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cumbersome prose, however, most of the essays cover new ground for the
English-language reader. There is much that is fresh in the discussion of the
French and British silk industries, small-scale manufacturing in
Switzerland, Italian metalworking, the eighteenth-century cutlery industry
of the Ruhr, the highly successful Danish dairy cooperative system, plastics
manufacturing in a small Swiss town, and Norwegian shipbuilding. For the
most part these are not histories of technology, but rather stories of management and industrial strategy. While technology is implicit in any story
of industrialization, it rarely comes to the fore in World of Possibilities; the
book rarely pursues questions of technological design or technological
choice and their consequences. Its value as a whole is that it not only tells
about industries that succeeded by virtue of strategies of flexible manufacturing, but also that their successes depended on many variables. There is
more to the tale of success than flexibility in manufacturing.
LINDY BIGGS
Dr. Biggs is associate professor of history at Auburn University.

Acque e agricoltura: Venezia, l’Olanda, e la bonifica europea in età
moderna.
By Salvatore Ciriacono. Milan: FrancoAngeli, 1994. Pp. 332; notes/references,
index.

This book was published as number 188 in a series designed to broadcast
“the new voices of Italian historical culture.” Acque e agricoltura is, nevertheless, made mostly of solid, old-fashioned economic history, and the novelty of its voice is only faintly heard. Yet in Salvatore Ciriacono’s remarkable
openness to other European historiographies, and in his willingness to
study non-Italian topics, there lies a profound originality. Italian historians
tend not to look much beyond their particular urban centers, so Ciriacono’s
engagement with English, German, French, and especially early modern
Dutch cases of land drainage and irrigation is a sign of a new European
dimension in Italian historiography, and a refreshing change. Citing Marc
Bloch to justify his comparative urge, Ciriacono places the Venetian effort
to manage the hydrology of the lagoon and the Terraferma within a continental context. Thus, Acque e agricoltura offers a rich understanding of
western Europe’s confrontation with its waters between the fifteenth and
the nineteenth centuries.
As its title suggests, the book is concerned principally with the agricultural dimension of water management. In five chapters, all previously published between 1979 and 1991 as articles but here “corrected and amply
overhauled” (p. 20), Ciriacono discusses the involvement from about 1500
to 1800 of Venetian elites in irrigation, especially rice cultivation, and in
drainage schemes (chapters 1 and 2, those with the deepest archival base);
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the surprisingly tenuous connection between Venice’s sophisticated tradition of theoretical hydraulics and the hydraulic infrastructure of the Most
Serene Republic (chapter 3, and it is a pity that this does not look to Venice’s
empire, too); the Dutch drainage experience before 1800 (chapter 4); and
the dissemination of Dutch techniques and technical personnel throughout
western Europe (chapter 5, which, interestingly, indicates that no Dutch
engineers worked in Venice). Against the odds, the collection works well as
a monograph.
This success is due less to its focus on an unchanging “structure,” water,
than to Ciriacono’s skill at correlating technological installations such as
canals, waterwheels, windmills, and dredging machines to important
themes in early modern historiography. Among these themes the most
important to the author are the development of capitalistic, market-oriented agriculture, the involvement of the state in this development and in
hydraulic works, and the interplay of these two forces with local political and
social conditions. Ciriacono offers a nuanced picture of the emergence of
“modern” economic forms even when his description seems to retrace the
image of golden ages and slumps found in economic history textbooks (he
seems embarrassed that painstaking study of hydraulic agriculture offers
only confirmation of what is already established about European economic
cycles; e.g., pp. 16–17). The willingness of seventeenth-century Venetian
aristocrats to invest capital in specialized agriculture, the recovery of Venice’s
economic vitality in the 1630s, the limited impact of English enclosures on
productivity—all are examples of how Ciriacono manages to introduce
complexity into what might otherwise seem a canonical, well-worn account.
A residue of teleology does remain in Acque e agricoltura, and Ciriacono’s
zeal to record “advances” or “agricultural and economic progress” or “historical delays”—whether in diverting the Veneto’s rivers away from the lagoon,
or erecting the murazzi against the Adriatic, or disseminating wind-powered
pumps capable of lifting water four meters high—is perhaps too overtly celebratory of Modernity and Technology. Despite his protestations against such
criticism, for Ciriacono there is an “ageless antagonism” (pp. 23, 210) between
people and water, and the only good water is canal water, tamed and bent to
rational human economic purposes. Yet there are signs throughout the book
that antagonism did not always prevail between humans and “unimproved”
waterscapes. Ciriacono mentions many examples of early modern cultivators
and gatherers who resisted schemes to drain swamps, measures seen as benefitting elites and damaging their own subsistence. He also records the less
intense opposition to irrigation, interestingly different from the resistance to
drainage despite the fact that rice was long resisted in north Italy, even by
major landowners. In Venice, those indifferent to large-scale waterworks
included the wood thieves who, in collaboration with voracious sea worms,
demolished the palade that kept the sea from flooding the lagoon—at least
until the late 1700s, when the stone-and-hydraulic-cement murazzi went up.
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But even if Ciriacono too often “sees like a state,” in James C. Scott’s
phrase, he still has much to teach about technological diffusion and impediments to diffusion, about the value of comparative perspectives, and about
the centrality of water to life, past and present.
PAOLO SQUATRITI
APRIL
2000

Dr. Squatriti teaches medieval European history at the University of Michigan. His research
has centered on medieval water management.
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The Civil Engineering of Canals and Railways before 1850.
Edited by Mike Chrimes. Aldershot and Brookfield, Vt.: Ashgate, Variorum, 1998.
Pp. xxxviii+378; illustrations, figures, notes/references, index. $153.95.

This frustrating and rewarding volume appears in a new series, Studies in
the History of Civil Engineering, intended, according to its general editor,
Joyce Brown, as a “reference collection” for “civil engineers—and other
readers” (p. xii). Brown, like the editor of this volume, Mike Chrimes, and
a majority of Chrimes’s contributors, appears to have been trained as a civil
engineer. “Other readers,” like me, will find here a lode of useful information about how canals and railways were built embedded in a matrix of
irrelevant, local, and even antiquarian detail.
The content of The Civil Engineering of Canals and Railways before
1850 is considerably more limited than its title suggests. First, its geographical coverage is essentially limited to Great Britain, and its chronological emphasis, 1750 to 1850, is on the period of British leadership in
canal and railway technologies. There are exceptions, however. William
N. T. Wylie provides an excellent account of the workforce on the Rideau
Canal in Ontario. Darwin Stapleton shows how American railway technology had its origins in Britain. Pietro Redondi reinforces the stereotypical conflict between theory-obsessed scientists and practical engineers in
his tendentious account of the failure of the Saint Quentin canal in eighteenth-century France. And A. W. Skempton’s old but still masterful sketch
for History of Technology of rivers and canals from ancient times to 1750
naturally emphasizes the contributions of the Italian Renaissance and the
French seventeenth century as well as British river improvements from
around 1650 to 1750. But the other fifteen selections are all restricted to
Great Britain.
The technologies covered in this volume are likewise limited. For
bridges and aqueducts we are referred to another volume in the series, and
neither canal boats nor railway locomotives qualify as products of civil
engineering. Furthermore, Chrimes insists that his selections will address
“how these works are carried out,” “how they were built” (p. xiii)—that is,
the construction of canals and railways to the exclusion of their operation
as technologically complex transportation systems.
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