main research questions 

In order to systematise the information and phenomena that emerge throughout my study in 
Venetian monetary economics, I chose to distinguish the research questions into themes. The 
themes are preliminary, i.e. they have been chosen through descriptive exploration and are 
adopted for analytical purposes only.
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Theme 1: Taxation & public finances

Despite the issuance/minting of currencies of various levels of value and precious-metal base, 
the issuing authorities are not willing to accept all of them as means of payment for taxes and 
fines. The Venetian state prefers to be paid in white money, that is, in gold or silver coins of fine 
metal. That makes white money the legal tender of this monetary system, even if, in various 
cases, white money is a virtual accounting unit on the basis of which the physical low-value 
currencies are counted for tax purposes. 

In fact, the ducato was never debased, whereas the grosso changed through the centuries to 
the point where it became debased and had its minting stopped or altered. Falsifications and 
forgeries were more common for the low-value currencies for various reasons, one of which was 
that the technologies adopted to protect the genuine high-value currencies were not adopted 
for low-value currencies (Stahl 2000, 2016, Mueller 1980). 

Nevertheless, the public finances were not in a good shape, even if the Venetian traders were 
accumulating huge fortunes in the meantime. The public treasuries in both Venice and Crete 
lacked funds, which coincided with general shortages of monetary liquidity. This meant that the 
people did not have enough monetary instruments to perform the transactions they wanted to, 
and also could not pay their taxes. Debt to the public treasuries accumulated just like the public 
debt itself for Venice and its colonies (Thiriet 1985, Tucci 1981, 2001, Antoniadi 1967, Drakakis 
& Sidiropoulos 2004, Mazarakis 2004, Mueller 1980, Ploumidis 2006, Hocquet 1979, Spufford 
2014). 

If we have so many currencies, both virtual and physical, in the economy, how can we explain 
the lack of liquidity? Why would not that be enough to use at least the virtual currencies to 
calculate transactions? The first hypothesis would be that this complex monetary system with 
the multiplicity of monetary instruments must have had structural problems itself that need to 
be identified and further explored. The variety of currencies and the existence of virtual ones do 
not seem to solve the problem of monetary liquidity. 

Theme 2: Relationship between the currencies 

It is very interesting to see that in Crete, when the Venetians take over the administration, 
there are already other currencies of which the prevailing one is the Eastern Roman Imperial 
(Byzantine) hyperpyron [υπέρπυρον]. 

The hyperpyron is a gold coin that, at the time the Venetians take effective control of Crete, 
seems not to circulate at all in the island but only in virtual form, i.e. as an accounting unit. The 
Venetians tolerated the hyperpyron, accepting that accounting, contracts and even taxes were 
calculated in hyperpyra, even when the ducato was introduced by the Venetian state. In some 
sources, I find that the ducato and the hyperpyron are interchangeable and that people did not 
distinguish between them in practical terms. However, this cannot possibly be happening, first 
because the hyperpyron existed in Crete before the ducato, second because the hyperpyron, 
especially after 1453, is a currency of an Empire that no longer exists, and third, because the 
hyperpyron persists in Cretan transactions until the mid-17th century, despite the introduction 
of ducati and the dissolution of the Eastern Roman Empire/Byzantium two centuries earlier 
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(Antoniadi 1967, Pallastri 2005, Papadopoli 1871, Stahl 1985, Kalitsounakis 1928, Xanthoudidis 
1912, Tsiknakis 2005). 

The question is whether the shortage of physical Venetian coins leads local people to continue 
making their transactions using a virtual currency; and whether and for what reasons the liquidity 
problems persisted despite the use of virtual currencies. 

We also know that all the currencies circulating in the Eastern Mediterranean had varying and 
floating exchange rates. Even the gold ducato, which contained a fixed amount of pure gold and 
was never debased, had variances in value and redemption power throughout the centuries that 
it was used (Antoniadi 1967, Stahl 2000: 147-179, 212-216, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 2004, Liata 
1996: 139-166, Mueller 1980). 

Moreover, not all transactions were usually done with all types of currency. Certain sectors of 
production or trade preferred to transact with certain types of currency (of both high and low 
value). The variety of currencies also represented a variety of production sectors, of positions in 
the production and distribution process and of transaction patterns (Pallastri 2005, Stahl 2007, 
Liata 1996, Maltezou 1985, Mueller 1980, Baroutsos 1999, Panagiotopoulou 1974, Chilosi & 
Volckart 2010, Spufford 2014). 

There was a form of monetary segregation among sectors and among classes. The question is 
why this is happening and in what ways each type of currency becomes preferred or trapped in 
a certain sector or social groups. In other words, liquidity problems are related to “bottlenecks”, 
i.e. the concentration of monetary instruments in the hands of certain social groups or the 
disappearance from circulation of certain types of currency. 

Theme 3: Money & social struggles

Under these conditions, there arises the question of social struggles related to monetary 
instruments and the monetary system. I have distinguished the social struggles into three major 
topics: class, gender and race/ethnicity. 

The first question, therefore, is whether and how class relations influence monetary tools and 
their function within the economy. In other words, which class has access to which currency and 
to what extent? (Stahl 2007, 2000: 81-96, 196-225, Liata 1996: 13-82, 171-188, Maltezou 1985, 
2000, Gasparis 2003, Baroutsos 1999, Papadaki 2000, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 2004, Chilosi 
& Volckart 2010, Mueller 1980, Spufford 2014). The reasons and implications of such class 
monetary bias are the other major question that my research attempts to answer. 

My questions concerning gender relations are similar: do women and, if so, which women 
have access to monetary instruments and what are those instruments? Are they related to 
the sectors in which women have the opportunity to produce and gain income? What can we 
know of women’s relationship to the various currencies, given that women mostly work in 
sectors of the economy which are usually unpaid? Research on the role of women in Venetian 
Cretan society (Maltezou 1997, 2000, Pallastri 2005, McKee 2004, Tsirpanlis 2003, Panopoulou 
2003, Manousakas 1961) can be combined to give some directions for research concerning the 
monetary implications for women in the economy.
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Finally, given that the society of Venetian Crete consists of various social groups with different 
cultural, religious, ethnic and language affiliations, does race or ethnic origin affect the financial 
position of individuals and social groups? For example, we know that Venetian nobles were by 
law the only class entitled to engage in international-foreign trade. On the other hand, we also 
know that for special sections of foreign trade, such as trade with Egypt, traders of local Cretan 
origin (and Orthodox Christian and Jewish affiliation) established trading links with the Egyptian 
authorities and traders. We know that Jewish communities are regularly considered by Venetian 
authorities to be committing the crime of usury although I cannot find evidence in the sources 
for this accusation apart from the Venetian official references themselves, although there is 
evidence of activity in other trade sectors of the island (Pallastri 2005, Tucci 2001, Williamson 
2002, 2010, Gryntakis 2000, Maltezou 2000, Apellaniz 2013, Mueller 1980). 

Theme 4: Money & modes of production

The Venetians, in order to sustain their international trade, source raw materials in the Eastern 
Mediterranean for which they have to pay in gold coins. They also need to trade the materials 
and especially the processed products to Western countries which have no gold coins to pay for 
the imported goods.  

While Venice introduces the ducato, it seems that they have to transfer it to the East, despite 
trying to devalue the goods they buy from there. The Venetian traders rely for the food security 
of Venice on imported foodstuffs from the East and mostly from the colonies. The feudal lords 
and Venetian nobles turn to agricultural investment once the trading economy of Venice starts 
to decline ‒ or perhaps when the trading routes of the Mediterranean are no longer adequate 
for Venetians to be able to pay gold for raw materials from the East and receive low-value coins 
from the West. Therefore, Venice seems to apply the same colonial monetary policies applied to 
its the maritime colonies in Terraferma (Norwich 1989, Thiriet 1952, 1962, Bacharach 1994, Day 
2002, Mueller 1980, Spufford 2014). 

Luxury fabrics and clothes are mostly needed in the colonies and in the East, and they are 
highly priced, usually paid for in white money (Pallastri 2005, Thiriet 1962, Liata 1996: 119-170, 
Maltezou 1985, Baroutsos 1999, Mueller 1980). Raw materials are low-valued through low-value 
currencies and bought at a low price by Venice or by the newly established workshops and small 
factories in Western Europe with which Venice trades regularly. Supporting the trade of luxury 
goods seems to have been the policy that led to the collapse of salt production and increased its 
price for everyone (salt was also used for food preservation) in the Venetian territories (Hocquet 
1979).

Theme 5: Money, nature & food

One major problem is the food shortages experienced in Crete, particularly from the late 14th 
century onwards. At the same time, the island mostly produced wine for export, plus other 
products like sugar (Detorakis 1994: 198-201, Moody & Rackham 2004: 103-118, Ploumidis 1972, 
Tsiknakis 2005). 
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Crete was not a major producer of grain due to climate reasons, but it had adequate territories 
to cover the needs of the local population, especially plains that were on highlands where the 
temperatures were adequate for efficient grain production. Venice required that grain was 
produced in Crete and traded to the metropolis at prices set by the Venetian authorities to make 
sure that the metropolis did not have to face food shortages. The main feature of the system 
of grain price setting was that people who produced grain, whether they were powerful feudal 
lords or small producers, did not have much space for profit in this sector, and the grain sector, 
despite comprising markets, was heavily controlled, to the extent that you needed a special 
license to transfer grain even from one part of Crete to the other (Gasparis 1991, 2003, Papadia-
Lala 2003, Moody & Rackham 2004: 103-112, Tsougarakis 1990, Stallsmith 2007). 

Given that the taxation system exercised pressure on the producers to pay taxes in white 
money, people were forced to search for grossi and ducati, and perhaps foreign currencies of 
precious metals (Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 2004). Acquiring these currencies was not as easy if 
they were trading or producing for a sector that did not provide much of an opportunity to make 
a profit, such as the grain sector. 

It was easier, therefore, to turn to non-regulated or less-regulated sectors, like the wine trade, 
to acquire better profits and with them the white money they needed. The Venetian authorities 
encouraged or even forced people to cultivate grain, but to no avail. Authors explain this denial 
by people’s propensity to seek high profits or by the revolutionary, untamed character of Cretan 
communities (Stallsmith 2007, Moody & Rackham 2004: 103-118, 190-196). However, the crucial 
question is how the cultivators themselves endangered their survival following repeated food 
shortages and insisted on cultivating grapes for wine export. 

My hypothesis is that they were forced to make this choice. The liquidity shortages and the 
tax system imposed on the island made everyone, particularly those involved in agriculture, 
seek white money, which was only available in export sectors rather than local production or 
regulated sectors/state oligopolies like the grain trade. 

To this contributed the harsh policy of Venice prohibiting the cultivation of the Cretan highland 
plains so that the local communities lost their food security and, with it, their opportunity for 
revolt and political autonomy. After some centuries, when grain cultivation was absolutely 
necessary, Venice waived the prohibition but this did not help the food security situation 
much (Detorakis 1994: 198-201, Gasparis 1994: 13-33, 50-55, 2003, Moody & Rackham 2004:  
131-132). 

It is obvious that the combination of all these policies was self-defeating. The worst hit was 
the policy to support and expand grain production: even when the wine trade ceased to be 
profitable for Cretan producers and Venetian traders, they turned to the production and trade 
of olive oil for soap production, rather than grain. When the Ottomans took over the island, 
the trend continued as before ‒ it is no coincidence that the monetary system of the Ottoman 
Empire was similar to that of Venice (Detorakis 1994: 192-193, 258-268; Stallsmith 2007). 

Another policy instrument that the Venetian authorities used to press for grain production 
was to use the debts of the producers (mostly feudal lords who, in their turn, transferred their 
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burdens to their serfs) in terms of taxation to force them to produce grain at regulated prices 
(Tsougarakis 1990). Taxation debts thus educated the producers that in order to avoid debt to 
the Venetian authorities, people had to acquire the high-value currencies required. 

Theme 6: Credit & debt

One aspect is the variety of credit instruments, used to facilitate trade. They were adapted 
not only to the monetary instruments available and tax regulations, but also to prohibitions 
concerning the types of contract and the limits imposed by the Venetians under the influence of 
the Catholic Church (or perhaps under the liquidity shortages) on usurious practices. However, 
nothing seemed effective enough to stop predatory practices by lenders. It seems that the state 
itself was creating the debts by instituting a monetary system that did not have enough of the 
white money required to have taxes paid in this currency rather than low-value coins (Gofas 
1991, 1993, Kalitsounakis 1928). Many predatory loans with very high interest rates were hidden 
under feudal or non-monetary loans, and in this manner, nobles and the clergy avoided the 
stigma and the legislation against usury (Gryntakis 2000, 2003, Xanthoudidis 1912). 

The adoption of legislation to protect or relieve debtors did not do much. Many left the island 
and many others lost everything due to their debts. The Venetian state was a major debtor 
itself: it did not pay its debts to its lenders or it paid them in low-value currency. Little by little 
the public treasury was drained of liquidity and credit worthiness (Tucci 1981, 2001, Gofas 1991, 
Mueller 1980, Tsiknakis 2003, Hocquet 1979). 

Moreover, it seems that debt was a feature or economic condition of all classes. For some 
reason(s), indebtedness became endemic and almost pandemic in Venetian Crete. As already 
mentioned, prohibition of usury and the reduction of interest rates by law did not help much 
(Thiriet 1985, Tucci 2001, Gryntakis 2000, Gasparis 2003, Ploumidis 1972, Drakakis & Sidiropoulos 
2004). 

The financial system seemed to create more debt and financial poverty than the economy could 
afford ‒ despite the multiplicity of monetary instruments that were available in the economy. 

6. Why is this case of a monetary system important today?

Concerning the relevance of this research project, I chose this topic because my research 
on contemporary economies showed the need for historical research. First, the approach that 
money is a veil over the “real” material economy and that its structure or design does not affect 
the economy as a whole, seems not to hold, at least not in Venice and its colonies. Exchange 
tools seem to be as materially important as any other economic institution, no more than them, 
but no less either. 

Second, as a researcher who does research on monetary phenomena within a general political 
economic context of sharp inequalities and huge poverty and environmental degradation, I also 
need to study monetary phenomena by taking an effective distance, in both time and personal 
involvement terms. Third, despite their differences, the Venetian Empire and the European Union 
also have many similarities. We cannot deny that the European Union could also be considered 
a trade empire. Its currency, the euro, is the white money of the empire, much sought, little 
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accessible, on a continent where poverty is rising among other continents ravaged by war and 
unequal trading conditions.

Fourth, the proposals publicised every so often supporting the idea of parallel currencies 
being issued by European state members of the Eurozone need to be carefully scrutinised. What 
historical precedents do we have of states issuing currencies of limited and unlimited circulation 
and/or high and low value at the same time? It is not wise to devise economic policies without 
taking into account historical precedents and experiences (Locke 2016). 

Finally, the more one explores the Venetian case systematically, the more the actual historical 
paradigms and phenomena reveal inconsistencies in both the policies Venetians adopted at the 
time, and the theoretical approaches we have now at hand to understand monetary systems. For 
example, even if we accept the rough, popular transcription of Gresham’s law that “bad money 
drives out good money”, the question that arises looking at the case of black and white money 
in medieval Crete is: which is the bad money after all? For whom?

7. Implications for future research

This paper is a summary of future research and everything written in it represents points, 
questions and queries for in-depth explorations of monetary history and theory. More research 
is needed, and it is needed by various disciplines and not only by economists. Interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary approaches are necessary to shed light on such a complicated example 
of monetary instruments. Economic history can inform us about today’s economic questions 
and can assist us in refining our theories on and practical approaches to economic problems, 
especially when we are faced with situations where our contemporary experience is not enough 
to think of solutions in an effective way. 
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