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Joseph Penso de la Vega was a Sephardic Jew born in Spain about 
1650. His family emigrated to the Netherlands and Vega eventually 
settled in Amsterdam, then the financial capital of the world, where 
he lived until his death in 1692. It was there that he wrote his best 
known text Confusion de Confusiones, a detailed explanation of the 
Amsterdam stock exchange at which he speculated, supposedly 
losing and winning back his fortune five times. The practices he 
describes -puts, calls, pools and manipulations- remain very much in 
evidence in contemporary exchanges.

Trading and speculation in stocks (as opposed to goods) had begin 
only in the seventeenth century with the establishment of the Dutch 
East India Company in 1602. By 1611 Amsterdam merchants had 
already built an exchange building on the River Amstel (from which 
the brewery takes its name, having used the cold waters of the river 
to keep their beer cold!) In the preface Vega cites three motivations 
for publishing an account of the “confusion” of the still relatively 
recent stock exchange: 1) for his own enjoyment 2) to champion the exchange as a fundamentally honest and useful 
enterprise and 3) to warn of the deceitful practices that nevertheless flourished there.

The main text is written as series of dialogues between stock 
characters such as a philosopher, a merchant and a shareholder. In 
the second dialogues appear perhaps the most enduring portion of 
Vega’s teaching about stock markets. His three rules for investors:

Take every gain without showing remorse about missed profits, 
because an eel may escape sooner than you think. It is wise to enjoy 
that which is possible without hoping for the continuance of a 
favourable conjecture and the persistence of good luck.

Profits on the exchange are the treasures of goblins. At one time 
they may be carbuncle stones, the coals, then diamonds, the flint-
stones, then morning dew, then tears.

Whoever wishes to win in this game must have patience and 
money, since the values are inconsistent. He who knows how to 
endure blows without being terrified by the misfortune resembles the 
lion who answers the thunder with a roar, and is unlike the hind who, 
stunned by the thunder tries to flee. It is certain that he who does not 
give up hope will win, and will secure money adequate for the 
operations that he envisaged at the start. Owing to the vicissitudes, 
many people make themselves ridiculous because some speculators 
are guided by dreams, others by prophecies, these by illusions, 
those by moods, and innumerable men by chimeras.

I have a copy of, Confusion de Confusiones, on my bookshelf and have read it front to back. The foundational 
principles found within have withstood the test of time and are meant to be shared, known and followed. And they are, 
as our institutional partners at Dimensional, Edgepoint, Guardian and Mackenzie Financial have proven over time. 
Their approach to wealth management is disciplined, realistic and patient -core principles that go beyond investing 
and that we would all do well to follow in all aspects of life.

Be safe, be well!
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