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The Levant Company formed, in 1592, as the result of what could be called a “merger” between
two earlier merchant corporations, the Venice Company and the Turkey Company, themselves both
Elizabethan foundations. It isn’t immediately obvious why these two companies should have wanted to
set up shop under a common shingle. Since their merchandise and zones of operation hardly
overlapped--the one carrying agricultural products from Venice’s overseas empire, the other carrying
silks and other partially-finished luxuries from the Ottoman mainland--a unified charter did nothing to
eliminate redundancies. Attempts to explain the merger as reflecting a “regionalist” approach to
Mediterranean trade are vexed by the long career of the Barbary Company, which, despite significant
overlap between its membership rolls and those of the Levant Company, was to continue trading
independently with the littoral states of North Africa well into the 18th century.1
So there are no simple explanations for the origin of the Levant Company. I would like to begin
by proposing a complex one, which has its roots in a commodity that seems to have made up the bulk of
the company’s trade in the century after its charter. The currant was a phenomenally popular comestible
in Tudor and Stuart England. Whether used in baked goods or eaten fresh, it provided a valuable source
of sweetness at a time when sugar was still a luxury. There were only two places in Europe where
currants could be acquired: the island of Zacynthus (Zant or Zante in contemporary documents) and its
neighbor Cephalenia. Both, in the 16th and 17th centuries, were under the sovereign control of Venice,
which had monopolized their trade in the early Tudor period.2
Currants had begun to be shipped in English bottoms during the Spanish embargo of the early
1570’s, and the traffic had proven profitable. The Venice Company established a monopoly over this
trade on the part of a group of London merchants in exchange for a quantity of customs receipts which
they undertook to pay to the crown yearly for the six-year duration of their charter. Whether the royal
treasury was best served by this arrangement, or by something resembling free trade, was a matter for
pamphleteers to debate now and throughout the following century. Elizabeth, in any case, must have
been convinced that an open arrangement was more to her benefit, since the charter of the Venice
Company was not renewed in 1588. The Venice merchants themselves seem, in an odd way, to have
agreed with her, since they had been farming out their charter privileges to all comers for several years
prior.3
The currant trade, in short, was or could seem too profitable to be engrossed. At about the same
time, the merchants of the Turkey Company were confronting an opposite problem. The terms of their
charter, which dated from 1585, required them to maintain an agent in Constantinople who had quickly
taken on the functions, and financial obligations, of an official ambassador. The outlay involved
outstripped the company’s discretionary funds, raised by the collection of modest membership dues. So,
while the Turkey trade itself might be quite profitable, the organization of that trade under a chartered
company appeared unsustainable because of the corporate political obligations that attached.4
The embassy in Constantinople was indispensable for the protection of English merchants
trading in the Mediterranean, and for the extension of their trading privileges within the Ottoman
Empire. But such a far-off diplomatic establishment could claim, too, to have done some service for the
English Nation at large. At a time when Spain had wanted to hurl its whole military might against the
shores of England, the deft negotiations of the Turkey Company ambassador had prevented an OttomanSpanish peace and kept valuable Spanish ships bottled up in the Mediterranean - or, at least, so the
Company claimed in an early attempt to renegotiate its charter5

A plea in such circumstances is liable, of course, to overrate the influence of an ambassador who
should not have been directly involved in the negotiation of any such peace. The correspondence of
William Harborne, England’s first ambassador to the Ottomans, does however show that he was actively
at work to sabotage Spanish diplomatic interests in Constantinople. So the Company’s claims had not
been ginned up for the benefit of England’s political classes, since we find them repeated in intracompany documents as well. Indeed, Elizabeth and her advisors never seem to have questioned the
utility of maintaining an ambassador in Constantinople. It was the merchants of the Turkey Company
that remained unconvinced: they were prepared to terminate the office on Harborne’s recall in 1588,
against the latter’s strenuous objections. The expense of maintaining an embassy, with regular lavish
gifts to the Sultan and his court, was too great for a small private company of merchants to bear.6
So the Turkey Company had undertaken to maintain an embassy that was beyond its means,
while the Venice Company needed to defend its lucrative monopoly against the petitions of competing
merchants. The companies thus labored under complementary burdens which could be lightened by
amalgamation. A combined Levant Company offered a broader fiscal base from which to draw support
for the ambassador, whose office made a valuable hostage against attempts to revoke or modify the
company’s currant monopoly. Thus, when this charter was left to lapse by James I, who was
experimenting with ways of regulating the currant trade that might prove more profitable to the crown,
the members of the Levant Company left their embassy in place at considerable expense to themselves;
this was an important bargaining chip in their ultimately successful negotiations to recover the
monopoly.7
Consequently, the Levant Company was from its foundation an organization that combined
political and economic goals. That it did so was key, indeed, to its success on both fronts: the delegated
sovereign powers of the ambassador at Constantinople served both to protect English merchants there
and to hinder interlopers against the company’s monopoly rights, while the ambassador’s influence with
the Sultan rose or fell with the level of English trade.8
The Levant Company seems to have stumbled quite by accident upon an amalgamation of
commercial interests and sovereign power that was characteristic of other, more colonial and expansive
English chartered companies, which, from America to India, developed commercial interests using
means and administrative devices borrowed from the state apparatus. So the eventual trajectory of the
Levant Company calls for explanation. As we know, there was never an English colony in Turkey;
rather than developing into a quasi-autonomous engine of empire, the Company remained bottled up in a
few trading ports until its dissolution near the beginning of the nineteenth century. Why did it fail to
become “territorialized,” as so many other, organizationally-similar chartered companies did?9
One appealing answer to this question would be to say that the Ottoman Empire simply wasn’t a
fertile ground for colonial projects: that, as a sovereign state with imperial ambitions of its own and the
military strength to attempt them, the Ottoman Empire was in a position to resist any enterprise that
would have impinged upon its sovereignty. I think this response is incorrect or at least insufficient.
First, it puts us in the difficult position of determining what made the Ottomans more of a “sovereign
state” than, say, the Mughal Empire. Then, and perhaps most importantly, the seventeenth-century
Ottoman Empire was already laboring under centrifugal tendencies and structural problems that would
prove fatal to it at a later date. It was able to confront these problems successfully, for a time, precisely
because it could count on limited foreign interference in its internal affairs. To blame the Levant
Company’s limited success on the “strength” of the Ottoman State is therefore a kind of circular
reasoning.10
The reasons for the Levant Company’s “failure” to become territorialized lie rather closer to
home. In the late 1620’s, King Charles I began to exert his influence in the choice of the English

Ambassador to Constantinople, a privilege that had previously lain with the Company’s governors and
assistants. Sackville Crowe, the last ambassador appointed before the outbreak of the Civil War, had in
fact been chosen over the Company’s veto. King Charles knew his man; Crowe began to distrain the
property of parliamentarian Turkey merchants as early as 1642, and continued to do so, much to the
Company’s chagrin, until his recall in 1646.11
The pattern of royal interference thus established continued after the restoration, and the embassy
had been practically “nationalized” by 1700. This matters because the Levant Company thereby lost
control of the only institution that could have developed into an autonomous administrative apparatus-as it did, for instance, in the East India Company. Soon the home government began to choose, not only
the ambassadors, but also the consuls, who in turn influenced the selection of the company’s factors; by
which point, the whole governmental structure of English activity in the Levant had effectively got out
of the Company’s hands.
So a schism emerged between elements that remained integrated for other English colonial
enterprises. The Civil War split them neatly: the embassy, as we saw, labored hard in the loyalist cause,
while the merchants of the Company could be counted upon by parliament, which renewed their charter
as exclusive importers of currants into parliament-controlled ports in 1644. While the Company’s trade
in currants and other commodities continued to thrive through the rest of the century, the administrative
apparatus that could have organized this trade on a territorial basis had effectively been captured by the
crown. It seems, then, that domestic politics bears the blame for the Levant Company’s decidedly
humble career.12
This analysis invites a further question. Why did Charles regard the Turkish embassy as
sufficiently important to arrogate to himself, while he let the embassy to the Mughals remain in
Company hands? The documents tell us only that Charles wished to increase “the dignity of the office.”
This would answer to a difficulty much attested by earlier ambassadors - namely, that they were
slandered by the representatives of other nations as “mere merchants” or “the stipendiaries of
merchants.” Royal selection, and the relatively high social status of the ambassadors that Charles chose,
might be expected to lay such charges to rest.13
One is inclined to regard such an argument from dignity as specious, or at least secondary. It
points, though, to another, more substantial difference between the Ottoman Empire and the Mughals.
By 1640, the Ottomans were hosting ambassadors or lesser diplomatic representatives from most of the
nations of Europe. In the Mughal Empire, the English held the field themselves. The English
representative to Constantinople thus had to deal with the whole European diplomatic scene - because
the Ottomans were a European power, to advance or impede whose designs might be a matter of
importance, not only to the members of the Levant Company, but to the nation of England as a whole.14
The ability of the Ottomans to resist a corporate mode of English colonialism appears to have
depended, then, not so much upon the “strength” of the seventeenth-century Ottoman state as upon its
location within the diplomatic zone of Europe. Its status as a European state made the English embassy
there too important to be left in the hands of mere merchants, and the Stuarts arrogated the management
of that embassy to themselves--though its maintenance remained the responsibility of the Levant
Company well into the eighteenth century. The fusion of political and economic machinery upon which
the formation of the Levant Company had been predicated, and which foreshadowed later English
colonial enterprises, was thus, at least in part, broken. Although the embassy continued to provide
protection to the company, it was no longer “of” the company, as its actions during the English Civil
War would show. And so the history of the Levant Company ended by running in reverse.
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