In the thirteenth century, the Mongols had brought much
of the Eurasian landmass under a single rule, which in turn
facilitated long-distance trade, particularly along the Silk Road
(see Chapter 6), now dominated by Muslim merchants from
Central Asia. The movement of people and goods throughout
this Burasian landmass also facilitated the spread of the plague.

In the 1330s, there were outbreaks of plague in Central Asia;
by 1339, it had reached Samarkand, a caravan stop on the Silk
Road. From Central Asia, trading caravans carried the plague
westward, to Caffa, on the Black Sea, in 1346, and Constantino-
ple by 1347. Its arrival in the Byzantine Empire was noted by
Emperor John VI, who lost a son: “Upon arrival in Constanti-
nople she [the empress] found Andronikos, the youngest born,
dead from the invading plague, which ... attacked almost all
the seacoasts of the world and killed most of their people.”” By
1348, the plague had spread to Egypt, Mecca, and Damascus as
well as to other parts of the Middle East.

The Black Death in Europe

The Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century was the most
devastating natural disaster in Buropean history, ravaging
Europe’s population and causing economic, social, political,
and cultural upheaval (see the box on p. 302). Contemporary
chroniclers lamented that parents attempted to flee, abandon-
ing their children; one related the words of a child left behind:
“Oh father, why have you abandoned me? ... Mother where
have you gone?”* People were horrified by an evil force they
could not understand and by the subsequent breakdown of all
normal human relations.

Symptoms of bubonic plague included high fever, aching
joints, swelling of the lymph nodes, and dark blotches caused
by bleeding beneath the skin. Bubonic plague was actually the
least toxic form of plague but nevertheless killed 50 to 60 per-
cent of its victims. In pneumonic plague, the bacterjal inflec-
tion spread to the lungs, resulting in severe coughing, bloody
sputum, and the relatively easy spread of the bacillus from
human to human by coughing.

The plague reached Europe in October 1347 when Geno-
ese merchants brought it from Caffa to the island of Sicily off
the coast of Italy. One contemporary wrote: “As it happened,
among those who escaped from Caffa by boat, there were a
few sailors who had been infected with the poisonous disease.
Some boats were bound for Genoa, others went to Venice
and other Christian areas. When the sailors reached these
places and mixed with the people there, it was as if they had
brought evil spirits with them.”* The plague spread quickly,
reaching southern Italy and southern France and Spain by the
end of 1347 (see Map 11.1). Usually, the diffusion of the Black
Death followed commercial trade routes. In 1348, the plague
spread through France and the Low Countries and into Ger-
many. By the end of that year, it had moved to England, rav-
aging it in 1349. By the end of 1349, the plague had expanded
to northern Europe and Scandinavia. Eastern Europe and Rus-
sia were affected by 1351, although mortality rates were never
as high in eastern Europe as they were in western and central
Europe.

Mortality figures for the Black Death were incredibly high.
Italy was hit especially hard. As the commercial center of the
Mediterranean, Italy possessed scores of ports where the plague
could be introduced. Italy’s crowded cities, whether large, such
as Florence, Genoa, and Venice, with populations near 100,000,
or small, such as Orvieto and Pistoia, suffered losses of 50 to 60
percent. France and England were also particularly devastated.
In northern France, farming villages suffered mortality rates of
30 percent, while cities such as Rouen were more severely
affected and experienced losses as high as 40 percent. In En-
gland and Germany, entire villages simply disappeared. In Ger-
many, of approximately 170,000 inhabited locations, only
130,000 were left by the end of the fourteenth century.

It has been estimated that the European population declined
by 25 to 50 percent between 1347 and 1351. If we accept the
recent scholarly assessment of a European population of 75 mil-
lion in the early fourteenth century, this means a death toll of
19 to 38 million people in four years. And the plague did not
end in 1351. There were major outbreaks again in 1361-1362
and 1369 and then recurrences every five or six to ten or
twelve years, depending on climatic and ecological conditions,
until the end of the fifteenth century. The European population
thus did not begin to recover until around 1500 and took sev-
eral generations after that to reattain thirteenth-century levels.

LIFE AND DEATH: REACTIONS TO THE PLAGUE Natural dis-
asters of the magnitude of the great plague produce extreme
psychological reactions. Knowing they could be dead in a
matter of days, people began to live for the moment; some
threw themselves with abandon into sexual and alcoholic
orgies. The fourteenth-century Italian writer Giovanni Boccac-
cio (joe-VAH-nee boh-KAH-choh) gave a classic descrip-
tion of this kind of reaction to the plague in Florence in the
preface to his famous Decameron:

[Some people] held that plenty of drinking and enjoyment, sing-
ing and free living and the gratification of the appetite in every
possible way, letting the devil take the hindmost, was the best
preventative ... ; and as far as they could, they suited the action
to the word. Day and night they went from one tavern to
another drinking and carousing unrestrainedly. At the least in-
kling of something that suited them, they ran wild in other peo-
ple’s houses, and there was no one to prevent them, for
everyone had abandoned all responsibility for his belongings as

well as for himself, considering his days numbered.’

Wealthy and powerful people fled to their country estates, as
Boccaccio recounted: “Still others ... maintained that no rem-
edy against plagues was better than to leave them miles
behind. Men and women without number ..., caring for
nobody but themselves, abandoned the city, their houses and
estates, their own flesh and blood even, and their effects, in
search of a country place.”®

The attempt to explain the Black Death and mitigate its
harshness led to extreme sorts of behavior. To many people,
the plague had either been sent by God as a punishment for
humans’ sins or been caused by the devil. Some resorted to
extreme asceticism to cleanse themselves of sin and gain
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Causes of the Black Death: Contemporary Views

THE BLack DEATH WAS THE MOST terrifying natural calamity of
the Middle Ages and affected wide areas of Europe, North
Africa, and Asia. People were often baffled by the plague,
especially by its causes, and gave widely different
explanations. The first selection is taken from the preface
to the Decameron by the fourteenth-century Italian writer
Giovanni Boccaccio. The other selections are from
contemporary treatises that offered widely different
explanations for the great plague.

Giovanul Boceascio, Decameron

In the year of Our Lord 1348 the deadly plague broke out in
the great city of Florence, most beautiful of Italian cities.
Whether through the operation of the heavenly bodies or
because of our own iniquities which the just wrath of God
sought to correct, the plague had arisen in the East some
years before, causing the death of countless human beings.
It spread without stop from one place to another, until,
unfortunately, it swept over the West. Neither knowledge
nor human foresight availed against it, though the city was
cleansed of much filth by chosen officers in charge and sick
persons were forbidden to enter it, while advice was
broadcast for the preservation of health. Nor did humble
supplications serve. Not once but many times they were
ordained in the form of processions and other ways for the
propitiation of God by the faithful, but, in spite of everything,
toward the spring of the year the plague began to show its
ravages.

On Bershguakes ag the Cause of Plague

There is a fourth opinion, which [ consider more likely than
the others, which is that insofar as the mortality arose from
natural causes its immediate cause was a corrupt and
poisonous earthy exhalation, which infected the air in various
parts of the world and, when breathed in by people,
suffocated them and suddenly snuffed them out. ...

It is a matter of scientific fact that earthquakes are caused
by the exhalation of fumes enclosed in the bowels of the
earth. When the fumes batter against the sides of the earth,
and cannot get out, the earth is shaken and moves. I say that

it is the vapor and corrupted air which has been vented—or
so to speak purged—in the earthquake which occurred on St.
Paul’s day, 1347, along with the corrupted air vented in other
earthquakes and eruptions, which has infected the air above
the earth and killed people in various parts of the world; and
I can bring various reasons in support of this conclusion.

Flenmaiy Gigas on Well Poisoning

In 1347 there was such a great pestilence and mortality
throughout almost the whole world that in the opinion of
well-informed men scarcely a tenth of mankind survived. . ..
Some say that it was brought about by the corruption of the
air; others that the Jews planned to wipe out all the Christians
with poison and had poisoned wells and springs everywhere.
And many Jews confessed as much under torture: that they
had bred spiders and toads in pots and pans, and had obtained
poison from overseas; and that not every Jew knew about this
wickedness, only the more powerful ones, so that it would
not be betrayed. As evidence of this heinous crime, men say
that the bags full of poison were found in many wells and
springs, and as a result, in cities, towns and villages
throughout Germany, and in fields and woods too, almost all
the wells and springs have been blocked up or built over, so
that no one can drink from them or use the water for
cooking, and men have to use rain or river water instead.
God, the lord of vengeance, has not suffered the malice of the
Jews to go unpunished. Throughout Germany, in all but a
few places, they were burnt. For fear of that punishment
many accepted baptism and their lives were spared. This
action was taken against the Jews in 1349, and it still
continues unabated, for in a number of regions many people,
noble and humble alike, have laid plans against them and
their defenders which they will never abandon until the
whole Jewish race has been destroyed.
@ What were the different explanations for the causes of
"“] the Black Death? How do you explain the differences,
and what do these explanations tell you about the
level of scientific knowledge in the Later Middle
Ages? Why do you think Jews became scapegoats?

Sources: Giovanni Boccaccio, Decameron. From The Decameron by Giovanni Boccaccio, trans, by Frances Winwar, pp. xxii-xxiv, xxvii-xxix. Reprinted by permission of The Limited Editions Club. On
Earthquakes as the Cause of Plague and Herman Gigas on Well Poisoning, From The Black Death, by Horrox (Ed, & Trans), Manchester University Press, Manchester, UK. Reprinted with permission

God’s forgiveness. Such were the flagellants (FLAJ-u h-lunts),
whose movement became popular in 1348, especially in Ger-
many. Groups of flagellants, both men and women, wandered
from town to town, flogging themselves with whips to win
the forgiveness of God, whom they believed had sent the
plague to punish humans for their sinful ways. One contem-
porary chronicler described a flagellant procession:

The penitents went about, coming first out of Germany. They
were men who did public penance and scourged themselves
with whips of hard knotted leather with little iron spikes.
Some made themselves bleed very badly between the shoulder
blades and some foolish women had cloths ready to catch the
blood and smear it on their eyes, saying it was miraculous blood,
While they were doing penance, they sang very mournful
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MAP 11.1 Spread of the Black Death. The plague entered Europe by way of Sicily in 1347 and
within three years had killed between one-quarter and one-half of the population. Outbreaks
continued into the early eighteenth century, and the European population took two hundred years
to return to the level it had reached before the Black Death.

?1‘[1 Is there a general pattern between distance from Sicily and the elapsed time before a region
2. was infected with the plague?

Mass Burial of Plague Victims.

The Black Death had spread to northern
Europe by the end of 1348. Shown here
is a mass burial of victims of the plague
in Tournai, located in modern Belgium.
As is evident in the illustration, at this
stage of the plague, there was still time
to make coffins for the victims’ burial.
Later, as the plague intensified, the dead
were thrown into open pits.

Bibliothéque Royale Albert I, Brussels//Snark/Art Resource, NY
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The Cremation of the Strasbourg Jews

IN THEIR ATTEMPT TO EXPLAIN THE widespread horrors of the
Black Death, medieval Christian communities looked for
scapegoats. As at the time of the Crusades, the Jews were
blamed for poisoning wells and thereby spreading the
plague. This selection by a contemporary chronicler, written
in 1349, gives an account of how Christians in the town of
Strasbourg in the Holy Roman Empire dealt with their Jewish
community. It is apparent that financial gain was also an
important motive in killing the Jews.

jacob van Konigshofen, “The Crematon of the
Srrasbouryg jews”

In the year 1349 there occurred the greatest epidemic that ever
happened. Death went from one end of the earth to the other. . ..
And from what this epidemic came, all wise teachers and
physicians could only say that it was God’s will. ... This epidemic
also came to Strasbourg in the summer of the above-mentioned
year, and it is estimated that about sixteen thousand people died.

In the matter of this plague the Jews throughout the world
were reviled and accused in all lands of having caused it
through the poison which they are said to have put into the
water and the wells—that is what they were accused of—and
for this reason the Jews were burnt all the way from the
Mediterranean into Germany. . ..

[The account then goes on to discuss the situation of the
Jews in the city of Strasbourg.]

On Saturday ... they bumt the Jews on a wooden platform
in their cemetery. There were about two thousand people of
them. Those who wanted to baptize themselves were spared.
[About one thousand accepted baptism.] Many small children
were taken out of the fire and baptized against the will of their
fathers and mothers. And everything that was owed to the Jews
was canceled, and the Jews had to surrender all pledges and
notes that they had taken for debts. The council, however, took
the cash that the Jews possessed and divided it among the
working-men proportionately. The money was indeed the thing
that killed the Jews. If they had been poor and if the lords had
not been in debt to them, they would not have been burnt. ...

Thus were the Jews bumt at Strasbourg, and in the same year
in all the dities of the Rhine, whether Free Cities or Imperial
Cities or cities belonging to the lords. In some towns they bumt
the Jews after a trial, in others, without a trial. In some cities the
Jews themselves set fire to their houses and cremated themselves.

It was decided in Strasbourg that no Jew should enter the
city for 100 years, but before 20 years had passed, the council
and magistrates agreed that they ought to admit the Jews again
into the city for 20 years. And so the Jews came back again to
Strasbourg in the year 1368 after the birth of our Lord.

. What charges were made against the Jews in regard
to the Black Death? Can it be said that these charges
were economically motivated? Why or why not?

Source: From The Jew in the Medieval World by Jacob R. Marcus. Copyright 1972 by Atheneum. Reprinted with permission of The Hebrew Union College Press.
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Bavarian State Library, Munich//& Interfoto/Alamy

The Flagellants. Reactions to the plague were extreme at times.
Believing that asceticism could atone for humanity’s sins and win God’s
forgiveness, flagellants wandered from town to town flogging
themselves and each other with whips as in this illustration from a
fifteenth-century German manuscript.

songs about the nativity and the passion of Our Lord. The object
of this penance was to put a stop to the mortality, for in that
time . .. at least a third of all the people in the world died.”

The flagellants attracted attention and created mass hysteria
wherever they went. The Catholic Church, however, became
alarmed when flagellant groups began to kill Jews and attack
clergy who opposed them. Some groups also developed a mil-
lenarian aspect, anticipating the imminent end of the world,
the return of Jesus, and the establishment of a thousand-year
kingdom under his governance. Pope Clement VI condemned
the flagellants in October 1349 and urged the public author-
ities to crush them. By the end of 1350, most of the flagellant
movement had been destroyed.

An outbreak of virulent anti-Semitism also accompanied
the Black Death. Jews were accused of causing the plague by
poisoning town wells. Although Jews were persecuted in
Spain, the worst organized massacres, or pogroms (POH-
grums), against this helpless minority were carried out in
Germany; more than sixty major Jewish communities in Ger-
many had been exterminated by 1351 (see the box above).
Many Jews fled eastward to Russia and especially to Poland,
where the king offered them protection. Eastern Europe
became home to large Jewish communities.
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Camposanto, Pisa//Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY

The prevalence of death because of the plague and its recur-
rences affected people in profound ways. Some survivors ap-
parently came to treat life as something cheap and transient.
Violence and violent death appeared to be more common after
the plague than before. Postplague Burope also demonstrated a
morbid preoccupation with death. In their sermons, priests
reminded parishioners that each night’s sleep might be their
last. Tombstones were decorated with macabre scenes of naked
corpses in various stages of decomposition with snakes
entwined in their bones and their innards filled with worms.

ART AND THE BLACK DEATH The Black Death made a visi-
ble impact on art. For one thing, it wiped out entire guilds of
artists. At the same time, survivors, including the newly rich
who patronized artists, were no longer so optimistic. Some
were more guilty about enjoying life and more concerned
about gaining salvation. Postplague art began to concentrate
on pain and death. A fairly large number of artistic works
came to be based on the ars moriendi (AHRS moh-ree-EN-
dee), the art of dying. A morbid concern with death is espe-
cially evident in the fresco The Triumph of Death by Francesco
Traini (frahn-CHES-koh TRAY-nee) in Pisa. On the left side
of the fresco, several young nobles encounter three coffins
containing decomposing bodies, while on the right young
aristocrats engage in pleasant pursuits but are threatened by a
grim figure of Death in the form of a witch flying through the
air swinging a large scythe. Beneath her lie piles of dead citi-
zens and clergy cut down in the prime of life.

Economic Dislocation and Social
Upheaval

The population collapse of the fourteenth century had dire
economic and social consequences. Economic dislocation was
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accompanied by social upheaval. Between 1000 and 1300,
Europe had been relatively stable. The division of society into
the three estates of clergy (those who pray), nobility (those
who fight), and laborers (those who work) had already begun
to disintegrate in the thirteenth century, however. In the four-
teenth century, a series of urban and rural revolts rocked Eu-
ropean society.

NOBLE LANDLORDS AND PEASANTS Both peasants and
noble landlords were affected by the demographic crisis of the
fourteenth century. Most noticeably, Europe experienced a se-
rious labor shortage that caused a dramatic rise in the price of
labor. At Cuxham manor in England, for example, a farm la-
borer who had received two shillings a week in 1347 was paid
seven in 1349 and almost eleven by 1350. At the same time,
the decline in population depressed or held stable the demand
for agricultural produce, resulting in stable or falling prices for
output (although in England prices remained high until the
1380s). The chronicler Henry Knighton observed: “And the
price of everything was cheap.... A man could buy a horse
for half a mark [six shillings], which before was worth forty
shillings.”® Because landlords were having to pay more for
labor at the same time that their rents or incomes were declin-
ing, they began to experience considerable adversity and
lower standards of living. In England, aristocratic incomes
dropped more than 20 percent between 1347 and 1353.
Landed aristocrats responded by seeking to lower the wage
rate. The English Parliament passed the Statute of Laborers
(1351), which attempted to limit wages to preplague levels
and forbid the mobility of peasants as well. Although such
laws proved largely unworkable, they did keep wages from
rising as high as they might have in a free market. Overall,
the position of landlords continued to deteriorate during the
late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. At the same time,

Francesco Traini, The Triumph
of Death. The plague led to a
morbid fascination with death that is
visible in the art of the period. Shown
here is the left side of Francesco
Traini's fresco, which depicts a group
of young aristocrats on a hunt
encountering three decaying corpses
in coffins. One of the nobles is shown
gagging at the smell of the
decomposing bodies.
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conditions for peasants improved, though not uniformly
throughout Europe.

The decline in the number of peasants after the Black
Death accelerated the process of converting labor services to
rents, freeing peasants from the obligations of servile tenure
and weakening the system of manorialism. But there were
limits to how much the peasants could advance. Not only did
they face the same economic hurdles as the lords, but the lat-
ter attempted to impose wage restrictions and reinstate old
forms of labor service. New governmental taxes also hurt.
Peasant complaints became widespread and soon gave rise to
rural revolts.

PEASANT REVOLT IN FRANCE In 1358, a peasant revolt,
known as the Jacquerie (zhahk-REE), broke out in northern
France. The destruction of normal order by the Black Death
and the subsequent economic dislocation were important fac-
tors in causing the revolt, but the ravages created by the Hun-
dred Years” War also affected the French peasantry (see “War
and Political Instability” later in this chapter). Both the French
and English forces followed a deliberate policy of laying waste
to peasants’ flelds while bands of mercenaries lived off the
land by taking peasants’ produce as well.

Growing class tensions also exacerbated peasant anger.
Landed nobles were eager to hold on to their politically privi-
leged position and felt increasingly threatened in the new post-
plague world of higher wages and lower prices. Many aristocrats
looked on peasants with utter contempt. A French tale told to
upper-class audiences contained this remarkable passage:

Tell me, Lord, if you please, by what right or title does a vil-
lein [peasant] eat beefr ... Should they eat fish? Rather let
them eat thistles and briars, thorns and straw and hay on Sun-

day and peapods on weekdays. They should keep watch with-

out sleep and have trouble always; that is how villeins should
live. Yet each day they are full and drunk on the best wines,
and in fine clothes. The great expenditures of villeins come as
a high cost, for it is this that destroys and ruins the world. It is
they who spoil the common welfare. From the villein comes
all unhappiness. Should they eat meat? Rather should they
chew grass on the heath with the horned cattle and go naked
on all fours.”

The peasants reciprocated this contempt for their so-called
social superiors.

The outburst of peasant anger led to savage confronta-
tions. Castles were burned and nobles murdered (see the
box on p. 307). Such atrocities did not go unanswered, how-
ever. The Jacquerie soon failed as the privileged classes
closed ranks, savagely massacred the rebels, and ended the
revolt,

AN ENGLISH PEASANT REVOLT The English Peasants’
Revolt of 1381 was the most prominent of all. It was a prod-
uct not of desperation but of rising expectations. After the
Black Death, the condition of the English peasants had
improved as they enjoyed greater freedom and higher wages
or lower rents. Aristocratic landlords had fought back with
legislation to depress wages and attempted to reimpose old
feudal dues. The most immediate cause of the revolt, how-
ever, was the monarchy’s attempt to raise revenues by impos-
ing a poll tax or a flat charge on each adult member of the
population. Peasants in eastern England, the wealthiest part of
the country, refused to pay the tax and expelled the collectors
forcibly from their villages.

This action sparked a widespread rebellion of both peas-
ants and townspeople led by a well-to-do peasant called Wat
Tyler and a preacher named John Ball. The latter preached an

Peasant Rebellion. The fourteenth century
witnessed a number of revolts of the peasantry
against noble landowners. Although the revolts
often met with initial success, they were soon
crushed. This fifteenth-century illustration shows
nobles during the French Jacquerie of 1358
massacring the rebels in the town of Meaux, in
northern France.
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