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 Wealth was one of the major criteria of social distinction in early modern Spain, competing with 
linage and rank, though economic life revolved around credit and debt ( Ruiz 2017 : 4). This 
increasingly monetarized society was exquisitely aware of multiple forms of credit contracts, 
including speculative financial operations. In Spain, such practices reached into a variety of 
economic fields, including the wool trade and staple goods, in addition to instruments of com-
mercial credit used as mere financial instruments in arbitrage operations and investments in sov-
ereign debt ( Villalón 1541 ;  Saravia de la Calle 1949 ; Azpilcueta Navarro 1965;  Mercado 1977 ; 
 Schüssler 2014 ). These operations linked the exchange fairs held in Castile to those spreading 
through Italy, France, and Flanders across complex financial networks supporting far-reaching 
trade and the financial needs of a government engaged in multiple theaters of war. 

 Through the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the activities of merchant-
bankers from Castile, Aragon, Genoa, and Portugal intersected in significant ways that blurred the 
specificity of national boundaries ( Herzog 2012 ). For the Sephardic community, a great circula-
tory movement of migration, maritime trade, and global trade networks lead to Amsterdam and 
other commercial enclaves across the broader Atlantic world and Europe. Iberian Jews participated 
in the Amsterdam stock exchange and interacted with the Dutch culture of risk and speculation 
dealing in tulip bulbs and the East India Company stock (known as VOC) ( Israel 1997 ;  Goldgar 
2008 ). A closer focus on early modern Iberian merchant capitalism sheds light on extensive mer-
chant webs and commercial-minded bureaucratic elites operating in global trade and finances. 
Financial cosmopolitanism wove together transnational communities, organized in multiple over-
lapping levels of participants and operations that expanded the realm of high finance to less estab-
lished investors, creditors, borrowers, and savers ( Herzog 2012 ;  Pinto 2013 ;  Sanz Ayán 2013 ). 

 Master narratives of rise and decline, the Protestant ethic of capitalism, economic back-
wardness, and a protracted transition from feudalism to capitalism have rendered invisible this 
mosaic of businessmen, commercial enclaves, universal trade, financial networks, and complex 
credit instruments. Compared to England and France, the Spanish monarchy interacted with its 
constituent parts or  reinos  in a way that resembles a conglomerate of relatively independent ter-
ritorial units rather than a unified nation state. The economic and political interaction among 
Spanish-controlled political entities interlinked centers in a complex geometry that fostered 
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negotiation, contacts, and competition, and economic opportunities multiplied alongside and 
outside the state ( De Luca 2012 ;  Grafe 2013 ). Such a contrast lies at the heart of new inter-
pretations that reexamine the history of capitalism by reviewing the significant role of Iberian 
colonialism and thought in the creation of global capitalism ( Koskenniemi 2014 ; Tutino 2011). 

 The classical history of capitalism places early modern Spain in the negative outside of eco-
nomic development and modernity. In tandem with the Black Legend, it assumes that the Span-
ish colonial state was obsessed with extracting silver but financially incompetent. The legacy of 
this idea has endured to the point of limiting our familiarity with the long shelves of commercial 
manuals and economic treatises published across the Spanish territories during this period. 

 Literary critics have observed that the increasing social fluidity of money created a constant 
tension between rank and wealth that authors observed through the lenses of selfhood and self-
making ( Mariscal 2000 ;  Romero-Díaz 2002 ;  Bass 2013 ). In a culture contrived for the benefit of 
the monarchial-seignoral sectors of society, the modern subject is at the crossroads of the rising 
bourgeois ideology confronted by the abiding ideologies of blood and lineage ( Maravall 1966 , 
 1975 ). Critics argue that this reaction against mobility and change manifests the strong hold of a 
moral economy that hampers the ideological transformation from which capitalism can emerge 
undefeated ( Cavillac 2014 ). 

 Capitalism as an unresolved protracted process underscores the narrative of economic back-
wardness mercantilist authors passed on and eighteenth-century thinkers in Spain and elsewhere 
promoted ( Mackay 2008 ). The economic and financial experiences that colonial wealth brought 
about tell a contrasting story about complex cultural processes that expanded throughout the 
intellectual landscape as debates emerged in economic and business writings as well as literary 
forms. Early modern Spanish society grappled with the rising credit economy by writing about 
money and credit. This continuum integrates the moral economy and its monetary counterpart 
as the two sides of the same page. 

 Then the question arises about how culture is embedded in economic life and, more impor-
tantly, how the cultural field interprets the kaleidoscopic character of credit. I suggest that the 
intensive engagement with credit and finance crystallized in a wide range of texts examining 
credit instruments, tools of calculation, the logic of speculation, and its impact on economic 
life. Academic economic treatises, mercantile writings, commercial textbooks, religious texts, 
and literary works all appraise the promise and perils of credit by banking on ethos, quality, and 
inscription while resorting to analogy, myth, and similitude. 

 The opaque instruments of speculative credit raised questions about what their known basis 
of value is, how they establish creditworthiness, and whether their promise of ever-increasing 
value may have any substance at all. In what follows, I examine these questions in mutually con-
stitutive textual transactions considering relations of debt and obligation; the ethics of financial 
contracts and speculation (Mercado, Saravia de la Calle, Valle de la Cerda, Molina); and instru-
ments of exchange, finance, and the stock-exchange. All these aspects interlace mercantile texts, 
trade manuals, and fiction (Antic Roca, Duarte Gomes Solis [Gómez Solís], Mateo Alemán, 
José Penso de la Vega) published in Spain and Amsterdam. My argument considers the complex 
ways in which divergent forms of credit intersected, clashed, and coexisted. I look at the sets of 
abstraction credit creates to uphold its own reality while depending on the promissory logic of 
trust, the confidence games of speculation, and even the follies of finance. 

 Matters of life and debt 
 Matters of life and debt concerned the haves and the have-nots. They all interacted in a mon-
etary space containing diverse currencies but marked by the chronic scarcity of minted coin. 
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The upper classes, the middling sort, farmers, and laborers all borrowed to ride out hardships, 
buy property, meet liabilities, or just get ahead. Borrowers and creditors were enmeshed in 
informal and formal credit relations. In rural areas and small towns, credit spans interpersonal 
relationships built on a social sense of trustworthiness and good faith that defined the bonds of 
dependence and patronage. These socialized forms of debt and reputation assimilated solvency 
and character to self-worth and rituals of honor. The nature of these connections also char-
acterizes the relations among close-knit artisan and professional groups in urban areas ( Taylor 
2003 : 12). 

 Business manuals published through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries frame lending as 
an opportunity for making money in a series of arithmetical problems teaching how to calculate 
simple and compound interest. Commercial arithmetic textbooks are noteworthy for their rich 
variety of ambivalent and distinct terms. Such innocuous terms as  dar  [to give],  tomar  [to take], 
 ganar  [to gain],  ganancia  [earnings],  ganar a razón de  [to accumulate interest or value of shares], 
 cambiar  [to exchange],  cambios  [currency exchange and financial contracts], and  mérito  [inter-
est] are in contrast with those which are self-explanatory:  tomar y emprestar dineros  [to lend and 
borrow money],  prestar dinero  [money lending],  ganar réditos  [to earn dividends],  dejar dinero  [to 
invest, deposit, or lend money],  interés de moneda  [interest rate differential between currencies], 
and  interese  and  interés  [interest] ( González Ferrando 2012 : 9–10). Arithmeticians formulate the 
verbal instructions describing the set of calculations in terms of known and unknown sums 
obtained through a particular period of time. Their verbal instructions in second-person singular 
address the ideal student, grounded in the objective logic of calculation but detached from the 
impulses of greed ( Vilches 2015 ,  2019 ). 

 Farmers, the middling sort, and the nobility raised funds by acquiring  censos . They took mort-
gage loans secured against their land or estate as a collateral, with the flexibility to either redeem 
this obligation or extend it indefinitely. Delays of the treasure fleet forced royal requisitions of 
private remittances in exchange for bonds. Pirate attacks, shipwrecks, and the contingencies 
of war caused ripple effects, upending exchange fairs, disrupting banking, and increasing the 
demand for credit and the price of money ( Lovett 1989 ). 

 Then credit became a burden that morphed all forms of debt into a nightmare.  Censos  
emerged as a source of permanent debt that benefited individual creditors, as well as monaster-
ies and cathedral chapters, the most active foreclosers. The failure to fulfill obligations brought 
debtors to prison until payments were made, or insolvent prisoners transferred their goods and 
possessions to their debtors ( Copete 1990 ).  Juros  or public debt bonds ran for a fixed term, even 
if the contract could eventually be rolled over. Valued as profitable investments by the urban and 
landed elites, public debt was the domain of syndicated groups of bankers, typically associated 
with Genoese firms, and later Portuguese business networks, that relied on the contributions of 
savers ( Drelichman and Voth 2010 : 819) 

 Retailers, dealers, and merchants borrowed through various means. They used  mohatras  or 
credit sales, where a trivial object sold at an excessive price stands for a loan and the interest 
charged. Triple contracts were also common. These contracts are similar to a current deriva-
tive, which guaranteed a fixed interest in return for ‘(1) the sale and (2) future repurchase of 
money together with (3) the sale of uncertain profits’ ( Schüssler 2014 : 281). The commercial 
and financial elite used these financial instruments in combination with larger speculative opera-
tions ordinarily referred to as  cambios , which were entangled in currency exchange, deferred 
payments, and the transfer of funds. 

 Large merchants like Simón Ruiz and Tomás de Mañara, among others, mixed trade with 
their roles as sellers and takers of bills, eventually becoming financiers with large firms operat-
ing within complex and far-reaching networks ( Vila Vilar 2011 ;  Pinto 2013 ;  Ribeiro 2016 ). 



Credit in early modern Spanish texts

127

Sephardic networks converging in Amsterdam integrated Atlantic and Pacific trade with specu-
lating in East India Company shares. Bills of exchange,  asientos  and  juros , as well as the shares 
traded in the Amsterdam stock exchange, are the corollaries of a culture of speculation. All these 
financial instruments amplify the abstraction of money, in its fundamental sense, as an inscription 
of trust and credit related to a concrete or known basis of value, into a higher degree of abstrac-
tion of increasing obscurity. These contrasting functions of credit merged, faced each other, 
and defined their own terms in an amalgam of economic treatises and technical texts, as well as 
literary works. Together they shed light on the extended familiarity with credit and matters of 
money in a culture that understood money in abstract terms and was versed in the routines of 
exchange, commercial arithmetic, accounting, and business writing ( Vilches 2015 ). 

 Credit and money 
 As a means of circulation, credit fills the gap between the exchange of commodities and the 
exchange of money. Credit then functions as money of account written down in a ledger, estab-
lishing social relations linking debtors and creditors ( Marx 1990 , I: 232–8). These factual quali-
ties seem to vanish when compared to the capacity of interest-bearing capital to generate the 
boundless expansion of value, as value that is greater than itself. At this point, the concrete basis 
of economic value evaporates, and credit becomes mysterious and conceptually elusive, while it 
acquires a life of its own ( Marx 1990 , III: 516). 

 Historically, financial capital has engendered cycles of accumulation and free-floating capital. 
The constant search for most profitable investments plays out its own course over  a long durée , 
expanding from the commercial Italian city-states of the thirteen and fourteenth centuries to 
the symbiotic relationship of Spanish capitalism and Genoa. Then it continues following its leap 
to the Netherlands in the seventeenth century, before the cycle expands into Britain, and a new 
sequence begins in the United States through the eighteenth and twentieth centuries ( Arrighi 
2010 ). The recurrent movement of cyclical finance capitalism has constantly raised questions 
about its various degrees of abstraction, its fragile basis of value, the delusive realm of specula-
tion, and the forms of representation it has inspired to fill the widening gap it creates between 
perception and illusion. 

 These questions about fictitious capital may seem at once contradictory and even too con-
temporary in the context of early modern Spain. The intense engagement of the Hapsburg 
monarchs with German and Genoese credit conveys the difficulty of placing early modern Spain 
within the dynamisms of early modern capitalism. Yet if the Iberian empires had a crucial role 
in the genesis of global capitalism led by European colonialism, how can we presume that their 
societies were peripheral to global enterprise ( Tutino 2011 )? If early modern Spanish society was 
remarkably aware of the global reach of trade and all forms of commercial and financial contracts 
( Vázquez de Prada 2000 ;  Böttcher and Hausberger 2011 ), and late scholastic Spanish economic 
thinkers theorized individuals as fundamentally commercial beings, engaged in all aspects of 
trade and exchange ( Koskenniemi 2011 ), how can we consider that this society did not grasp 
the character and cultures of credit? 

 This impasse resonates with ready-made narratives about Spanish economic weakness and 
financial mismanagement that seventeenth-century mercantilist writings disseminated. Spanish, 
French, and English Enlightenment thinkers continued to articulate these notions, which also 
laid the foundation of the classical template of the history of capitalism in the grand narrative of 
rise and decline. Through the interstices of these arching master narratives, the conventions and 
practices of exchange come into view, together with the habits of calculation, business outlooks, 
and the pervasive language of commerce and finance. 



Elvira Vilches

128

 The calculating mentality that valued time in terms of money gave rise to the notion of 
Purgatory and to a complex system of spiritual investments, such as indulgences, suffrages, 
and donations. Purgatory, Le Goff argues, helped promote ways of thinking and acting that 
favored the development of banking, commercial transactions, and the accumulation of profits. 
Although its origins reach back into late antiquity, the logic of confession and penance and the 
mathematical attitude to salvation became more prominent with the commercial revolution of 
the fourteenth century ( Le Goff 1986 ). This increasingly capitalist view understands salvation 
as a mathematical problem that requires believers to reckon how much and for how long they 
should give alms to expiate their sins ( Le Goff 1986 ;  Dameron 2013 : 89–91). 

 In early modern Spain, the contrasting functions of credit overlapped, came into conflict, 
and established their own boundaries. Moral theologians following the teachings of Francisco 
de Vitoria took account of the commercial contexts in which the justice of exchange should be 
assessed. They considered money a tradable commodity and held credit as the heart and soul of 
commerce. As they witnessed the development of a sophisticated financial system and consid-
ered the benefits of trade for the common good—the prosperity of the republic—late scholastic 
thinkers established flexible categories for accepting interest as compensation and even unat-
tained profit ( Koskenniemi 2011 : 23–4). 

 These conceptual moves crisscross with pertinent observations about specific speculative 
operations. The author of  Suma de tratos y contratos  [A Summary of Contracts] (Salamanca 1569, 
Seville 1571), Tomás de Mercado, for instance, noticed that speculators thrived by shortening 
the money supply in times of dearth and transferring international payments to supply the needs 
of various European war fronts. Everyone deemed it better to have money elsewhere than in 
their purse. They seemed more concerned about the multiple operations they put down in their 
books and their promised realization into future value than with their actual assets and liabilities 
( Mercado 1977 , vol. 2: 381, 379). 

 Ink and paper 
 Credit means to trust and believe. It relies on abstraction and representation to create the under-
pinning of its own reality. As it prepares to take flight, it spurs the follies of the imagination to 
the point of undermining its own mechanisms of trust and accountability, as well as the alleged 
neutrality of business calculations and procedures that make possible the future creation of value. 

 As free-floating capital, ‘money becomes in a second sense and to a second degree abstract’ 
( Jameson 1998 : 142). For Marx, fictitious capital is a construct emerging from the upside-down 
ideas of merchant-capitalists and financiers, whose deluded self-representations and self-percep-
tions inevitably imprison them in their own distorted views ( Marx 1990 , III: 428). Interest-
bearing capital mystifies financial wealth as a ‘mysterious and self-creating source of interest’, 
to the point of elaborating its own valorization of value completely separated from any marks 
of its original material basis. In this conception, capital as value increases by virtue of its innate 
property as ever-persisting and growing value, conjuring ‘amazing fancies, which leave behind 
the fantasies of the alchemists’ while mocking all the powers of the imagination ( Marx 1990 , 
III: 519). 

 Fictitious capital tends to project its illusory logic into the future. For merchant-capitalists, the 
promise of bigger dividends has the distorting effect of misinterpreting their own delusions as 
genuine and well founded until their expectations crash ( Marx 1990 , III: 534–42). Spanish eco-
nomic thinkers linked the spiral of speculative credit to the frenzy of financial contracts driving 
Atlantic trade. Late scholastic economic thinker Tomás de Mercado understood financial credit 
as an artifice capable of multiplying sums endlessly as long as ink and paper did not run out. The 
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very mystifications of finance eclipse the possibilities that interfere with the self-perpetuating 
accumulation of value. In the virtual realm of speculation-driven credit, this abstraction gener-
ates endless numerical relations detached from any apparent risk and contingencies that made 
financial wealth transient. 

 Mercado compared credit with the shaky one-foot balancing act with which artists chose to 
depict the goddess Fortune, and he imagined merchants as silkworms, tangling and imprisoning 
themselves in their own schemes in order to get out of one debt by taking on an even greater 
one—‘los mercaderes son como el gusano de seda, que se enreda y encarcela en su misma 
trama de negocios, entrando, para salir de una obligación, en otra mayor’ [merchants, just like 
silkworms, create their own wrappings, entangling themselves in a coiled skein of dealings, as 
they borrow to pay one debt, just to fall deeper in the red] ( Mercado 1977 , vol. 1: 92–5; vol. 
2: 360, 494–6). Mercado, for one, suggests that the capacity of numbers to multiply expo-
nentially opens the floodgates of speculation. Thus, he imagines countless numerical relations 
while asserting the impossibility of realizing such a purely mathematical value. He visualizes this 
impasse through compelling images and metaphors invariably evoking the dangers of high seas, 
great abysses, a Gordian knot, and even a tangled and coiled skein ( 1977 , vol. 1: 55, 76, 83; vol. 
2: 244). As everyone borrowed with one hand and lent with the other, moral theologian Luis 
Saravia de la Calle, in his  Instrucción de mercaderes   muy provechosa en la cual se enseña cómo deben los 
mercaderes tratar  [Most Useful Instruction for Merchants Teaching How Merchants Should Trade 
and Exchange] (Medina del Campo 1544), compared dealing in  cambios  to the compulsive weav-
ing of spiders—‘urden la tela de los tratos . . . trabajando noche y día [sin entender] las cosas 
perecederas’ [merchants weave the cobweb of their dealings working day and night as if material 
things were more important than their spiritual well-being] ( Saravia de la Calle 1949 : 12). The 
combined qualities of intricacy, restlessness, and transience this persuasive image evokes resonate 
with a set of motives registering fictitious exchange as the expression of modern times. 

 Detached from commodity trade and actual production,  cédulas de cambio  or bills of exchange 
circulating through the Medina exchange fairs, Seville, Lisbon, and beyond were used to bet 
on the differential values of one currency over another in any location or  agio . At the fairs, all 
transactions were made in money of account for bookkeeping and business purposes in order 
to convert all bills of exchange in foreign currencies and to settle accounts. These dynam-
ics sustained complex financial instruments involving multiple transactions, with parties roll-
ing over any accrued interest to the next arbitrage operation ( Grabill 2007 : 139–76). Beyond 
the fairs, the capital market also involved investors with various degrees of available wealth 
and financial acumen. The aristocracy, the urban elite, and the middling sort engaged in such 
speculation, enticed by the promise of easy gains. But there was no guarantee. The ubiquity of 
these exchange dealings linked commercial centers and even facilitated fund transfers for ordi-
nary people. Unpredictable events such as war, and any contingency affecting the treasure fleet, 
turned the money market upside down, leaving lenders highly exposed. When Fortune was 
favorable, investors could obtain a 12 to 14 percent profit. When things went wrong, a chain of 
bankruptcies ensued ( Grice-Hutchinson 1952 : 16–17). 

 Moral theologians debated such ethical aspects as predatory lending linked to misguided spec-
ulation, fairness of exchange, proper compensation, and propriety in charging interest. Their 
arguments developed a market orientation in tune with their modern times when the world 
had become enclosed by the circulation of money, bills, and goods. Francisco de Vitoria, the 
founder of the School of Salamanca, and Martín de Azpilcueta Navarro, the author of  Comen-
tario resolutorio de cambios  [Commentary on Questions Concerning Money and Exchange] (Sala-
manca 1556), discussed their reservations about credit when it was divorced from the exchange 
of goods while conceptualizing the profit that exchangers earned as a fee for their labor and 
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expertise. By the end of the sixteenth century, Jesuit Luis de Molina already had a systemic view 
of money and economic exchanges less concerned about the moral order than the effortless 
functioning of exchange through the widening networks of international trade and finance. He 
argued for a legitimate basis for exchange transactions bearing interest on the grounds that these 
were indispensable for global trade ( Schüssler 2014 : 273–4). 

 This focus on the steady functioning of exchange reflects arguments that the technical authors 
of business manuals and arithmetic textbooks often inserted in their prefaces to readers. Antic 
Roca, the author of  Arithmetica  [Arithmetics] (Barcelona 1565), sees finance as a series of cal-
culations and even questions the conceptual distinction between those operations using credit 
for buying and selling goods— cambios reales —and those based on speculation— cambios fingidos . 
What makes them equal, and therefore factual, are the actual calculations of simple and com-
pound interest: 

 No es menester que te hable de los cambios secos ni de los ficticios, porque todos se 
dicen reales y se hacen las operaciones dellos de la misma manera. 

 (Roca 1565: f. 170 r ) 

 [I don’t need to talk about fictitious operations and dry exchange, because all interest-
bearing transactions are matter-of-fact, and the calculations they require are the same.] 

 In their sets of problems, arithmeticians portray matter-of-fact transactions involving modest 
amounts and reasonable time lags determining when accounts and contracts are due. Problems 
provide a narrative that has a beginning (a business opportunity), a middle (the verbal instruc-
tions to do calculations), and an end (solving the equation and economic gain). Compared 
to the concern of economic writers about fictitious capital stimulating delusive schemes, the 
narrative structure of problems, and calculation itself, constrains such a tendency by describing 
specific transactions, close-ended deals, and reasonable numerical values 

 Roca’s  Arithmetica , along with the manifold trade manuals printed during this period, con-
veys a model of economic rationality in which basic mathematical education is the key to the 
expanding market economy. Anyone who had to work, buy or sell, or distribute or borrow 
needed to know the language of numbers. The consensus among technical authors from such 
diverse backgrounds as the church, the counting house, the printing shop, the school, and 
mercantile circles is that numbers embody factual information. In relation to money, rational 
calculation ideologically creates a zone of gray, where any given sum looks as if it is the product 
of arithmetic rules rather than the diligent pursuit of profits by any means necessary. 

 Trust, propriety, and property 
 In its most simple expression, credit is the confidence that leads a person to either sell commodi-
ties for a written promise to pay at a certain date or to entrust another with a certain amount of 
capital. Unlike a mortgage contract, bills of exchange lacked any security. Their pledge consisted 
in the perceived solvency of their takers. A merchant’s financial reputation was built through 
business correspondence and word of mouth. Trust was a hedge against risk. Merchants care-
fully constructed and fashioned their personal reputations. Their trade experience and expertise 
in commercial arithmetic and bookkeeping cemented their confidence with their correspond-
ing partners. These epistemic practices constitute the basic training of apprentices and junior 
employees before they worked as business agents. Professional ties often reflect those of family 
relations, which were at the core of business networks ( Newson 2013 ). 
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 For Portuguese merchant and mercantilist author Duarte Gómez Solís, these skills built the 
twin pillars of trust and truth sustaining genuine trade: 

 Los mercaderes son hombres de cuenta y razón, peso y medida . . . como la mercancía 
está fundada sobre el crédito, y el crédito sobre la verdad. 

 (Gómez Solís 1622: f. 109 r ) 

 [Merchants are men of reason and reckoning, who uphold their reputation on good 
bookkeeping ( cuenta y razón ), a good reputation ( peso y medida ) . . . and just as trade is 
based on credit, so too credit is based on truth.] 

 Traders function as the essential observers of a new conception of the economy based on the 
empirical knowledge of all functional and formal aspects of trade, as well as extensive hands-on 
experience in commercial enclaves across the seas. Direct experience and evidence-based and 
applied techniques equip merchants for examining thoroughly the causes, effects, and risks of 
genuine trade ( Wachtel 2011 : 17). 

 Gomes Solís’s  Discursos sobre los comercios de las dos Indias, donde se tratan materias importantes de 
estado y guerra  [Discourses Concerning Trade with the Two Indies, Where Great Matters of State 
and War Are Discussed] (Madrid 1622) examines the competition that British and Dutch ven-
tures posed to Iberian trade across the Atlantic and the Pacific in relation to the intense engage-
ment of Portuguese bankers and merchants in the monopolies and tax management pertaining 
to the Spanish crown. In matters of organizing and sustaining trade, he recommends beginning 
with the subtleties of arithmetic and the technologies of paper. These techniques of calculation, 
he contends, are necessary to study the economy scientifically through its interdependent and 
integrated components and specific laws. 

 Credit is essential, yet it remains elusive. A written promise to pay at a certain date, or entrust-
ing another with certain capital, requires businessmen do their best to fulfill their obligations. 
The more successful they were, the more obligations were placed upon them, increasing the 
pressure to retain their reputations ( Ribeiro 2016 ). Yet reputation is equally vague and relies on 
a promissory logic that demands continuous performance. Confidence is a leap of faith, Gómez 
Solís suggests, for credit means to believe in what you cannot see, so that the person who lacks 
funds can borrow money as if he were rich: 

 el crédito para todo, no estriba en más que en una buena opinión, como lo vemos en el 
crédito, que como cosa palpable, se cree en lo que no se ve, resultando de aquí, tenerse 
buena opinión, siendo pobres, y dársele dineros a cambio, como si fuera rico. 

 (Gómez Solís 1622: ff. 32 r –33 r ) 

 [Credit stems from good opinion, as we can see in the ordinary practice of credit, 
which demands that we believe in that what we cannot perceive, so that those who are 
held in good opinion and have a good reputation can borrow money as if they were 
rich, even though they are actually poor.] 

 The mere economic is embedded in mechanisms of trust that seem exclusively psychologi-
cal, for they integrate feeling, thought, and materiality. The effect is twofold. Character and 
reputation are linked in a cause-and-effect relationship to ‘cuenta y razón’ and ‘peso y medida’ 
in order to establish truth, or else they rely on vanity and pretense, which result in deceit and 
uncertainty. Such a difference, he argues, is rooted in what he identifies as the inextricable link 
between propriety and property. 
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 If property stands for stock—merchandise, assets, and equity—propriety defines creditworthi-
ness capaciously. Beyond conveying a tangible basis of value, ownership provides the ethical basis 
for solvency and credence defined both materially and politically. Property distinguishes what is 
tangible from that which is a mere estimate into the future. It also determines the ways in which 
possessions define the moral characteristics of the person who can be trusted to govern himself, 
administer his property wisely, and take part in the affairs of commerce. 

 The thrust of the argument is that if traders make the republic prosperous, they must establish 
relations of equity and proportion and fairness, all of which crystalize in a good reputation. The 
foundations of credit—property, propriety, and prudence—stand out in contrast to the delusions 
that result in conceit and folly: 

 Serán mejor premiados los que como mercaderes son mejor gobernados, gastando 
menos y tratando verdad. Pues se puede considerar que quien así procede, acrecienta 
hacienda y mejor opinión en crédito, y tiene por atributo hablar verdad. Y por el con-
trario, quién gasta más de lo que tiene, no puede vivir con buen crédito, ni puede dejar 
más o menos de mentir, según la vanidad. 

 (Gómez Solís 1622: f. 17 r ) 

 [Those merchants who govern themselves, spend within their means, and deal truth-
fully, will be rewarded. For he who does things properly increases his stock and his 
good reputation, and his attribute is to speak the truth. And on the contrary, those who 
spend more than what they have cannot attain a good reputation, nor can they refrain 
from lying, or being deluded by their own vanity.] 

 This reflection adds an important nuance to his previous definition of credit as a twofold act of 
believing and make-believe, for the act of believing is felicitous as long as stock, practice, and 
wholesome habits are closely linked. Honesty will raise credit without money, but all the money 
in the world will not raise credit without this principle. Otherwise, finance remains shrouded 
in mystery and deception. 

 Confidence games 
 The proliferation of credit and debt stimulated business and encouraged expansion within a 
highly speculative and volatile economy that promised quick returns and inspired imaginative 
business strategies while being exposed to the vagaries of fad and fluctuations. Everywhere trade 
was constantly exposed to multiple incidents as well. Bankers, investors, and creditors relied on 
personal trust and economies of obligation as a hedge against risk and misfortune ( Muldrew 
1998 ). Confidence was among one’s principal assets. It conveyed one’s capacity to relate to oth-
ers in every aspect of life. Confidence was performative. It was carefully constructed through 
speech, commercial expertise, prudence, self-governance, spending habits, family ties, and social 
interaction. 

 This confidence game makes invisible the eroding and fine line separating the real and the 
virtual, the material and the immaterial, reality and illusion. The power of the imagination pen-
etrates even the nature of knowledge. Credit means to believe and to give credence. In credit, 
we juxtapose our understanding of axiomatic facts and our own expectations. In fiction, both 
planes merge credit instruments and their cultural expressions. For, as Marc Shell argues, money 
and literature share a common belief system, wherein the aesthetic experience we associate with 
fiction uses the same medium that bestows belief in money: the inscription and circulation of 
written signs ( Shell 1982 : 7). 
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 The aesthetic experience of the written word demands that readers trust its parallel world 
of figurative reality once they have suspended their disbelief. These mechanisms of trust and 
make-believe are key to money as well. Money is nothing but trust inscribed. Society trusts the 
inscriptions of value and the authority coins bear. In the case of credit, the matters and functions 
of inscription are closer to the confidence games that fiction plays out. In  Guzmán de Alfarache  
(Madrid 1599, 1604), Mateo Alemán asks readers to give credit to Guzmán’s picaresque tales at 
the expense of their edification. By observing the rogue’s expertise in the arts of deception and 
his ethically flawed character, readers can fully engage in righteous moral and social commentar-
ies intertwined with the narrator’s tale about this life ( Ife 1985 : 128). 

 Another dimension of this argument offers yet another extension of the idea of credit that 
explores this epistemic concern with belief as a tool for interpreting and naturalizing finance. 
This dynamic of deception and clarification resonates with the debates in economic and mer-
cantile treatises discussing both the value of the written supports enabling exchange and the 
risks posed by the porous foundation of fictitious exchange. Mercado saw speculation in the 
boundless profusion of ink and paper. He compared speculative operations to smoke— el humo 
del cambio  [the smoke of exchange]—whose sweet perfume stupefied merchants with deluded 
grand schemes of ever-increasing value. Likewise, Martín González de Cellorigo famously 
wrote about a  república   descompasada  [republic in shambles] inhabited by rentiers holding to their 
investments and contracts as if these were certain forms of solid and substantial wealth ( González 
de Cellorigo 1991 : 90, 120). These cautionary observations teaching readers how to discern the 
true value of things surface in  Guzmán de Alfarache  through a recurrent series of swindles, play-
acting, and failed business ventures. 

 The novel appeals to a readership with extensive familiarity with credit instruments— moha-
tras ,  cambios ,  censos —books of account, and business documentation in order to mock the very 
promissory logic that upholds exchange. In a narrative about the constant pursuit of security, 
money, and social advancement through unscrupulous means, credulity and expectation estab-
lish the mechanisms that create the foundation of their own truth while setting in motion rela-
tions of cause and effect that put an end to such illusion, just for the cycle to start again. 

 In his itinerary through social strata, Guzmán embodies the circulation of money through 
cycles of revaluation and devaluation ( Malkmus 2007 : 196). But he is a much better analogy 
for credit, especially the speculative variety known as exchange and re-exchange—‘cambiar y 
recambiar’—which he rationalizes as the modern way of doing business—‘ya no se negocia 
sino con dinero’ [nowadays everyone deals in nothing but money] ( Alemán 2012 : 631). Alemán 
condenses this economic phenomenon into a constant friction of passions and prudence that 
resonate with Gómez Solís’s observations. 

 The author of  Discursos sobre los comercios de las dos Indias  saw traders as the supporters of a new 
conception of the economy based on direct experience in the affairs and arts of commerce. He 
suggests that when merchants govern themselves and their affairs wisely, credit provides the life-
blood of trade making republics prosper. When this nexus of confidence, reputation, prudence, 
and property fails, so do deals. Then credit reveals its twofold performative act of believing and 
make-believe. The former is constrained to specific ventures and expected outcomes. The lat-
ter engenders deluded flights of the imagination. When adversity is out of sight, capitalists or 
merchants assume that good times will continue and grow careless about risk. The promise of 
bigger dividends has the distorting effect of perceiving the illusory as genuine until all that seems 
solid melts into thin air. 

 To avoid the perils of credit, credit requires the consistent legal reinforcement of merchant 
guilds, mercantile law, and civil courts. In  Part II  of the novel, Guzmán praises the efficient 
management of good government and commerce in Florence, Milán, Zaragoza, and Barcelona. 
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In the description of these cities, and especially Florence, he ponders the principles of political 
economy based on the good order of a productive social body ( Alemán 2012 : 474–5). Milan is 
a prosperous commercial center with famous merchants and filled with all sorts of shops ( 2012 : 
523–4). Zaragoza’s civic and commercial life flourishes thanks to the satisfactory provisioning 
and fair pricing of goods, as well as the well-designed and respected standards of weights, mea-
sures, and the currency ( 2012 : 604). Finally, in Barcelona, businessmen become merchants once 
the major officials of the chamber of commerce examine their reputation and experience, as well 
as their stock and corresponding partners ( 2012 : 635). 

 Alemán’s contemporaries understood that credit enabled the circulation of goods and money 
by virtue of representing known grounds of value such as goods, accounts, proper bookkeep-
ing, and even a solid reputation. Yet Guzmán suggests that individual necessity can easily 
undermine these mechanisms of trust. Necessity can be impractical and delusive even if it is 
perceived as real. It is driven by the desire for wealth and overreaching, rather than reason and 
prudence: 

 Si mi quisiera contentar y supiera gobernar, no me pudiera faltar; empero, como no 
hice uno ni supe otro. . . . Nunca me contenté, nada me quietó. Como no lo trabajaba, 
facilmente lo perdía. Era como la rueda de zacaya: henchir y luego vaciar. 

 ( Alemán 2012 : 604) 

 [If I had been determined to be content and had controlled myself, I would have had 
enough, but I could not help it. . . . I never felt I had enough money, nothing satisfied 
me. I easily squandered what I did not work for, as if I were a waterwheel filling up 
and emptying out.] 

 Guzmán complains that everything, including himself, is pretense—‘todo es mohatra’ [every-
thing is make-believe] ( 2012 : 528). He speculates on his desires and the desires of others through 
cycles of imagining, realizing, and destroying value, all of which mimic novel forms of specula-
tive credit and banking that constitute the modern way of doing business ( 2012 : 631). 

 The novel likens the flow of swindles, gambling, and financial operations to a sequence of 
falls and steep climbs, registering the myth of Sisyphus as a trope for the fluidity of finance. 
As Guzmán becomes a merchant-banker, his father-in-law hopes that with his guidance, his 
son will climb to the top without ever coming down—‘para que no volváis a caer desde la 
mitad’ [so that you will not fall down from halfway up] ( Alemán 2012 : 630). Guzmán’s good 
credit and reputation as a punctual businessman succumb to business overreaching, over-
confidence, and overspending driven by vanity and arrogance. Guzmán creates imaginary 
funds by tampering with loan documents and uses liabilities to raise sums, falling deeper in 
debt ( 2012 : 618–37). In hindsight, he contends that the perils of credit lie in actualizing the 
anticipation of its very promise by spending what is borrowed carefreely and taking great 
delight in acquiring what desire may fancy until everything collapses—‘que los que sobre 
arena fundan torres, muy presto dan con el edificio en tierra’ [the foolish who build their 
castles on the sand, soon realize how fast these fall down] ( 2012 : 637). Fictitious capital is in 
constant motion and moves like water in the mill wheel—‘que tanto tarda en subir como en 
bajar la rueda, tan presto vacía como hinche’ [the mill wheel is filled and emptied out just 
as quickly as it goes up and down] ( 2012 : 657). Guzmán concedes his ill-gotten gains led 
him astray and ruined him—‘fue hacienda mal ganada, que me había de perder y perderla’ [it 
was an ill-gotten fortune that I lost, along with myself] ( 2012 : 644)—just to start climbing 
again—‘volví de nuevo como Sísifo a subir la piedra’ [I returned, like Sysiphus, to push the 
boulder up the hill] ( 2012 : 681). 
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 Chance and risk 
 The follies of finance evoke allegories of chance and impermanence, along with classical myths 
of boldness, imprudence, and constant motion. Compared with actual contracts, speculation 
consists of a confidence game in which people are no longer sure what is real and what is the 
fruit of chance and the imagination. Penso de la Vega suggests that shareholders get caught up in 
their own aspirations. He published  Confusión de confusiones  [Confusion of Confusions] (Amster-
dam 1688) at a time when the trading stocks of the Dutch East India Company had increased 
considerably, and pamphlets on the evils of the ‘wind-business’ or  windhandel  circulated, along 
with rumors of impending war with France and England, just before the value of stocks plum-
meted with the crash of 1672 ( Israel 1997 : 327–30). As the stock market became the source of 
much contention, the Sephardim business community was accused of luring modest savers into 
buying shares with false promises of certain profits. 

 Penso de la Vega characterizes shareholders and brokers as callous and misleading ( Trivellato 
2019 : 186–7). Being a businessman as well as a poet, his rich literary, biblical, and mythological 
references articulate the puzzling moves of speculators, shareholders, and brokers, mostly in hazy 
terms that convey disconcerting states of mind, the transient nature of wealth, and the power 
of delusion. The first dialogue of  Confusión de confusiones  opens with a conversation about the 
contingencies of trade. For the discreet Merchant, the winged helmet and sandals of Mercury 
represent the diligence of merchants, their quick reasoning, and even their vivid imagination—
‘alas en la cabeza por los pensamientos con que vuelan’ [the winged helmet symbolizes high-
flown thoughts] ( Penso de la Vega 2008 : 17). For the naïve Philosopher, worrying about bills of 
exchange is a futile exercise compared with the solace he finds in good books. He morphs the 
implements of trade, such as the counting house and bookkeeping ( caxa ) and the bench where 
merchants spread their books to put down transactions ( banco ) into war drums ( caxas   para   los  
 soldados ) and galley benches ( los   bancos   para   los   marineros ). 

 The Merchant claims that trade, just as life, is a constant battle against all odds. The Shareholder 
assures him that there is a mesmerizing business that many cannot stop thinking about. Specula-
tion in the stock market, the seasoned Shareholder affirms, is an enigmatic business, which is at 
once genuine and deceptive. Speculation is an art, a techne, but the cunning and skill it requires 
are undermined by the very passion of exchange and its disregard for risk. This binary of sagacity 
and foolishness defines the properties of financial speculation as the epitome of confusion that can 
surreptitiously bring either wealth or destitution, challenging both the prudent and the daring: 

 [Es el negocio] más noble e infame que conoce el mundo, el más fino y más grosero 
que ejercita el orbe. Mapa de ciencias y epítome de enredos, piedra de toque de los 
atentos, y piedra de túmulo de los atrevidos, tesoro de utilidades, e incentivo de los despe-
ños, y finalmente un retrato de Sísifo que jamás descansa y un símbolo de Ixión que 
siempre anda en la rueda viva. 

 ( Penso de la Vega 2008 : 17) 

 [It is the most noble and despicable business, just as it the finest and the crassest the 
world knows: a chart of knowledge and skills and a paragon of fraudulence, a touch-
stone for the intelligent and a tombstone for the audacious, a treasury of usefulness and 
a source of disaster, and finally, the portrait of Sisyphus who never rests and of Ixion 
who is chained to a wheel that turns perpetually.] 

 Images of instruments of technical knowledge, such as a chart and a touchstone, and concrete 
profits—un tesoro—become undone as the Shareholder ponders how success and disaster merge 
in the ever-moving flow of exchange. 
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 In the political arena, these mythological figures are emblems of ambition and transgression 
that incurred the wrath of the gods and monarchs. Hapsburg rulers commissioned works depict-
ing Sysyphus and Ixion to convey their power. Masters like Titian and Jusepe Ribera look at the 
theme of eternal punishment as the vehicle to explore anatomical depictions of physical torment 
( Payne and Bray 2018 ). Penso de la Vega links these mythical titans to other popular myths of 
transgression, such as those of Icarus and Daedalus, who famously symbolized the punishment 
for popular overreaching, while expressing the image of flight and the language of trespass and 
intrusion ( Amelang 1998 ). His articulation emphasizes the constant motion—‘la rueda viva’—of 
making bets, their unsettled results, and the capricious passion of exchange. 

 The Shareholder assures that dealing in the stock exchange frees merchants from many incon-
veniences associated with the management of their warehouses, the intense correspondence 
with agents across lands and oceans, and frequent suspensions of payments. The Shareholder 
admits that this new business, which contemporaries registered as specious, is contingent on the 
vagaries of fortune. Then these characters raise the question of who may have invented the stock 
market. The Merchant and the Philosopher learn nothing revealing. The Shareholder juggles 
multiple evasive answers attuned to what he imagines scholars, preachers, and idealists, as well 
as the inquisitive and those out of their own minds, may find most appealing. Each intervention 
is at odds with the rest even as they all consider the power of passion over reason driving their 
resolve to become wealthy. 

 The volatility of stocks and the mercurial character of dealers and shareholders crystallize once 
again in the god of trade. They all covet Mercury’s winged helmet and sandals in order to reach 
the spheres of the celestial bodies. As they imagine themselves flying higher than Phaeton, their 
folly becomes increasingly intoxicating, poisoning their minds with such anxiety and uneasiness 
as if they had been exposed to high levels of mercury. The god evokes incessant striving, akin 
to the endeavors of Sisyphus and Ixion’s ever-spinning wheel. In Penso de la Vega’s articulation, 
the classical representation of eternal punishment is less important than the capaciousness these 
myths offer when placed in an unfamiliar context. This transfer of meaning resonates with the 
distortion of financial terms the Philosopher proposed in the opening exchange. He prefers 
 buenas letras —literature and philosophy—to  letras de cambio —bills of exchange. In his mind, 
finance holds sway over merchants’ deranged imaginations until it exhausts them, just as rowing 
benches wear out the bodies of galley slaves. Likewise, he sees merchants’  caxas —the archive of 
accounts, receipts, and ledgers held at the counting house—as military drums that signal orders 
and warnings of imminent danger. 

 Chance and risk displace confidence, credence, and reputation as the trusting mechanisms of 
credit. Stockholders become absorbed in the ceaseless movement of the wheel of fortune they 
construct for themselves, just like Sisyphus, who is always in motion, and Ixion, chained to an 
ever-spinning wheel. The distinction between the attested transactions Gomes Solis discussed 
earlier and those which are simply fictitious, then, becomes blurry as the latter reach an even 
higher degree of abstraction and remain even more elusive. The Shareholder compares the con-
stant variations and accidents of shares to the multiple metamorphoses of Proteus. The sea god 
had the power of prophecy, but he would assume different shapes to avoid answering questions. In 
contrast to economic authors observing how the endless pursuit of value disrupts social relations 
and deludes the speculative mind, Penso de la Vega suggests that what matters is not so much how 
prudence and a sound knowledge of trade based on the arts of commerce can rein in the follies of 
finance but rather examining the contradictory dynamics driving the flights of fancy encouraged 
by the unbounded self-perpetuating creation of future value. He admits that is easier to portray 
in figurative and allegoric terms the motions, intricacies, and vicissitudes of speculation than to 
describe how it really works, for such an abstraction has to be grasped in its cultural expressions. 
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 The credit economy 
 The seductive, volatile, and anxiety-producing character of credit casts a long shadow over mul-
tiple segments of Iberian early modern book trade. Arithmeticians explained credit as a matrix 
of equations. Economic thinkers, businessmen, and authors saw that, in a tidal wave of profit 
seeking, numbers could represent either the fluid functioning of genuine exchange or a thresh-
old into the realm of the senseless. The imaginative exploration of fictitious capital intersects 
tropes of hope and fear with visions of modernity. Financial volatility speaks of oceans as well 
as classical myths of restlessness, boldness, and imprudence, together with images of intricacy 
and impermanence. The power of the imagination penetrates even the nature of knowledge. 
Credit means to believe and to give credence, which takes us from activities that seem to be 
merely objective to attitudes that seem exclusively subjective, that rely on mechanisms of trust 
and make-believe. 

 The financial practices and cultures of early modern Spain are more sophisticated and modern 
that we are prepared to admit. Multiple forms of writing across analytical and figurative genres 
traced the puzzling logic of capital as a means of production and representation through mul-
tiple intellectual, technical, and creative pursuits, in order to create an intricate framework for 
explaining the new facts and the new economic experiences of the expanding credit economy. 

 Culture is embedded in economic life. The language of exchange may occur explicitly or 
implicitly, but the concepts it denotes, from money, credit, and profit to debt and loss, undergird 
the voiced and inferred intentions of authors, thinkers, commentators, and technical writers. 
Their explorations into the conceptual, emotional, and cultural challenges of credit respond 
not so much to genre conventions as the vexing questions at hand and the specificities of credit 
instruments, for credit relies on calculation and banking but cannot exist without character, 
disposition, and merit. Similarly, to study credit means resorting to equations as well as analogy, 
myth, and fiction. 

 The making of economic knowledge frames a threefold epistemic field where the arts of 
commerce, economic thought, and the work of representation merge multiple inquiries in the 
shared effort to establish a framework to make sense of rising global capitalism. Examining these 
questions closely in early modern Spanish texts challenges the singularity of this culture as the 
external other to capitalism and modernity. In the rich humanistic, literary, and philosophical 
traditions of early modern Spain, capitalism generated multiple debates about money shaping 
the exchange of meanings across economic and figurative writings that are not exhausted by 
vocabulary, genre, or ideology. 

 Compared to our day-to-day experiences with money and credit, early modern Spaniards 
employed sophisticated habits of calculations in order to negotiate a perplexing mix of monetary 
and credit instruments, where fluctuations in valuation and denomination varied from region to 
region and city to city. Despite the distance in time and space, they share with us a wide familiar-
ity with credit instruments such us loans and mortgages. Just as we do today, they noticed that 
speculative credit and the rent-seeking investments of high finance were only clear to experts, 
yet they did not overlook either their ubiquity or their fictitious nature. 

 The character of credit is multifaceted. It comprises abstraction, quantification, and calcula-
tion, yet it also constructs a parallel order of reality where perceptions are illusory. The virtual 
nature of economic abstraction creates such a confusion by creating a logic completely detached 
from the uncertainties of the real world. I have argued that all these components are equally 
apparent in the commercial culture and intellectual field of early modern Spain. Suspicious cred-
itors, insolvent monarchs, and the vast amounts of American gold and silver provide powerful 
icons that through the centuries have oversimplified the ways in which people across Hapsburg 
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Spain dealt with money, credit, and debt. Five hundred years ago, American bullion was already 
at the heart of complex international financial networks. In the first decades of the sixteenth 
century, economic thinkers and the intellectual elite acknowledged that treasures greased the 
wheels of credit. The prominence of trade and credit in applied mathematics manuals, economic 
writing, and literary works suggests that the future of weightless money had already begun. 
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