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Chapter Six

A Devastated World

A remarkable thing was noticed for the first time: that everyone born after the pestilence had two fewer teeth than people had had before.
—John of Redding, 1300s

At last it was over. Europe reeled, its death toll almost unimaginable. No one knows, even in modern times, how many actually died. In the 1300s, people had no idea of the size of Europe’s population, and they had no way to measure the effects of the plague. One chronicler of the time estimated that nine out of every ten people died. Another claimed that three-quarters of the population died. Still another gave the number as four-fifths of the population. Pope Clement’s agents estimated the total number of dead at 23.8 million.

Counting the Dead
Historians have tried to come up with a reliable number of plague victims using records of all sorts, but every method they use has proved problematic. Tax rolls and rent records included only those who owned or rented land, so the number of poor peasants and serfs who perished could not be counted. Parish and village records were often incomplete and usually counted only the number of households, or hearths. It was impossible to determine the number of people in each hearth. A hearth that was abandoned at the time of the plague might have been deserted as the result of its inhabitants fleeing the area, not dying. Some historians have looked at bishops’ registers. They have tried to determine the number of deaths in the general population from the number of clergy who died, but clergy often died in greater numbers than the general population. Some have looked at burial sites, but plague deaths resulted in many mass burials, so those interred could not be counted.

Until very recently, historians accepted the idea that between 30 and 45 percent of Europe’s people perished. Then Ole Benedictow, a history professor at the University of Oslo in Norway, began looking at a combination of records. He came up with numbers, published in 2005, that appear to be the most reliable available. He estimates that before the plague, the population of Europe was around 80 million. In Spain, he claims, the plague reduced the population from 6 million to around 2.25 million. That means that 60 to 65 percent of the people died. In Italy he estimates that the death toll was between 50 and 60 percent. In France 60 percent were victims of the plague. In England about 62 percent of the population perished. He calculates that a total of 50 million people perished—60 percent of the total population of Europe.

Other historians maintain that there were lower numbers of victims—from 30 to 50 percent of the populace. There is no way to find a definitive number. We can only say with certainty that between one-third and two-thirds of Europe’s inhabitants died.

The death toll was much higher among certain groups. The poor, who lived amid dirt and squalor and generally had worse health, died in greater numbers than the wealthy. Women also died at higher rates than men. Women spent more time indoors, close to rats and their fleas, while men spent much of their time working outdoors in the fields, away from Y. pestis. It appears that any woman who contracted plague while pregnant would die, as would her unborn offspring. Professor Benedictow points out that children’s survival depended in part on which parent survived. If the mother died and the father lived, 90 percent of their offspring would die. If the father died and the mother lived, 70 percent of the children would die. If both parents survived, only 23 percent of the family’s children would die. These numbers imply that a child’s survival was very dependent on the care given by his or her mother—care that very likely led millions of women to contract plague from their sick children.

The plague took a very high number of the clergy and doctors—those who were most likely to come into contact with the ill and dying. And surprisingly, it struck down a high number of those between the ages of twenty and sixty, seemingly in the prime of life and at their peak of health and strength. But those people were the same group who had been starved as infants and young children in the Great Famine, when their immune systems were developing. Though it seemed that they should have been able to survive if anyone did, they carried a hidden weakness that often proved fatal.

Asian records have not been studied in depth, but tens of millions certainly perished. Mortality in the Middle East was a little lower. Scholars estimate that fewer than one-third of the population of the Middle East died, though reasons for this lower death toll are unclear.

The plague left behind a lopsided world. There remained a relatively high percentage of the very young and very old still living and a low percentage of women. Not many priests and doctors were left to aid those still alive, and too few peasants remained to work the land and grow the food the survivors needed.

Considering these factors, it is easy to understand that the population did not recover quickly. In addition, the plague recurred nearly every decade until the 1400s, so the population continued to drop for over a hundred years. None of the later outbreaks was nearly as devastating as the first, probably because the weakest and most susceptible members of the population had already died. Still, Russia did not achieve pre-plague population numbers until 1500, while Norway’s population did not rebound until about 1650.

The plague continued to reappear at intervals in later centuries, but by the 1700s, it was no longer an epidemic. Why did it disappear? Some scientists believe that Y. pestis mutated into a less deadly form, but many consider this unlikely. Other scholars point out that the black rat was replaced in Europe by the larger and more adaptable brown rat. The brown rat was less likely to host the flea that carried the plague bacteria. Still others feel that improvements in hygiene and the use of arsenic as rat poison were responsible. Perhaps the disappearance of epidemic plague was a result of multiple factors.

Whatever the truth about the plague’s victims and its end, this much is obvious: nearly every farm, manor, village, town, and city was profoundly affected. Those peasants who survived had lost family, friends, neighbors, priests, and overlords. Nobility who lived through the plague lost their servants and those who ran their businesses and farms. The plague rocked every aspect of society in ways that modern people can barely imagine. The world in 1353 seemed bleak indeed.


The Black Death in Art and Literature

Surrounded by death, the medieval mind had to find a way to understand and deal with what had happened. Nobles and peasants alike sought to understand God’s reason for allowing the plague to rage. Some of these individuals tried to translate the terror and sadness into art. Many of those artists left alive created paintings and woodcuts that showed an angry God— or sometimes a demon or devil-like creature—hurling spears or shooting arrows of plague at towns and villages. Other artists turned to more religious themes, painting in a style less realistic and simpler than pre-plague artwork. Historians note that the change in style may have resulted from the widespread death of those painters who were better trained and more sophisticated in style and choice of subjects.

One of the earliest artworks that refers directly to the plague is a fresco, or painting on plaster, on the wall of a church in Lavaudieu, France. It is titled The Black Death and shows the figure of Death as a woman. In earlier art and literature, Fortune (a figure presenting the chances for the future) was often depicted as a woman. That this painting shows Death as a woman draws on the idea of chance in who would live and who would die. Death holds arrows in her hands, and the dead, shot through in the spots where buboes would have formed, lie at her feet. The victims include priests and peasants, rich and poor.

One recurring artistic theme that appeared at this time was the danse macabre, or dance of death. The idea of the danse macabre, which made its way into both art and literature, may have originated in an encounter between two monks and a group of dancers at the height of the plague. According to the story, when asked why they were dancing, the dancers replied that they believed that their dancing had thus far kept the plague from their town. They said they planned to continue dancing until the danger had passed completely. Danse macabre images usually depict a corpse or skeleton dancing with a member of one social class, leading members of other classes into the dance. The paintings often had several panels and featured twenty-four or thirty-six characters. These might include popes, cardinals, priests, emperors, kings, knights, merchants, peasants, and children. The danse macabre shows that nobody, no matter what social position, could escape the dance of death. The danse macabre first appeared as a fresco on a cemetery wall in Paris.

Another popular plague theme appeared in both art and literature. It was known as the three living meet the three dead. In this genre, three living people, often portrayed as young, wealthy, and well dressed, meet three corpses, who are depicted in various stages of decomposition. The message implied is “What we are now, soon you shall be.” In verse each of the living figures comes away with a different lesson. One learns that the purpose of life is to prepare for the next, one learns to focus on the present, and one learns to give up all earthly pleasures.

In the wake of the plague, medieval artists were more and more aware of the briefness of life and people’s inability to control their earthly destiny. The plague changed the way men and women thought about life, and it increased their preoccupation with death and the afterlife.

This fascination with death found its way, most naturally and most gruesomely, into the burial chamber itself. Before the plague, the tomb of a wealthy nobleman might be decorated with a statue of the man, lying peaceably in full armor, perhaps with a favored hunting dog at his feet. Post-plague tombs often still featured the peaceful nobleman lying as if asleep. Just beneath that statue, however, was a second statue, showing the dead man as a decomposing corpse or a twisted, terrifying skeleton. This image, again, was a reminder to the living that they too would end up like the dead man.

Writers and the Plague

In 1348, physicians investigated the nature of the disease and its symptoms, methods of prevention, and treatments. More than two hundred consilia were written in the fourteenth century. Most blamed bad air or sin for causing the plague.

Plague also found its way into poetry, drama, and fiction.

The work of fiction best known for its treatment of plague is The Decameron, written by Giovanni Boccaccio in 1350. Boccaccio was writing in Florence, one of Europe’s greatest cities and one of those hardest hit by the disease. He describes a group of young, well-to-do Florentines who, after going to the funeral of a plague victim, decide to flee the city for a country estate in the hills. There, they would “hear birds singing . . . see fresh green hills and plains,” and escape, perhaps, with their lives. Once in their country home, the young people pass the time by telling stories. Their tales form the bulk of The Decameron. Before beginning the main part of his work, however, Boccaccio devotes his introduction to a description of the plague and its effects, both physical and social, on Florence and its inhabitants. His descriptions are vivid, showing a city in panic, its social order breaking down. He tells how many people reacted by drinking and eating in excess. He writes that they “maintained, that to drink freely, frequent places of public resort, and take their pleasure with song and revel, sparing to satisfy no appetite, and to laugh and mock at no event, was the sovereign remedy for so great an evil.”

Another Italian writer and friend of Boccaccio, the poet Petrarch, was deeply affected by the plague. In a work titled “Letters on Familiar Matters,” written in 1350, he mourned, “Our former hopes are buried with our friends. The year 1348 left us lonely and bereft . . . there is just one comfort: that we shall follow those who went before.” Many of Petrarch’s greatest poems were addressed to a woman named Laura, who is traditionally identified as a French noblewoman named Laura de Noves. In May 1348, Petrarch received word that his beloved Laura had died of the plague. 

He immortalized her death in these lines from “On the Announcement of the Death of Laura”:

For you I still must burn, and breathe in you; For I was ever yours; of you bereft,
Full little now I reck all other care.

With hope and with desire you thrill’d me through, When last my only joy on earth I left—
But caught by winds each word was lost in air.

Petrarch’s poems were well known in Italy and France, but most people may have only heard them recited aloud. They would not have had access to them as works to be read. Books were painstakingly written and copied by hand before the invention of the printing press in the 1450s. With the printing press, books could be printed by machine, making them available to greater numbers of people. Among the earliest works printed were The Decameron and the poems of Petrarch. By the end of the 1400s, these and other works dealing with the plague were circulated widely.

As plague continued to reappear at regular intervals, it became a popular motif in drama and literature. William Shakespeare refers to the disease in several of his plays, including Romeo and Juliet. When Mercutio, Romeo’s cousin, is stabbed by Juliet’s relative, he cries out, “A plague on both your houses!” He is cursing both the Capulets, who are Juliet’s family, and the Montagues, Romeo’s family. Later in the play, Juliet, forbidden to marry her beloved Romeo, decides to take a potion that will make it seem as though   she has died. She sends a priest to let Romeo know of her plan. The priest, however, comes into contact with a plague- infected family, and as he explains, “the searchers of the town,/suspecting that we both were in a house/where the infectious pestilence did reign,/Seal’d up the doors.” Unable to escape, he misses his meeting with Romeo. Romeo, sure that Juliet is truly dead, kills himself. Juliet, when she wakes and finds Romeo dead, uses his dagger on herself. The plague, then, was at least partly responsible for the deaths of the two best-known lovers in English literature.

The English writer Ben Jonson, whose seven-year-old son died of plague in 1603, treats the disease in his play The Alchemist. Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe, wrote A Journal of the Plague Year in 1722. His description of the 1665 plague outbreak in London reveals that the disease and people’s reactions to it had not changed much over the three centuries since the earlier pandemic:

So the Plague defied all medicines; the very physicians were seized with it, with their preservatives in their mouths; and men went about prescribing to others and telling them what to do till the tokens were upon them, and they dropped down dead, destroyed by that very enemy they directed others to oppose.

The London magistrates did what the city of Milan had done in 1348: that is, they shut up the families of plague victims in their homes as soon as the disease made its appearance. Defoe describes one such family:

The misery of those families is not to be expressed; and it was generally in such houses that we heard the most dismal shrieks and outcries of the poor people, terrified and even frighted to death by the sight of the condition of their dearest relations, and by the terror of being imprisoned as they were.

Each outbreak of plague, from the Black Death of 1348 to the Italian plague of 1629 to the Great Plague of London in 1665 to the 1771 Plague of Moscow, the last serious occurrence in Europe, resulted in an outpouring of plague-related pamphlets, books, plays, poems, and art. These works were an attempt by those surviving to understand what had happened and to record the suffering they had witnessed.

Plague and Fire

The Great Plague of London raged from late 1664 to early 1666. It is estimated that it killed more than seventy-five thousand people. In September 1666, fire broke out in London and spread wildly, eventually burning over 80 percent of the city—thirteen thousand houses. Many historians believe that the fire, which killed many of the city’s rats, helped end the plague.

Although we can still view the plague paintings and read the works that mention or focus on the pestilence, the Black Death did not truly change art or literature in any measurable or lasting way. The Renaissance, a movement in art, literature, and thought that began in Italy near the end of the fourteenth century and spread throughout Europe, transformed the post-plague preoccupation with human suffering and death into an inquiry into the nature and meaning of life. The real changes were found in the economies of Europe, in the nature of education and the spread of learning, and in the state and position of the Catholic Church, which was left to deal with a population halved by disease and burdened by years of suffering and terror.

Chapter Seven

A New Era Begins

Because a great part of the people, and especially of workmen and servants, late died of the pestilence, many seeing the necessity of masters, and great scarcity of servants, will not serve unless they may receive excessive wages.
—Edward III, Ordinance of Labourers, 1349

Most of medieval Europe had been rural. The farming economy was based on the medieval feudal system of peasant and overlord, with class divisions deep and obvious.

As the plague passed through towns and villages, it destroyed the feudal system on which much of the European economy was established. With from 30 to 60 percent of the peasants and serfs dead, there was a serious shortage of workers, both in the manor houses and in the fields. Those landowners still alive desperately needed workers to plant and harvest, and to cook and serve. Before the plague, serfs had been forced to work for the lord of the manor, but afterward, they had the freedom to move to wherever workers were most needed and wages were highest.
Peasant in Demand

In Oxham, England, a plowman who made two shillings a year in 1347 made seven shillings in 1349 and ten shillings in 1351. Landlords lowered rents to attract workers. Landlords who couldn’t find the employees to work their land and needed cash sold their land cheaply. Some peasants were able to buy land, and those peasants who already owned land increased their holdings. A new class of landowners grew up. Called yeomen in England, their place in the social order fell above the landless peasant and below the landed knight. They became a vital part of society.

In northern Italy, peasants refused to work on farms unless the landlords gave them a percentage of the crop. Peasants’ incomes rose, while the incomes of the upper classes shrank, bringing the two groups closer together. 

Skilled workers, too, were in great demand, and physicians, priests, and gravediggers, in particular, could ask for any payment they dared. The craft guilds had been devastated by the plague, and few skilled craftspeople were left alive to teach apprentices. Towns and cities, desperate for their services, offered carpenters, teachers, shoemakers, and metalworkers free housing and tax breaks.


Peasants versus Government

Rising wages in England soon came to the notice of the king. In 1349 he issued an ordinance in an attempt to freeze wages to their pre-plague levels, stating that each worker should “take only the wages, livery [uniforms], meed [an earned reward], or salary, which were accustomed to be given the places where he oweth to serve, the twentieth year of our reign of England [1347].” The ordinance threatened that workers who charged too much would be “committed to the next gaol [jail].” Few officials were left alive to enforce the law, however, and wages continued to rise. In 1351 King Edward passed the Statute of Labourers, requiring workers to take an oath to charge only pre-plague fees for their services. By this time, it was possible to enforce the law to some extent, and some workers paid fines or received prison terms. In 1352, for example, seventy-five hundred people were fined in Essex County.

Growing peasant unrest because of these laws—and similar ones passed on the European continent—may have contributed to peasant revolts. Some were quite violent. The English Peasants’ Revolt began in Essex in 1381, when peasants, unhappy with low wages, found a reason to rebel when the government suddenly tripled a tax levied on them.  The revolt spread quickly throughout southeast England. The rebels, led by a man named Wat Tyler, marched on London, attacking manor houses and monasteries, burning homes, and opening prisons. They reached the Tower of London, took the archbishop of Canterbury from his rooms there and, recognizing him as a figure of governmental power, executed him. Not long after, the king’s forces met Tyler’s, and Tyler was pulled from his horse and killed. The peasants quickly dispersed, and the king later had the leaders of the rebellion hunted down and killed. Similar uprisings took place in France in 1358 and 1381, in Florence in 1378, and in Ghent, Belgium, in 1379.

As wages rose, so did the prices of goods when tradespeople realized, because of greater demand, they could get more for their products. Wheat, meat, and cheese were more expensive all over Europe. Even so, workers earning more were able to afford more expensive food. People in general began to eat a more varied and healthier diet as the standard of living rose.

Fewer peasants available to cultivate farmland led to an increase in unused land. Many landlords, troubled by the rising price of farmwork, decided to convert their land to pasture and raise sheep. Especially in England, the very landscape of the countryside began to change. No longer surrounded by a patchwork of crops, villages were bordered by fenced-in meadow populated by herds of sheep. Sheep needed fewer workers to care for them, so towns and cities grew as the unemployed peasants moved to them in search of higher pay. Urban life began to take over what had previously been a mostly rural world. In northern Germany, for example, the large town of Lubeck had 422 new citizens in the year after the plague. Before the plague years, an average of only 175 moved there each year. In Luneberg the new citizens numbered 95, more than three times the pre-plague number.

Another effect of the labor shortage was the introduction of women into the workforce. Before the plague, peasant woman had labored in the fields and some women worked alongside their husbands in a family business. Afterward, women became metalworkers, clothworkers, and brewers. In fact, the brewing industry soon was run almost entirely by women. Women also ran the family shops that had once been the responsibility of their husbands and fathers. While women still had few rights under the laws of the land, they enjoyed greater personal power because they had more responsibility and more money.

Labor shortages required business owners to begin thinking in new ways. They had to find innovations that would allow them to produce goods with fewer workers. Dutch fishers, for example, developed a new way to use drift nets to catch large quantities of fish, which they would salt, dry, and store. This enabled them to stay longer at sea and bring back more fish—a necessity with fewer fishers left alive. Many mills were converted from processing grain to sawing wood. One of the greatest and most influential innovations was the invention of the printing press in Germany. Books became available to the masses—if only they could read.


Learning and the New Order

As it did to other aspects of life in Europe, the plague devastated education. Four of the thirty existing universities had been forced to close because of the pestilence. The number of students enrolled at Oxford University, in England, dropped from thirty thousand before the plague to six thousand afterward. Teachers, many of whom were priests or monks, had died in huge numbers too. In France the students of Avignon complained to the pope that “the university body . . . is deprived of all lectures, since the whole number has been left desolate by the death from pestilence of doctors, licentiates [holders of a degree lower than a doctor] bachelors, and students.” As a result, universities began training and hiring teachers who were not from the church. These secular (nonreligious) educators had not been trained in Latin as monks and priests were, so they taught in the vernacular, or local language. The universities in each country taught classes in the language of that country. Gradually, as the shock of the epidemic passed, new universities were founded in Vienna, Austria; Kracow, Poland; and Heidelberg, Germany. Oxford opened two new colleges, and Cambridge University opened four. The study of Greek language and learning, which would later flower in the Renaissance, grew popular. Medicine, in particular, underwent a great change. Because medical texts were being written in the vernacular, anyone who was literate was able to read them. Medicine was no longer accessible only to the most educated.

The study of anatomy, forbidden by the church and once pursued at least in quiet if not in secrecy, came out into the open. Anatomy was taught in most universities, and it included dissections. Students began to grasp more fully the workings of the human body. Previously, the understanding of anatomy had been based on the works of the ancient Greek Galen, who had performed dissections only on pigs, apes, and dogs. Beginning at the end of the 1300s and over the next two centuries, physicians were increasingly able to see that the human body differed from those animals in certain vital ways. A book published in 1543 by Andreas Vesalius of the University of Padua, On the Structure of the Human Body, gave medical students accurate, illustrated descriptions of the inner workings of the body. Medical schools also added courses in pharmacy and medical botany.

Gradually, the distinction between physicians, who theorized about disease and prescribed mainly herbal remedies, and surgeons, who bled and cut their patients, began to disappear. Surgery became part of the university program. In many places, surgeons were required to acquire a university degree to belong to a guild. By 1400 educated surgeons were as respected as physicians.

Rethinking Disease 

During the plague years, physicians and others had begun to think in a different way about the origins of disease. The spread of the plague, as it raced through village, town, and city, seemed less and less like the result of bad air or an angry God. In places where plague had become pneumonic, people could see that it moved from person to person. It seemed to jump from one victim to the next as they touched or breathed on one another.

In the early 1500s, a physician named Girolamo Fracastoro, working at the University of Padua, began an intensive study of diseases. In his treatise On Contagion and Contagious Diseases, he theorized that diseases could be transmitted from person to person by tiny organisms. He believed microorganisms move among victims in three ways: by direct contact between people, by soiled clothing and other objects, and through the air. This theory of microorganisms and their role in the spread of disease was centuries ahead of its time. Because it was based on something nobody could see—the tiny organisms that later were identified as bacteria and viruses—few paid close attention to Fracastoro’s ideas. It wasn’t until the nineteenth century that Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch elaborated on the theory to create the modern understanding of germs and their role in disease.

While Fracastoro’s theory did not produce immediate changes in the field of medicine, it had some impact on the way hospitals were run. The Catholic Church had been establishing hospitals in Europe since the 500s. Monks or nuns staffed them, and wealthy patrons donated money for their support. Physicians rarely visited these places, though surgeons sometimes did. Hospitals were intended to provide comfort and relief for the ill as they struggled on their own toward recovery or, more often, toward death. It was a rare patient who emerged from a hospital cured rather than in a coffin.

During the plague, however, many of these hospitals were used to isolate plague victims. The idea of isolating the ill—keeping them together and away from those who were not sick—was a relatively new one. Only sufferers from leprosy had been isolated before this, and that was because of fear rather than any understanding of contagion. Many of these plague hospitals were terribly overcrowded with the sick and dying. One in Florence, which had 175 beds, had nine hundred patients. A pest house in Milan had fifteen thousand patients at one time. The hospitals and pest houses probably served to spread the plague among their inmates and those who treated them. However, by isolating the victims, they may have helped limit the spread of disease outside their walls.

Well after the plague, when people had begun to suspect that plague and other diseases spread from person to person, the sick were separated according to their ailments in hospitals. Fracastoro’s theory provided a scientific basis for this practice of quarantine, whether those applying it understood the nature of contagion or not. Isolating the sick did help limit the spread of disease. Physicians began visiting hospitals and treating the ill. Gradually hospitals became more than just places to die. At the Hôtel Dieu in Paris, patients gave a donation to cover the costs of their stay. They were placed in a ward according to their illness and slept on straw mattresses with feather pillows. Usually at least two patients and sometimes as many as four shared a bed. The hospital provided weekly shampoos and had several bathtubs, showing an increased respect for sanitation. Physicians treated patients, and more and more often, they recovered from their illnesses.

Cities Take Control of the Sick

The idea of isolating the sick was the first advance in public health policy. During the plague, cities passed ordinances and created health boards to oversee public health. They passed laws concerning trade with areas where disease was evident and tried to regulate sanitation. They also established plague controls during later outbreaks, including enforced isolation of the ill and the building of new pest houses. In Italy health boards required that all deaths be recorded as a way to judge whether an epidemic was occurring. They used this information to set up quarantines when epidemic disease was suspected and thus keep the illness from spreading.

Local governments became involved with keeping streets and public areas clean. In London the city government hired street cleaners and arranged for citizen volunteers to watch over them to ensure they were doing their job. Though the link between dirt and disease was still unclear, it had become obvious that a cleaner city was a healthier city. 

~ [stop here for Lesson 16] ~


A Weaker Church

As the plague receded, it left behind a continent filled with Christians whose faith in God and in his representatives on Earth had been strongly shaken. The high percentage of priests’ deaths compared to other deaths shows that they had more exposure to plague than other citizens. This statistic suggests that priests stayed in their parishes in large numbers to tend the sick, giving what comfort they could and administering last rites. However, many church officials did flee. Probably stories of priests who abandoned their congregations had a much more powerful effect on people than the knowledge that many had remained. The evidence that priests, like anyone else, could give in to their terror in the face of approaching death shattered the faith of many.

Because so many parish priests died or fled, the church needed to replace them as quickly as possible. With no one available to administer the sacraments, the church was in danger of losing its stronghold on the populace. Few educated, experienced clergy were left to take the place of the dead or missing. Instead, the church quickly recruited and elevated ignorant, untrained youths, bypassing the normal many months of training. These young priests knew they were invaluable. They often demanded and received large salaries and many benefits. Parishioners, already angry about the excessive wealth and splendor the church had displayed before the plague, saw this extravagance as another reason for resentment. The growing strain between worshippers and their priests led many to begin seeking a more personal relationship with God. They depended less on their priests and relied more on prayers aimed either directly to God or to saints as intermediaries on their behalf.


The Cult of the Saint

The use of saints as intermediaries became much more widespread during and after the plague. A saint could intercede with God on a worshipper’s behalf, making it more likely that a prayer would be heard and answered. People prayed to different saints depending on their needs. Mary, the mother of Jesus, was the saint people turned to most often. They felt she would be most likely to have the ear of Christ and could do most to help them. Many other saints also became popular during the plague. Saint Sebastian, who lived in third-century Rome, was killed by arrows shot by Roman soldiers for revealing that he was a Christian. People in the fourteenth century saw the arrows that pierced him as the arrows of plague, because Sebastian’s many wounds looked like plague sores. So they prayed to Saint Sebastian for protection from the disease. People also called on the saints Cosmos and Damian, the patron saints of physicians, in times of illness.

The saint most closely identified with the plague was Saint Roch. He was reputed to have been born in 1295 in France, supposedly with the mark of a red cross on his breast. When he reached adulthood, he gave away all his wealth to the poor and traveled to Rome. As he passed through Italy, he is said to have cured plague victims with his touch. In Piacenza he contracted plague himself. But according to legend, a dog licked his buboes and this miraculously cured him. Portraits of Saint Roch almost always depict him with a dog at his side.

The church, post-plague, was acutely short of money because most of its funds came from donations by the wealthy or taxes on the general population, many of whom had died. To raise money, the church gave new importance to the sale of indulgences, which granted time off in purgatory. As people’s incomes rose, sales of indulgences rose too. The church sent out indulgence sellers, some of whom made a profession of the selling of indulgences and kept most of the proceeds of the sales, though sometimes a portion of the money went to the local ruler. Sellers indulgences, like the Pardoner in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, often played upon the post-plague fear that death would strike quickly and unexpectedly while the victim was in a state of sin. Chaucer points out about the Pardoner that “his wallet lay before him in his lap, / Bretful [brimful] of pardon come from Rome all hot.” Many saw this practice as corrupt, and disillusionment with the church grew. While faith was still strong, respect for the church and especially for its clergy waned. Some Catholics turned to more private forms of worship. The wealthy built family chapels, neglecting their parish churches. Other Christians joined lay groups, which worshipped without clergy.

Worshippers expressed the idea of a more personal relationship with God in the practice of good works. These were charitable actions and donations that could help the givers attain salvation. Donations to hospitals, both by the living and in the wills of the dead, rose enormously after the plague. Pilgrimages to holy sites, considered an individual good work, increased in the 1350s and 1360s to such an extent that guidebooks were published and tourist accommodations sprang up along the routes.

Canterbury Tales
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, written in 1386, was the story of one pilgrimage to the holy site of Canterbury in England. One of the earliest and best-known works written in English, it tells
of a group of pilgrims, representing all walks of medieval life, from the noble knight to the lowly miller, from the humble monk to the haughty prioress (leader of a nunnery). They have come together under the protection of Harry Bailey, their tour guide, to walk to Canterbury. Each pilgrim tells a story that reveals much about both the storyteller and the world the pilgrims live in.


Heretics

Anger at the moral failings of the organized church led some to question its doctrine and practices. In the late 1300s, John Wycliffe, an English theologian, attacked the sale of indulgences and the practice of masses said for the dead. These masses were supposed to speed the soul’s journey to heaven. He condemned the masses because, like indulgences, they could be bought. This only benefited the wealthy, and it led to corruption among church officials. The pope condemned Wycliffe, but Wycliffe continued preaching and went on to translate the Bible into English. The church also condemned his followers, known as Lollards, as heretics and forced them to go underground to protect their form of Christian worship.

Wycliffe’s teachings influenced Jan Hus, a Czech reformer. Hus preached in the Czech language rather than church Latin. He was eventually condemned as a heretic and burned at the stake. The influence of Hus and Wycliffe was strong, however. They and other similar thinkers laid the foundation for what would later resurface as the Protestant Reformation. This movement away from the Catholic Church eventually resulted in a complete split and the rise of new forms of Christian worship.


The Beginnings of Modern Europe

The Europe that we know, with its countries defined by borders, led by bureaucratic governments, and based on a capitalist economy, had its roots in the post-plague era.

The plague’s effect on the rise of a middle class, the spread of education, and the weakening of the once-all-powerful church was instrumental in constructing this society. The sudden, shocking death of millions of people made the survivors question and then begin to change the feudal society that had existed for centuries. Bubonic plague, in a sense, woke a slumbering Europe. It forced its inhabitants to move—some in leaps and bounds, some staggering, and still others pushed forward—into a new age.


Source: The Black Death by Diane Zahler. © 2009 by Diane Zahler. Reprinted with the permission of Twenty-First Century Books, a division of Lerner Publishing Group, Inc. All rights reserved. No part of this text may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the prior written permission of Lerner Publishing Group, Inc.
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