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The Place of Naples in the
17th-Century Spanish Empire

Gabriel Paquette

Karl Marx contended that the Spanish monarchy should be grouped “in
a class with Asiatic forms of government”, considering it nothing more
than the “agglomeration of mismanaged republics with nominal sover-
eignty at their head”. But while denouncing it as “despotic”, he noted
that Spanish sovereignty “did not prevent the provinces from subsisting
with different laws and customs, military banners of different colors,
and with their respective systems of taxation”.! Marx partly subscribed
to a “black legend” concerning Spanish rapacity and incompetence, an
image whose origins date from the Dutch revolt against Spanish rule in
the waning decades of the 16th century and which subsequently gathered
force in England and other Protestant countries threatened by Spain’s
purported aspirations to universal monarchy.? This disparaging image
would be disseminated across Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, finding special resonance in Naples, the efforts of the Spanish
crown to contest it notwithstanding.? Yet Marx, as a careful historian,
could not help but recognize the legal and customary pluralism that
flourished in the lands under Spain‘s dominion. Marx explained this
phenomenon away as a strategy typical of “oriental despotism”, which
is more than satisfied “to allow these institutions to continue so long as
they take off its shoulders the duty of doing something and spare it the
trouble of regular administration”.* Marx thus reproduced two opposing
and recurrent images of the Spanish empire: on the one hand, an entity
whose weakness and spraw! necessitated its decentralization; on the
other hand, a robust state with incorrigible centralizing tendencies.

In 1613, the year in which Antonio Serra published his Breve trat-
tato, the Spanish monarchy stretched from Naples to the Philippines.
Its boundaries encompassed an astonishingly vast amount of non-
contiguous territory, separated by oceans, seas, and mountain ranges.
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The monarchy’s heterogeneity was striking, embracing a panoply of
languages and ethnicities. [t absorbed numerous formerly independent
kingdoms, each of which boasted its own long-established customs,
economies, and, crucially, juridical traditions. The Spanish monarchy
was far from a static entity. Its borders were in constant flux. Military
triumphs and defeats routinely necessitated their reconfiguration,
whether geographic, fiscal, or legal. Bringing this morass of distinc-
tive cultures, economies, and polities under the sway of a single sover-
eign and making these disparate, far-flung pieces function in relative
harmony posed, therefore, a challenge on a scale with few parallels in
early modern European history.

Where did Naples fit in this broader political panorama? Naples
was but one of several constituent kingdoms of the Spanish Atlantic
monarchy. While not a federation, it was a composite polity that shel-
tered many smaller entities under a single sovereign. Portugal, the Basque
provinces, Catalonia, the Netherlands, Navarre, Sicily, Aragon, Valencia,
and Naples had been attached to the Spanish monarchy’s Castilian
nucleus in varying contexts. The circumstances of entry were important.
Each kingdom retained a hotchpotch of fiscal exemptions, spheres of
autonomy, and unique privileges - all negotiated, formally and infor-
mally, upon integration. Even after their union, they continued to be
treated as distinct entities, each maintaining its unique identity and
status.> The Spanish monarchy, as a result of this situation, was a legal
mosaic, though ultimately under the sovereignty of the Spanish king.
Such heterogeneity complicated the formulation of a common policy
applicable to all of its component states. As in other composite monar-
chies, there was an inherent tension between “centripetal impulses
toward centralization and centrifugal tendencies toward localism”.6
In Spain, the severity of this tension was exposed starkly in the 17th
century, especially during its middle decades, which were marked by
incessant war on multiple fronts.

The problem of linking the centre of the Spanish monarchy with its
peripheral kingdoms, whether in Europe or in America, produced several
potential solutions. Ultimately, a new administrative structure was
developed in the 16th century, though it borrowed heavily on practices
and techniques of the late medieval Aragonese-Catalan Mediterranean
Empire.” Councils were formed, composed of spokesmen for each
kingdom. These met at court and consulted with the king, both directly
and through his advisers. The importance of the Councils should not be
discounted. As a Polish visitor to Spain noted in 1611, “what is surprising
about Spain is that, though their government is absolute, their kings
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14  Gabriel Paquette

do nothing without the Councils”.® The Councils received information
from, and sent orders to, a viceroy who had been assigned to one of the
peripheral kingdoms.®

In each peripheral kingdom, whether Naples or New Spain, the most
powerful figure was the viceroy, the highest magistrate sent from Spain
and, in most cases, a Castilian by birth. In Politica Indiana (1647), Juan
de Soldrzano Pereira rationalized the institution of the viceroy. He
explained that it was created “so that vassals who live and reside in
remote provinces need not go seek their king, who is so far away, having
his vicar nearby to ask for and get all those things they could expect and
get from their king”.'° The viceroy was considered to “be the monarch'’s
image and alter ego and held to be in possession of all the majesty, power
and authority of the king”.!!

But the viceroy was not all powerful. He was compelled to work in
conjunction with the aforementioned Councils in the Iberian Peninsula.
These councillors were usually natives of the respective territory who
responded vigorously to any perceived threat to their homeland (and, it
must be said, their interests and those of their allies and retainers). The
Councils, as John H. Elliott argued in his Imperial Spain (1963), were

much more than mere administrative organs in that they also
fulfilled some of the functions of representative bodies (...) a body of
representative native councilors attendant on the person of the king
could at least help to restrict the deleterious consequences of royal
absenteeism.!?

Though outfitted with all of the pomp of royalty, empowered to issue
decrees and execute justice, the viceroy in Naples was forbidden to
infringe on locallaws.!3 Elsewhere viceregal autonomy was further circum-
scribed by leaving local privileges unmolested. In Milan, for example,
the municipal council’s authority remained robust. Furthermore, a local
senate was installed there after the advent of Spanish rule to deter vice-
regal ambition.!*

These interlocking local constraints were matched by massive impedi-
ments to viceregal volition at the apex of the imperial system. The
Spanish monarch remained the sole arbiter of most facets of govern-
ment in each kingdom. Just as importantly, the vast complex of local
states were linked in a personal union with the king alone.!® In this
way, there were few horizontal links among the kingdoms but a great
number of separate vertical ties between each kingdom and the Spanish
monarchy. In each component state, the king’s capacity for patronage
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was formidable. The grant of ecclesiastical benefices, the sale of offices,
the appointment of officials, and the approval over the sale and transfer
of feudal properties emanated directly from the crown.!® The strategic
distribution of these much-coveted plums guaranteed direct commu-
nication between the crown and the beneficiaries of its largesse, not to
mention unmediated loyalty and service obligations.

Within well-defined limits, however, the viceroy maintained a degree
of autonomy in setting the direction of the kingdom to which he was
assigned. His military authority was undivided.!” He was not compelled
to enforce passively the laws emanating from the Councils at Court. On
the contrary, it was a firmly established and fully recognized principle
that viceroys (and other crown officials) judged whether local condi-
tions were propitious for the imposition of any given law. Castro de
Bobadilla noted in his widely read manual Politica para Corregidores
(1616) that royal provisions and decrees that were “contrary to justice
and in prejudice” to the crown’s ultimate interests could be “obeyed but
not executed”.'8

By invoking this curious formula, “obdezco pero no cumplo” (in
Spanish), the viceroy reaffirmed his loyalty and subordination to the
monarch while simultaneously indicating that the best expression of
his obedience was the non-enforcement of a particular act until circum-
stances, which were unknowable except by those “men-on-the-spot”,
favoured its execution. In this way, the overlapping administrative struc-
tures of the Spanish monarchy were neither a byzantine aggregation
caused by the meshing of disparate, not entirely compatible systems of
governance nor the enablers of a lusty, arbitrary leviathan. Instead, blur-
ring lines of authority and the creation of a dazzling mosaic of checks
and balances mitigated the obstacles intrinsic to rule at a great distance.
It betrayed the crown’s deep-seated distrust of its agents posted beyond
Castile’s borders. It also reflected a keen appreciation of the hazards
latent in imposing laws that failed to account for, in Philip II's words,
“the diversity and difference of lands and peoples”. Spanish adminis-
tration in its non-peninsular kingdoms, to borrow the historian John
Phelan’s memorable phrase, was a “dynarmic balance between the prin-
ciples of authority and flexibility”.?®

Many of the same institutions existed, in one form or another, across
the monarchy. There wetre viceroys both in Spain’s European provinces
and its ultramarine territories. But the prevalence of the same office did
not necessarily mean that it worked in the identical fashion in each
constituent kingdom. In European kingdoms, many of the signature
institutions of the Spanish monarchy were modified to fit the existing
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institutional framework. The Americas, or the Indies (Indias), as they
were known, were considered part of the crown of Castile. The laws and
institutions of the New World were modelled on those of Castile. Philip
II summarized the relationship in an address to the Council of the Indies
in 1571: “because the kingdoms of Castile and the Indies belong to one
crown, their laws and manner of government ought to be as alike as
possible” 20

This legal status influenced the scope of the viceroy’s authority in
the New World. The vast wealth, great distance from Europe, and the
distasteful memory of disruptive recalcitrance of several conquistadors
in the 16th century impelled the Spanish crown to devise institutions
to carefully monitor and check the viceroy’s activities. Various legal
restrictions and overlapping authority conspired to limit his authority.
Of course, as the Spanish monarchs and their ministers fully realized,
America could not be micro-managed from Madrid. The difficulties of
transatlantic communication forced some patronage to be left under
the viceroy’s control, particularly the authority to dispense minor
governmental appointments and judicial offices. Although subject to
a greater degree of oversight, the colonial treasury remained under the
viceroy’s purview. He could issue proclamations [bandos] and measures
[ordenanzas], but not laws in the strict sense. Although American vice-
roys shared some of the responsibilities of their European counterparts
(e.g. defence of the realm from external attack and the maintenance of
domestic tranquillity), others were peculiar to the New World. These
included the expansion of Catholicism through the promotion of evan-
gelization and conversion, the negotiation of treaties with Amerindians,
and responsibility for rewarding the descendants of the conquistadores
and first settlers.

In the New World, the greatest limitation on viceregal authority was
posed by the Audiencia, the highest court of Spanish America, of which
thirteen had been established by 1661. The judges [oidores], appointed
directly by the king, were empowered to correspond directly with the
sovereign. The Audiencias also retained attorneys [fiscales] responsible to
theking for everything that pertained to the treasury. Viceregal autonomy
was further checked by the Residencia. At the expiration of their term of
service, all officials underwent this remarkably thorough evaluation of
their conduct. Perhaps the greatest brake on viceregal power in Spanish
America was a relatively short tenure in office. If in the 16th century,
the viceroy was appointed for an undetermined number of years, with
the average length of service hovering around six years, then after 1629
viceroys were appointed for three years with the possibility of a three-
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year renewal.?! Such a short stint ensured not only that various men of
aspirations got a turn but also that each viceroy remained an “outsider”,
whose roots in the economy and society he administered were shallow
and easily extirpated.

In contrast to the situation in Spanish America, the passage of Naples
from Aragonese to Castilian rule in 1504 heralded neither major
changes in the fiscal system nor significant modification to its funda-
mental political structure. Only under the viceregal tenure of Pedro
de Toledo (1532-1553) would its comprehensive integration into the
Spanish monarchy be contemplated.?” Some historians have viewed
Toledo’s period in Naples as less than salubrious. Giuseppe Galasso,
for example, argued that Toledo’s initiatives inaugurated “a process of
fiscal expansion and corruption ... financial and fiscal problems [which
was] to emerge as the greatest bane and the most odious aspect of the
[Spanish] regime”.2?

But this result did not necessarily happen against the wishes of impor-
tant sectors of Neapolitan society. Spanish government in Naples, as else-
where, would have been unthinkable without collaborators. Provincial
aristocracies recognized, and scampered toward, the benefits offered by
Spanish rule. As Elliott has observed, “paradoxically, the greatest strength
of the Spanish monarchy lay in its very weakness....[Hlowever many
orders might issue from Madrid, viceregal administrators were inca-
pable of carrying them out without the assistance of the local governing
class”.* And local elites were remarkably adept at harnessing the insti-
tutions of the state to serve their own economic and political ends.?® In
Naples, a delicate balance calibrated the autonomy of Neapolitans with
the monarchy’s goals.?6

But geopolitical pressure from without, at least as much as discontent
from within the incorporated kingdoms, changed the terms of the rela-
tionship. Between 1618 and 1621, Spanish involvement in Germany
led, ultimately, to its effort to control the military corridors which linked
Vienna, Milan, and Brussels. These decisions also resulted in the resump-
tion of hostilities with the Dutch. The expenditure necessitated by these
excursions coincided with the sharp decline in remittances of American
silver. Fiscal crisis was nothing new in the Spanish empire: under Philip
Il in the late 16th century, revenues had tripled, but public debt had
quadrupled.?” But the acuteness of the early 17th-century shortfall
compelled the crown to identify new sources of revenue and resulted in
the levying of additional taxes. Crown bureaucrats first surveyed Castile
for possible sources and, subsequently, extended their reach to other
parts of the monarchy, including Naples. The problem, as Elliott has
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noted, was that each province “retained [its] own customary laws and
representative assemblies, so that any attempt to extract larger financial
and military contributions could well lead to disruptive constitutional
conflict”.?8

Nevertheless, such a conflict proved exceedingly difficult to avoid.
The Spanish economic reformer and royal secretary Pedro Fernandez
Navarrete (1564-1632) complained that new kingdoms brought into
Spanish monarchy must neither “appear to be separate nations nor
[the subjects] be considered to be foreigners”.29 Building on these ideas,
the Count-Duke of Olivares, Philip IV’s chief minister, recognized
that the Spanish empire’s diversity must be replaced by uniformity,
or at least with closer relationships between kingdoms befitting of a
supranational polity. In Count-Duke Olivares’s far-reaching plan for
a “Union of Arms” (1625), a shift towards homogeneity entailed the
expansion of royal power and the curtailment of provincial customary
rights, privileges, and constitutions. Their existence hampered the
Spanish monarchy’s capacity to respond punctually and decisively to
geopolitical threats.®” The problem was dire. As Calabria has noted,
the administration and collection of taxes in Naples was “chaotic,
marred by overlapping and competing jurisdictions, and plagued by a
bewildering variety of exemptions and loopholes”.3! Crown and vice-
regal aspirations for centralization and administrative efficiency were
hindered by “concessions and compromises and essential respect for
the norm of autonomy”.32

The Spanish crown, then, was forced to tighten the reins. In spite
of the ubiquity of symbols - architectural, ceremonial, and artistic —
of Spanish power, these reins had been kept extraordinarily slack. The
fiscal requirements of a state engaged in war on multiple fronts neces-
sitated a policy shift. As one contemporary historian has contended,
these “heavy fiscal demands drained the productive structures of the
Southern Italian economy, heightened inflation, and led to urban
and rural revolt”.* These revenue-generating efforts provoked a range
of responses and analyses, not least from commentators like Antonio
Serra.** They also undoubtedly played a role in the revolts and riots that
broke out across the Spanish empire: Mexico City (1624), Catalonia
(1640), Portugal (1640), Naples (1647), Palermo (1647), and Andalusia
(1651), not to mention the disturbances in Castile itself.35 The pacifi-
cation of these revolts burdened Spain’s already strained resources. Yet
it is by no means easy to conclude that Madrid’s centralizing efforts
caused the revolts. After all, unrest was rife across Europe, with revolu-
tions more widespread than they were at any other period except 1848.
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England, France, and the Netherlands were convulsed by revolution and
civil war. As one eminent historian argued, “the various countries of
Europe seemed merely the separate theatres upon which the same great
tragedy was being simultaneously, though in different languages and
with local variations, played out”.36

With the notable exception of the independence of Portugal (and
its colony Brazil), however, the Spanish monarchy surmounted the
“General Crisis” of the 1640s and 1650s with its territorial integrity
largely intact.?” This outcome may be attributed to the fact that elites in
the different constituent states of the empire realized that “they could
do better for themselves within the framework of the monarchy than
if they struck out on their own”.38 Dissatisfaction with Spanish rule
did not dissipate entirely. The assassination of the Viceroy of Sardinia
in 1668 is ample testament to discontent that simmered just beneath
the surface. The Spanish response to such discontent was mixed. While
it is true that the parliament of Naples was abolished in 1642, the
parliaments of Sicily and Sardinia continued to be summoned through
the period of Spanish rule, right into the 18th century.* The end of
Spanish rule in Naples (and Milan, Sicily, and Flanders), it must be
stressed, ultimately was achieved not through domestic rebellion, riot,
or revolt but rather by the terms stipulated in the Treaty of Utrecht
(1713), which ended the War of Spanish Succession. Clearly, the
strategies of accommodation, negotiation, and compromise, which
had served the Spanish monarchy so well for so long, were not easily
cast aside.

The cobbled-together Spanish monarchy did more than merely hobble
along. In fact, far from being a steadily declining power, it remained
surprisingly resilient until at least the first decade of the 18th century.40
Historians need not become apologists for the Spanish empire (or
defenders of its economic record in Naples in particular) to recognize,
as Marx reluctantly did, the formidable administrative achievements of
that great “composite monarchy”. Its elaborate and relatively flexible
institutional mechanisms enabled it to hold, however loosely and inef-
fectually, a breathtaking diversity of polities, on multiple continents,
under a single crown, for two centuries.
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The Vicaria Prison of Naples in the
Time of Antonio Serra

Francesca De Rosa

1 Corruption and crimes in the cellars of Castel Capuano

The Vicaria Prison of Naples, the largest of the Kingdom, was housed
in the cellars of Castel Capuano from 1537, when the Viceroy Pedro de
Toledo determined that the various law courts scattered throughout the
Capital should be concentrated in one place.' However, the Viceroy's
aim of centralizing the administration of justice was fully implemented
only in 1540, when the four wheels of the Vicaria (two criminal and
two civil) - the Collaterale, the Sommaria, the Zecca, and the Bagliva —
were brought together and began functioning in the new premises.2
Meanwhile the prison, serving as a drain to collect “all the woes of the
Kingdom”, had - as we have seen — already been functioning for some
years. In 1692 Carlo Celano wrote:

Under these Courts of Law are the prisons; and there have at times
been as many as two thousand prisoners or more, for incarcerated
here are not only the prisoners of the City, but also of the entire
Kingdom.3

The area serving for imprisonment was occupied by vast rooms and
broad corridors where the prisoners were separated according to the
type of crime they had committed; these rooms also housed the poor
and the homeless. A description of these places was provided in a long
Report, dated 1674, on the State of the prisons of the G.C. of the Vicaria
of Naples before the year 1609 and the changes brought about and main-
tained to the present year of 1674 by the permanent commission instituted
by the Fathers of the Society of Jesus and the constant protection accorded
to the mission by the ministers of the Kingdom. This report, conserved by
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