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Pisa, the historical rival of Genoa and the Kingdom of Aragon for suprem-
acy in the western Mediterranean, also played a major political role in the
East, where the presence of Pisans is documented starting from the First
Crusade (1096—1099).1 Notary deeds, city chronicles, and hagiographic lit-
erature highlight the nature of this presence and its importance and evo-
lution over time. Particularly significant Pisan sources include the ancient
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parchments conserved in the archives of the charterhouse of Calci;* the
annals by Bernardo Maragone;’ and especially the life of St. Rainier, the
patron saint of Pisa, as told by his disciple Benincasa in the twelfth century.
After arriving in the Holy Land to trade in cheese, Rainier discovered his
true way by divine inspiration, left his business partners, and took up a life
of prayer and penance. It is said that he worked several miracles after death,
saving merchants from illnesses and shipwrecks.* The choice of a merchant
saint as patron speaks volumes about the identity of this Tuscan city.

The book by Bruno Figliuolo Cxplorcs the commercial activities of
Pisans in the Levant from the earliest written sources to the end of the
fourteenth century and fills a gap in the historiography of economy and
trade in the medieval Mediterranean and the Black Sea. Based on pub-
lished and unpublished sources conserved in Pisa, Siena, Genoa, Venice,
and Messina, the book is divided into twelve chapters: “Historiography
and Available Documents;” “Pisans in the Levant Until 1270;” “From 1270
to 1290: Relations with Romania and the Black Sea;” “Pisans in Laias in the

” w

1270s;” “In Egypt from 1270 to 1290;” “The Pisan Presence in Acre Until
the Fall of the City (1291);” “Pisans in Egypt from the End of the I3th to
the End of the 14th Century;” “In Greece, Romania, and the Black Sea in
the 14th Century;” “In Cyprus from 1291 to the End of the 14th Century;”
“For an Overview of the City’s Mercantile World;” “An Attempt to Sum-
marize;” “Conclusion.” The sequence of the chapters follows Pisans’ main
travel destinations in the East: the Byzantine Empire (Constantinople),
Genoese Crimea (Caffa, Sudak), the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia
(Laias), Mamluk Egypt (Alexandria, Damietta), Palestine (Acre), and
Cyprus (Famagusta, Limassol).

In these Eastern markets, Pisan traders sold Western products (clothes,
wines) and bought Oriental goods (grain, slaves, jewels, hides, fox cloaks,
wax, gallnuts, sugar, cotton, pepper) to be resold in other Levant sites,
in Italy, or in Provence. Pisans were also involved in trading timber and
iron from Cilician Armenia to Acre, Syria, and especial]y Egypt. After
the Arab conquest of Acre in 1291, the hub of Western trade in the East
moved from Palestine to Cyprus, where Tuscan merchants continued to
do excellent business until the early years of the fourteenth century, when
their presence in the Levant began to decrease until disappearing almost
completely in the second half of the century. According to Figliuolo,
it was neither a decline because of the Pisan military defeat in the war
against Genoa (1284) nor a slow fading due to competition by Genoese
and Venetian merchants, as other scholars think. The Pisans abandoned
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their Eastern markets because of a reorganization of Pisa’s entire economy
“based on finance, on some high-quality productions (such as hides and
clothes), and on medium-range commercial distribution, taking advan-
tage of the extraordinary rise of the Florentines and the equally extraor-
dinary position of Porto Pisano,” the chublic of Pisa’s main seaport on
the Ligurian Sea.

The text is integrated with tables concerning commodities, trade
routes, types of ships, and investment amounts. The book concludes with
an appcndix containing biographical information on 370 Pisans (listed in
alphabetical order) who were active in the East from 1245 to 1400.

With its prosopographical approach, From the Black Sea to the Nile Delta
is not only an innovative historical essay on Pisans and their trades but
also a useful model for reconstructing the presence of other Italian mer-
chants (for example, Anconitans, Astesans, and Mantuans) in the Levant.

Marco Cassioli is an associate researcher at the Telemme Laboratory at the University
of Aix-Marseille. He received his university education at Turin and Aix-en-Provence,
and held a research fellowship at the New Europe College—lnstitute for Advanced
Study in Bucharest. He has published in the field of medieval and early modern
history, especially about the Maritime Alps and the Danube region.
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