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During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries fundamental changes occurred in the retail sector in North-Western Europe. In this period, retail experienced an unprecedented growth as a result of increasing commercialization. Major alterations that took place were changes in consumer behaviour, a growth in the types of products sold, and innovation in sales techniques, which all together resulted in the rise of modern retailing. Much emphasis in the debates on the early modern commercial changes has hitherto been on products, consumers, and customer-client relations. Hardly any attention has been paid to impact of the institutions – in particular the omnipresent retail guilds – on pre industrial commercial development. This is striking, since research on craft guilds shows that guilds could be decisive in processes of innovation.

This paper assesses the impact of retail guilds on early modern commercialization processes. The paper investigates how guilds reacted to the upcoming commercialization and whether guilds stimulated or hampered the rise of modern shopkeeping. Particular attention will be given to guild policies concerning admissions and the incorporation of new products in the trade. Both elements are expected to have had crucial impact on the modernization of the retail sector. The paper mainly focuses on the Dutch Republic, but when possible tries to compare the situation with that in Germany and England. In the end, the paper aims to provide a preliminary answer to the question why commercialization patterns differed in the three countries under scrutiny.

