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This innovative cultural history of financial risk-taking in Renaissance
Italy argues that a new concept of the future as unknown and unknowable
emerged in Italian society between the mid-fifteenth and mid-sixteenth
centuries. Exploring the rich interchanges between mercantile and intel-
lectual cultures underpinning this development in four major cities —
Florence, Genoa, Venice, and Milan — Nicholas Scott Baker examines
how merchants and gamblers, the futurologists of the pre-modern world,
understood and experienced their own risk taking and that of others.
Drawing on extensive archival research, this study demonstrates that
while the Renaissance did not create the modern sense of time, it con-
structed the foundations on which it could develop. The new conceptions
of the past and the future that developed in the Renaissance provided the
pattern for the later construction a single narrative beginning in classical
antiquity stretching to the now. This book thus makes an important
contribution toward laying bare the historical contingency of a sense of
time that continues to structure our world in profound ways.

Nicholas Scott Baker is Associate Professor of History at Macquarie
University. He is the author of The Fruit of Liberty: Political Culture in the
Florentine Renaissance, 1480-1550 (2013), several articles, and book
chapters, and coeditor of two volumes of essays on Italian Renaissance
society and culture.
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Preface

I began thinking through some of the ideas that underlie this book in the
wake of the economic crisis of 2008 and the global meltdown of specula-
tive financial products and risk systems. That crisis revealed the sup-
posed dichotomy between rational, commercial investment and outright
gambling or irrational behavior to be far less distinct than many com-
mentators, policy makers, and regulators had assumed. I am not sure
whether it is poignant, bitterly ironic, or something else that I have
finished it during another, even more profound and painful period of
catastrophe. The timing is purely coincidental, yet the fact that my work
on a book about the emergence of an idea of the future-as-unknown has
been framed by two worldwide crises resonates deeply and uncomfort-
ably with me.

Completing the final revisions and edits for a book about how people
in the past confronted and made sense of the uncertainty and unknow-
ability of the future during the first six months of 2020 has been a surreal
experience. The global pandemic and the associated economic collapse
have left us all struggling to manage profound uncertainty about the
future. It has also cast in relief the continuing complexity and multiplicity
of the temporalities in which we live, as well as the foolishness of
attempting to draw hard lines between the modern and the premodern.
We all know, intellectually, that unexpected and unanticipated events
occur, that the future is unknown and frequently unknowable, and yet we
also all live our daily lives with an anticipatory sense that tomorrow will
be pretty much the same as today until something devastating like our
current situation occurs.

ix
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Note on the Text

All translations in the text are my own, except where noted.

Different cities in Renaissance Italy had different dates for the begin-
ning of the year. I have standardized all dates in the body of the text to the
modern system of 1 January.

Similarly, a wide variety of different currencies circulated in Italy and
Europe during the period under examination. They were all based on the
Carolingian accounting system of pounds, shillings, and pence, or lire,
soldi, and denari in Italian (1 lira = 20 soldi = 240 denari), which served
as an artificial money of account. In everyday usage, currencies and
denominations varied, and their actual values fluctuated, so consistency
is not possible. I have done my best to provide clarity for readers in
the footnotes.
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